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Issa’s breath froze in her lungs as her
eyes fixed on the two white-haired corpses on the floor. Blood pooled in a gruesome
puddle beneath the silent, still bodies. Age-gnarled hands reached for each
other, fingers interlaced. Her grandparents entwined even in death.


Strength fled Issa’s limbs and she
collapsed, her knees striking the ground with jarring force. Yet she felt no
pain, only the cold numbness of horror seeping into her limbs. She couldn’t
move, couldn’t breathe. The shouts, screams, and turmoil of destruction faded
around her. Her anger at the looters and rioters dissipated in the face of
horror.


No!
Her mind refused to
accept the evidence of her eyes. No, no,
no!


They couldn’t
be dead, not her Saba and Savta. She blinked hard, trying to erase the
sight before her. It had to be a mistake. 



Yet when her eyes opened, the bodies
remained. The two figures on the floor would never rise or draw breath.


Fists of iron crushed Issa’s chest; her
lungs struggled in vain to draw breath. A wild cry of pain, raw and ragged,
burst from her throat. 


“NO!”


Her mind flashed to her late night
visit. Aleema had been sitting at the table—now a mess of splinters in the
small kitchen—her tone comforting, encouraging, yet edged with the cold steel
of determination. Her grandmother’s words had been the only thing that stopped
her from quitting her training to become a Keeper’s Blade. The love and
reassurance in Savta’s dark eyes had restored Issa’s willpower. 


Acid swirled in her stomach at the
memory of her last words to Saba. Angry, harsh words, tinged with resentment.
She’d hated that her grandfather, Nytano, hadn’t seen her acceptance into the
Keeper’s Blades as a triumph. Yet at that moment, she felt only guilt for
lashing out at the man who had done nothing but show her affection and care her
entire life. Those couldn’t be the
last words she’d ever say to him.


Tears flowed now, fast and hot, burning
their way down Issa’s cheeks and blurring her vision. She clawed her way
forward, her limbs heavy and numb. 


The Long Keeper, god of death, had
claimed her mother and father shortly after her birth. How was it fair that
he’d taken her grandparents, too? What had she done, what sin had she
committed, to earn such anguish? 


Blood splashed beneath her hands and
knees as she crawled toward the white-haired corpses. One agonizing heartbeat
at a time, closer to the bodies of the only people that had ever loved her. 


Hands trembling, Issa reached for the
woman first. A fresh wave of horror washed over Issa as her fingers touched her
Savta’s shoulder. Her grandmother’s skin hadn’t yet cooled. She’d been dead for
an hour, maybe two. If only Issa had hurried, she might have been here in time
to save them.


It took every shred of strength to turn
the body over. Seeing her Savta’s lifeless face would be the hardest thing
she’d ever have to do—perhaps the grief and pain would kill her, sending her to
the Long Keeper’s arms to join her family. At that moment, with her world
crumbling before her, she welcomed it. Better
kill me than—


She sucked in a breath, the thought
dying half-formed. The face that stared up at her bore the lines and wrinkles
of age but didn’t belong to her grandmother. 



With frantic, desperate movements, she
scrambled toward the old man and turned him over. A sob burst from Issa’s
throat and she nearly collapsed atop the body. The slack, pale features lacked
the strength of her grandfather’s jaw, nose, and brow. 


She wept freely, her shoulders shaking,
but relief surged through her horror and drove back the numbness. A fraction of
sorrow remained—the corpses belonged to Issumo and Poltana, their next-door
neighbors, kindly people that had been like Issa’s aunt and uncle—but relief
bathed her like a cool breeze, brought tears to her eyes.


A single thought pounded through her
brain over and over. My grandparents are
alive!


She could suddenly breathe, the grip on
her chest loosening. Her limbs moved slowly but warmth and strength returned
with every thundering beat of her heart. Sanity reasserted itself as she
repeated the blessed words.


My
grandparents are alive!


She fell backward and slumped against
the hard stone wall, drawing in deep, ragged gasps. With the return of air came
clarity of thought. Scrubbing the tears from her eyes, she scanned the small
single-room house that she had shared with her grandparents for the last
seventeen years of her life. Her mind struggled to piece together what had
happened.


The front door hung ajar, its upper and
middle hinges shattered, the outer handle snapped off. Heavy boots had
splintered the wood as the rioters rampaging through the Cultivator’s Tier
invaded her grandparents’ home. The shattered remnants of the table, chairs,
and bed—the only furniture her Saba and Savta had owned—told a vivid tale.
Mahjuri had come to ransack, loot, and kill. Issumo and Poltana had died in the
turmoil.


That thought led to another question. So where are Saba and Savta?


The two elderly neighbors had fallen,
yet she found no sign of her grandparents. Had they somehow managed to escape
before the violence began? That seemed unlikely—their neighbors wouldn’t come
over uninvited. The presence of Issumo and Poltana indicated that Saba and
Savta had also been present when the rioters broke in.


Confusion twisted in Issa’s stomach. She
climbed to her feet, eyes narrowed at the corpses slumped across the rear
doorway. The door had also been broken open, but the invaders had died where
they stood. Crouching over the bodies, Issa stared down at the wounds that had
laid them low. Deep, long slashes, gaping wounds, and gashes that laid open
their flesh and muscle to the bone. Wounds from a sharp, heavy weapon.


How
is that possible? Her
grandparents possessed only three knives—a butcher’s cleaver, a small paring
knife, and the larger blade her Saba used in the fields—none large enough to
wreak this massive damage. One of the looters carried a rusted, notched short
sword. The stout blade could account for a few of the injuries, but the rest
were too large and deep to have been made by anything so small. Even if her
Saba had somehow managed to wrest away one of the other men’s weapons, he was a
farmer, a laborer in the southern farmlands, not a warrior. The damage done to
these men pointed to skill and training.


Chaos whirled in her mind. What in the Keeper’s name happened, then?


Had the Indomitables arrived in time to
save her Saba and Savta? Had the black-armored Alqati slaughtered the rampaging
Mahjuri and Kabili, hauling her grandparents away to safety? 


Hope surged within her. That has to be it! The Indomitables
carried sickle-shaped khopeshes, blades more than heavy enough to inflict such
grievous wounds on the looters. 


Strength returned to her limbs as warmth
flooded to the core of her being. If the Indomitables did have her grandparents someplace safe, she had a chance of
finding them.


Her brow furrowed as she tried to figure
out where the Indomitables would have taken them. She thought back to the map
she had seen spread out on the table in the War Room that Lady Callista and the
Elders of the Blade had set up on the Defender’s Tier. The map had showed the
positions of the Indomitables spread out through the three lowest tiers, but
that had been before the riots and chaos began. Any soldiers not fighting to
restore order would be digging into fortified positions or trying to retreat to
the safety of the upper tiers.


That’s
it!


The Defender’s Tier, reserved for the
Indomitables and their families, offered the most defensible position. A single
gate led in and out, and the soldiers would die to hold that position. If the
mob got past them, their husbands, wives, children, and parents would be in
danger. 


The
Indomitables had to have taken them up to the Defender’s Tier, then. That’s
where I’ll find them.


Grim resolve hardened in her gut. The
Mahjuri and Kabili from the Slave’s Tier had risen up in violent protest,
lending their fists and fury to the outraged Earaqi. If even a quarter of those
that lived on the lowest of Shalandra’s tiers had joined in the riot, close to
fifty thousand angry men and women stood between her and her grandparents.


But at that moment, it didn’t matter if
a million raging protestors flooded the Cultivator’s Tier. Nothing would stop her from making certain her Saba and Savta
were safe.


Issa tucked her club into her belt and,
stooping, retrieved the rusted short sword. Facing so many enemies, she needed
all the weapons she could get. Without hesitation, she raced out into the
streets of the Cultivator’s Tier, heavy blades gripped tight. If anyone got in
her way, she’d cut them down in a heartbeat.


On she ran, her legs and arms pumping,
her boots pounding on the solid stone of the narrow side streets. All hint of fatigue
faded, driven back by a desperate hope that her grandparents still lived.


Her mind worked in time with her flying
feet. The smartest, safest, and likely fastest route would be through the
secret network of Serenii-built tunnels beneath the city. She, Kodyn, Evren,
and Aisha had made the descent from the Palace of Golden Eternity to the
Artisan’s Tier in a little over half the time it would have taken them
aboveground. The tunnels would enable her to bypass the crowds and looters
altogether.


But she had no idea how to find the
tunnels, or how to trigger whatever hidden mechanisms opened them. She’d seen
Evren do it twice, yet his explanation to Kodyn slipped her mind. With no
knowledge of the secret paths, she could spend an eternity wandering in the near-darkness
of the gemstone-lit tunnels. 


I’d
be an idiot to go that way, she
decided. 


That left her with two routes to take:
Death Row, the main avenue that traveled from the Eastern Gate in the Slave’s
Tier all the way up to the Palace of Golden Eternity, or the pathways within
the Keeper’s Crypts. 


Death Row would be clogged with rioters;
not just looters taking advantage of the chaos, but those angry enough to take
up weapons against the Indomitables. The Mahjuri, Kabili, and Earaqi had
suffered at the hands of the soldiers for years, punished and abused simply
because of their low caste. It had taken only a few precise nudges to push them
over the edge.


She had heard the speech given by
Blackfinger, the leader of the Ybrazhe Syndicate. He had spoken of ripping
power from the clutches of the Pharus and restoring it to the people. Those
words had held only a fraction of truth—he, along with his allies in the
Keeper’s Council, wanted to overthrow Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres and claim the
rule for themselves.


But the Ybrazhe thugs weren’t the only
ones desirous of chaos. Hallar’s Warriors, a group of young, idealistic Earaqi
that spoke of “restoring Shalandra to the days of Hallar”, had riled up the
lower castes as well. Through the chaos and discord, they sought to rip the
power of rule from the Pharus and place it in the hands of the people. 


The two groups had used the death of
Aterallis, the man the people had called “Child of Secrets, Child of Spirits,
Child of Gold” and “Hallar Reborn”, to incite the crowds to anger. Their
peaceful protest at his execution had turned ugly after the Ybrazhe and
Hallar’s Warriors armed angry Earaqi youths with their passion, the promise of
power, and sharp steel. 


Issa didn’t know if they had acted in
cohesion or on their own—at that moment, it mattered little. Nothing mattered
beyond finding her Saba and Savta, hopefully alive and safe on the Defender’s
Tier.


Her steps led west, toward the towering
sandstone cliff that served as Shalandra’s western border. With Death Row a
seething mass of violence and bloodshed, her only hope of reaching her
grandparents would be through the pathways of the Keeper’s Crypts. 


The Keeper’s Crypts served as the final
resting place of all Shalandrans, from the Pharus to the lowest Mahjuri. The
tombs were hallowed ground, a place reserved for the revered dead.
Superstitious Shalandrans avoided the tombs—better to leave their deceased
loved ones to rest in peace. 


The Gatherers, a cult of bloodthirsty
death-worshippers that split off from the established priesthood of the Long
Keeper, had used the tombs as a hideout. But according to Lady Callista, there
had been no sign of activity after she, Hykos, and her Indomitables had raided
the tombs.


Golden sandstone cliffs loomed large in
her view. The western cliff served as the city’s border, and the façade to
conceal the tombs, sarcophagi, and monuments to the dead within the
hollowed-out mountain beneath.


The crowds grew thicker as she
approached the Path of Sepulture, the broad avenue that ran alongside the
crypts. Angry shouts, terrified screams, and chants of “Bring on the judgement
foretold!” echoed loud on all sides. Mahjuri and Kabili broke down the doors of
Earaqi that had little more than they, stealing whatever they could carry and
leaving weeping, broken, or dead men and women in their wake. 


Few paid Issa any heed; a single Earaqi
girl meant little, not with the vast riches that lay hidden behind the neat,
square walls of the homes bordering the streets. To the wretched Mahjuri and
enslaved Kabili, the meager belongings of the hard-working Earaqi seemed a vast
fortune. 


Dread froze the blood in Issa’s veins as
she came in sight of the Keeper’s Crypts. 


No! The huge sandstone gates stood shut,
barring entrance to the tombs. 


Never in her memory had that entrance
been sealed. Even during the Fifty-Day Revolt, the last upheaval to scourge
Shalandra’s tiers, the gates had remained open. All of the rioters had been
given free access to the crypts to lay their fallen comrades, family, and
enemies to rest. 


Closing the gates made sense—the
Gatherers had used the Keeper’s Crypts to hide out and to traverse the city
unseen, so Lady Callista had likely done it to prevent the rioters from
flooding the tombs and attacking the Defender’s Tier and Keeper’s Tier from
within. 


But that left Issa trapped on the lower
tiers. With the Keeper’s Crypt closed, she had no way to reach the Defender’s
Tier. Her simple Earaqi clothing and red cloth headband concealed her identity
as a Keeper’s Blade from the raging mob, but the embattled Indomitables would
only see her as one more rioter out for their blood. The soldiers would cut her
down without a second thought.


Panic sank icy fingers into her brain
and set her heart thundering. Her breath caught, her mouth going suddenly dry.
Issa swallowed and struggled to stave off the instinctive fear. If she couldn’t
get out of the Cultivator’s Tier, she’d never be able to find her grandparents.



Gritting her teeth, she drew in a deep
breath, then another. I’ve got to find
another way!


One hope remained to her. A face sprang
to her mind—sharp-eyed, with strong features, and framed by a thick black beard
and short-cropped hair.  


Killian! Her breath came easier as her mind
clung to the prospect. Killian might know
how I can get through. Somehow, he knows everything.


The blacksmith had been the one to
reveal the secret way into the Hall of the Beyond, the temple of the Keeper’s
Priests where she had battled in the Crucible to be chosen as a Keeper’s Blade.
He was far more than just a simple smith—he’d proven that daily as he taught
her how to fight like a true warrior of the Long Keeper. 


Without hesitation, Issa turned her
steps northward, up the Path of Sepulture toward the Artisan’s Tier. Killian’s
smithy stood far to the east, beyond thick crowds of raging, violent men and
women. Earaqi, Mahjuri, and Kabili rampaged through the upper tier, taking out
their outrage at harsh treatment, starvation, and thirst on those that styled
themselves “betters”. The turmoil on the Artisan’s Tier would be worse than
anything on the lower tiers.


Yet Issa had no choice. The lives of her
grandparents hung in the balance. 


 


 












Chapter Two
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Nothing Kodyn had experienced in his
seventeen years had prepared him for the murderous frenzy permeating the Temple
District.


The sun rose on a scene of fury and
death. All around him, rioters attacked the temples of the thirteen gods.
Warrior Priests of Derelana fought to protect the healers of the Sanctuary,
while Swordsman Adepts gave their lives in defense of the black stone obelisk
to the god of heroes.


Yet it all paled compared to the
violence at the Temple of Whispers. Hundreds of rioters crowded around the
vault-like temple, roaring their rage and hatred at the dozen brown-robed
Secret Keepers fighting to hold the doorway. Five more priests struggled to
haul the massive steel door closed—their only hope of survival in the face of
such a massive throng out for their blood.


Kodyn’s eyes flashed to the group of
young men in red Earaqi headbands that had secured ropes to the door’s exterior
handle. Within seconds, they would wrest it from the Secret Keepers’ control
and, once open, nothing would stop the mob from flooding into the Temple of
Whispers. 


No
way they can survive that!



The bloodied, battered Secret Keepers
had managed to repel the crowds, but Kodyn could see them tiring. Nothing would
stem the tide of homicidal men and women angry at the Zadii-caste priests.
Hunger, thirst, disease, and the whispers of treacherous agitators had whipped them
into a frenzy. It didn’t matter that their hate was directed at the
Indomitables that mistreated them, the Necroseti that lived lavishly while they
suffered in misery. Their wrath had been unleashed and the rising surge of
resentment, hate, and indignation would destroy everyone in their path.


Including his friends. Briana, the girl
he’d rescued from bloodthirsty cultists in Praamis, was trapped within that
temple. She had lost her father to the machinations of evil men; now, she would
lose her life, too. Hailen, the young boy with the blood of the Serenii, would
be crushed beside her. 


Anger surged hot and bright within
Kodyn—not directed at the mindless crowd, but at the hateful minds that
directed their ire at the innocent. Once again, his friends would suffer
because of greed, fanatical belief, and a lust for power.


He’d nearly lost Sid, a young Hawk
apprentice he’d taken under his wing, to the Gatherers in Praamis. They had
been a heartbeat away from killing the boy, his body paralyzed by poison as they
carved their foul mark into his chest. Arch-Guardian Suroth, Briana’s father,
had died protecting the Keeper’s Council, the very same men that had hired the
assassins that cut him down. Now Briana and Hailen would die because of
avaricious men grasping for power.


I’ll
be damned if I let that happen! 


But what could he do? Aisha, his
Ghandian companion and fierce warrior, stood at his side, along with Evren, a
fellow thief and apprentice to the Hunter of Voramis. Yet alone, the three of them
couldn’t fight off the crowd. They’d be torn apart in seconds. 


The Earaqi, Mahjuri, and Kabili lashed
out at the Zadii and Intaji because they were angry—angry over being starved,
beaten, and mistreated their entire lives. Yet their deep-rooted hatred was
aimed at those truly responsible for their misery: the Dhukari, with their
opulence and greed, and the Alqati Indomitables.


That’s
it!  


 “Indomitables!” Kodyn shouted over the roar of
the crowd. “The Indomitables are attacking from the rear!” He seized a Mahjuri
shoving toward the Temple of Whispers and hauled him backward. “Get to the
Sanctuary, help repel the oppressors.”


The man snarled a wordless curse, but
Kodyn was already tugging on another rioter. He couldn’t stop them from
attacking—his only hope lay in diverting their attention by offering them an
enemy they wanted to hurt even more. 


Evren and Aisha took up the call as
well, wading into the crowd and shoving, pushing, and hauling people to get
their attention. Though their efforts earned glares and shouted insults, the
rioters were too consumed by their uproar to notice Kodyn’s light skin. He kept
moving, never stopping, rushing from person to person, dragging them back. 


“For Shalandra!” Kodyn shouted and waved
his fist. “Fight the Alqati and free your families from their evil!” 


One voice echoed his call, then another,
then five more. Soon, half of the crowd rushing the Temple of Whispers had
begun to turn, like the prow of a great sailing ship. It was slow going, and
Kodyn’s throat grew ragged from shouting, his arms and legs aching from pulling
people away. Yet the mob acted like a giant herd—moving out of inertia and
following those around them.


Kodyn’s heart leapt as the press around
the Temple of Whispers thinned. A hundred attackers dwindled to fifty, thirty,
twenty. He kept shoving, kept shouting, Aisha and Evren beside him. One step at
a time, closer and closer, until he was a mere three paces from the enormous
vault door.  


A man suddenly loomed in front of Kodyn,
a snarl on his face. “What are you saying?”


Kodyn’s eyes took in the man in an
instant. 


His clothing fit too poorly on his
broad, muscled frame. The weapon in his hand appeared better-preserved than
those wielded by the crowd. And he alone among the throng lacked the fire of
unleashed passions burning in his eyes. This man had to be one of the instigators Evren had mentioned. His
expression was calculating, wary, and he had singled out Kodyn as being an
opposing force to his rallying of the mob. 


This
was one of the men responsible
for the chaos and death. This man, with the others of his ilk, had stirred up
the people into a frenzied mob and unleashed them like a hurricane of flesh and
blood. 


“There are no Indomitables atta—”


With a roar of rage, Kodyn drove his
fist into the man’s face. Fury lit a fire in his belly, propelled his blow with
devastating force. His punch shattered teeth, burst the man’s lips, and snapped
his head around. The instigator sagged, his legs wobbling, and hit the ground
hard. 


Time slowed and froze. The swirling
chaos and shouts of “Bring on the Final Destruction!” faded around him until
nothing remained but Kodyn and the senseless man lying at his feet. Kodyn’s
hands clenched; he wanted to drive his fists into the bastard’s face over and
over, turn his head into a bloody mess of pulped bone and ruined flesh.


Evren’s words in the tunnel pierced his
fury. “We might have stopped Blackfinger’s Ybrazhe, but there could be more
Syndicate out there stirring up the mob. Or Hallar’s Warriors. Whoever they are,
they’re the ones that are causing all this trouble. They’re the ones leading
this crowd.”


Suddenly, Kodyn once more stood in the
Temple District, amid a seething, raging crowd of Shalandrans out for Zadii
blood. Yet through the rush of anger and the blood pounding in his ears, an
idea slammed into his brain. 


He’s
leading the crowd! 


Stooping, he reached for the unconscious
man’s arms, but had to spring backward just in time to avoid being trampled by
a knot of charging Earaqi. As he struggled against the tide of people, he
scanned the crowd for any sign of his friends.


There!
They stood two steps
away from him, still calling out the fake attack from the rear.  


“Evren! Aisha!” he shouted. “Help me!” 


Two pairs of eyes snapped toward him. 


The shouting of the crowd nearly drowned
out his voice. “I’ve got one!” 


The two began pushing toward him,
shoving through the press of people clustered in front of the temple. Aisha
reached him first.


“Help me with him!” Kodyn said.


Without hesitation, the Ghandian warrior
bent and seized one of the man’s arms. 


Kodyn grabbed the other. “To the
temple!” he shouted.


Evren abandoned his ruse and leapt
toward the last of the throng crowded around the temple’s entrance. His fists and
daggers flew, whirling, striking down the rioters from behind. He hamstrung
one, slammed his pommel into the back of another’s skull, and shattered the
knee of a third with a vicious kick. The one man who turned toward them earned
a jab that shattered his nose. He fell to his knees, blood gushing. 


But Evren didn’t stop. He brought down
the last two rioters with quick slashes of his dagger. Then they were through
the crush of people and facing the Secret Keepers. 


One of the brown-robed priests lashed out
at Evren, who barely managed to dodge the vicious open-handed strike aimed to
crush his throat. Before the Secret Keeper could strike again, another of his
fellows seized his arm and spun him around.


“Friend!”
the priest’s fingers said in the silent hand language. Kodyn recognized him
as the man that had guarded the door every time they came and went.


“Go!” Kodyn shouted. He half-hauled,
half-threw the unconscious instigator through the doorway. “Evren, the ropes!” 


Evren was already moving, his daggers flying.
The sharp edges sliced through the thick cords tied to the enormous vault
door’s handles. The rioters hauling on the door cried out and fell back. Before
they could recover, the five Secret Keepers dragged the massive steel portal
closed. The rest of the brown-robed priests flooded inside the temple, just in
time for the vault door to boom shut
behind the last of them.


Kodyn gasped for breath, his lungs
burning, every muscle in his body on fire. Pain flared along his left side,
where someone had jostled him with bruising force as he shoved his way through
the throng. Yet a triumphant laugh burst from his throat. 


We
made it! 


He gasped for air, leaning on his knees.
“Anyone else feel like we’ve done this before?” 


Evren and Aisha both managed to laugh
through their heavy breathing. All around them, Secret Keepers slumped to the
floor or sagged against the walls. Many cradled broken limbs or hunched over
battered ribs. Yet naked relief shone on their usually stoic, somber faces.
They had come within a heartbeat of death and they knew it. 


“Thank
you,” the door guard signed. “That
was bloody close!” 


Kodyn nodded, too out of breath to
speak. 


The steel door suddenly shuddered, and
loud thumps echoed from without. The
mob had returned, their rage likely inflamed as they realized their prey had
duped them and escaped to safety. He cast a worried glance at the entrance.


The door guard seemed to understand his
concern. “No need to worry,” his
fingers said. “There’s no way they’re
getting in, even with a battering ram.”


Kodyn shot him a wry grin. “I’ll take
your word for it.”


As he recovered, he took in the interior
of the temple for the first time. The bodies of men and women lay strewn across
the chamber. Most wore the brown robes of the Secret Keepers—likely wounded
priests pulled back from guarding the door. Yet a few wore the ragged tunics,
knee-length shendyts, and red headbands of the rampaging Earaqi. 


In that instant, the sounds of battle
from deeper within the temple reached his ears. He raced toward the blank stone
wall and smashed his hand onto the black gemstone. The wall slid open to reveal
the dark corridor that led from the entrance chamber to Briana’s room.


Acid surged to his throat. Five
unconscious rioters lay on the floor, and three more were locked in a struggle
with the single brown-robed priest that guarded the passage. Through the open
doorway, Kodyn caught a glimpse of two rioters bursting into Briana’s
quarters.  


Horror froze Evren in place and turned
his breath to ice in his lungs. He was too late. The rioters had somehow gotten
into the temple.


Once again, burning anger melted his
horror. The moment snapped and suddenly he could move, and he broke into a mad
dash.


“Kodyn!” Aisha shouted behind him. 


He ignored her call and raced down the
corridor. The twenty paces seemed like a thousand leagues. He could only watch,
helpless, as the three rioters overwhelmed the Secret Keeper. The brown-robed
priest fell to the onslaught, but not before snapping one’s neck and shattering
a second’s wrist. He bled out with the last man’s dagger embedded in his
throat.


Kodyn didn’t slow as he slammed into the
unwounded Earaqi. His long, straight blade punched the man’s back, between his
ribs, and into his heart. The man fell forward with a weak gasp. 


Suddenly, a loud humming burst from
within Briana’s room, accompanied by a flash of light so brilliant it blinded
Kodyn for a heartbeat. He burst into the chamber, fists swinging despite the
sparks that clouded his vision.


Yet as his eyes recovered and he drank
in the scene, his hands fell limp by his side. Briana stood in the rear corner
of the room, terror written on her face yet a dagger gripped firmly in her
hand. In front of her, Hailen crouched in a defensive stance, his right hand
outstretched before him. Fear shone in his eyes yet his jaw was set, determined.


In his hand he held the long,
cylindrical artifact he’d found in Suroth’s office. No longer black, inert
stone, but its entire length gleamed a brilliant blue. Power crackled from it with
such force that it staggered Kodyn. 


He nearly stumbled over the body beside
him. No, bodies. The two rioters lay
still, their eyes wide, faces twisted in a rictus of pain. Black scorch marks
dotted their simple clothing, a dozen finger-thick holes punching clear through
their chests, shoulders, and heads. 


Keeper’s
teeth! Kodyn sucked in
a breath as he turned back to Hailen and Briana.


Hailen and the artifact had done this.
The power of the Serenii, unlocked by Hailen’s blood, had saved their lives.


 












Chapter Three
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Aisha burst into the room a step behind
Kodyn, Evren by her side. She stopped, her jaw dropping at the sight of the
bodies lying on the floor. It appeared as if a hail of invisible burning arrows
had riddled the two men with holes, leaving them smoking corpses.


“Hailen?” came Evren’s gentle question.
“What happened?”


The young boy’s gaze went to the
cylindrical stone in his hand, his eyes wide. 


“Hailen?” Evren prodded again, his voice
firm. “What in the fiery hell happened here? How did that thing do…this?” He
gestured to the dead rioters.


“I…” Hailen seemed at a loss for words.
He blinked, swallowed, and finally managed to blurt out. “I didn’t want them to
hurt Briana.”


Aisha’s gaze went to the Shalandran, who
stood frozen behind Hailen. The dagger she held—one of Kodyn’s small belt
knives—trembled violently, and fear turned her golden-skinned face as white as
Hailen’s. Yet, unlike the last time someone had invaded her room to kill her,
she didn’t cower in the corner. She stood, shaken yet still upright, her jaw
clenched in mingled panic, defiance, and determination. Aisha saw it written in
her eyes—she’d chosen to face death head on.


Terror, panic, and surprise still held
her locked in a tight grip. She hadn’t moved, her eyes darting back and forth
between the artifact in Hailen’s hand and the bodies on the floor.


“Briana,” Aisha said in a gentle voice.
When the girl didn’t look at her, she tried again, louder this time. “Briana,
it’s us.”


Slowly, the Shalandran’s gaze lifted
from the artifact to Aisha’s face. Recognition glimmered dully in her eyes.
“A-Aisha?” She blinked hard. 


“Yes.” Aisha wanted to approach the
girl, to comfort her, but the still-glowing artifact in Hailen’s hand gave her
pause. He seemed as shocked as Briana—no sense risking anything that could
trigger it. “We’re here. You’re safe.”


A long second passed before Briana
managed to lower the dagger. The movement seemed to shatter whatever willpower
held her upright. She sagged against the wall, tears of relief streaming down
her face.


Evren moved before she did, darting
toward Hailen and quickly snatching the artifact from his grasp. “Let’s get
that someplace safe, yes?” Worry shone in his eyes, directed, it seemed, toward
Briana as well as Hailen. He relaxed as Aisha moved to support Briana and Kodyn
righted the chair so the girl could sit. Yet the tension didn’t fully leave his
face until the last threads of blue light faded from the stone and it returned
to its normal black. He placed the artifact on the table and moved toward
Hailen. “Did you know it was going to do that?” 


Hailen said nothing—he could only stare
in stunned surprise down at his hands. Blood trickled from a cut on his right
forefinger, and a hint of crimson still stained his left palm. 


“Hailen?” Evren gave the boy a gentle
shake. “Talk to me. Did that hurt you? Did the magic affect you somehow?” A
hint of panic crept into his voice. “Hailen!” 


“I-I’m fine.” The boy spoke as if in a
daze. He lifted his violet-colored eyes to Evren’s face. “I-I heard the sounds
of battle outside the room, and I was reaching for my dagger, the one you gave
me, to fight.”


Aisha caught a glimpse of the
straight-edged knife lying on the table. Hailen had used it to carve shallow
wounds into his flesh—his blood had the power to activate the Serenii
artifacts. Some of which have far more
lethal effects than others, it appears, she thought. 


Her hand went to the pendant hanging
around her neck, tucked beneath her shirt. The black stone set into the
necklace was also Serenii-made, but it only served as a storehouse for the
power of the Kish’aa that her Spirit
Whisperer powers enabled her to control and channel. 


“But then the door opened and I turned
to see who was attacking,” Hailen continued. He seemed to be coming out of his
stupor, albeit slowly. “I-I guess I must have grabbed the wrong thing. When I
saw that I wasn’t holding the dagger but instead had the stone, I thought maybe
I could do that thing with the bright light like the other artifact did. But
when I touched my finger to it and my blood activated it…” He swallowed. “Well,
that happened.”


Aisha glanced at the corpses. From her
position beside the still-stunned Briana, the holes riddling the bodies of the
dead rioters appeared small, the sort left by a crossbow bolt, arrow, or even a
slim dagger. Yet the stink of charred flesh hung thick in the room, and scorch
marks marred the dead men’s tunics. That was the sort of wound no mundane
weapon could inflict.


“What
exactly did it do?” Evren’s gaze traveled to the bodies as well. 


Hailen’s face scrunched up. “It looked
kind of like a hailstorm, but all shining, glowy balls.” 


“Dozens of them.” Briana spoke up. “Orbs
of pure light or energy, the same brilliant blue as the artifact itself.” Wonderment
filled her eyes as she looked at Hailen. “The power of the Serenii!”


Dozens?


For the first time, Aisha looked past
the bodies on the floor, toward the far wall of the room. She gasped as she
caught sight of the blank sandstone. The entire surface was pocked with black
sear marks—easily fifty or sixty of them—and tendrils of heat still curled from
a few of the holes. 


Bloody
hell!  


“Kodyn!” she called. When the Hawk
turned to her, she pointed to the wall. “Look.”


“Keeper’s teeth!” Evren swore. He
stepped quickly away from the table and scrubbed his hand against his pants, as
if trying to get as far from the artifact as possible.


“I-I didn’t mean to do that,” Hailen
protested. “I just wanted to stop them from—”


“No, Hailen,” Evren cut him off with a
firm shake of his head. He stepped close to the young boy and placed a strong
hand on his shoulder. “You did nothing wrong. The opposite, in fact. You did
what you had to in order to protect yourself and Briana.” He shot a look at the
seated girl. 


Aisha was surprised at the relief
evident in his eyes. She’d expected him to be concerned about Hailen’s
safety—he’d called the boy his brother, and his protectiveness over Hailen
cemented the bond—but he seemed almost equally worried for Briana. 


Is
it possible? She hadn’t
seen the two interacting since the day they fled the Gatherer’s attack. A lot can happen in just a few days.


Warmth surged to her cheeks at the
pleasant memory of one of those things that had happened. She’d kissed Kodyn,
not once, but twice. An impulsive action, though not one she regretted. In a
way, it had felt like the inevitable finally coming to pass. They had been
friends, companions, and confidants for so many years—most of Aisha’s life in
Praamis, for that matter—that it felt…right. 



She hid a smile and gave Briana’s hand a
squeeze. I hope it’s actually true.
It would be good for Briana to have someone else interested in her. She had
worried for her friend, even after Briana had made it clear that she was happy
for Kodyn and Aisha. She deserves a bit
of joy, given everything that’s happened.


“Aisha, Evren.” Kodyn’s voice snapped
her from her thoughts.


Aisha looked up and found Kodyn crouched
over the two corpses in the middle of the room. She’d been so focused on Evren
and Hailen’s conversation that she hadn’t seen Kodyn move, but the look on his
face set worry twisting in her gut.


“Take a look at this.” Kodyn gestured to
the body at his feet. 


Aisha stood but shot a worried glance
down at Briana. A bit of color had returned to the girl’s cheeks and the tremor
running through her hands had quietened, but she remained shaken. 


To her credit, Briana forced a weak
smile. “Go,” she told Aisha. “I-I’m fine. Just need to take a breath.” 


Aisha nodded and released the girl’s
hand. Briana had known a great deal of fear in the last few weeks, yet her
refusal to let it paralyze her served as a testament to her strength. Aisha
would honor her attempt at courage. 


She strode over to Kodyn, who had been
joined by Evren. 


“Damn!” Evren swore. “Them again?”


Aisha’s gut clenched as she saw a
familiar symbol inked into the man’s forearm. 
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“Gatherers,” she growled.


“Maybe,” Kodyn said. His brow furrowed,
his lips twisted in thought. “But I think it’s more likely that they’re
Hallar’s Warriors.” 


“Why do you say that?” Aisha asked. 


“Look at the tattoo again.” Kodyn
pointed to the two crossed swords inked above the top of the symbol. “That’s
something we didn’t see in Praamis, or on the other Gatherers we dealt with
before.”


Evren’s eyes narrowed. “You’re thinking
the blades mark them as Hallar’s Warriors?” 



“Best answer I can think of.” Kodyn
shrugged. “But that leaves me with another question: what the hell is he doing
in here?”


Aisha cocked her head and glanced at
Evren. “You said that Hallar’s Warriors were behind the riots, right?”


“Yes, them and the Ybrazhe.” His face
fell, his expression growing hard. “We got to Blackfinger in time, but—”


“Hey, it’s not your fault.” Aisha shot
him a stern glare. “From what I hear, you and Issa almost stopped the riot
before it started.”


Evren shook his head. “That was mostly
Issa. She had almost gotten through to them, almost talked them down, but there
were more groups elsewhere.” His eyes dropped to the floor and his shoulders
slumped as if beneath a heavy burden. “We barely got out of there.”


“But you snatched up Blackfinger and got
him to Lady Callista,” Kodyn said, his voice firm. “By the time she’s done with
him, she’ll know everything about the Syndicate’s operation.”


“Not that she’ll be able to do much
until the riots are quelled,” Evren muttered, a dark look in his eyes.


“Which leads me back to these guys.”
Kodyn gestured to the bodies at his feet. “Hallar’s Warriors, the ones leading the riot. Or at least part of
it.”


“Yeah, and?” Aisha asked. 


“Well, you saw how determined they were
to get in here,” Kodyn said, his tone musing. “They were attacking all the
temples, but it felt like their main focus was here. The crowd was bigger, and
there were more of them in the throng.”


Aisha’s eyes narrowed. Kodyn tended to
be more direct, but at times when he was trying to figure out a complex puzzle,
he took a while to get to his point. Give him time, though, and he always
sorted things out. Life under the thumb of Bryden, petty bureaucrat and Master
of House Hawk, had sharpened his intellect.


“Hallar’s Warriors had the mob under
their control.” Kodyn’s expression was pensive, his lips twisted into a
thoughtful frown. “The cultists could have simply unleashed them on the temple
and let them do their thing. So why come in and attack personally?”


Aisha’s eyes widened as she understood
the point he was getting at. “You think they came in here for a specific
reason?” She turned to glance past Briana. On the table lay Suroth’s journal
and the Serenii artifact. 


“Like the Gatherers that attacked her
house!” The words burst from Evren’s lips. 


Kodyn nodded. “This wasn’t just a random
attack, or at least, it doesn’t feel that way. If they were just after death
and chaos, they would have let the mob handle it. But they came in here,
straight to Briana’s room, for the same thing they wanted the last time they
attacked.”


Aisha’s brow furrowed. Could it be? After the assault, she and
Briana had come to the conclusion that the Gatherers needed Suroth’s journal
and the Serenii artifacts to access the Vault of Ancients. Something stored
safely in the Serenii-built vault would help them bring on the Final
Destruction mentioned in prophecy.


Thoughts of the Vault of Ancients
brought back memories of the previous night. Her hand went to the necklace that
held the silver pendant with its strange black Serenii-made stone. Kodyn had
convinced Lady Callista to show them the vault—at first glance, nothing more
than a plain slab of solid sandstone. 


But the moment he’d touched the Secret
Keepers’ glowstone to the wall, the Serenii symbols had lit up. Something had
sucked the spirit from Aisha’s pendant and absorbed it into the vault’s door.
Almost as if the door could be opened using the power of the Kish’aa. She might have believed it
impossible had she not witnessed it mere hours earlier.


“…think that Hallar’s Warriors are after
the journals as well?” Evren’s question pulled her from her contemplation. 


“It’s the only explanation that makes
sense,” Kodyn said. “They had to know how dangerous it would be to come into
the Secret Keepers’ temple. The only reason they’d risk it is the reward was
big enough.”


“Nothing bigger than the Final
Destruction they’re so desperate for.” Evren snorted derision. “Damned zealot
madmen.”


“The question is,” Hailen asked, “how
did they know we were here?” 


Kodyn’s answer died on his lips as the
far wall of the chamber slid open and half a dozen brown-robed priests spilled
into the room. At their head stood Ennolar, the bald-headed, pudgy Secret
Keeper that had replaced Suroth as Arch-Guardian. Beside him, the stern-faced
Uryan crouched, wary eyes scanning the room for any sign of threat. 


Though they carried no weapons and wore
no armor, they appeared every inch the warriors ready for battle. Aisha had
seen what they could do empty-handed—a company of eight Secret Keepers had
defeated more than twice their number of sword-wielding militants, fought off
an attack by thirty more. 


At the sight of Uryan, Aisha tensed in
expectation of Thimara’s spark surging to life within her. It took her a long
moment to remember that Thimara had fulfilled her mission—she had found those
responsible for her death, the men spreading the poison masquerading as the
Azure Rot. The Secret Keeper had given the last of her spark of life to save
Kodyn’s life. 


Finding the room empty of living
threats, the Secret Keepers relaxed. Two hurried to the corpses lying on the
floor and crouched over them, brows furrowed in surprise. 


Ennolar rushed to Briana’s side. “Briana, are you hurt?” The fingers of
his right hand flashed in the silent Secret Keeper sign language as his left
rested on her shoulder. 


Briana shook her head. “No.” Her smile
had grown stronger, no longer forced. The resilience of spirit that had kept her
going after her father’s death and the removal of her Dhukari caste shone in
her eyes. “I had a brave protector to watch out for me.”


Hailen blushed and ducked his head.


“Good.” Relief shone in Ennolar’s eyes. “I just got the news that some of the rioters
entered the temple, but I came here as soon as—”


His relief turned to shocked surprise as
his gaze rested on the table. A moment later, anger darkened his face. 


Despite his bulk, he moved with
surprising speed, darting toward the table and snatching up the artifact Evren
had taken from Hailen. He whirled on them, eyes blazing. 


“You
should not have this!” His
fingers flashed, anger twisting his face. “It
is forbidden to any outside the Temple of Whispers.”


At Ennolar’s silent words, the other
five priests tensed, their hands balling into angry fists. Aisha’s gut
clenched. They had just fought to save the Temple of Whispers, but now would
they have to fight Secret Keepers, too?


 












Chapter Four
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Evren’s gut clenched as the mood in the
chamber suddenly shifted. The moment the one called Ennolar grabbed the
artifact, the eyes of every Secret Keeper in the room darkened, and anger
flashed across their faces. There was no mistaking their aggressive stances,
their clenched fists, the angry glares they cast at Hailen. 


This had something to do with that
artifact!


Instinctively, Evren’s hand dropped to
the twin jambiyas tucked into his belt. He had no idea why the Secret Keepers
had grown suddenly enraged, but he’d be damned if he let them take him, Hailen,
or Briana without a fight. 


“What in the fiery hell are you doing?”
Kodyn snarled. His hand had gone to his own long sword, and the anger in his
face matched that sparking in the bald, rotund Arch-Guardian’s eyes. 


Ennolar’s fingers flashed, his face a
mask of rage. 


“We just saved your asses from the
damned mob, and this is all you can
think about?” Kodyn growled. He stepped toward Ennolar, unafraid despite the
fact that he was outnumbered and surrounded by Secret Keepers. “You so much as
lay a hand on him, and I’ll—”


Ennolar cut him off with a savage
chopping gesture. His hands moved in a flurry of short, sharp movements, anger
etched into every line of his face. 


Evren shot a questioning glance at
Aisha. “What in the bloody hell’s going on?” he whispered. “What are they
saying?”


Aisha snarled. “The Secret Keepers are
demanding to know how Hailen could have used the artifact to do that!” She
jabbed a finger at the corpses. “And when I say demanding, really I mean
threatening.” 


Evren’s heart sank into his stomach. The
walls suddenly closed in around him, solid stone pressing in, constricting him.
He was trapped in a temple once more, surrounded by priests that wanted to kill
him. No, not him. Hailen. His worst fear had come true. 


Yet fear had never stopped Evren, not
when it meant protecting Hailen. Clenching his jaw, he stepped toward the bald
priest. “Maybe you’re asking the wrong damned question!” The Secret Keepers
flanked Ennolar, but Evren refused to back down. “Maybe you should actually be
thanking us because we were smart enough to get them out of Suroth’s house
before the damned Keeper’s Priests came for them. Unless they carved out your
manners with your tongues!” 


Ennolar’s eyes widened at the insolence,
but that didn’t stop Evren. “Or, perhaps you wanted the Necroseti or the rioting mob outside to get their hands
on these priceless treasures? Maybe we should have let them take the damned
stones—and your whole bloody temple with it—rather than risking our hides to—”


“Evren.” Briana’s voice was soft, as soft
as the hand she rested on his arm. 


He glanced down at her. A warning light
shone in her eyes. He’d clearly overstepped the bounds of civility, but the way
they threatened Hailen had driven back all sense of propriety. 


“Ennolar.” Briana used Evren’s arm to
pull herself to her feet and planted herself in front of the balding Secret
Keeper. “When I bargained for my safety, I told you that my companions and I
would be permitted to continue my father’s research without interruption.” Her expression hardened, which somehow made
her oval, golden-skinned face appear all the more beautiful to Evren. “I will
be happy to share with you what we have learned, but for now, there is much
about these artifacts yet to be uncovered. Which we will never do if you take Hailen.”


Take
Hailen? Evren’s blood
froze in his veins. This had been his
worst fear since the day they left Voramis: that someone would discover the
truth of Hailen’s Melechha blood and try
to use it for themselves. Hailen had offered to help Briana, and Briana had
used that to leverage the Secret Keepers into offering her sanctuary from the
Gatherers here in the Temple of Whispers. Yet to hear that the Guardians wanted
more than just Hailen’s presence filled him with dread.


He leapt toward Hailen and interposed
himself between the boy and the Secret Keepers. “If you want him, you’ll have
to fight your way through me.” He drew his daggers and crouched, eyes scanning
the priests that had suddenly become his enemies. He might not be able to take
down all six Secret Keepers, but he’d go down swinging.


To his surprise, Kodyn stepped up to
join him. “And me.” He made no move to draw his sword, but there was no
mistaking the wary readiness in his stance, the tension in his shoulders. 


Aisha was a step behind. “All of us.”
Even empty-handed, her broad shoulders, strong arms, and ferocious scowl made
her a fierce obstacle.


Gratitude swelled within Evren. He had
stood alone his entire life—first in the Master’s Temple, then on the streets
of Vothmot. His encounter with the Hunter of Voramis had shown him how much he needed companions, friends, even family
like Hailen. Now, he had those friends to fight beside him—even if the battle
took place in the temple they had just saved.


“Hailen stays with me,” Briana said, her
voice as firm and unyielding as the stone walls surrounding her. “If you wish
to unlock the secrets of the Serenii through him, through his blood, then you
will permit us to continue unmolested.” 


Ennolar’s expression flattened. Evren
didn’t understand the silent hand language, but the Secret Keeper’s face said “Or what?” as plainly as if he’d shouted
the words in Evren’s ears. 


“Consider the circumstances,” Kodyn
growled. “You are under siege, but the enemy is out there!” He thrust a finger
toward the temple’s exit. “After everything that’s happened, do you really want
to turn against us now?” 


Ennolar cocked an eyebrow, his fingers
moving in an almost contemptuous gesture. 


“We may be just three,” Kodyn said,
“but—”


“But there is an entire temple of Beggar
Priests that would be quite interested
to learn that Hailen is locked up in here,” Evren interjected. 


Suspicion flashed in Ennolar’s narrowed
eyes. He shot a glance at Briana, his fingers flashed.


Briana turned to him. “What do you
mean?” Though she translated Ennolar’s question, curiosity etched her face as
well. Kodyn and Aisha’s expressions were hard, their gazes fixed on Ennolar,
but Hailen stared at Evren in stunned surprise.


That look in Hailen’s violet eyes drove
a dagger into Evren’s gut. He recognized the betrayal written there. Hailen had
fled Voramis to escape the Beggar Priests and their stifling lessons. For a few
short days, he’d actually found the freedom he wanted. The reality of life had
come crashing back down the moment he had taken refuge in the Temple of
Whispers. 


Yet he knew, as did Evren, that
returning him to the Beggar Priests would be sending him back to a confinement
far worse than his life here among the Secret Keepers. At least here he had the
illusion of choice. Here, he was treated as one of their small group, not a
child, novice, or precious trinket to be stored in a glass jar. 


Evren had no desire to return Hailen to
the Beggar Priests, but he’d bloody well play that card if he had to.


“Tell me, Secret Keepers,” Evren said,
his tone utterly devoid of the respect owed to priests of Ennolar’s ranking,
“do you know the secret of the Cambionari?”


The word had an instant effect on
Ennolar. None of the other priests, not even the stern-faced Uryan, reacted,
but Ennolar’s face tightened. 


The Cambionari were a sect of
demon-hunting warriors within the priesthood of the Beggar God. They studied
the weapons, poisons, and strategies necessary to kill the demons hiding on
Einan. Those same skills could be put to use killing humans as well. Especially
priests that threatened the one person who could save the world from certain
destruction.


Evren cocked an eyebrow. “I’m certain
you have enough problems to handle without bringing them into the mix, yes?
What with the Keeper’s Council vying to overthrow the Pharus, someone trying to
poison Shalandra’s water supply, the Azure Rot, and, oh yes, the Keeper-damned
mob hammering at your door!” His voice rose to an angry, growling shout. “But
you so much as lay a hand on my brother, and I’ll bring every Cambionari in
Shalandra down on you faster than wildfire through a corn field.” 


Anger sparkled in Ennolar’s eyes and his
fingers flashed in their silent language.


“The priests of the Mistress don’t take
kindly to threats,” Briana translated. Once again, she shot him a warning look.



Evren bit back the retort forming on his
lips. Briana seemed to know the ways of the Secret Keepers intimately—if she
thought he was pushing it too far, it might be wise to back off.


“Then don’t call it a threat.” Evren
lowered his daggers. “I don’t want to get the Cambionari involved any more than
you do.” 


Not if it meant Hailen went back to a
life of confinement, surrounded by the ever-present reminder of the burden he
carried. His Melechha blood made him
the only person alive that could activate the Serenii mechanisms that would one
day seal the rift against the Great Devourer, the ancient being of chaos that
threatened to destroy all of Einan. 


“So we strike a deal,” Evren said, his
tone dropping to a more polite timbre. “Hailen continues his studies with
Briana and, if he is willing, you can
study him. You can learn everything you want about the Serenii through him.” He
shot a questioning glance at the boy. “But the secrets of his blood are not yours to claim. He is not some
artifact to be tucked away in your temple against his will.”


Hailen hesitated a long moment. Evren
could see the war raging within the boy’s eyes—he had no desire to be poked and
prodded like one of Graeme’s dissections, but he knew the stakes. They had been
entrusted with a holy mission to protect the world from secrets too dangerous
for the common man, and the truth of Hailen’s existence was one such secret.
But the moment passed and, with a resigned expression far too world-weary for
one so young, he gave a little nod.  


Evren turned to the Arch-Guardian. “Do
you agree?”


The moment of truth had come. Ennolar’s
ire was written plainly across his pudgy face. The Secret Keeper’s hands quivered
with the same rage that burned in his eyes. Evren’s insolence and defiance
hadn’t won him any friends here. 


Yet he gambled that the Secret Keepers
wanted to know about Hailen’s Melechha blood
far more than they wanted to be bothered with the Cambionari. The circumstances
lent his side of the bargain added leverage. Surrounded by enemies, the city in
chaos, the Mistress’ priests would be better off with fewer problems.


Finally, Ennolar gave a curt nod. 


“Good.” Evren gave him a broad smile and
held out a hand. “Shake on it.”


Ennolar stared down at his hand as if at
a coiled serpent. Ignoring it, he turned to Briana, his fingers flashing. 


“Kodyn,” Briana said without taking her
eyes off the Secret Keeper’s hands, “can you bring the sack from the bed?”


The Praamian’s brow furrowed, but he
complied with her request. 


Ennolar took the velvet sack from his
hands and rummaged through it, pulling out three small artifacts—one
cone-shaped and two wrist-sized circlets, all carved from the same black stone.
Those, he tucked into his robes, along with the artifact Hailen had wielded. 


Evren caught a subtle movement from the
corner of his eye. Aisha’s hand went to something at her chest, a small shape
tucked beneath her shirt. Another
artifact? If so, it was one she didn’t want the Secret Keeper to take. 


Ennolar fixed them with a hard glare,
his hands moving in the silent hand language. 


“Too dangerous to leave in our care?”
Briana asked, her eyebrows rising. “Need I remind you that without that”—she
stabbed a finger at his pocket—“Hailen and I would be lying dead on the floor
instead of those cultists?”


Ennolar shrugged and responded something
Briana didn’t translate for him. Her scowl, however, made the meaning plain. If
they took the artifacts, they must have deemed them too dangerous for even
Hailen to use. The sack he handed back to her was visibly lighter and emptier.


The Arch-Guardian made a gesture Evren
recognized as “Let’s go”, and the six Secret Keepers turned to leave. The two
that had crouched over the dead Hallar’s Warriors now lifted the bodies to
their shoulders to haul them away. The sharp-faced one pressed her hand against
a dark blue stone and a section of wall slid aside, revealing a corridor.


A thought struck Evren. “Wait! What
happened to our prisoner?” he called after the departing Arch-Guardian. 


Ennolar didn’t bother looking back,
simply raised his hands and signed something before striding out of the room.
One of the Secret Keepers, a dusty-haired man with deep-set wrinkles lining his
mouth and eyes, remained in the doorway. 


Evren turned to Kodyn, Aisha, and
Briana. “What did he say?” 


“Our prisoner is still unconscious in
the entrance chamber,” Aisha translated. “But he’ll be in for a nasty surprise
when he wakes up and finds himself facing a handful of pissed-off Secret
Keepers.” 


Evren grinned. “I can’t wait to see the
look on his face when he does!”


Kodyn nodded to the Secret Keeper.
“He’ll take us to our captive so we can interrogate him.”


Evren hesitated, worry thrumming in his
gut. He shot a glance at Hailen, who had bent to lift the chair that had been
knocked over in their surprise. There was no mistaking the stiff, tense
movements—Hailen was scared but tried to hide it.


And
he’s right to be scared,
Evren thought. He’s just lost the last of
his freedom, all because he fought to protect Briana.


His fists clenched. “Go,” he told Kodyn
and Aisha. “I’m staying here.”


The Secret Keepers might have given
their word that Hailen would be safe, but Evren’s experiences with priests made
him wary. He’d be damned if he let Hailen and Briana out of his sight until he
was certain they were safe.  


 


 












Chapter Five
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Issa stalked through the Artisan’s Tier,
her jaw set in fury, short swords held at the ready. Rioters swirled around her,
leaving her an island of rage in the midst of the seething chaos. Any of the
packs of looters that drew too close were met with a glare that promised only
pain and death. All scurried away to find easier prey.


Few of the men and women rampaging
through the stalls of Industry Square paid her much heed. They were too busy
ransacking the merchants’ shops and loading their arms with as much as they
could carry to their hovels on the Slave’s Tier or Cultivator’s Tier. One more
sword-wielding Earaqi drew little attention. 


Yet Issa wasn’t just one more Earaqi.
She was a Keeper’s Blade, blessed by the Long Keeper himself, a servant of
death. She had vowed to protect the city against all threats, internal and
external. She and all of the others so sworn were failing in their duty.
Violence and turmoil held Shalandra in an inexorable grip.


It took all of her self-control not to
rush toward the people crying out for help, or to bark a command at the mob
battering down doors and stampeding through the marketplace. 


Though it went against every instinct,
she had to shut her ears to the screams of agony and turn a blind eye to the
death, destruction, and bloodshed that filled her city. Alone and unarmored,
she would do little more than get herself killed if she tried to help. Any
attempt to still the crowd would only cause them to turn on her. She couldn’t
flee two hundred thousand rampaging Mahjuri, Earaqi, and Kabili. Her only hope
of survival lay in blending into the crowds until she was certain of her
grandparents’ location.


I
just need to speak to Killian! The
thought rang in the forefront of her mind. He
has to know where they are!


Killian always knew everything; his
Mumblers served as his eyes, ears, and feet in Shalandra. Not just the
Artisan’s Tier in which he lived, but on all five tiers, even in the Palace of
Golden Eternity. When he had first approached her five years earlier with his
offer to train her, he had surprised her with his knowledge of her
grandparents. Over the course of their acquaintance, she’d come to learn just
how extensive Killian’s network truly was.


The blacksmith had known that her
grandparents abhorred the idea of her becoming an Indomitable or a Keeper’s
Blade. She’d had to keep her training with him a secret for fear that Saba or
Savta would find out and come storming up to the Artisan’s Tier to give the
smith a piece of their minds. Yet Killian always seemed to know the things that
happened in her life—his Mumblers, very likely, keeping an eye on his pupil and
trainee. 


That was why she went to see Killian
now. Even if the recent Ybrazhe attack on Killian had forced him to curb his
activity, she hoped that his Mumblers still ran the streets. Maybe one of them saw what happened to my
grandparents, or where they were taken. In times of peril, the Mumblers
would always go to ground in one of Killian’s many safe houses, but not without
sending word to the blacksmith of anything important. Let’s just hope that was important enough to get back to him.


West of Industry Square, the crowds
thinned out, but the deafening symphony of destruction hung thick in the air
around her. A crowd of young, angry-eyed Earaqi wielding swords, clubs,
daggers, and farm implements marched toward her. Their shouts of “Child of
Secrets, Child of Gold, Child of Spirits, bring the judgement foretold!” rang
off the stone walls of the Intaji houses lining the Artificer’s Courseway. 


Better
avoid them! Issa
decided. She had no time to risk a confrontation, not so close to her
destination.


Ducking down one of the side lanes
between Miller’s Alley and Smith’s Alley, she raced north toward the golden
sandstone cliff that marked the border between the Artisan’s Tier and the
Defender’s Tier above. Killian’s forge stood a few hundred paces away from the
looming wall, one of the farthest from the Artificer’s Courseway. 


The fact that it was considered one of
the “poorer” smithies on Smith’s Alley might be working in his favor. The riots
shouldn’t have swept this far north. Most of the protestors clustered on the
Artificer’s Courseway, attacking the Indomitables and rampaging through Intaji
homes. She could deal with a few looters any day. 


Her hope died as she rounded the corner
that led toward Smith’s Alley. A crowd, easily two or three hundred strong,
clustered around the front entrance to Killian’s forge. Twenty or thirty strong
men roared and drove a heavy four-wheeled cart into the smithy’s door, using
the solid wooden tongue as an improvised battering ram. 


“Bring it down!” roared a tall,
thick-necked man. 


The crowd roared and shouted, anger
echoing in their voices. Frustration only added to their rage as they tried
again and again in vain to break through. The plain wooden door cracked beneath
the assault, yet behind it, their ram clanged
off a thick steel door that Issa had never seen before.


Come to think of it, she hadn’t seen any of the defenses that now suddenly
ringed the smithy. 


Killian had always been cautious,
installing heavy oaken doors with solid locking bars at both the front and rear
entrance to his smithy. He’d reinforced his stone walls using a metal framework
he and his Mumbler helpers built with their own hands. Issa had spent hours
forge welding steel bars, poles, and beams together, and she knew how solid
they were.


Yet to her eyes, the smithy appeared as
well-defended as a fortress. Sharpened stakes rose from the tops of the wall,
wrapped with razor-tipped barbed wire. Anyone that tried to clamber over would
be shredded in seconds. Spikes protruded from the walls at two-foot
intervals—crimson glistened where the surging crowd had impaled themselves upon
the points.


“Come on, you true sons and daughters of
Shalandra!” The heavily-muscled man waved his short sword toward the door.
“Anyone in need of such defenses is sure to hoard riches. Let their greed be
their undoing! We, the people, deserve to share in the wealth!” 


The irony of his statement was lost on
the crowd, but Issa recognized the truth for what it was: more of the Ybrazhe’s
manipulation. The man who shouted at the crowd wore the black rope headband of
a Mahjuri, but there was nothing wretched about his solid frame, sloped
shoulders, and beefy arms. It was as if he wore the costume of hunger, dirt,
and disease in an attempt to blend in with the ragged, emaciated people around
him.


Issa sucked in a breath. He’s a Syndicate thug! 


She had stood in the warehouse on the
Cultivator’s Tier and listened as Blackfinger whipped the crowd into a frenzy
with his impassioned pleas of “give the rule to the people” and “a return to
the ways of Hallar”. But the Ybrazhe Syndicate served the Keeper’s
Council—either unwittingly or, far more likely, in exchange for greater power
in the city once the Necroseti overthrew the Pharus and controlled Shalandra
for themselves. The riots were just one more Syndicate tool to control the
people. 


And now they were after Killian. 


The blacksmith’s network of Mumblers
lacked the muscle and wanton brutality of the Syndicate’s thugs, but the
information he collected offered power commensurate with the Ybrazhe. If they’re looking to take control of
Shalandra, they’d definitely want to get him out of the way.


That explained why he’d been held
captive by the Syndicate a few nights earlier. They had likely wanted his black
book, the one he locked away in his hidden strongbox. All the information he
collected went into that book for safekeeping and future use. The secrets on
those pages offered immense power, the sort no swords or coins ever could. 


If
the Ybrazhe got their hands on that, they could even take on the Keeper’s
Council. A shudder ran
down Issa’s spine at the thought of the ruthless Syndicate taking control of
the city. That would never happen now that they had captured Blackfinger, but
the thugs riling up the crowd might not know that their leader had been
snatched up. They would still follow their orders and continue wreaking havoc
in the city until they heard otherwise.


Or
until someone brings them down.
A part of her wanted to charge the thugs goading the crowd on, but logic held her
back. An attack would be suicidal. Mobs acted like herds of cattle, following
whoever had the force of will to command them. Yet these cattle had swords,
clubs, and fists that would tear her apart if they saw her as an enemy.


What
do I do? She hesitated,
uncertain.


Killian might have the answers to her
grandparents’ whereabouts, but they’d do her no good unless she could get to
the blacksmith. Her only hope was to use the secret back entrance.


Yet even as Issa slipped toward the
rear, she realized she’d never reach the hidden door. More than a hundred
rioters stood between her and the dilapidated, empty hut near the sandstone
cliff—the one that contained the trapdoor and the hidden underground passage
into Killian’s smithy. 


To her horror, she found another, graver
threat facing Killian. While most concentrated on the front entrance, fifty or
sixty rioters, driven by a pair of Ybrazhe thugs, had laid siege to the throng
attacking the stone wall that surrounded the smithy. Ropes had been thrown over
the spikes and razor wires and strong arms were trying to pull them free. Men
and women shoved at obstacles with improvised polearms—little more than wooden
poles snapped off merchants’ stalls in Industry Square. 


Beyond the wall, Issa could see flashing
steel as Killian and his Mumblers fought to repel the besiegers. Swords and
spears severed the ropes and pushed back against the assault on the wall’s
defenses. Yet there were so few, too few to hold them back. And Issa knew
Killian had reinforced the wall to prevent it from being smashed inward, as
would happen with a battering ram. It might not hold against the besiegers
trying to pull it down stone by stone. 


Her gut clenched as one of the spiked
poles bent and pulled free. A rioter screamed as it fell atop him, impaling him
and tangling him in the razor-sharp bladed wire. Blood spilled across the dusty
street, turning the golden sandstone a grisly ochre. Yet the man’s screams fell
silent moments later as his comrades trampled him in their haste to assault the
wall. Grappling hooks were thrown over and the assaulters began hauling on the
stone, trying to bring it down. 


Heart hammering, Issa watched as the
topmost section of wall crumbled outward. Even the shortest rioter could
clamber over now and, without the razor wire, nothing would stop them from
getting in.


“Get in there!” shouted a
broad-shouldered man that could only be a Syndicate thug. “Get in there and
take his riches for your own!” 


The mob thronged toward the crumbling
section and grasped the top of the stone wall. One man hauled himself up and
dropped into Killian’s training yard. Then two more, a third, then five. Men
and women scrambled over each other, clambered on their comrades’ backs, and
crushed each other in the thick press. All of the rioters and looters surged
toward the wall, eager to be the first to despoil the promised treasures.


But not the Syndicate thugs. Three
heavy-necked men, accompanied by two smaller, scrawny men better suited to
thieving, stood waiting in the street as their sixth comrade—likely the leader
of their crew—waved on the mob. They stared down the alley, eyes wary, swords
drawn.


Issa raced toward them, her eyes fixed
on the wall. She waved the rusted sword taken off the dead looters while hiding
the other at her side. To the eyes of the thugs, she appeared as just one more
eager young woman joining in the chaos. One, a brute with a scar along the
right side of his neck, actually smiled at the wild light in her eyes.


He died first. Issa buried her rusty
short sword in his gut. He gaped at her, his eyes wide. His hands went to the
weapon embedded to the hilt in his stomach and he doubled over, gasped, and
collapsed to his knees.


Issa tore the short sword from his
thick-fingered hand and swung it at the next thug in the short line. The man,
caught off-guard by the suddenness of her attack, had no time to raise his
sword or dodge. Her stolen blade sheared halfway through his neck and ripped a
gash in his throat. Blood misted in the air from his severed jugular vein.


The third man, a pencil-necked thief
with darting eyes and quick fingers, actually dodged her left-handed blow. He
drew a dagger and swiped at her, forcing Issa into a desperate lunge to the
side. But instead of pursuing the thief, she finished off the third of the nearby
thugs with a savage swipe of her sword. The heavy blade chopped into the side
of his neck and he fell, gurgling, a pool of crimson turning the dust to mud
around him.


Issa whirled around in time to knock
aside a vicious dagger thrust. She dodged a swipe, ducked beneath a high lunge,
and drove her sword up into the man’s stomach. A perfect strike, one Killian
had forced her to repeat a hundred times. The heavy short sword drove beneath
the man’s ribs, sliced open his lungs, and pierced his heart. 


Pain flared along Issa’s back, a hot
line of agony that ran from her right shoulder blade down her ribs. She threw
herself forward, tackling the dying man. A tug at her clothing told her the
knife blade had missed her flesh by a hair’s breadth. 


She had no time to tear her sword free
of the bleeding thug, so she drew the wooden cudgel from her belt. When the
scrawny thief lunged at her, she didn’t bother blocking the blow. Her club
crunched onto his extended forearm. Bone shattered and the little man cried out,
his blade falling from numb fingers. 


Issa whipped the club across, cracking
the skull of the second thief, then brought it back to slam into the side of
the wounded man’s head. Both fell, their bodies thumping against the ground moments apart.


“Bitch!” came a roar of rage from behind
her. 


“Issa!” A familiar cry echoed from
nearby. 


The sound of her name startled Issa so
much that she faltered in her movement. Agony exploded in her left shoulder.
She staggered backward, her arm going numb from the blow of the club held in
the thug’s hand. 


The heavy-necked man that had been
calling out orders snarled at her. “I don’t know who you are, but—”


He never finished his sentence. Steel
suddenly burst from his chest, stained glistening crimson. His words cut off in
a spray of blood and a weak cough. He stared down stupidly at the weapon, then
up at Issa. Confusion twisted his face and darkened his eyes. He half-turned
toward the wall, but collapsed weakly to the ground.


Issa’s eyes widened at the sight of the
javelin protruding from his back. Yet the sight that awaited her when she
lifted her eyes to the wall of Killian’s smithy stole her breath.


A man stood in the smithy, a solid wall
of steel defending the gap in the crumbling masonry. Crimson-colored Earaqi
cloth encircled his forehead, a sharp contrast to his silvery-white hair and
beard. Issa knew she should recognize those dark eyes, the worry lines etched
into his aged face, and the breadth of his shoulders anywhere, but the figure
before her wore the black steel armor of a Keeper’s Blade and wielded a
two-handed flammard in gauntleted fists.


She blinked, squinted, and blinked
again. No mistaking it. It was impossible, and yet she did recognize him. 


Grandfather?
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Kodyn had to admit that the look on the
captive militant’s face truly was priceless.
Surprise and suspicion mingled with a healthy dose of gut-wrenching terror as
the man awoke and found himself the prisoner of the mute, brown-robed Secret
Keepers. 


He and Aisha stood against one of the
room’s bare stone walls, watching in silence as two Secret Keepers gave the
man’s bonds a final check. Confident the prisoner wouldn’t escape, they bowed
to Uryan, Ennolar, and a third Guardian—a man with a full head of tightly-curled
hair and a bushy beard to match. 


When the wall slid shut behind the
departing priests, the three Guardians exchanged glances. “He’s all yours, Thevoris,” Ennolar’s fingers signed. 


Nodding, the bearded Secret Keeper
strode around behind the man. The prisoner’s eyes widened in alarm and he
craned his neck until he could no longer follow the Guardian’s movements.
Thevoris produced a vial from his robes and worked the cork until it came free
with a loud pop. The sound echoed in
the silence of the room and made the captive militant jump.


“Do your worst,” growled the man. “I am
one of Hallar’s Warriors, chosen to usher in the Fina—”


Thevoris moved so quickly the militant
had no time to react. The Secret Keeper’s left hand clamped on the captive’s
jaw, locking his mouth open, and his right emptied the contents of the vial
into his mouth. A flick to the man’s throat triggered his swallow reflex.
Thevoris released him and stepped back, a contented smile on his face. 


“What was that?” Fear flitted across the
man’s face, replaced a moment later by stubborn defiance. “It doesn’t matter.
You don’t scare me.” He lifted his head. “Death holds no fear for me. I am a
servant of the Long Keeper. The afterlife is my promised reward, and your
actions only hasten my eternal rest in the Sleepless Lands.”


Ennolar shot Kodyn a wry smile. “Do you want to be the one to tell him that
it’s not going to kill him?” his fingers said. 


Kodyn answered in the silent hand
language. “No?” He cocked an eyebrow.
“What will it do?”


“Make
him very, very uncomfortable.” A
fierce grin split the bald Secret Keeper’s face. 


Kodyn stepped forward. “Like you say,
death would be the easy way out. I’m sorry to tell you that draught you just
took isn’t going to send you to your eternal reward. But it’s going to make the
rest of your time on this world a whole hell of a lot more miserable.” He was
certain the Secret Keepers didn’t mind a bit of exaggeration for the sake of
theatrics. Then again, judging by Ennolar’s expression—like that of a cat standing
over a particularly meaty and slow-moving mouse—it might not be hyperbole. 


“Misery, I can endure, boy.” The man snarled the word like a
curse. “As I have every day since I was born, cursed to scratch out a miserable
existence while men like these priests grow fat on my labor.”


“Earaqi, I take it?” Kodyn smiled. “Good
to see we’re getting to know each other. In case you couldn’t tell, I’m not
from around here.”


The captive glowered at him, his mouth
clamped stubbornly shut. 


Kodyn walked slowly around the man.
“Here’s the thing, Tosser—you don’t mind if I call you that, do you? Tosser has
a nice ring to it. Really gives you a sense of who you’re dealing with, doesn’t
it? Like, he’s a real prick, that Tosser. Or, boy, that Tosser, he’s something
else!” 


He felt a vicious glee as the man’s eyes
darkened. Given how much suffering he’d caused, he deserved all the torment
Kodyn could heap on him. A part of him, a maliciousness tucked deep within his
mind, actually looked forward to seeing what Thevoris’ potion would do.  


“Anyways, you Tosser,” Kodyn continued
with a too-bright smile, “as I was saying, I don’t really need anything from
you. I already know why you’re here. You’ve come to get the very important
articles the Arch-Guardian’s daughter has been hiding in here.”


Tosser’s deepening scowl told him he’d
struck a nerve. Confirms that theory nice
and easy.


Kodyn gave a dismissive wave. “I could
waste my time trying to press you for answers about who sent you and who’s
giving you orders and all that, but you and I both know that you’re too strong
and brave and handsome and smart to give in to the questions from me. As you
said, I’m just a boy.” 


He stopped in front of Tosser and gave
the man a predatory smile. “But here’s the truth, Tosser.” Crouching, he dropped
his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Those priests back there, the ones that
just gave you that strangely mysterious dose of something Keeper-damned awful,
they’re all hot and bothered over the fact that you and your group of Hallar’s
chosen cow-buggerers stormed their temple. Let me tell you, they’re real fond of things being all dark and
secretive in here. Your friends made a mess of their house, and now they’re
eager to show their appreciation.”


As he spoke, his fingers moved behind
his back. “Give us one of those scowls,
Uryan.”


Tosser’s eyes darted over Kodyn’s
shoulder and his face whitened. Kodyn didn’t need to look back to know just how
menacing Uryan’s sharp features could appear when she turned on the glare. The
middle-aged Guardian did angry like a professional. 


“Honestly, I’m just doing you a favor,
here.” Kodyn smiled and gave the man a patronizing pat on the head. “The longer
I’m here talking with you, the more time I give their alchemical potion time to
kick in. Maybe it’ll be something that knocks you unconscious before they start
whaling on you.” 


A loud cracking of knuckles from behind
him added delicious emphasis. 


“Although,” Kodyn said, his tone musing,
“if I know these Secret Keepers, they’re more likely to give you something that
will keep you awake while they pound you like a Feast Day tambourine.” He
shrugged. “A roll of the dice, I suppose.”


The man swallowed, and sweat pricked on
his forehead. 


“Not looking so hot, Tosser.” Kodyn
pretended a worried frown. “Need anything? Maybe a bite to eat, a cup of
water?”  


Moisture began to pour from the man’s
head, cheeks, and neck, dripping down his face and onto his simple tunic. 


“Yeah, probably a bit of water right
about now.” Kodyn shot a questioning glance back at Ennolar.


The Guardian signed back, “It’s just getting good.”


The man’s stomach gave a loud gurgle,
and the prisoner doubled over, a look of agony twisting his face.


“Damn!” Kodyn whistled. “That sounds
bad. Like your stomach’s eating you from the inside out.”


A groan escaped the man’s clenched
teeth. 


Kodyn sat back on his heels. “You know,
I’ve heard the stories of what some of the Secret Keepers’ acids can do.” He
spoke in a musing tone, as if talking to himself. “They won’t just turn your stomach
into soup. They’ll melt through wood, stone, even metal. That’s got to be bad.”



Another groan, louder this time. The
man’s tunic was soaked and sweat ran down his face in thick rivulets.


“The problem is, I don’t really know
what they want from you.” Kodyn shook his head. “I mean, it’s not like they can
talk to me or tell me what they’re after. Boy, I just hope that someone comes
along to—”


“Graaahhh!” A tormented cry burst from
the man’s lips. “Agggghhhhh!” 


“Is that a happy aggghhh, Tosser? I can never
tell.” Kodyn gave a theatrical huff. “And to think we were just having such a
nice time together.”


“What do you want?” the captive
screamed. 


“Me?” Kodyn feigned innocence. “I mean,
a nice meal would come in handy right about now.”


The man’s stomach chose that moment to
growl, so loud it echoed off the walls. 


“Please!” For the first time, a hint of
desperation pierced the prisoner’s stubborn façade. “I’ll tell you anything,
just make it stop!” 


Kodyn glanced at Ennolar, who gave him
an encouraging nod. 


“Here’s the thing, Tosser.” Kodyn’s
jocular tone fled, replaced by a hard, cold edge. Fury burned like molten lead
in his stomach. “You and your fellows, you planned to kill my friends. I’d love
nothing more than to watch the Secret Keeper’s acid turn every organ in your
body to soup, then piss into the puddle.”


The militant gasped, pain twisting his
pale face. His lips pressed into a firm line in an attempt to keep in the
screams. Kodyn wanted to hear those
screams—he deserved every shred of torment and more.  


“But you’re lucky that you have
something I want.” He leaned forward until his face hovered a hand’s breadth
from his captive’s sweat-soaked forehead. “Tell me how you knew we were here
and who’s giving you orders, and maybe I’ll—”


“The hunchback!” the man shrieked, his
face twisted in agony. “We get our orders from the hunchback! He sent us!” 


Words froze on Kodyn’s lips. The word
brought an image to his mind: an aging, emaciated Mahjuri with a hunched back
trampled to death by the mob raging through the Sanctuary. That sight had
shaken something loose in Kodyn’s brain, a memory he’d struggled to recall
since Councilor Angrak’s assassination.


That day, a man with a deformed, hunched
spine and a face twisted by disease had stood in the crowd. But instead of
watching Angrak arrested, his eyes had risen to the rooftops, to where Handsome
the assassin crouched. The hunchback had hired Handsome to kill Angrak, to
silence him before he could incriminate the Keeper’s Council for their role in
embezzling shalanite from the mines.


And he remembered where he had seen that
hunchback before that day. He knew who controlled Hallar’s Warriors. 


The captive’s stomach gave one
ear-splitting growl, eliciting a loud wail from the man. He writhed in his bonds,
squirming and struggling against the pain. With a shuddering, gasping cry, he
suddenly slumped, unconscious.


At Ennolar’s nod, Thevoris stepped up to
the man and placed two fingers against the side of his neck. “Out cold.”


“Good,”
Ennolar signed. 


“What was that?” Aisha demanded. “What
did you give him?”


“One
of Uryan’s specialties,” Ennolar replied with a grin. 


Aisha and Kodyn turned to the
stern-faced, scowling Secret Keeper. “I
call it Plowman’s Consort.” A hint of a smile cracked Uryan’s thin lips. “Does a hell of a job loosening up
constipated oxen.”


Kodyn’s jaw dropped. “C-Constipated…?” A
half-laugh, half-snort burst from his mouth. “Keeper’s teeth!” 


Aisha managed to restrain her chuckles,
though not a wry smile.  


“Bloody hell, that’s vicious!” Kodyn
shot a glance at the Guardian. “Will it kill him?”


Uryan’s fingers flashed. “He’ll wish it did, because he’s going to
have the worst case of flux in his miserable life.”


That only made Kodyn laugh harder. He
found it funny—he had the mental image of an ox bearing the face of the
captive—but he felt a deep-seated satisfaction at seeing the man suffer. All of
Hallar’s Warriors deserved a similar fate. Hells, all of the Keeper’s Council,
Necroseti, and Gatherers could join them and he’d never bat an eyelash.


Ennolar pressed a red gemstone set into
the wall, and a moment later an opening appeared in the solid stone, admitting
the two Secret Keepers that had bound the captive. 


“Take
him away,” the Arch-Guardian signed.


As the priests hauled the unconscious
prisoner away, Kodyn turned to Ennolar. “Where are you taking him?”


The smile faded from Ennolar’s face. “Someplace he will never be able to share the
Mistress’ secrets with anyone outside these walls,” his fingers said. “The Temple of Whispers is forbidden to the
outside world. Only a very fortunate—or very brazen—few ever live after
stepping foot in our corridors.” His gaze darted in the direction of
Briana’s room. “Something you might do
well to remind your friend.” 


Kodyn couldn’t help admiring Evren for
his unflinching defiance. Ennolar had come within a heartbeat of ordering his
Secret Keepers to attack, but to protect Hailen, Evren had faced down the
Arch-Guardian, even reached an understanding. That took a hefty set of brass
bollocks and nerves of steel. Evren had proven himself capable on the streets
and in a fight—hells, he’d even saved Kodyn’s life. But it was the fierce
protectiveness that resonated with Kodyn.


His entire life in the Night Guild, he’d
been the victim of Bryden’s spite, enmity, and hatred for Kodyn’s mother.
Master Hawk had seized every opportunity to belittle, criticize, and mistreat
him. He’d wanted to break Kodyn’s spirit out of petty vengeance against Ilanna.


Yet his censure and revilement had only
strengthened Kodyn’s spirit, tempered his will hard as steel. Kodyn had
suffered in silence, until the day when he no longer felt the sting of Master
Hawk’s tirades. That was the day he determined that he’d be the shield to
protect other weaker apprentices from Bryden. 


He’d taken Sid under his wing after the
younger Hawk struggled on the streets, helped him master the ways of picking
pockets, locks, and targets to rob. Kodyn had given his own coin to help pay
Sid’s House dues when the younger Hawk couldn’t keep up. All under Master
Hawk’s nose, never saying a word to anyone.


In that way, he and Evren were kindred
spirits. Though they came from different backgrounds, cities thousands of
leagues apart, they both understood what it meant to suffer at the hands of
cruel men. Evren’s protectiveness over Hailen earned Kodyn’s respect. His
skills on the streets and in a brawl only raised him in Kodyn’s estimation. 


"Kodyn.” Aisha’s voice snapped him
back to the present. “You froze when he spoke of ‘the hunchback’. Do you know
something?”


Of
course! Kodyn kicked
himself for forgetting. 


Excitement blossomed within him.
“Remember when I told you about the assassin’s accomplice in the crowd when
Angrak was killed?” 


Aisha’s brow furrowed. “I think so.” Her
eyes flew wide. “The hunchback with the twisted face!” 


“Yes, him.” Kodyn nodded. “I was certain
I’d seen him before, and just now, before we fought our way into the temple, I
remembered where I ran into him.”


Excitement brightened Aisha’s
expression. “Where?” she demanded.


“In the Palace of Golden Eternity.”
Triumph echoed in Kodyn’s voice. “He was there the night of Briana’s party, one
of the priests in gold and black. He serves the Keeper’s Council!” 


 


 












Chapter Seven
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Aisha’s eyes widened. “I remember him!” 


Her mind flashed back to the night of
Briana’s party at the palace, on their first day in Shalandra. Amidst the
retinue of priests surrounding Madani and the rest of the Keeper’s Council had
been one hunchback. A short, bald man, with a deformed face and crooked spine,
clad in the black-and-gold shendyt and ornate golden headdress of a Keeper’s
Priest. 


Hard
to believe that was little more than a week ago. The thought flashed through Aisha’s
mind. It felt like a previous lifetime. So much had happened since that
night—Arch-Guardian Suroth’s murder, the Gatherer attack on Briana’s house,
their eviction from the Keeper’s Tier, the battles on the Artisan’s Tier, and
the fight to stop Hallar’s Warriors from poisoning the Heartspring—all in just
a few short days. 


“You
are certain?” Ennolar’s fingers flashed, a frown on his face. “There is more than one hunchback in
Shalandra.”


“I’m very certain!” Kodyn growled. “I
saw him again in the crowd on the Keeper’s Tier the day of Councilor Angrak’s
assassination. I just couldn’t place where I’d seen him until now. You were
there at the palace that night. You have to have seen him.”


“I
did.” Ennolar nodded. “But even if I
hadn’t been there, I would know of whom you speak. His name is Groebus, and he
is one of Madani’s toadies.”


“Toad is right!” Kodyn snorted. 


Ennolar narrowed his eyes. “Groebus is a minor priest of the Necroseti.
He is renowned for his sharp intellect, on par with some of the brightest in
our own temple, but his physical limitations preclude him from ever rising high
in the Keeper’s Priesthood.”


“Which means he’s enough of a nobody
that the Keeper’s Council wouldn’t hesitate to use him as a go-between with
Hallar’s Warriors,” Kodyn said. “No one would think to look twice at a cripple,
especially for something this big.”


Ennolar inclined his head. “And that fact makes him all the more devious
an opponent. He can operate in plain sight, cloaked in the same anonymity of a
servant or beggar. He appears as just one more of the Keeper’s Priests when in
reality he is the Council’s link to Hallar’s Warriors.”


“So we go snatch him up!” Kodyn clenched
his fist. “All we’ve got to do is find him and there’s no way he can outrun
us.”


“Finding him might not be the problem.”
Aisha spoke up now. “He is a Keeper’s Priest, after all. He’s most likely with
his master in the Hall of the Beyond.”


Kodyn’s expression mirrored Aisha’s
disappointment. The Hall of the Beyond, the temple of the Necroseti, was only
marginally less secure than the Palace of Golden Eternity. They’d have to use
the Serenii tunnels just to enter the temple, and it would take all the
Mistress’ luck for them to locate Groebus within the enormous complex.  


“Perhaps.”
Ennolar’s expression grew pensive. “Though
there is a chance that he will be in the Council’s offices in the palace. Minor
priests of the Necroseti are often given clerical tasks that are best handled
from within the palace, rather than the Hall of the Beyond. The Royal Records
and the Library of Shalandra are both in the palace complex, and the upkeep of
both fall on the Necroseti.”


Hope sprang to life within Aisha. They’d
take even the smallest chance if it meant an end to the violence and chaos that
gripped Shalandra.  


“Let’s do it!” Kodyn’s jaw clenched. “Let’s
snatch up the bastard and haul him back here. One dose of that potion should
get him spilling his guts.” With a savage grin, he drew a dagger. “Or, steel
always has a way of loosening tongues.”


The sight of Kodyn’s anger filled Aisha
with concern. He had always been a passionate young man—that was one of the
things that had drawn her to him—but that passion had distorted to anger over
the last few days. He’d watched his friends hurt and threatened, nearly died
multiple times, and been chased through the city. He carried a heavy burden of
regret over Arch-Guardian Suroth’s death. 


He had begun down a dangerous path, one
that would lead him into darkness if he continued. If he couldn’t find his way
out, Aisha needed to guide him. Anger, guilt, and hatred would get him killed.


“That
will certainly prove easier said than done,” Ennolar signed. “If he is within the palace, he will be
surrounded by his fellow Necroseti, a handful of Temple Guards, and the
Indomitables patrolling the corridors. They will not simply let you stroll into
their offices without question.”


Kodyn shrugged. “We’ll figure it out.”
He sounded nonchalant, but a determined anger edged his words. Aisha knew him
well enough to recognize his stubborn streak; if he couldn’t talk or sneak his way
into the office, he’d turn to steel. That decision, born of fury and
frustration, could have dire consequences. 


“Yes, we will,” she said. “The two of us
will go after him together. And Evren, if he’s up for it.” 


Kodyn had made up his mind to go after
this Groebus, and trying to talk him out of it would be as futile as bailing a
sinking boat with a wooden fork. Aisha’s only chance of keeping him out of
trouble would be to channel his tenacity into something that included a
semblance of forethought and planning. Evren’s cautious nature could help to
temper Kodyn’s anger-driven reckless streak.


“The only question is how we’re going to get there.” Kodyn’s
brow furrowed. “There are a few too many people outside the temple for us to just
stroll out the front door.”


Ennolar shot Uryan a glance that held a
wealth of meaning, though its significance was lost on Aisha. A silent exchange
passed between them, punctuated by Uryan’s sharp shake of her head and
Ennolar’s nod. 


The bald Secret Keeper turned back to
them. “We can offer you another way,” he
said in the hand language. “But not
lightly. You already know too many of our goddess’ secrets—more than any man or
woman outside our temple’s walls ever should. Were the circumstances not so dire…”



His brow furrowed and his hands fell
silent. For a long moment, he eyed them with a wariness bordering on suspicion.
Finally, his face hardened and his fingers spoke once more. “But first, I will have the truth of the
resonator stone from you.”  


Kodyn looked taken aback. “What?”


The muscles of Ennolar’s jaw worked. “The stone that gave you access to the
palace, after you fled the Heartspring with Desenne.”


Kodyn’s face tightened, lines forming
around his mouth and eyes. 


“Where
did you come by it?” A hint of anger cracked Ennolar’s expression. “Did you steal it, too, from among Suroth’s
things after his death?” 


Aisha drew in a breath. There was no
mistaking the fury in the way Ennolar’s fingers formed the word “steal”, as if
they were pickpockets that had lifted it from an unwary mark. After all they’d
done to aid the Secret Keepers, the accusation stung.


Kodyn bared his teeth in a snarl. “No.”
For a heartbeat, Aisha worried he’d give voice to the angry words that formed
on his lips. To her relief, he managed to control his temper. “Suroth entrusted
the stone to me personally,” he said, his words tight and clipped. “Ask Briana.
She was there when he gave it to me, the afternoon before…” He swallowed and a
hint of his anger returned. “…before he was murdered in the Gatherer attack.”


Aisha knew him well enough to recognize
the edge of guilt in his words, the shadow that flashed in his eyes. She’d
tried in vain to help him understand that the blame for Suroth’s death didn’t
rest with him. He carried the remorse anyway, as was his nature. And it only
fanned the fires of his anger toward the ones truly responsible.


“For
what purpose?” Wary suspicion showed plain on Ennolar’s face. “Such an item would not be given to just
anyone, especially not some youths he just met.”


At the words “some youths”, Kodyn’s jaw
muscles clenched and relaxed. He looked as if he’d just been slapped. “We had
just rescued his daughter and returned her to him,” he snapped. “That’s more
than can be said for you Secret Keepers.”


Aisha hid a wince. Careful, Kodyn, before you go too far. The Secret Keepers weren’t
known for their forbearance, and Evren had already strained Ennolar’s
magnanimity to its limits. 


Ennolar scowled and Uryan’s sharp face
pulled into a sharp grimace. “Guard your tongue,”
her fingers said, the anger punctuated by the menace in her scowl. “And remember where you stand.”


Kodyn opened his mouth, and Aisha could
see the retort forming on his lips. She quickly spoke before he could. “The
Arch-Guardian instructed Kodyn to give it to the Black Widow.” 


Kodyn turned a shocked expression on
her. Though the light of betrayal in his eyes hurt, Aisha knew she’d done the
right thing. Kodyn had kept the secret not because it was the right choice, but
out of guilt for his part in Suroth’s death. When it came to dealing with the
Secret Keepers, sometimes a simple truth proved a far more effective bargaining
tool than the most convincing, elaborate lie. 


“The
Black Widow?” Ennolar cocked an eyebrow. “Unlikely.”


Uryan’s thin lips pressed together in a
line so tight her mouth nearly disappeared. “The Arch-Guardian might have had his faults—” Her eyes darted to
the far wall, the direction in which lay Briana’s room. “—but he would never betray or endanger the Pharus.” She turned to
Ennolar. “He’s lying.”


“No he’s not!” Aisha allowed herself a
modicum of anger at their suspicion. “Suroth warned Kodyn that ‘in the wrong hands, this can be used for
truly terrible things.’ He knew exactly what he was doing, and he made a
conscious decision to give it to the Black Widow.”


She’d only known the man for a day, but
in that time, she’d come to see that he weighed and measured each action,
deliberated carefully before making a move. Though she didn’t understand
Suroth’s rationale for sending the resonator stone to the Black Widow, she knew
he’d done so for a reason he deemed to be right. 


“And before you go pointing fingers,”
Kodyn said, his voice tight, and jabbed a finger at Ennolar, “remember that you are the one who gave up the map of
the Serenii tunnels because the Black Widow asked you to.”  


Ennolar’s face hardened. “On the Arch-Guardian’s orders, and against
my better judgement.” 


Kodyn and Aisha’s eyes widened. 


“I
spoke with Suroth an hour after you came to me with the Black Widow’s request,”
Ennolar’s fingers said. “He
instructed me to give it to you, said the time would come when you needed it.
He was more right than he knew.” Sorrow softened his features and stooped
his shoulders. “While I might not have
agreed with his recruiting you to his battle with the Keeper’s Council, I
understood it. But to give something with such power to the Black Widow…” He
shook his head. “I simply cannot see it.”


“Neither can I.” Kodyn’s tone held a
resigned edge. “And yet, that was his last instruction to me, so I followed
it.”


Aisha wanted to reach out and comfort
him, remind him once more that Suroth’s death wasn’t his fault. Yet now wasn’t
the time. She determined to broach the subject with him again, soon.


Uryan’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “But if, as you say, you followed his
instructions, how is it that you still have the stone?”


Kodyn related the events of their last
meeting with the Black Widow, ending with the assassination of the woman that had
been the mouthpiece and façade for the real spymistress. “I haven’t had a
chance to set another meeting with the Black Widow to deliver it.” He drew it
out and stared down at it. “But now, I’m not sure I should give it to her. At
least, not yet.” He closed his fist around the stone. “Not until we’re done
with the Keeper’s Council.”


Ennolar and Uryan exchanged guarded
glances.


“This stone got us into the palace,”
Kodyn insisted, “and it can do so again. We can get in, snatch this Groebus,
and get him out of there before anyone knows. By the time the Keeper’s Council
finds out what happened to him, he’ll be back here, spilling his guts. I’m
certain Suroth would have understood the necessity of our circumstances.”


Ennolar and Uryan looked at each other,
and once again the silent communication flashed between them. After a moment,
they both nodded. 


“So
be it,” Ennolar’s fingers said. “For
now, the state of our city is dire enough that we must make
certain…allowances.” He turned his palms upward, a gesture of grudging
admittance. “Your assistance in the
matter of the Heartspring has earned you a bit of latitude. But I warn you, the
Mistress’ secrets always come at a price. Remember that, for we will speak of
what you have seen and learned once the situation is resolved.”


Aisha cocked an eyebrow. Not quite a veiled threat, but bloody close.
They had said something similar to Briana when she claimed sanctuary in the
Temple of Whispers. The Secret Keepers wanted her to follow in her parents’
footsteps and swear service to the Mistress, though they had left the “or else”
unspoken.


Kodyn, however, appeared unfazed. “Seems
fair enough.” He actually grinned, that cocky smile of his he always adopted
when using flippancy to mask his true feelings. 



Ennolar’s mention of the Heartspring
brought back memories of Thimara. For a moment, Aisha half-expected to feel the
surge of heat within her veins, as always when she was near Uryan. Yet it never
came. Thimara had passed from the world of the living to the land of the dead, to
Pharadesi and peace forever more. She
had fulfilled her mission of pointing them to the antidote for the poison
killing the people of Shalandra. Her final action had been to sacrifice herself
to save Kodyn’s life.


Yet she wasn’t completely gone. Though her
spirit had passed on, the time she’d spent within Aisha had left an imprint. A
trace of her emotions—her passion for knowledge, her fierce desire to uncover
the truth of the Azure Rot, and, most of all, her love for the stern-faced
Uryan—remained and would only dissipate in time.  


If Thimara were still within Aisha, she would want to know the outcome of her
research. 


Aisha turned to Uryan. “How is the
antidote to the Azure Rot coming?” 


The Guardian nodded. “Well. Already our alchemists have deconstructed
the alchemical structure of the poison we gathered from the Gatherers at the
Heartspring and are even now creating a remedy that should cure the Azure Rot
completely.” The stern angles of her face softened. “I don’t know how you managed to read Thimara’s scrawls, but in doing
so, you saved many lives.”


Aisha ducked her head, warmth rising to
her cheeks. 


Ennolar frowned. “But perhaps you should know, that second wave of attackers were not
Gatherers like the first group. Those men
bore the same tattoos as the ones in young Briana’s room,” Ennolar said.


“Hallar’s Warriors,” Kodyn growled.
“Militants trying to restore Shalandra to the days of Hallar.”


Ennolar’s face soured. “Mistress forbid that we ever return to such
barbaric times!” 


Lady Callista had told them about the
brutal, bloody justice system of Hallar’s day: everyone with a grievance could
take up arms and battle in the Crucible, with the crowds determining if the
loser deserved to survive the confrontation. A ruthless, barbaric practice long
since eradicated. Why anyone would want to bring that back was beyond her. But
the ways of fanatics and zealots proved difficult for a sane person to
understand. 


“But
it’s more than that.” Ennolar frowned, his expression a mixture of pensive
and concerned. “They did not bear the
same poison the Gatherers intended to pour into the Heartspring.”


Aisha’s brow furrowed. Two poisons? That made no sense. “What
do you mean?”


“Instead
of barrels, they carried glass bottles with an airtight seal.” Uryan
actually seemed hesitant, uncertain. “When
they saw they could not reach the Heartspring or flee the battle, they chose to
shatter the bottles rather than letting us claim the poison.”


Kodyn cocked his head. “Why would they
do that?”


“Because
this poison degrades when it comes in contact with the air.” Ennolar drew a
glass vial from within his robes and held it up to the light. A viscous liquid
glowed lambent purple within. “This is,
without a doubt, alchemy of the blackest sort, but because the poison has
degraded, we cannot determine its true nature. All we have been able to
determine is that it is a…”


Aisha didn’t recognize the word his
hands formed. At her confused look, Ennolar spelled it out.


“Psychotropic?” The word seemed somehow
familiar, yet she couldn’t place its meaning.


“A
chemical that affects your mental state,” Ennolar explained. “It may cause hallucinations or could lead to
severe and irreversible damage to the brain of those who take it. But without a
viable sample, we cannot be certain.”


The explanation brought back the memory
of where she’d heard the word before. Briana had used it to explain the effects
of Whispering Lily.


Horror surged within her. Imbuka, the
Ghandian Spirit Whisperer she’d met in the Foreign Quarter, had warned her of
the effects of the potent plant. Whatever
the men who carried it had planned, it couldn’t be good.


 


 












Chapter Eight
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“Nechda?”


The familiar word shattered something in
the dam Issa had erected within her heart. The horror she’d felt at seeing the two
bodies on the floor, the anger over the violence and bloodshed, and the fear
for her grandparents’ safety all drained away at the voice she’d known all her
life.


“S-Saba?” Her voice sounded so small,
like the little girl he’d carried on his shoulders through the olive groves
outside the city. Yet just seeing him standing there before her was enough to
bring a flood of tears to her eyes. She wanted to throw herself into his arms
and weep in relief and joy at finding him alive. 


Alive!
It seemed impossible.
He had escaped the carnage unharmed. His presence meant her grandmother was
safe as well—Saba would have died before letting any harm come to Savta.


Yet as her eyes drank in the sight of
him, a part of Issa recoiled. He was the man she’d known for as long as she
could remember—strong, tall, confident, quietly earnest—yet he seemed
somehow…different. A stranger, no longer the simple Earaqi laborer, clad in the
sweat, dust, and dirt of a day toiling in the fields. He stood clad head to toe
in the spiked, segmented plate mail of a Keeper’s Blade. In his right hand, he
held a huge flammard with its glistening flame-shaped blade of black Shalandran
steel. He gripped the sword with the comfort of familiarity, as if it belonged
there. Blood flecked his face and darkened his crimson Earaqi headband. He had
been in battle…her calm, peaceful grandfather, in battle!


How?
Her mind refused to
grasp the truth evident before her eyes. He was a Keeper’s Blade? The fact
simply didn’t register. 


She tried to speak, to ask questions,
but nothing came out. For a heartbeat, she stood in stunned silence, her mouth
agape, words refusing to form in her mind.


“Get over the wall, quickly, nechda!” Nytano held out a mailed hand
toward her, urgency written in his eyes. “You’ll be safe in—”


“Get them!” A roar drowned out her
grandfather’s words. “Kill the Dhukari!” 


Issa turned, half-dazed, toward the
sound of the cry. Her shock-numbed mind registered the onrushing mob, nearly a
hundred angry Earaqi, Mahjuri, and Kabili wielding crude weapons and rusted
blades. She stood rooted in place, unable to move.


“Issa!” His cry resonated, the call of a
man born and bred to battle, yet echoed with the fear of a loving grandfather. 


The familiar voice, so reassuring,
snapped her from her stupor. Her body reacted even as her mind recovered. She
raised her club with her left hand while her right reached for the short sword
she’d driven into the dead thug’s body. She tore it free with a powerful yank
and turned to face the charging crowd.


Adrenaline rushed through her veins and
drove away the last of her bewilderment. Immediately, logic and years of
training kicked in. She could not hope to face down the throng, not clad only
in a simple tunic and wielding crude weapons. Yet she had no time to scale the
wall into Killian’s smithy, to join her grandparents, before the crowd reached
her. 


She had only one choice: to flee. 


Yet she had to do something to help. The
mob had already gotten over the wall once. She might not be able to fight
beside her grandparents, but she could protect them. 


An idea flashed into her mind and she
acted without hesitation. She shot her grandfather a bright smile. “See you
soon, Saba!” 


Nytano’s lips formed the words “No!” the
instant before Issa turned to face the crowd.


“Long live the Pharus!” she shouted over
the angry roaring and the thump, thump,
thump of hundreds of charging feet. “May he reign for a thousand years!”


Whirling, she turned and sprinted north,
away from Killian’s forge and the angry mob. Her heart hammered in time with
her pounding boots. The streets flew by in a blur, fear and desperation lending
wings to her feet. 


Please
let this work! 


She glanced over her shoulder and her
heart leapt. The throng had divided. Half, led by the Ybrazhe thugs, had turned
to assault the walls. The other half, those goaded to fury by her words, raced
toward her in a teeming mass of flesh and fury. 


Yes!
Every man and woman
that pursued her meant one fewer assaulting Killian’s forge. She had bought her
grandparents a reprieve. Saba would still have to fight, but only half as many
enemies. It was the best she could do.


Yet her elation died as the howling of
the crowd closed on her heels. Like hounds baying at the heels of a bear, they cried
for her blood. Their shouts of “Death to the traitor!” and “The Final
Destruction comes for all!” rang off the stone walls of the shops and houses
bordering the lane.  


Issa had traveled the streets around
Killian’s smithy well enough to know that she had just one hope of escaping the pursuing throng. The rioting mob had
surrounded the forge, and there was no way she’d get through the crowd flooding
Miller’s Alley. But she had a way out: the narrow lane that ran east to west
along the base of the northern cliff. There, she could duck into the shadows of the
taller Intaji structures and
hopefully lose her pursuers. 


Confusion whirled in her mind as she
ran. Grandfather, fighting? A Keeper’s
Blade? The sheer impossibility of it staggered her. During her seventeen
years of life, her Saba hadn’t once shown any sort of violent tendencies. Years
of working the plow had broadened his shoulders and strengthened his arms, yet
he’d always resorted to calm words and cool-headed logic to solve problems
rather than his fists. 


But there’d been no mistake: he wore
that armor with familiar ease, just as Issa felt when clad in her own Blades’
plate mail. Hykos had once told her that each Keeper’s Blade had their armor
specially-crafted for them. No one outside of the Blades would wield, much less
own, one of those two-handed flammards. The flame-shaped blades were the mark
of the Long Keeper’s favor, won by trial of steel in the Crucible.


Doubts and questions flew at her from
all sides, too fast for her to even put into thoughts. The image of her
mild-mannered grandfather filled her mind. The image stood in stark contrast to
the blood-stained, sword-wielding, armored warrior she’d just seen in Killian’s
smithy. 


So consumed was she by her confusion
that she nearly ran head-on into the sandstone cliff. Instinct warned her in
time to throw herself to the west, down the narrow alley running parallel to
the craggy golden face. A hurried glance over her shoulder sent fear humming
through her gut. The throng was hot on her heels, and they had spotted her.


Damn
it! She tried to clear
her mind, to push away the seething chaos of her thoughts. She had to focus on
getting out of the Artisan’s Tier in one piece. At the very least, she needed
to lose her pursuers. If she ran into any more mobs, they might think she was—


Horror turned her blood to ice. Less
than a hundred yards up the narrow lane, a handful of Kabili and Mahjuri
smashed through the doors of Intaji homes. Men and women emerged hauling
armfuls of looted furniture, clothing, foodstuffs, goods, even jewelry. Two
brutes dragged out a kicking, screaming woman. The blood trickling from her
forehead turned her Intaji headband a dark rust color. Yet not even a split
lip, black eye, and bloodied nose stopped her from struggling against her
captors. She was pretty enough that they’d want to do more than simply punish her for being born a caste above
theirs.


Anger flared bright within Issa, burning
away the cold seeping into her veins. Time slowed as she wrestled with the
decision. If she tried to help, even for the minute it would take to fight off
the Intaji woman’s attackers, her pursuers would catch up. She might be blessed
by the Long Keeper with accelerated healing, but not even she could escape that
battle alive. 


Yet the last time she’d stood by and
done nothing, an innocent man had died. She had fought to stop the chaos in the
Slave’s Tier—even going so far as to arrest Indomitable officers—yet when she knew that executing Aterallis would be a
mistake, she had held her tongue. Out of duty and loyalty to Lady Callista,
she’d told herself. It still weighed on her conscience and seeing what it had
done to the city, what it had allowed the Ybrazhe, Gatherers, and Hallar’s
Warriors to do in Aterallis’ name, she knew it had been the wrong choice. 


She had sworn service to the city of
Shalandra. Not just Lady Callista, the Pharus, and her superiors in the
Keeper’s Blades, but all of
Shalandra. She was the servant of death and shield of the innocent. The Long
Keeper had chosen her to protect
those who could not defend themselves.


Here, now, she knew she had to intervene, even if it cost
her.  


If
I die, so be it. The
words rang in her mind as she thundered toward the two men and their victim. At least I’ll meet the Long Keeper knowing I
made the right choice.


The faces of her grandparents flashed
before her eyes. Saba and Savta had raised her to STAND UP. If her grandfather
truly was a Keeper’s Blade, he’d be
proud of her. Even if no one knew what she’d done here, it would be enough.
When she finally met her parents in the Sleepless Lands, they would know she
had died well. 


Resolve hardened within Issa as she
closed the distance to the two Mahjuri wrestling the Intaji woman to the
ground. One clamped a hard hand over her mouth while the other struggled to
wrench her legs apart. 


Issa’s short sword, backed by the force
of her charge and burning fury, sheared through the man’s neck. The Mahjuri’s
head flew through the air, spraying blood across his intended victim. The
second man never had a chance to look up before Issa’s club crunched into the
side of his head. Her blow knocked him off the woman and he collapsed to the
dusty street, unconscious, his skull shattered.


Issa stooped and half-dragged,
half-lifted the woman to her feet. “Run!” She gave the Intaji woman a shove,
sending her staggering down the street. The nearby rioters were too preoccupied
with their looting or too stunned by Issa’s blitz attack to do more than stare
at the fleeing woman and the girl with the bloodied weapons. 


That single moment was all Issa had.
Behind her, an angry roar and shouts of “Traitor!” echoed off the cliff walls.
Yet she was beyond fear. Her jaw set and her teeth clenched, she tightened her
grip on her weapons as she turned to face the crowd pursuing her. A small smile
played on her lips.


Yes,
Saba would be proud. She’d
saved a life, had saved many lives
during her short tenure as a Keeper’s Blade. Her actions had stopped the people
from rioting sooner, had kept the Indomitables from killing hundreds of Mahjuri
and Kabili. Whatever came next, she would face the Long Keeper with her head
held high. 


Then the roaring crowd reached her. The
fastest of the pursuers had outpaced their slower comrades, and now they came
on in staggered waves of twos and threes, one after the other. Hatred twisted
the faces of the men and women rushing her. The wild light of bloodlust and
starvation-fueled frenzy shone in their eyes, driving back all rational
thought.


The clash of wood and steel consumed
Issa’s world. She hacked, chopped, and struck, her club shattering bones and
her short sword carving flesh. Blood sprayed in the air around her—she had no
time to pull her attacks, to try for blows that wounded instead of killed. The
onrushing enemy, her own people, bayed for her blood. Nothing short of death
would stop them.


Pain exploded in her right side, her
left shoulder, her chest, her head, and a dozen more places where daggers,
clubs, and fists struck home. She had no armor to protect herself, nothing but
the crude weapons and her determination to fight back. Yet she stood, unafraid
in the face of certain doom, battling until her last breath.


Issa gave ground, one desperate step at
a time, retreating before the fury of the mob. She couldn’t flee—the looters
had joined the throng attacking her—but she’d be damned if she let them get
behind her. Her sword and club moved in twin blurs, striking, blocked,
chopping, defending. No stopping, no slowing, no matter the agony that coursed
through her body or the fire consuming her limbs. She would die the moment she
dropped her guard.


Yet she could feel herself tiring, feel
the blows and wounds taking their toll on her body. No matter how many she
blocked or dodged, too many more weapons pierced her guard. Blood trickled from
a dozen cuts around her body. A lucky blow to her temple staggered her and set
the world spinning around her. Only her instincts and speed kept her from being
pierced by a dozen daggers or torn apart by the reaching hands.


A roar of rage tore from her lips as she
fought. In vain, she knew, but she’d be damned if she went down without a
fight. 


Suddenly, a new voice echoed from behind
her. “Issa!” 


Her reeling mind didn’t recognize it for
a long moment and when it did, it seemed impossible.


Yet he suddenly appeared beside her,
tall and strong in his Blades’ armor, a huge black steel sword in his hand. He
chopped through rioters with deadly precision and grace. His sword moved in a
blur, the blessing of the Long Keeper infusing his bunching muscles with
inhuman speed. A wall of spiked armor and fiery-eyed rage stood between her and
the crowd.


More figures in black—Indomitables, here?—joined in the
battle, hammering into the mob with sickle-shaped swords and grim determination.
With cries of anger, they drove the throng back, one bloody step after another.


Issa staggered backward, gasping.
Strength fled from her limbs and she sagged, but strong arms held her upright.
Worry sparkled in the dark, kohl-rimmed eyes that stared into hers.


“Issa?” His voice came from afar, faint
through the pounding of the blood in her ears. “Talk to me, Issa! How badly are
you hurt?”


She struggled to speak, yet her tongue
was numb, her jaw ached from clenching. 


Only one word came out. “H-Hykos?”


 


 












Chapter Nine
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Evren’s fists clenched and unclenched as
he watched Kodyn and Aisha leave on the heels of the Secret Keepers. Even after
the stone wall shut behind the departing priests, the nervous roiling in his
stomach didn’t slow.


His chest clenched and he found himself
struggling to draw breath. He was right back in a temple, trapped, surrounded
by walls of stone and priests that wanted to exploit him. No, not him. Hailen.
That only made things worse. He could protect himself—he’d fought for years in
the Master’s Temple and on the streets of Vothmot—but he couldn’t protect
Hailen from every Secret Keeper in Shalandra. If they wanted to use him, and
the threat in Ennolar’s eyes and hand motions had made their intentions plain,
he’d have little hope of stopping them.


“Evren.” A quiet voice, accompanied by a
warm hand on his shoulder, startled him. 


Evren whirled, fists clenched, pulse
spiking. He actually brought up his hands to defend himself and barely managed
to stop his instincts from lashing out. Only the soft, familiar voice of Briana
pierced the panic digging icy fingers into his brain. 


“Evren, what you did back there…” Wonder
sparkled in her eyes. “That was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen.”


Hailen snorted. “And stupidest.” 


The acid in the boy’s tone brought anger
flaring to life within Evren. “What?” he snapped, glaring at the young boy.
“What was that?”


“You heard me.” Hailen didn’t flinch,
but met Evren’s eyes without hesitation. “Only an idiot would talk like that to
someone in Ennolar’s position. He’s just got to snap his fingers and his Secret
Keepers will snap your neck.”


Evren’s jaw dropped. That was the last
thing he’d expected from Hailen!


“Look, I get that you’re trying to
protect me and Briana,” Hailen said, and a hint of a grin twisted his lips at
the girl’s name, “but next time, maybe don’t piss off the Arch-Guardian that’s
giving us shelter, eh?”


Briana seemed equally surprised. Her
wide eyes fixed on Hailen, her lips parted in astonishment. 


“I know you’re worried about us, locked
away in here,” Hailen continued, “especially with this latest attack. But
remember that we have something the Secret Keepers want.” He held up a pair of
fingers. “Two somethings in fact: Suroth’s journal and my blood. The Secret
Keepers are smart enough to know that the best way to get what they want is to
let us be.” 


Evren could find no words. Hailen’s
fearlessness caught him by surprise. The boy had matured, that much he’d known
since their conversation in Arch-Guardian Suroth’s study, yet now to hear this
lecture from him…it felt as if their roles had reversed, that Hailen was the
one looking out for him. Rational when he’d been hesitant a few minutes
earlier, courageous after the fear of facing the men who had come to slay him.


Yes, the burden of Hailen’s destiny had
changed him, grown him beyond his years. And at that moment, that only served
to irritate him. The last thing he needed was a lecture. 


“Fine,” Evren growled. “But I’m not
going to apologize for making sure no Watcher-damned priests use you.” 


Acid rose to his throat; Hailen only
knew a fraction of what he’d endured at the Lecterns’ hands, but he ought to
know what happened to those who placed themselves in the power of greedy,
cruel, self-interested men. Ennolar and the Secret Keepers had proven better than
the Lecterns thus far, but that could change at any moment. 


Evren’s fists clenched. And when they do, I’ll be ready for it.


Hailen’s expression softened. “The Lecterns
are behind you, Evren. You don’t have to keep running.” A small smile. “Haven’t
you learned anything from the Hunter? Fleeing your past only makes your present
harder and your future terrifying.”


The quiet words struck Evren like a blow
to the gut. He found himself suddenly unable to breathe, as if Hailen’s simple
truth had sucked the air from his lungs.


“My father used to say something
similar.” Briana’s smile matched Hailen’s. “Carrying the weight of the past
makes the present burdens too heavy to bear.”


A long silence passed as Evren stared
between the two of them. He suddenly had no words, no retort or barbs with
which to protect himself. Somehow, Hailen had known what he didn’t, had pierced
to the core of the matter with an insightfulness far beyond his years.


“I guess…” Evren swallowed. “I guess
it’s hard to let go of that, you know? Those memories don’t fade.” Tension
knotted his shoulders. “I still see it, sometimes, in my dreams. My
nightmares.” A shudder ran down his spine. Too many sleepless nights locked in
his cold, hard stone cell, dreading the summons to fight or, far worse, hearing
the shuffling limp of Lectern Uman approaching. The fear of knowing what was to
come yet the helplessness at being unable to do anything. “It’s hard…”


“I know.” Hailen stepped closer and
reached up to grip Evren’s shoulder. “But you’re not there anymore. You’re
here, now. Don’t let your past shape your future. The only way to move forward
is to let it go.”


Evren could say nothing. There was
nothing to say. Hailen was right. He had to
stop thinking the worst about people just because they wore priestly robes. The
Secret Keepers had their own agenda, but they weren’t the Lecterns. They hadn’t
done anything to earn his distrust. Hell, beneath the stern, silent façade of
religious devotion, Ennolar and his fellow Guardians actually seemed like
decent people. Evren might not be able to forget his past, not yet at least,
but he could look to shape a better
future. Starting here, with these priests. 


“Well, damn!” Evren shook his head.
“Briana’s really rubbing off on you. You’re far too young to be so wise.”


Color sprouted on Briana’s cheeks,
adding a rosy glow to her golden skin. Evren found himself staring—even
embarrassed, the girl was beautiful. Thick lines of kohl enhanced the beauty of
her dark eyes, and he couldn’t help admiring the way her wavy hair framed her
oval-shaped face. The shin-length kalasiris
dress she wore might have been made of simple fabric, but on her petite
frame, it could have been the costliest gown in the Pharus’ court. The
light-skinned Voramians he’d lived around the past four years had nothing on
her radiance. 


With effort, he tore his eyes away from
the beautiful young woman and glanced at Hailen. The wry smile on the boy’s
lips sent a flush of self-conscious warmth racing through Evren. 


He scowled. “So what are you going to do
now?” He looked between the two of them. “The Secret Keepers took half of the
artifacts your father was studying.”


Briana’s face tightened. “Yes, but they
didn’t take my father’s journal.” The book lay open on the desk, with
parchments scattered around it. “We’ve still got enough to keep us busy for
months.”


“Found out anything about the vault?”
Evren asked. “Anything that will get us in, or that will help us get around
once we’re through?”


“Maybe.” Briana shot an uncertain glance
at Hailen. “I mean, he seems to think
it’s something. I’m not sure, but then again, I’ve been so busy with Aisha’s
project that I haven’t had a chance to do much reading.”


Evren raised an eyebrow. “Aisha’s
project?” 


Briana’s lips pressed together.
“Researching the properties of the Shadow Root she brought me.”


“Never heard of it.” Evren’s brow
furrowed. “What does it do?”


Briana hesitated, as if wanting to tell
him yet afraid to share something Aisha might not want him to know. “I-I’m
trying to find that out.”


Irritation twisted in his gut. I thought we were all supposed to be on the
same side, but they’re helping Aisha keep a secret? One look at Hailen,
however, told him that the younger boy knew. Probably Kodyn, too, given that those two are thick as thieves. That
left only him in the dark.


That stung more than he cared to admit.
After so many years living alone on the streets of Vothmot, he’d come to
appreciate the few friends and companions he had. The Hunter, Kiara, and
Hailen, even Graeme. Now, Aisha, Kodyn, and Briana. To find out they kept
something from him brought back those feelings of isolation—once again, he was
on the outside looking in. 


No,
it’s not like that. With
effort, he shoved down on the petty flare of irritation. If it was important enough for me to know, they’d tell me. Or they’ll
tell me when it’s the right time.


“So tell me what you’ve found,” he told
Hailen. Hailen gave no answer; he had moved to sit at the table and was already
immersed in Suroth’s journal, completely oblivious to Evren’s question. 


Briana stepped closer to Evren, placing
a hand on his arm, squeezing softly. “He gets like this, you know? One second
he’s in the moment and the next he’s gone.”


Evren’s heart skipped a beat and his
breath caught, making it hard for him to form words. “Y-Yeah.” He swallowed.
“He gets lost in his own world when he’s studying.” 


In that moment, he found himself getting lost as well. Lost in
her nearness and the warmth of her touch on his arm. Her presence had him
struggling to control his breathing. He looked down at her hand and then lifted
his eyes to hers.


Briana met his gaze, a hint of surprise
flitting across her face, followed by a flush of color on her cheeks. Her touch
on his arm lightened a fraction, as if she made to move her hand away, then
thought better of it and left her fingers in contact with his skin.


Lightning pulsed through Evren’s body,
setting his heart hammering. His mouth felt suddenly dry, his palms abnormally
clammy, and his mind seemed unable to string together a coherent sentence.
Something stirred deep within him and he found himself at a loss for what to
do. Stand perfectly still and hope she never removed her hand? Move away, break
contact before something embarrassing happened?


Yet, he couldn’t break his gaze from
hers. The color in her cheeks deepened, her lips parting, her breath coming
quicker. He couldn’t be certain if it was his imagination or if she actually ran her fingers lightly along his
skin. A strangely delightful shiver ran down his spine.


“Here.” Hailen’s voice shattered the
fragile moment. “I found it.”


A ghost of a smile flashed across
Briana’s lips before she turned to Hailen, removing her hand from Evren’s arm
to lean on the table beside the seated boy. “What did you find?”


Evren could suddenly draw breath, yet he
found himself furious at Hailen for ruining…whatever had just transpired.
Something had happened, that much he knew, but what exactly that something was
remained for him to muddle through later. 


“It’s not much.” Hailen admitted, an
unsure tone to his voice, “but it feels like it might be important.”


The boy pointed ran a finger across a
passage of text in Suroth’s journal. “It’s this bit.”


“The
room of waiting conceals the secret of black eyes,” he read. “Open the key and reveal the ending. Let
the strength of the fallen guide your steps. Beneath the black sky, the Final
Destruction will be witnessed by the foretold.”


Evren frowned. “Sounds like gibberish to
me.”


“Yeah, me, too.” Hailen nodded. “But
Suroth underlined it, thrice! See?” 


Sure enough, the strange markings had
been underscored by three inked lines.


“Whenever my father wanted to remember
something important, he would underline it three times,” Briana explained. As
always, speaking of her father brought a shadow to her eyes and her face
darkened. Evren wanted to reach out, to offer words of comfort, but everything
that flashed through his mind felt trite. What could he possibly say to
ameliorate such a painful loss?


Hailen, so focused on his findings,
seemed oblivious to the change in mood. “So when I found this a few pages
later, it made me think that there might be something to it.”


He flipped through the journal until he
found the passage he sought. “The Final
Destruction will be witnessed by the foretold, the catalysts to the end,” he
read. His voice cracked once, but he managed to read the rest with only a hint
of a blush. 


Briana gave Evren a little smile that
set his heart pattering and seemed to come out of her momentary gloom. “Another
mention of the Final Destruction, the same one from the prophecy we found
before.”


Hailen nodded. “And it’s got something
to do with ‘the foretold’, these ‘catalysts’.” He glanced from Briana to Evren
and back. “I’ll keep looking to see if I can find anything more about it, but
for now, all we’ve got is Suroth’s cryptic notes to go on.” He sighed. “Why
can’t these things ever just be simple and plain? Like, ‘pull that lever to
prevent the end of the world’!” 


“What would be the fun in that?” Evren
grinned. “And if that was the case, smart-arses like you would be out of a
job.”


Hailen opened his mouth to retort, but
before the words left his mouth, the far wall slid open. Evren tensed
instinctively, but the memory of Briana’s hand on his arm and her gentle words
stopped him. “Carrying the weight of the
past makes the present burdens too heavy to bear.” He had enough to worry
about now; he’d give the Secret Keepers a chance.


But no brown-robed priests entered.
Instead, a breathless Aisha and Kodyn raced into the room.


An angry, triumphant light shone in
Kodyn’s eyes and a fierce smile spread his face. “Wait until you hear what we
got from the instigator!”


 


 


* * *


 


“So this Groebus could be the Keeper’s
Priest that was working with the Gatherers?” Evren’s mind raced from everything
he’d just learned.


Kodyn nodded. “Almost certainly. It
explains how he knew where Briana brought the artifacts after the Gatherer
attack.”


“Ennolar said he’s renowned for his
intellect,” Aisha said. “He could be the one pulling the strings and moving all
the pieces on the Nizaa board. The Keeper’s Council could use him as a liaison
with the Gatherers, Hallar’s Warriors, and the Ybrazhe. He’s low-ranked enough
that no one would pay him much attention—”


“But, as a member of Madani’s personal
retinue, he might be privy to the secrets of the Serenii tunnels,” Briana
finished.  


Issa had told them what Lady Callista
found, that someone had opened the way for the Gatherers to enter the Terrestra
the night of the attack on Arch-Guardian Suroth. A Necroseti priest that is often around the palace wouldn’t stand out,
and none of the guards on duty would pay him any mind. He’d be all but
invisible, beneath everyone’s notice.


Kodyn nodded. “He might even have access
to the information about the Heartspring, information he could have given to
Hallar’s Warriors.” 


Hallar’s Warriors and the Gatherers had
both gone to the Heartspring to poison the water—the former with some strange
mind-altering potion, the latter with a poison that mimicked the effects of the
Azure Rot. According to the Secret Keepers, the existence of the Heartspring
was a cautiously guarded secret. They had to have learned of it from somewhere. 


The
hunchback, this Groebus, certainly seemed the most likely candidate. 


“So what’s the play?” he asked. “I’m
guessing you think we should go and scoop him up? If we can find a way out of
here, that is.” He doubted the angry mob surrounding the temple had just given
up and left, not with Hallar’s Warriors driving them. The militants wanted what
Briana had in this room; they wouldn’t abandon their hunt just because of this
setback.


“Ennolar said he’s got a solution.”
Kodyn produced the dark blue stone he’d gotten from Suroth. “With this, we can
get right into the palace, nab the priest, and drag him back here. In and out
quicker than shite through a goose.”


“Sounds risky,” Evren said. “Especially
if we get caught in the wrong part of the palace. After last night, I don’t
think you’re the Indomitables’ favorite people.”


“That’s why we’ve got you.” Kodyn gave
him a confident smile. “You got Blackfinger in without assaulting the guards,
so you shouldn’t get any trouble.
Besides, you pass pretty well for one of them.” He gave a wry smile and
gestured to his own pale face and honey-colored eyes. “Compared to me, at
least.” 


Mention of Blackfinger brought back the
worry from the previous night. In his concern for Hailen, he’d all but
forgotten the other threat to the
city: the Ybrazhe Syndicate. 


“You’re right, at least in part,” he
said. 


Kodyn cocked his head. “What’s that
mean?”


“I
can pass for one of them.” Evren met his gaze. “Which means I’m most useful
out on the streets.”


Aisha and Briana both narrowed their
eyes. “In the riots?” Briana asked. Worry darkened her beautiful face.


“Think about it.” Evren forced a smile
to mask his own instinctive fear; he had no desire to be slipping through
bloodthirsty mobs, but he had little choice. “Right now, the city is in an
uproar, but the crowd is being herded like sheep. If we can take down the
shepherds, we’ve got a chance of restoring order.”


At his words, four faces twisted into
frowns.


“That’s as stupid as pissing off
Ennolar!” Hailen protested. “Out there, you’re going to get killed.”


“You think they’d attack one of their
own?” Evren tapped his red Earaqi headband. “Like you said, I look just like
one of them. Same headband, same clothing. I can blend in, slip through the
crowds, and find the people stirring up trouble. Maybe even call in Issa and
the Blades or Indomitables to round them up. With a bit of the Mistress’ luck,
we could break this up by nightfall.”


He tried to sound confident, his tone
light, but deep down he knew the danger that awaited him beyond these walls.
The Ybrazhe knew what he looked like and they wouldn’t hesitate to set the
crowds to hunt him down. Even if he managed to evade the Syndicate, he’d still
be taking huge risks slipping through a city filled with rampaging looters and
rioters. 


Yet after last night, after he’d failed
to prevent the riots, he felt he owed it to the city. The poverty and suffering
of the lower castes had moved him, reminded him of everything his own people in
Vothmot endured. And he had vowed to find a way to make things better. It had
been nothing more than instinct, with no real plan to back it up—what could he,
a simple street thief, do? But he had felt
it to the core of his being. He truly wanted to leave the city better than
when he’d found it. 


Now, he had a chance to do so. By
eliminating the Ybrazhe, he would end one of the threats to peace and
stability. A small action, but it could go a long way toward restoring sanity
to Shalandra. And, putting an end to the riots was his best chance of getting
Hailen out of the Temple of Whispers. The Secret Keepers would have to let him go, especially with
pressure from the Cambionari.


The chance of Hailen’s freedom alone
made it worth the effort, but if it meant he could make up for his failure to
prevent the riots, he’d take the risk.


“I know where to find Blackfinger’s hideout,”
he continued, “and there’s a good chance the Ybrazhe are still hanging out
there. If we can clean up that one mess, that’s half the battle won. Or, at
least half of the real troublemakers locked in the Pharus’ dungeons. Cut the
head off the snake and all.”  


He saw he was getting through to his
companions; their frowns had changed from worried to pensive as they
contemplated his words. 


“If anything, you two have the more
dangerous job!” He shot a wry grin at Kodyn and Aisha. “Give me a city full of
looters and rioters over pissed-off Indomitables any day.”


A part of him actually relished the fact
that he had to convince them. It meant they cared. He hadn’t had much
experience with that. Beyond the Hunter, Kiara, and Hailen, he’d had little in
the way of family or friends since his mother’s death. Yet now, he’d found a
handful of people that worried about what happened to him. That thought filled
him with a bright, warm glow that burned to the core of his being.


He half-expected Kodyn and Aisha to break
the silence, but to his surprise, Briana spoke first. “He’s right.” She spoke
in a soft voice, yet it held a note of firm conviction. “If there is a way to
put an end to all this mess without any more bloodshed, we need to try it.”


Gratitude swelled within him. Knowing she, at least, believed in him suddenly
filled him with confidence that he might actually be able to pull it off.


“So be it.” Kodyn nodded. “We’ll split
up, tackle this problem from both sides at once.” He held out a hand to Evren.
“I still think you’re bloody insane to go out there, but maybe a bit of
insanity is just what the situation calls for.”


Evren took the young man’s hand with a
grin. “Try not to attack any more Indomitables, will you? We need them on our
side.”


“No promises.” Kodyn beamed. “But I’ll
try.”


Aisha stepped forward next. “You need
anything, you come find us.”


Evren clasped her strong forearm. “You
know it.”


With a strange smile, Aisha grabbed
Kodyn’s hand and hauled him off to the other side of the small chamber,
mumbling something about “checking our weapons”. Kodyn looked confused until
Aisha whispered something in his ear.  


Evren felt equally confused, but all
thoughts faded from his mind as he turned to find Briana standing before him.
Worry and fear sparkled in her eyes—yet not for herself, but for him. She
seemed to be struggling to find words, and Evren found himself equally
tongue-tied. 


“Be careful,” she finally said. Color
rose to her cheeks and her eyes didn’t quite meet his. So strange, given the
confident young Dhukari he’d met upon his arrival to Shalandra. Yet around her,
he, too, felt little of the self-assurance that had caused him to defy Ennolar.
He felt nervous, awkward, even shy around her, and his stomach did strange
flips every time he looked at her. 


“I…” The word came out in a squeak. He
cleared his throat and tried again, pitching his voice deep. “I will be, I
promise.”


Now she lifted her eyes to meet his.
“Remember, you’ve people who care about you. We…er…they would rather have you alive and safe than a dead hero.”


Her words caught him by surprise, stole
all rational thought from his mind. It was all he could do to keep his jaw from
hanging open.


To his surprise, she stepped closer and
pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. She stood only a few fingers shorter than
him, and she moved with such speed it caught him off-guard. He had no time to
do anything but stand in dumbfounded amazement as she turned, blushing
furiously, and hurried over to pull Aisha aside for a hushed conversation. 


Evren’s mind whirled, a rush of
unfamiliar and befuddling emotions surging within him. His hand twitched by his
side, as if it wanted to touch the spot on his cheek she’d kissed.


Someone snickered beside him. Evren
glanced over to find Hailen beaming from ear to ear, a knowing smile on his
face. 


For answer, Evren punched him in the
arm. “Shut up.” 


“Ow!” Hailen’s grin cracked. “What was
that for?”


“For calling me stupid,” Evren said.
“Looking out for you—” His eyes darted to Briana as he said it. “—isn’t
stupid.”


“I know.” Hailen rolled his eyes.
“Just—”


Evren pulled the boy into a tight hug,
if only to hide the burning heat in his cheeks. After a moment, Hailen’s arms
went around Evren’s chest. They held each other a long moment, brothers-in-arms
bidding each other farewell. They both knew the danger Evren faced beyond the
temple’s walls.


“You get yourself killed, the Hunter’s
going to kick your ass,” Hailen muttered.


Evren chuckled and pulled back from the
embrace. “I’d be more worried about what he does when he finds out you ran away
from the House of Need.”


Hailen’s panicked expression brought
Evren a grin. 


Evren chuckled. “Guess I’d better come
back in one piece, if only to explain it to him, eh?” 


“Damned right, you’d better!” Hailen
managed a smile, barely. His hands toyed nervously with the hem of his simple
tunic, worry furrowing his brow.


“Hey, this is what I do, remember?”
Evren forced his most confident tone. “I’m a thief. You’re the one who’s got
all the important work. You figure out how to get into that vault and leave the
easy stuff up to me.”


But he knew the words were a lie for
Hailen’s benefit. It fell to him to
find the Ybrazhe in a city the size of Shalandra, all while navigating
rampaging looters and bloodthirsty rioters. Despite what he told the others or
the brave face he put on, at that moment, the task felt truly impossible. 


 


 












Chapter Ten
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Kodyn, Aisha, and Evren followed Ennolar
deep into the bowels of the Temple of Whispers, until the Arch-Guardian stopped
at a chamber as small and plain as the others. But when Ennolar pressed one of
the gemstones set into the wall, the floor slid aside to reveal a staircase set
into the stone. Even in the faint white glow of the gemstones, Kodyn recognized
the Serenii runes etched along the passage’s length.


“Oh, come on!” He turned to Ennolar, who
stood beside the gemstone that triggered the opening. “You really couldn’t have
told us about this before?” He, Aisha, and Evren could have saved an awful lot
of running and fighting if they’d known a passage led directly into the Temple
of Whispers.


Ennolar shrugged. “The Mistress’ secrets are not yours to know,” was his only answer.


Kodyn rolled his eyes. These priests take things far too seriously.
Then again, Secret Keepers aren’t exactly known for their easygoing nature. 


“Follow
the tunnel until you reach the end,” Ennolar told them in the silent hand
language, “and use the resonator stone
and Desenne’s lampstone to open the way.”


Kodyn nodded. He hadn’t had a chance to
return the green gemstone to the Secret Keeper that had helped them haul Turwar
the Keeper’s Priest from the Heartspring to the palace. Now, it seemed, he’d be
hanging on to it a little while longer. Probably
right up until we’re done being useful to the Secret Keepers, then they’ll take
all their trinkets back. He wasn’t certain what would happen to him, Aisha,
Hailen, and Evren. Briana could always join the priesthood, but the rest of
their fates were far murkier. 


But
that’s a problem for another day,
he decided. For now, we’ve got a
hunchback-shaped fish to fry.


“Sure you can’t spare a few Secret
Keepers to help us?” he asked. “They’d come in quite handy if we have to fight
our way out of the palace.”  


Ennolar shook his head. “The Temple of Whispers cannot be seen to
move against the Keeper’s Council or the Necroseti directly. Suroth knew that,
which was why he moved within the shadows. The time will come when we may be
able to lend aid, but for now, you are on your own. Besides, between the
defense of the temple and the research into the antidote for the Azure Rot, my
people have their hands full.”


“So be it.” Damn, there goes that plan. He gave Ennolar a half-bow, half-nod.
“Until we meet again, Arch-Guardian.” 


“Mistress
smile on your endeavors, young Praamian,” Ennolar’s fingers said. 


Drawing out the lampstone, Kodyn led the
way down the staircase into the tunnels. Above him, the trapdoor rumbled shut,
plunging them into near-darkness. A nervous silence descended over the three of
them as they pushed deeper into the passages. They all knew the gravity of what
they set off to do. 


The corridor ran north for fifty paces
before it reached a blank wall. Kodyn held up the emerald lampstone, and the
Serenii markings etched into the stone began to glow in that strange brilliant
mandala. When he pressed Suroth’s lockstone to the center of the glowing
pattern, a quiet thunk echoed from
within the stone and the wall slid aside to reveal the larger passages with
their red-glowing stones.


Kodyn hesitated as Evren stepped
through. “You sure about this?” he asked. “No shame in coming with us and
leaving the matter of the city to Lady Callista.” 


“I’m sure.” Evren’s face hardened. “It
may sound stupid, but I feel…responsible for what’s going on.”


“What?” Aisha cocked her head. “How is
this your fault?”


“Not my fault, exactly.” A shadow
flashed in Evren’s eyes. “But I knew what Hallar’s Warriors were going to do,
but I couldn’t stop them.”


“But you did stop Blackfinger,” Aisha pressed. “You even captured him and hauled
him in to Lady Callista.” 


“And the Ybrazhe are still out there
causing chaos.” Evren shook his head. “That feels like failure to me.”


That, Kodyn could understand. He felt
much the same way about Suroth’s death. No matter how many times Aisha told him
it wasn’t his fault, he couldn’t stop feeling like he’d done something wrong by
failing to deliver the stone to the Black Widow. As if by not keeping the promise he’d made to Suroth, he had somehow caused
the Arch-Guardian’s death.


“Go,” he told Evren. “Do what you need
to.”


Evren shot him a grateful nod. “Be
seeing you soon. Don’t have all the fun, eh?”


“There’s plenty for all of us.” Kodyn
nodded. “Last one back to the temple buys the next round of drinks.”


“Deal!” With a grin to Aisha, Evren
turned and raced off west down the tunnels.


“You’re a lot alike, the two of you.”
Aisha’s voice echoed quietly from beside him. 


“What’s that, now?” Kodyn turned to her
with a quizzical expression.


“You both carry a burden of guilt that is
not yours to bear.” She fixed him with a solemn gaze. “It will drag you down if
you don’t let it go.” 


Kodyn stiffened. He knew Aisha was
trying to help, but he’d grown weary of hearing the lecture. Just saying the
words didn’t make the guilt go away. 


“Come on,” he said. “The sooner we get
our hands on Groebus, the sooner all of this is over with.” 


Aisha hesitated at the change of
subject, but let it slide. With a nod, she fell into step beside him.


Kodyn felt grateful, but quickly kept
talking before Aisha circled back around to him. “What did Briana want? Back in
the room, when she pulled you aside?” He met her eyes. “I didn’t want to pry on
what seemed a private conversation, but—”


Aisha shook her head. “She was just
telling me about her progress with the Shadow Root.”


Kodyn’s mind flashed back to what Aisha
had told him about Shadow Root. The shaman, Imbuka, had said a small dose would
diminish her Spirit Whisperer powers, and the whole root would silence them
once and for all. Aisha hadn’t mentioned
anything about Briana studying the root. A part of him wanted to feel hurt that
she hadn’t told him, yet he understood. More than anything, he just felt sad
that he couldn’t help her. They had been best friends for years; of anyone, he
should be there for her to help her deal with this new change in her life. He
felt helpless, useless. He could do little more than watch, a bystander, as she
muddled her way through the challenge.


“Has she uncovered anything useful?” he
asked.


“She seems to think so.” Aisha’s face
revealed her uncertainty. “She used a lot of complicated words like
‘psychotropic’ and ‘neuroactive compounds’, but I think she might actually be
able to mix the Shadow Root with the Whispering Lily to balance their effects.”


Kodyn narrowed his eyes. “So the Shadow
Root, which can shut off your Spirit Whisperer abilities completely, can work
with the Whispering Lily, which amplifies those same abilities, and will
somehow blend into one concoction that cancels each other out?”


“Not quite what she said, but I guess
that’s the gist of it.” Aisha shrugged. “But after what Imbuka said, I’m
worried what will happen if I take the Whispering Lily.”


“You don’t think that was just said to
scare you or something?” Kodyn shot a glance at her. “Saying it’s evil and that
it only leads to death, that all seems a bit dramatic, doesn’t it?”


Aisha’s expression grew pensive. “Maybe.
But I saw what happened once my father started taking it.” A shadow passed over
her eyes. “If it’s anything like that, I don’t want to risk it.”


Again, Kodyn felt a little sting in his
chest. He and Aisha had been friends for years. She knew so much about him, but
until recently, he’d known next to nothing about her family or the life she’d
had in Ghandia before her enslavement. He hadn’t wanted to pry or force her to
relive painful memories, yet he found himself curious about who she’d been
before the Night Guild.


“What was it like, growing up in
Ghandia?” His question was quiet, almost hesitant. “With a…well, a normal family, I guess.” His own
upbringing—in secret, without ever knowing his father, then in the tunnels of
the Night Guild—was far from typical.


“Normal?” Aisha laughed. “There’s
nothing normal about being the daughter of a nassor and an Umoyahlebe!”


Kodyn grinned. Normal was relative to
everyone. “You know what I mean. Not the life of a Hawk, Serpent, or a Phoenix,
but a life of someone with parents and a real future.”


Aisha smiled. “Happy, on many
occasions.” Her smile turned somber. “And sad, on others.” For a long moment,
silence stretched between them. Finally, she shrugged it off. “All of our lives
have their ups and downs. They are part of who we are now, just as what we do
now will be part of who we become.”


She turned her head to meet his gaze. “I
spent so many years wishing that I’d never been captured by the Bloody Hand
or…” She hesitated. “…been forced to do what I did. But if I hadn’t, I’d never
have met Ria, or your mother, or...” Again, a moment of hesitation. “…or you.” 


Genuine happiness flared bright in
Kodyn’s chest and brought a smile to his face. He reached out and took her
strong hand in his, giving it a gentle squeeze.


“I wouldn’t trade this for anything.”
She returned his grip and his grin. 


Kodyn found the breath sucked from his
lungs. That smile of hers could melt his heart every time.


Her grin turned wry. “Well, maybe for a
herd of zabara to make me rich.”


His smile froze and shattered, which
elicited a rich, hearty laugh from Aisha. 


“But it would have to be a very, very
large herd,” she said, and gave him a wink.


They walked like that in silence for
what seemed a blissful eternity, just the two of them alone in the
near-darkness, hands entwined. The crimson glow of the gemstones filled the
passage with a soft brilliance that matched the warmth in Kodyn’s chest. Being
with her like this, it felt right. He’d dreamed about it for years and finally
it had come true.


He had fallen for her long ago, during
her early days in the Night Guild. He’d been a young, inexperienced Hawk and she
a terrified victim rescued from captivity. Yet over time, they had gotten close
to each other, thanks to the time Ria devoted to training Aisha. Kodyn had
watched her grow strong and more beautiful with every day. It had been
inevitable; he’d always known that she was the one for him.


But it wasn’t just her strength and
beauty that called to him. When around her, he felt more balanced, calmer, more
in control. He thought more clearly and acted with more precision, greater
caution. He was a better Hawk and a better man because of her. 


He basked in the warmth of her presence
as they climbed the upward-sloping passages. Though it took the better part of
an hour to reach the Keeper’s Tier, Kodyn felt as if it passed too quickly.
This was the closest they’d come to a few moments of peace in the madness of
their time in Shalandra.


Yet, all too soon, the time came that
they turned east toward the hidden passage that would lead them straight to
Groebus of the Necroseti. 


The map of the Serenii tunnels had
revealed precisely four entrances into the palace itself: one on the far west,
near Lady Callista’s office; another near the Pharus’ throne room; a third, the
one they’d exited while hauling Turwar up from the Heartspring, opened directly
in the center of the palace; and the fourth opened into the offices chosen by
the Keeper’s Priests.


They had discarded all four—after all,
the palace would likely be patrolled by Indomitables, already on high-alert
from the recent assassination attempts and the intrusion the previous night.
Instead, they’d chosen the fifth and final exit, one that opened not into the
palace itself, but the Terrestra, the sprawling gardens that bordered the
palace’s eastern side.


The Terrestra was reserved exclusively
for the highest-ranked Dhukari, so of course the Keeper’s Priests had chosen
offices that offered views of the breathtaking array of plants, shrubs, and
flowers that flourished there. If a hunchback had managed to get from the
Necroseti offices to the hidden passage unseen to open the way for assassins,
it stood to reason that two clever thieves could do the same in reverse. This
way, they’d have the gardens to conceal their movements as they slipped toward
the offices and snatched up Groebus. Thick branches and hedges would provide far
more cover than empty palace halls.


Kodyn grew more watchful the farther
east they traveled. Ennolar had told him to keep a sharp eye out for the
sections of wall that lit up beneath the glow of the gemstone. As he’d surmised
the previous day, the Serenii had guarded the most important parts of their
city with special gemstone locks that only opened to those with the correct
resonator stone—the one Suroth had entrusted to him. 


Once again, thoughts of Suroth brought
back the question of why the Arch-Guardian had planned to give the lockstone to
the Black Widow. Why did he want her to
have access to the palace? The spymistress had shown no hostility toward
the Pharus or the Keeper’s Council, yet who knew what she had planned? Given
what he knew of Suroth, it seemed odd that he would turn it over unless he
trusted her implicitly. Yet that raised a whole new set of questions. How could
the Arch-Guardian trust a spymistress so much to give her free access to the
palace?  


It made no sense, but he knew how to find
out. Soon, perhaps when this madness had ended, he would seek out the Black
Widow and get answers. He had to know
what Suroth was thinking. Perhaps if he understood the reasoning, it would help
him better understand why he felt so guilty over Suroth’s death. 


The sight of the glowing mandala pattern
of runes snapped him back to reality. They had found the fifth and easternmost
passage, the one that led to the Terrestra. He drew out Suroth’s lockstone and
pressed it to the wall to open it.


Yet, the moment he stepped into the
tunnel, something struck him as wrong. His brow furrowed as he tried to figure
out what could be amiss. He heard nothing but the gentle breeze whispering
through the—


A
breeze? There shouldn’t
be one in the sealed stone tunnels. That only meant one thing. A door is open ahead.


Forty paces ahead, where the tunnel
should end at a blank wall, daylight filled the passageway. Through the
opening, Kodyn saw green plants, trees, and flowering bushes. The Terrestra.


Dread seeped into his gut. 


The secret entrance into the garden was
open. Someone had come this way before them. 


 












Chapter Eleven
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Aisha hadn’t stopped smiling since Kodyn
took her hand. It felt right. From the first time she’d seen him in the
Menagerie, clinging to his mothers, she had been intrigued about the handsome
young man with the piercing honey eyes. Over the years, that intrigue had grown
to interest, then something more, something deeper that she felt in the pit of
her stomach. Now, the prospect of being with him lightened the burden that had
settled onto her shoulders since the discovery of her Umoyahlebe powers.


With Kodyn by her side, she wouldn’t
have to face her terrifying future as a Spirit Whisperer alone.


Yet the happiness wasn’t reserved for
her alone. A blind man wouldn’t miss the way Evren looked at Briana, and
judging by Briana’s actions, the feelings were mutual. They both deserve that little bit of happiness in their lives. 


She didn’t know much of Evren’s past
beyond the fact that he’d escaped the Master’s Temple, lived a hard life on the
streets, and thrown his lot in with the Hunter of Voramis to help him save
Einan from the Great Devourer—a thought that she still struggled to grasp. Yet
she recognized that haunted, hunted look in his eyes; she saw it on the rare
occasions she looked in the mirror. He had suffered the same sort of things she
had and bore the scars of mind and body to prove it.


In a way, that made him a good match for
Briana. She had suffered a great deal in the last few months, from kidnapping
to near-death to the loss of her father. She needed someone strong to weather
the storms with her, and few people had the fortitude to match Evren’s. Yes,
the two of them could find comfort and strength in the other’s presence.


Yet all happy thoughts faded the moment
she felt Kodyn stiffen beside her. His hand slipped free of hers and reached
for his sword. 


“What is it?” she asked in a low voice.


“A breeze.” Kodyn’s tone held a quiet
urgency. “The door to the Terrestra is open.”


Aisha’s muscles tensed as a gentle
current of wind wafted across her face. Her hands dropped to her weapons, every
sense on full alert. “Let’s go,” she whispered. She moved first, her eyes
roaming the tunnel ahead for any sign of threat. Knots formed in her shoulders
as the passage ahead brightened. The sight of daylight confirmed Kodyn’s
suspicion. 


The secret entrance to the Serenii
tunnels should be closed. Those who knew of its presence would want to conceal
it. The people who used the underground passages weren’t forgetful enough to
leave the door ajar. That only left one explanation: whoever had exited the
tunnel left it open in case they needed to make a quick escape. 


Silence hung thick in the air as they
approached the sliver of daylight at the end of the tunnel. The door stood
slightly ajar, just enough to allow in a thread of light. Through the crack,
Aisha caught a glimpse of lush greenery but no sign of movement.


Kodyn slipped up beside her and spoke in
the silent hand language of the Secret Keepers. “We’ve got to keep a sharp eye out in case they come back.” He
didn’t explain who they were—he
didn’t need to. 


Aisha moved ahead of Kodyn and pushed
the door open just enough to peer out. The Terrestra was a paradise of green
life. Trees brought from around Einan stood silent guard over shrubs, bushes,
and colorful flowers rich with blooms of every conceivable hue. Plants that
shouldn’t be able to grow in Shalandra’s rocky soil—everything from Voramian
wildflowers to bright Praamian sunflowers to the deep violet grassblooms that
only grew on the Ghandian plains—filled the garden.


The gardens brought back memories of
Aisha’s home, of the hours spent chasing her little sister through the acacia
trees or climbing the lofty baobab trees. All throughout, she saw familiar
plants, grasses, even tiny shrubs that had no place being here, thousands of
leagues from Ghandia. 


Yet the lush greenery that filled the
Terrestra appeared to have sprung from the very mountain upon which Shalandra
sat. Stately oaks stood next to towering pines and drooping willows, while the
trunks of beech, fir, and dogwood trees filled the garden with color—color only
accentuated by the soft white petals of the Voramian Snowblossom and bright
crimson leaves of Fehlan maple trees. 


Were the situation not so dire, Aisha
could have spent endless hours wandering the Terrestra. Since being ripped from
her home, she’d had few chances to enjoy the wonders of nature. She missed it,
missed being able to stroll through the jungles east of her native Ghandian
grasslands and enjoying the smell of dew-covered leaves and the sounds of wild
animals playing amid the trees.


But here, there were no sounds. A thick
silence hung over the Terrestra, as if every creature and human in the gardens
had suddenly fallen silent. The bright noonday sun struggled to pierce the
canopy, leaving the world around her shadowed and cold.


Then Aisha saw the two blue-white
figures floating in the gardens ahead. The spirits wore the black armor of
Indomitables, with long sickle-shaped khopeshes at their belts. Yet their eyes
were empty in death, their mouths ajar in a silent cry. 


She raised a clenched fist to stop
Kodyn. “Dead guards,” she signed.


Kodyn muttered a quiet curse.


Aisha slipped toward the ethereal
figures, silent as a leopard stalking through tall grass. She had spent her
early years traveling dense forests and savannas; she could match the stealth
of all but the best of the Ukuza tribe’s
hunters. 


Her heart clenched as she approached the
place where the Kish’aa waited.
Through the dense brush, she spotted two prone figures. Dark crimson stained
the black of their armor and dirt, leaves, and debris clung to the still-drying
blood seeping from their slashed throats. The killers had shoved them beneath a
thick scrub, out of sight to all but those who knew where to look.


Had the spirits not summoned her, Aisha
would never have seen them. Now, she couldn’t look away. The Kish’aa fixed their vacant, lifeless
eyes on her. Their voices resonated in her mind with skull-shattering force. “Vengeance!” Their mouths moved, forming
more words Aisha couldn’t understand, the buzzing in her head growing so loud
she had to clench her teeth to stifle a cry. 


She reached out a hesitant hand to touch
one of the corpses and her eyes flew wide. “Still
warm!” she signed to Kodyn. The killers had to have passed mere minutes
before them.


Aisha scanned the Terrestra for any clue
as to the killers’ whereabouts, or which way they’d gone. A single pair of
bootprints showed in the mud beside the bodies. They headed northwest, toward
the palace. 


She turned to Kodyn. “Can you track them?” her fingers asked.


Kodyn’s face showed his hesitance. “I’ll try.” He slipped off into the dense
gardens, but returned shaking his head less than a minute later. “Lost them. They were careful.”


Aisha’s gut clenched. We’ve no idea where they are or what they’re
doing, and every minute we spend here widens their lead! 


She had only one way to find them. The
spirits would have to guide her. 


Standing from her crouch, she turned
toward the two Kish’aa hovering in
the air. She sheathed her assegai and dagger; those weapons wouldn’t help her
here. Her left hand went to the pendant around her neck and her right reached
out toward the two dead Indomitables.


The moment her fingers touched the black
Serenii stone, the painful buzzing felt silent and the voices of the slain
soldiers grew audible in her mind. 


“Assassins!”
they cried in unison. Their empty eyes fixed on her, pleading, desperate. “Help us protect the Pharus!” 


Aisha sucked in a breath. Lend me your power, and together, we will
fulfill your mission.


The Indomitables reached ghostly hands
toward her. Twin sparks flared to life in her fingers as they touched her, and
the figures disappeared, transformed into blue-white energy that sizzled
through her veins. She let out a little gasp as lightning crackled down her
arms and deep into the core of her being. The heat scoured all trace of fatigue
from her body, infusing vigor into her muscles. 


The voices, however, did not fade. The
Serenii-made pendant, called a Dy’nashia,
served as a repository for the power of the spirits, yet it also provided
clarity in a way the Whispering Lily never could. She could hear the
Indomitables’ words as clearly as if they stood beside her. Clearer, in fact.
No outside noise could silence the voices whispering in her mind.


“To
the palace!” they shouted, their desperate insistence echoing off her skull
with pounding force. “We cannot let the
assassins succeed in their mission to slay the Pharus!” 


“Which
way did they go?” Aisha demanded of the spirits.


She felt a sharp tug on her body, as if
a hand had seized her chest and dragged her toward the east, deeper into the
Terrestra. The Kish’aa had guided her
before; they had led her into the Keeper’s Crypts to find the Gatherers. She
would trust the spirits of the fallen to lead her steps.


“Follow me!” she told Kodyn. 


He had stood silent all along, his gaze
fixed on her. His eyes met hers and widened at the sparks of blue-white she
knew must be dancing there. “The spirits?” 


Aisha nodded. “The soldiers yearn to
fulfill their mission to protect the Pharus.”


Kodyn’s eyes flew wide. “Another
assassination attempt?” 


Aisha shrugged, the Indomitables’
impatience surging within her. “I don’t know, but I don’t want to find out.
Let’s go!” Without waiting, she took off at a loping run through the gardens.


Her soft-soled boots made little sound
on the soft grass and the hard paving stone walkway as she sprinted toward the
palace. Behind her, Kodyn ran in silence to match hers, the result of years of
training with the assassins of House Serpent. He, too, had crept across Duke
Phonnis’ gardens to touch the base of the Black Spire, in honor of his mother’s
achievement. This was little different from a late-night jaunt through the
Duke’s property. 


All save the sense of urgency. Life or
death waited at the end of this desperate race, not bragging rights among
fellow apprentices. If they didn’t stop the assassins, the Pharus would die and
the chaos in Shalandra would increase a hundredfold. 


The gardens flashed by in a blur of
greens, browns, and bright-colored flowers, but Aisha saw none of it. Her gaze
was fixed on the enormous sandstone structure of the Palace of Golden Eternity
in the distance. She drew no weapons; if any Indomitables saw two armed figures
slipping through the Terrestra, it would set off all the alarms. Fighting would only slow them down.
Stealth and speed were their best weapons in this fight to save the Pharus. 


Suddenly, the spirits within her pulled
her sharply to her left, tugging her hard north. Less than a dozen steps later,
Aisha found herself racing through a clearing toward a small path toward the
Palace of Golden Eternity. A stone bench stood beside a merrily bubbling
fountain. Beyond, a door opened into the palace complex.


Aisha’s mind flashed to the last
assassination attempt. Someone, likely the very priest they had come to hunt,
opened the way for the assassins to enter the Terrestra. Yet that time, they had
entered through the kitchens—an attempt to avoid incriminating the true culprit, Aisha guessed. Now it
seemed they had abandoned caution in favor of a speedy direct assault.


“There!” Aisha stabbed a finger toward
the door. “They went in there.”


The Kish’aa
filled her with a driving urge to run faster. “Protect the Pharus!” The cry echoed over and over in Aisha’s mind.
They had lived their lives in service to the city of Shalandra, yet their duty
here in the palace had been to safeguard Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres. That duty
continued even after their death, through her. 


She reached for the door, found it
unlocked, and pulled it open. Within, the light of lamps hanging on wall
sconces revealed tiled corridors lined with colorful tapestries, each bearing
the Seven Faces of the Long Keeper. Words that had to be Necroseti scripture
had been carved into the golden sandstone wall. 


A dozen doors lined the hall, all shut.
Aisha half-expected the spirits of the dead soldiers to pull her into one, yet
they tugged her straight ahead, to the broad adjoining passage thirty paces
away. From there, she felt the urge to take a right, deeper into the palace
complex. Ignoring the myriad offices, chambers, suites, and halls they passed,
Aisha followed the urgency humming within her. 



Suddenly, the spirits suddenly flared
bright, an eager light burning in her chest. The Indomitables tugged her
forward, toward an adjoining passage. 


Aisha was about to sprint in the
direction indicated when something stopped her. It wasn’t the fierce,
determined intensity of soldiers carrying out their sworn duty. Instead, it was
the eager light of recognition, the same brightness she’d felt from Thimara
whenever Uryan was around. If the Indomitables were eager to greet whoever came
toward them, it meant—


“Patrol!” Aisha hissed.


She grabbed Kodyn and shoved him ahead
of her through one of the doors that opened onto the hallway. They flattened
themselves against the wall of the darkened, dusty room a moment before the tromp, tromp of heavy boots echoed in
the hall beyond. Aisha pushed deeper into the shadows, scarcely daring to
breathe as the sound drew nearer.


The spirits flared eager and bright,
tugging on Aisha, trying to draw her out to greet their friends. Aisha gritted
her teeth against their insistence and forced herself to remain motionless,
pressed against Kodyn. 


Her pulse grew to a roaring rush as the
boots drew closer. Yet the guards made no move to enter. Instead, they tromped
on without breaking stride. Aisha finally let out a slow, quiet breath as the
spirits within her fell silent. She released her grip on Kodyn and signed, “Let’s go.” 


A wry grin split his face; he almost
looked disappointed that she’d let go of him. 


Once again, the Kish’aa pulled on her, tugging her deeper into the palace.
Northwest, toward the private chambers where the Pharus and the Keeper’s
Council kept their apartments. Deeper they went, every step closer to the enemy
they sought yet ever closer to danger and discovery as well. All it took was
one patrol to spot them and they’d never stop the assassins in time. Their
mission, and that of the murdered soldiers, would never be fulfilled. 


Come
on! The urgency within
Aisha mounted with every hammering heartbeat. The assassins had a short lead on
them, but they couldn’t be far ahead. She and Kodyn had to reach the killers
before they found the Pharus. At any moment, they would—


Around the next corner, Aisha caught her
first glimpse of the assassins. Fifteen of them, possibly more, all clad in
splinted leather armor but no helms, with thick jerkins and leather pants for
added protection. They carried a motley assortment of short swords, long
swords, and khopeshes—likely stolen from the murdered soldiers. They moved with
the hurried stealth of men on a dangerous mission, right toward two
Indomitables that stood guard at an ornate doorway. 


Aisha’s gut clenched. The soldiers had
their backs turned to the assassins. 


Before she could cry out a warning, the men
struck. Knives slipped between joints in the Indomitables’ armor and slashed
exposed throats. The two soldiers fell, their blood pooling a gruesome crimson
on the gold-tiled floor. 


Then the assassins turned toward the
door and reached for the handle. They were about to attack the Pharus! 


 












Chapter Twelve
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Evren still couldn’t shake the memory of
Briana’s beautiful, concerned face, her gentle words, or the feel of her lips
where she’d kissed his cheek. He’d touched the spot a half-dozen times since parting
ways with Kodyn and Aisha. A little tingle ran through his fingers every time
he did.


The sensations were strange, confusing,
and exhilarating all at the same time. He’d had eyes for attractive women
before, but none of those others had made him feel the way Briana did. He
didn’t know how to put it into words. The closest he could come was a lightness
in his chest, as if the air suddenly grew thin every time he was around her. 


At that moment, given everything going
on in Shalandra, he could only snatch a few moments with her. Perhaps when this
was all over, he might have a chance for more. If she felt the way he felt—and
the look in her eyes gave him hope that she did—they’d have time to explore it.



When
this is all over. That thought
drove a dagger of ice into his gut. When they finally finished this constant
battle for survival, he would have to turn his attention to the Blade of
Hallar. There’d be no coming back from stealing that priceless relic. He’d have
to flee Shalandra, never to return. Never to see Briana again.


A sense of melancholy settled over him.
He couldn’t imagine never seeing her
smile light up her eyes, or the way her nose wrinkled up when deep in thought. 


With effort, he swallowed the surging
despair and shoved the thought aside. He could deal with that bleak future when
the time came. For now, he had to focus on holding up his half of the mission:
breaking the Ybrazhe’s back once and for all.


Blackfinger’s speech had proven that the
Syndicate wanted the low-caste
Shalandrans to riot. The chaos would serve them and their allies on the
Keeper’s Council well. Evren wouldn’t be surprised if they encouraged
looting—everything the Mahjuri, Kabili, and Earaqi stole from the Intaji and
Zadii would eventually find its way into the Ybrazhe’s clutches. They used the
people to enrich themselves. 


At
the cost of how many lives? Evren’s
stomach churned. The Indomitables wouldn’t go down without a fight. Thousands
would die as the Blades and Indomitables battled to restore order. And the vast
majority would be innocent people angry enough at their mistreatment,
starvation, and abuse to take up arms.


Evren’s hands balled into tight fists
and he pushed himself to run faster. I’ll
be damned if I stand by and let that happen! He’d find a way to put an end
to the Ybrazhe once and for all. The how of it escaped him, but that didn’t
matter. The only thing he cared about at that moment was finding the men
responsible.


Thankfully, the leader of the Syndicate
had given him a place to search. Blackfinger had ordered his strong-arms to
drag Evren to their hiding place, intending to bury him beneath the rich, loamy
soil that grew his Ivory Bracket mushrooms. Evren hadn’t just escaped—he’d
trampled Blackfinger’s prized crop and learned the location of the Ybrazhe
hideout. 


His search for the Syndicate thugs began
there. None of them could know their leader had been captured and dragged
before Lady Callista—it had happened just the previous night. The Ybrazhe
thieves, brutes, and killers would be operating on Blackfinger’s orders,
leaderless and unguided. They’d be so focused on stirring up the rioters and
flooding the city with anarchy that they wouldn’t see the doom racing toward
them as fast as Evren’s feet could carry him. 


Evren’s steps led south, down the hill
toward the Slave’s Tier. From where he’d parted ways with Kodyn and Aisha, he
had less than an hour to travel to reach his destination. Before leaving the
Temple of Whispers, he’d had a chance to study the map Ennolar had given them—on
Suroth’s orders, it seemed. The map depicted eight different exits set at equidistant intervals along the Slave’s
Tier. He had used one far to the east
to escape the riots the previous day, but now he needed the egress as far to
the west as possible. Blackfinger’s hideout stood a few hundred paces away from
the western cliffs and the Keeper’s Crypts. 


Nervous tension tightened Evren’s
shoulders as he approached the end of the passage and the way out. He had no
idea what sort of turmoil would greet him beyond the stone walls. Yet he had no
choice—finding the Ybrazhe was the only way he could put an end to their role
in the madness gripping Shalandra. Drawing in a deep breath, he triggered the
gemstone and the door slid open.


He braced himself for roars, cheers, and
angry shouts, but the Slave’s Tier was eerily silent. The northern wall blocked
out the din of chaos rampaging through the Cultivator’s Tier above. The noonday
sun shone down on houses, streets, and alleys that appeared all but abandoned.
Evren only caught sight of a handful of Mahjuri shambling in and out of their
pitiful hovels. The Way of Chains stood empty, nothing but the dusk and the
quiet whisper of the wind for company.


Evren’s mouth felt dry as he hurried
through the alleys that led toward Blackfinger’s old hideout. Once, he had to
duck into an abandoned hovel to avoid a cluster of Mahjuri hauling looted
spoils back to their homes. A shiver ran down his spine at their callous
laughter as they described the desecration of their fellow Shalandrans.


The deeper he slipped into Ybrazhe
territory, the warier he grew. He clung to the shadows, his pace slow and
steady, his eyes roving down every alley and through every doorway. His muscles
tensed in expectation of an attack by Syndicate thugs or thieves set to watch
their base.


Nothing but empty silence.


Something rustled behind him, a faint
sound that barely reached his ears. He spun and tore his jambiyas free in the same movement, bracing himself for a battle.
If the Ybrazhe had lain in wait for him, they wouldn’t take him without a
fight.


A bony, mange-spotted dog slunk through
the streets. It barely glanced at him before padding away into the narrow,
muddy lanes.


Evren let out a quiet curse and lowered
his daggers. It’s just a bloody mongrel. 


He turned his attention back to
Blackfinger’s hideout. One look told him the place had been abandoned. The
heavy wooden door stood ajar, the furniture within emptied or simply left where
it had fallen. Evren didn’t need to scour the interior to know the truth:
Blackfinger and his men had left.


Evren clenched his teeth. Keeper take it, I was so close! 


The Syndicate leader had made a mistake
by bringing Evren to his hideout and not killing him immediately. For a brief
instant, Evren had clung to the hope that he could put an end to the Ybrazhe
once and for all. Yet Blackfinger was too cunning to make a mistake like that.
He’d likely cleared out of the hideout the moment he got word that Evren had
slipped his searchers. The loss of his treasured mushrooms had to rankle, yet
the pragmatic Syndicate leader had made the smart choice.


A choice that left Evren empty-handed,
staring at a deserted house. No thugs or thieves. No Ybrazhe Syndicate for him
to eliminate. 


The burden of his failure weighed heavy
on his shoulders once more. He had tried to stop the Ybrazhe, only to be
knocked off course in an attempt to prevent Hallar’s Warriors from sparking
riots in the city. He’d failed at that, too, finding the place where
Blackfinger was riling up the people. He hadn’t even been able to stop the
Syndicate from causing chaos—the arrival of the already-raging mob had rendered
Issa’s impassioned pleas for peace useless. The Earaqi they’d come so close to
placating had taken up arms against their fellow Shalandrans. Blackfinger’s
arrest was a poor consolation prize.


Despondency threatened to crush him
beneath an immense burden. With effort, Evren pushed back against the despair. The war isn’t over yet, not until either I’m
dead or the Ybrazhe is. He’d faced worse setbacks before; he couldn’t let
one, even as colossal as this, stop him.


So
what now? His mind
raced as he tried to figure out his next step. Shalandra was far too large of a
city to simply go hunting the Syndicate aimlessly. They could be
anywhere—looting the Cultivator’s Tier, stirring up trouble on the Artisan’s
Tier, even finding a way to slip past the Indomitables guarding the gate to the
Defender’s Tier to attack the Dhukari and Alqati. He could run himself ragged
trying to find them and still come up empty-handed.


He needed to play this smart.


And
when it comes to smart, there’s only one person in Shalandra that I can think
of. 


A face with sharp eyes, strong features,
and a thick black beard. Killian the blacksmith. 


Blacksmith,
sure. Evren snorted. He’s as much a blacksmith as the Hunter is a
knife-sharpener. 


Killian had the barrel chest, broad
shoulders, and powerful arms of a smith, but he was so much more than just a
craftsman. No mere smith would run a crew of street urchins as his personal
spies. No average blacksmith would
craft a leg brace that doubled as a tri-sectional staff. Killian knew too much
about too many things and people to be a simple blacksmith.


A memory flashed through his mind:
Killian stood in his forge, holding a palm-sized book with a black leather
cover. “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.”


Of
course! Evren cursed
himself for a fool. Killian has to have
something in that book of his! 


The blacksmith had known that
Blackfinger was half-brother to the deceased Councilor Angrak. He had been the
one to connect Angrak’s theft from the shalanite mines to Blackfinger’s
smuggling operations.


He’s
got to know about at least some of the Ybrazhe hideouts and safe houses!


The Syndicate thugs would be highly
visible to someone trained to spot them. Huge, broad-shouldered brutes didn’t
exactly blend in among the starving and disease-ridden. Killian’s Mumblers
would have had little trouble tracking them through the city back to wherever
they hid out.


A grim smile spread Evren’s lips. Time to see a blacksmith about some thugs. 


 


* * *


 


Evren’s heart sank into his stomach as
he saw the thick cluster of angry men and women surrounding Killian’s forge.
The besieging force had hammered away at the very walls Evren had used to slip
in and out of the smithy unseen, and only the presence of a tall, white-haired
Keeper’s Blade kept them from breaking through. What a Blade was doing there,
Evren would have to worry about another time. For now, only one thing mattered.
There’s no way I’ll get in there!


The raging mob wasn’t the only obstacle
in his way. The smithy seemed to have sprouted impressive defenses overnight.
Simple stone walls now shone with glistening spikes stretched with barbed wire.
The smithy’s front door, always open to customers and Mumblers, had been torn
down, but a solid steel gate barred the way. 


Well
damn me if that doesn’t confirm what I already suspected. No typical blacksmith would have such
fortifications. A smith with a martial background might. An Indomitable, perhaps, one that had spent years fighting
on the front lines of the Eirdkilr Wars. 


Yet at that moment, the mystery of who
Killian was held far less interest than how in the bloody hell he’d reach the man. It took less than a
minute for Evren to decide his only way in would be to sprout wings and fly. 


In
the unlikely event that doesn’t happen, I’m going to have to rethink my plan.


Something about the throng massing
around the smithy felt wrong. Looters and rioters tended to act like a raging
river, choosing the path of least resistance and maximum damage. Once faced with
such impassable barriers, most mobs would flow around the obstruction in search
of easier targets—targets that shattered, screamed, and bled more easily than
solid steel and stone.


Yet this horde acted almost like raging
Eirdkilr barbarians. They ringed Killian’s smithy, like an army laying siege to
the impenetrable fortifications of a mighty castle. The crowd never fully
dispersed or seemed to lose heart. If anything, more and more Earaqi, Kabili,
and Mahjuri appeared with every passing minute, joining in the assault. 


Horror surged within Evren as the
realization struck him. They’re being
herded!


Mindless mobs tended to act like cattle;
it only took a firm hand and strong will to manipulate them. And as Blackfinger
had proven with his impassioned pleas for revolt the previous night, the
Syndicate wanted to control the
crowds.


Evren’s eyes narrowed, his gaze roaming
over the seething mass of men and women. They swarmed around the golden
sandstone walls like termites assailing an anthill, their voices raised in
chants of “Bring on the Final Destruction!” and “Death to the Pharus!” Yet,
beneath the shouts, Evren heard gruff voices barking out orders.


“Bring the bloody wall down!” came the
coarse shout. “Beyond that door are riches untold, all yours to claim!”


Evren sought out the men to whom the
voices belonged. Tall, broad-shouldered men with heavy muscles and hands
scarred by years of fighting. Men who wore crimson Earaqi headbands and coarse
black rope marking them as Mahjuri, yet who seemed to command the unthinking,
fury-driven actions of those around them. They goaded the mob with
single-minded determination, hurling them at the walls of Killian’s forge like
captains and commanders directing a siege.


The Ybrazhe had finally taken their
swing at Killian, using the chaos of the riot to conceal their true motives.
They’d wanted him out of the way, his Mumblers to work for them, and the
secrets of his black book in their control. Now, they would get it. All that
stood between them and success was that wall and the Keeper’s Blade fighting
within.


A desperate plan formed in Evren’s mind.
Killian was beyond his help…for now. The blacksmith would have to weather the
storm on his own until Evren could summon reinforcements. But the presence of
the Ybrazhe gave Evren a new chance to fulfill his mission.


Without hesitation, he slipped from the
shadows of the alleyway and raced toward the crowd. He picked up a discarded
club and joined the throng, adding his voice to the shouts of “Death to the
Pharus!” He dove into the mob. “Bring on the Final Destruction!” 


With his dark skin, shorter build, and
red cloth headband, he could pass for any of the Earaqi assaulting the forge.
The crowd would provide him cover and keep the Ybrazhe from noticing him. 


The surging, rushing currents of the
throng swallowed him, but he fought to hold his ground. He needed to remain
near the rear of the crowd, just deep enough into the people that he became one
more featureless face among many.


Yet, with every step, he moved closer to
the Ybrazhe commanding the revolt. He wouldn’t stop until he drew within
striking distance of the Syndicate thugs. And when the time came, he’d make his
move. 


 


 












Chapter Thirteen
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It seemed impossible. How is Hykos here? She blinked, as if
expecting him to disappear. 


But there he stood, solid as steel, his
strong arm holding her from collapse. 


“Can you move?” His voice sounded faint
through the blood pounding in her ears. “We need to get out of here, now!”


“They’re coming back!” called another
familiar voice. 


Nysin? Issa’s gaze flitted to the
black-armored figures forming a wall between her and her attackers. Nysin,
Enyera, Viddan, Rilith, all her trainees. 


The roar of the crowd snapped Issa back
to reality. She forced herself to stand despite the agony lancing through her
ribs, legs, arms, and chest. “Yes,” she managed to gasp. “I can move.”


“Then let’s go.” Hykos was all command,
and for once, Issa had no qualms about following orders. Her battered and
bleeding body hurt too much for her to do anything more than focus on putting
one foot in front of the other. The battle with her people had come within a
heartbeat of sending her to the Long Keeper’s arms.


Yet somehow, despite everything, she
still lived. The god of death hadn’t claimed her yet, and as long as she drew
breath, she could fight.


First, she needed to recover. Pain
flared down both legs, along her right side, left shoulder, neck, and face.
Without armor or helmet, she’d had only her skill at arms to fend off the blades
and clubs of her enemies. Though she tried to stand strong, she had to lean on
Hykos for support as she hobbled down the narrow lane. Too many blows had
gotten through; another minute, and she might be bleeding out on the ground,
not limping away from the battle. 


Hykos moved toward the sandstone cliff.
“In here!” 


Issa’s eyes went wide as he pressed the
stone and an opening appeared. She had no time for questions—the furious shouts
and roars of the crowd grew louder with every heartbeat as their enemy fled.
Issa stumbled into the cool darkness beside Hykos.


“Get in, get in!” Hykos’ strong voice
echoed through the tunnels. “Hurry!” 


Shadows darkened the doorway one after
another as the Indomitables darted into the tunnel. A mailed fist clanked against solid stone and slowly
the stone door rumbled closed. Issa’s heart hammered a frantic beat as the
uproar drew nearer, the sound settling the stone walls around her rattling. But
slowly, one agonizing second at a time, the door slid shut and darkness swallowed
them.


The near-silence of the tunnels seemed
eerily loud after the chaos Issa had just escaped. Only the panting and gasping
of tired soldiers echoed around her, with a few groans to add to the chorus.


“Company, report!” Hykos called. “Any
serious injuries?”


“I’m pretty sure Nysin’s cracked a
fingernail, the way he’s whinging,” came Enyera’s call with its usual acerbic
edge.


“You’re welcome for saving your ass back
there,” Nysin retorted. “Next time, I’ll just let that club hit you in that
wool-stuffed head of yours. Save us all a great deal of grief.”


“Or, maybe, next time, you block with
your sword instead of your empty hand.” This time, Issa heard the note of fear
ringing in Enyera’s too-sweet response. She’d stared death in the face and few
walked away unshaken. Even Issa had no idea how she still stood. After what
she’d just endured, a part of her wanted to collapse into a heap and lay on the
ground until the pain passed. 


But she couldn’t do that. Not in front
of Hykos and her Indomitables. She had to stand strong for them. 


“How’s Issa?” Rilith’s voice drowned out
Nysin’s retort to Enyera.


“Fine, I think.” The ache in Issa’s jaw
paled in comparison to the wounds scoring the rest of her body. But that
pain—that and the warmth of the blood sliding down her leg and arm—meant she
still lived. “Nothing a few bandages won’t remedy.” 


“Good thing we found you when we did.”
Concern echoed in Hykos’ voice. “You were seconds away from being overwhelmed.”


“And how, exactly, did you find me?” The question had pounded in her head since the
moment she saw Hykos standing beside her. Shalandra was far too large a city
for this to be simple coincidence.


“Lady Callista sent us,” Hykos replied.
His voice was tight, his words clipped and strained. “She said you’d gone down
to the Cultivator’s Tier to check on your grandparents. Only…” He trailed off. 


Issa’s brow furrowed. Was that
embarrassment she heard from the Archateros?


“Only what?”


“I didn’t know where you lived.” In the
crimson light of the glowing gemstones, Issa could have sworn Hykos blushed. 


Issa sucked in a breath. Of course! She’d told Hykos little of
her past before the Keeper’s Blades; their relationship to date had begun and
ended with their service to Shalandra. Yet after everything they’d endured
together, everything he’d done for her, she felt a hint of guilt. If she’d been
as good a friend as he’d been to her, she should have told him more. 


Hykos was one of the few Blades she knew
she could trust. Along with Etai, her fellow Prototopoi, Hykos had more than earned her trust. He’d been kind
from the beginning, taught her with patience, and done what he could to shield
her from Tannard’s cruelties. He deserved better than for her to keep him at
arm’s length.


“But then I remembered something Etai
told me,” Hykos continued, seeming not to notice Issa’s inner turmoil. “About a
blacksmith you two saved on the Artisan’s Tier. She said it seemed personal.”


Issa’s gut clenched. Someone else I owe answers to. Etai had
helped her rescue Killian from the Ybrazhe without question, and Issa had
promised to explain everything in time. Despite the secrecy, Etai had helped
Issa time and again, always without asking anything in return.


“The Serenii tunnels let out back there,
and we were on our way to Smith’s Alley to see if we could spot you. I’d say
the Keeper’s Faces of Mercy and Justice smiled on us.” 


Hykos smiled, and relief shone in his
eyes. Beneath the blood and worry twisting his face, Issa couldn’t help
admitting that it was a handsome smile. Being so near him sent a flush of
warmth through her. Somehow, he made her nervous, uncomfortable, and excited
all at the same time. 


That made her strangely angry. “And what
about you lot?” She used Hykos’ arm to push herself up to her full height and
turned to the ten Indomitable trainees. The last thing she wanted was to look
wounded or weak in front of Hykos. Or her soldiers, she told herself. “What
brings you down here?”


“Following Lady Callista’s orders.”
Enyera shrugged, but the proud glow in her eyes spoke volumes. “Turns out we’re
some of the few Indomitables that know the truth of these secret tunnels. Makes
us best-suited to running missions like this.”


“Though not without swearing all sorts
of oaths of secrecy,” Nysin grumbled. “If we so much as say a word to the wrong
someone, we’re set to roast in the fiery hell for eternity. Seems a bit unfair
for…”


Issa stopped listening to Nysin’s
griping. Despite the Mahjuri trainee’s tendency to complain, he’d proven himself
reliable in battle and cool-headed in a tight spot. She could allow him a bit
of bellyaching as long as he came through when she needed him.


She turned to Hykos, but the Archateros
spoke before she did.


“Let’s get those wounds bandaged.” Worry
sparkled in his eyes. “After that, we have orders to take you straight to Lady
Callista on the Defender’s Tier.”


“I’ll be fine.” Issa tried to sound
resolute, but a groan escaped her lips as a sharp pain radiated up her side. 


“No, you’re not. Sit down and let me
take a look,” Hykos commanded. 


“Hykos—”


“I’m still your Archateros, remember?”
His voice was firm, his jaw set in a stubborn line.


Issa tried to brush it off. “So you’re
going to pull rank on me now?”  


He met her gaze with a fierce scowl. “If
it means I can stop you from bleeding out or collapsing on our trek up to the
Defender’s Tier, you’re damned right I will.” Anger flashed in his eyes.


Issa prepared to retort, yet something
stopped her. She argued out of sheer stubbornness, but Hykos was right. I’ll be useless if I’m too weak from blood
loss or too in pain to move.


She accepted his help to lower her to a
sitting position. Removing his steel gauntlets, he set about tending her
wounds. His hands were surprisingly gentle as he lifted her shirt to examine
the wounds on her stomach and the bruises forming on her ribs. She’d never been
embarrassed before, but suddenly found her face unbearably hot as his eyes
roamed her bared flesh, up her torso to the swell of her breasts just visible
beneath the tunic. Her chagrin diminished only slightly as his hands moved down
to the cuts on her legs, then back up to her arms, shoulders, and neck. 


“I won’t be sure until I can get you
into daylight,” he finally said, “but I’d say you’re the luckiest person on
Einan. Ribs are bruised, not cracked, and aside from the one deep gash on your
leg, the rest are minor.”


Issa clenched her teeth against the pain
lancing her ribs. “I sure don’t feel lucky.” 


“And you won’t for a day or two.” Hykos
nodded. “But the Keeper’s blessing will heal you soon enough and you’ll realize
how damned stupid you were for trying to face that mob alone.”


Again, the strange anger returned in his
eyes and his voice. 


“I was just doing my job,” Issa
protested.


“You can’t take on the whole city alone,
Issa!” Hykos’ brow furrowed and his tone grew sharp. “You’re good, but not that good.”


“I wasn’t fighting for the fight’s
sake.” Issa’s jaw clenched, but she ignored the ache in her muscles. Irritation
at the Archateros flared hot within her. “I was doing my job and protecting
those who couldn’t protect themselves. A woman, dragged out of her home by the
rioters. I stopped them from doing far worse than just hurting her.”


“Oh.” Hykos finished bandaging her in
silence. “How’s that?” 


That was it. No apology, no admission of
error. 


“Fine,” Issa said, her tone close to a
growl. 


He lifted his eyes to meet hers. “You
sure?”


Issa suddenly saw the truth written in
his expression. Hykos wasn’t angry that she’d fought an impossible battle. He
was angry that she’d come within a heartbeat of death. Had he arrived seconds
later, he would have found her corpse.  


She tried again, in a softer voice this time.
“It hurts, but I’ll be fine, I think.” She rested a hand on his arm. “Thank
you.”


Hykos’ cheeks turned a rosy color and he
smiled at her. In that moment, Issa was keenly aware of the man before her. Not
only a strong, capable warrior blessed with the Long Keeper’s gifts, but also a
man just a couple of years older than her. Again, that unexplained warmth
rushed through her body and settled just below her stomach.


“Well,” came Nysin’s sardonic voice from
behind her, “if our noble commander is all stitched up, maybe it’s time we haul
our asses up to the Defender’s Tier before Lady Callista gets impatient?”


It was Issa’s turn to blush. She’d been
so focused on Hykos she’d forgotten about the Indomitable trainees mere steps
away.


“Agreed.” She held out a hand to Hykos.
“Get me on my feet and I think I’ll be good to walk. The Keeper’s blessing is
already doing its thing.” 


The Keeper’s Blessing was the name given
to the accelerated healing abilities of the Blades. Those blessed by the Long
Keeper could survive wounds that would prove mortal to most. At that moment,
Issa felt anything but blessed. The pain coursing through her sides, neck, and
shoulder made her want to curl up and sleep for a week. But she’d felt
vulnerable and defenseless around Hykos enough for today. 


Hykos gripped her hand and helped her
upright. “Easy. Don’t want to reopen that wound until it has time to heal
properly.”


“Thank you.” Issa’s tone held only a
trace of irritation. She stifled a flare of anger; he was just looking out
for her. “Now, which way to the Defender’s Tier?”


Hykos led the way—with surprising
confidence, it turned out, the sort only earned through familiarity. 


“How do you know your way around so
well?” Issa asked. “Aren’t these tunnels secret?”


“They are.” Hykos shrugged. “But as I
told you before, every Blade learns the hidden ways around Shalandra.”


“So why don’t I know them yet?” she
asked.


His teeth shone white in the crimson
glow of the lampstones. “It’s something you learn during your years as Katoteros. You’re just getting your
advanced studies a few years early."


Issa couldn’t help returning the grin.
His easy manner put her at ease—provided he wasn’t staring at her naked flesh,
of course. She could be herself, and there was no fear of how he’d react to
anything she did or said. He had been
the one to discover her slipping back into the Citadel after visiting her
grandmother, but instead of turning her over to Tannard for punishment, he’d
understood. A part of her actually enjoyed
her training with him. She felt comfortable around him. She couldn’t say
that about most people.


Yet as she marched in silence beside
him, her mind went back to her Saba. The image of him clad in the armor of a
Keeper’s Blade and wielding a two-handed flammard had been burned into her
mind. Another impossibility, yet today had proven rife with the impossible. 


A question formed in her mind. She
hesitated. It felt stupid to ask, yet she couldn’t hold it in. “Hykos, have you
ever heard of any Keeper’s Blades by the name of Nytano?”


“Nytano?” He repeated the word, his brow
furrowing in thought. After a long moment, he shook his head. “No, not that I
can recall. Do you know his rank?”


Issa shook her head. She couldn’t be
certain of anything right now. 


“Maybe ask Lady Callista.” Hykos
shrugged. “Or one of the Elders of the Blade. They know the history of the
Blades better than anyone.” 


Issa’s heart sank. He thinks I’m asking about one of the Blades of legend. He couldn’t
know that I’m asking about my grandfather.


It was the only explanation that made
sense to her. Few in Shalandra would dare wield one of those legendary
Shalandran steel flammards; those swords were reserved for Keeper’s Blades
alone. Yet he had carried it with a familiarity that could only come from years
of experience. His armor, custom-made for each Blade, had all but confirmed the
truth. 


Yet the proof of her eyes filled her
with more doubt. If he really was a
Keeper’s Blade, why isn’t he a Dhukari? Why would he be so angry that I was
chosen by the Long Keeper to be a Blade? A barrage of questions assaulted
her mind. And why didn’t he tell me
anything earlier? What was he doing at Killian’s, given how much he said he
hated the smith? And where was that sword all my life? 


Too many questions, all unanswerable
until she found a way to rescue her grandparents from Killian’s forge. Given
the chaos consuming the Artisan’s Tier, her best hope would be to work with
Lady Callista to restore order to the city. The defenses around Killian’s forge
would hold long enough for Issa to bring aid. They had to. 


Hykos’ voice pierced her thoughts.
“Did…?” he began, then trailed off.  


“What?” 


“Never mind.” He shook his head. “It’s
not my place to—”


“What is it, Hykos?” Issa growled.


He winced, and she stifled a grimace at
the unintentional edge to her tone. 


“Lady Callista said you’d gone to find
your grandparents.” Hykos spoke in a subdued voice. “I was just wondering…were
they…?” He seemed unwilling to say the words aloud. 


Issa smiled. “They’re alive.” Relief
flooded her. Despite all the questions she had, at least she could rest easy
knowing Saba and Savta still lived.


“Good.” Silence hung thick around him
for a long moment. Finally, he spoke. “And your parents?” 


Issa’s brow furrowed. “What?”


Hykos shot a nervous glance out of the
corner of his eyes. “You went to find your grandparents, but what about your
parents? Are they safe?”


“They died,” Issa said in a quiet voice.



Hykos’ eyes widened in horror. “Oh,
Issa, I’m so sorry!”


“No, no, not now.” Issa gave a
dismissive wave. “They died around the time I was born.” Her grandparents had
only given her vague answers about her mother and father. “I never knew them.
Saba and Savta raised me.” 


The pause stretched on for long seconds
before he spoke. “I’m sorry.” Sorrow echoed in his voice. “That must have been
difficult.”


Issa shrugged, though her dismissal felt
contrived. “A little, but my grandparents were the best parents I could ask
for.” She forced a smile. “I had a good life, for an Earaqi.”


Ice slithered through her veins as a new
truth dawned on her. She had lived a
good life for an Earaqi—almost too good.
Though food had always been scarce, she’d never gone hungry. Saba and Savta
always had a few extra coins for gifts on her nameday or special treats on the
festival days of the Ceremony of the Seven Faces. They’d had few luxuries, yet
they had never lacked for comfort. 


 “I’d like to meet them sometime.” Again, Hykos
spoke in a soft tone. “Your grandparents. Anyone who raises someone as decent
and honorable as you has to be good people.”


Warmth suffused Issa to the core of her
being and she smiled, genuine this time.


Behind her, Nysin let out a quiet snort
and muttered something just too quiet for her to hear. Issa ignored him. Probably grumbling about his wounds or that
we have to walk. 


Silence fell again, this time far more
companionable, lacking the tension of earlier. She contented herself to walk in
silence and instead focused on the sensations in her body. Marching sent blood
surging to her legs, speeding up healing and diminishing the agony. Her ribs,
however, only grew more painful with every step. But she couldn’t slow, not with
her Saba and Savta in trouble and the fate of the city on the line. She had to
get to Lady Callista and see what she could do to bring help to Killian and her
grandparents.


To her surprise, Hykos stopped at a
blank section of wall. “Here,” he told her. 


Issa’s brow furrowed. “What’s here?” she
wanted to ask, but the words never formed.


Removing his helmet, Hykos pulled off
his headband. Blood and sweat soaked the gold-colored cloth, but the silver
disc in the center remained untarnished. To Issa’s shock, Hykos pressed the
small disc to the stone. A quiet thunk echoed
deep within the wall.


Issa’s jaw dropped as a section slid
aside, revealing a new hidden passage, one with white gemstones instead of red.



“Come on.” Hykos smiled at her surprise.
“We’re almost at the Fortress.” 


 












Chapter Fourteen
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Kodyn’s blood turned to ice as the
assassins brought down the Indomitables. The soldiers fell with wet gurgles,
crimson fountaining from the gaping wounds in their throats. Their bodies
hadn’t even hit the floor before the killers moved toward the door.


Anger flared to life like a volcano in
Kodyn’s chest. He moved in that instant, racing toward the assassins even as he
reached for his sword. Aisha’s sharp intake of breath sounded behind him, but
no warning cry came. His leather armor and soft-soled Hawk boots made hardly a
sound on the gold-and-silver-tiled floor. The assassins never saw him coming
until it was too late.


A quiet growl sounded in his ear.
Confidence filled Kodyn; with Aisha at his side, he had nothing to fear. Five
paces from the enemy, Aisha drew her assegai and thrust it forward. The
sharp-tipped spear struck only empty air, yet Kodyn’s eyes flew wide as two of
the figures nearest the door were hurled backward. They flew from their feet
and crashed to the tiled floor a dozen paces away. Bones cracked and flesh thwacked against
the hard marble. The two didn’t so much as twitch but lay still, smoke rising
from twin holes in their chests. 


The assassins turned in stunned surprise
toward their fallen comrades. That distraction cost them dearly. Kodyn’s long
sword struck the base of one man’s spine. Though the splinted leather turned
aside the blade, the blow shattered bone. Even as the man sagged, Kodyn drove
his dagger into another’s back, just above the collar of his jerkin. Aisha’s
first spear thrust punched a wide hole into an assassin’s side. Blood gushed
from the wound—the sharp blade had torn vital organs. When Aisha ripped the
blade free and spun for her second attack, the tip opened another assassin’s
throat.


Kodyn’s sword wove a wall of blurring
steel, bringing down a third killer and severing the hamstrings of a fourth.
Yet in those seconds, the assassins recovered from their shocked surprise.
Short swords, daggers, and iron-banded cudgels pounded at Kodyn’s guard,
slowing his charge, then stopping it altogether. 


Nine of the assassins had fallen in the
blitz attack, but more than a dozen remained. Their momentum sapped, the
element of surprise stolen, Kodyn and Aisha found themselves fighting a
defensive battle. Six to one were terrible odds and Kodyn had no choice but to
retreat before the onslaught. Every shred of skill went into keeping those
stabbing, slicing, crushing weapons away from his flesh. His leather armor
turned aside a slashing blow to his side, but the padding did little to
diminish the force. One well-placed thrust would pierce his armor and the flesh
beneath.


The desperation of the situation slammed
home as a club crashed into his left shoulder. His arm went numb to the elbow
and only reflex kept his fingers gripped tight around the dagger. One-handed,
with only a sword for defense, Kodyn found himself in a frantic battle for his
life.


The two of them couldn’t defeat the assassins
alone. They needed help. He had only one choice.


“Assassins!” Kodyn’s shout rang off the
tiled walls. “Assassins in the palace!” 


His call had an immediate effect on the
men he faced. They hesitated a heartbeat, their weapons faltering. The chaos in
the city had doubtlessly reduced the number of Indomitables patrolling the
palace, but there would be soldiers
nearby. The alarm had been raised, and at any moment, the black-armored guards
would flood the halls. 


As if on cue, the sound of pounding boots
echoed loud through the corridor. Kodyn’s desperate ploy had worked—or the
Indomitables had heard the clash of steel. Either way, help would arrive at any
moment. 


Combat stilled in a heartbeat. For a
single instant, Kodyn, Aisha, and the assassins stood frozen in a tableau of
blood and death. Bodies lay silent amid puddles of crimson that stained the
gold-and-white marble tiles. Two young warriors faced six times their number,
yet no one raised weapons. A breathless lull settled over the scene of battle.


One of the assassins moved first. His
eyes darted toward the door, as if weighing up his choices. Kodyn could almost
read the man’s mind—was his life worth sacrificing in the name of his mission
to murder the Pharus? He’d have asked the same question. 


In that instant, Kodyn saw the look in
the man’s eyes: determined, focused, yet lacking the wild light of zeal that
had etched the Gatherers’ features. This man was no zealot willing to throw
away his life in the name of a holy cause. He was a man on a mission, yet
level-headed and logical like a soldier rather than a religious fanatic.


The assassins chose life. 


Two charged Kodyn, swinging clubs and
daggers. Kodyn barely managed to deflect the attack before being knocked aside
in the bull-rush. Kodyn’s back
slammed into the wall hard enough to knock the wind from his lungs. He brought
up his sword to defend from the next charge, but no more came. The assassins
seemed more interested in running than killing the ones that had foiled their
attack. Survival above all else, the motto of a professional warrior and
killer. They fled, sprinting in both directions down the hall in a desperate
attempt to evade the Indomitables that even now raced toward them.


Indomitables!
Kodyn sucked in a
ragged breath. He and Aisha were intruders in the palace, just like the
assassins. They held bloodstained weapons and stood over the bodies of two
slain soldiers. The Indomitables would arrest them as assassins without asking
questions.


“Aisha!” he hissed. “We need to run!” 


“Wait!” Her voice was firm, unyielding
as the steel in her hand. 


Kodyn growled a curse as she stopped
beside the fallen Indomitables. Her left hand went to the pendant at her neck
and her right, still gripping the blood-tipped assegai, extended into empty
air. Suddenly, her hands twitched and her right arm jerked, as if seized by a
spasm. Aisha’s face tightened into a grimace and she shivered, the muscles of
her shoulders and neck tensing. Yet it passed in a breathless moment. When
Aisha turned her gaze to his, flecks of blue-white danced through the choclat brown of her eyes.


The
power of the spirits! Wonder
drove away his impatience. He didn’t know why she’d stopped when they needed to
flee, but he trusted her. Perhaps she knew she’d need their power to help them
fight their way free.


“Let’s go!” Aisha raced off down the
corridor, away from the sound of the oncoming Indomitables. The same corridor
the two assassins had used to flee Kodyn’s attack mere seconds earlier.


Bloody footprints marked a plain path
for them to follow. Kodyn raced down the hall, eyes fixed on the crimson
splotches that stood in stark contrast to the white-and-gold tiles. Yet as they
ran, the footprints grew fainter until they disappeared altogether.


Damn
it! 


At that moment, a shout rang out behind
them. “Stop!” The sound of clashing
steel echoed through the hallways. Kodyn felt a grim satisfaction. Not all the
assassins had escaped.


Yet the sound of booted feet from
another nearby hallway sent him in a desperate sprint down the passage. The Indomitables,
drawn by the battle, might stumble across them and stop them from fleeing. They
had to hurry to escape before they were caught and arrested. 


Kodyn’s ears pricked up at a new sound
from ahead: the crash of a door
slamming. It came from near the offices of the Necroseti. 


Suddenly, Kodyn realized their
destination. “They’re headed to the Terrestra and the secret passage!” That was why they had left the door
ajar. They hadn’t just entered the palace planning to kill the Pharus or die in
the attempt. The assassins had come prepared to get out alive.


That ruled out the Gatherers for
certain. They couldn’t be Ybrazhe, either. The assassins had fought with
precision and coordination, their skill almost a match for Kodyn’s own. They’d
chosen leather armor for the sake of stealth and short swords, daggers, and
clubs because they could be easily concealed. The killers had stood when facing
two opponents yet chosen to flee a superior force. That spoke of martial
training beyond simply learning to wield their weapons.


His gut clenched. They have to be Hallar’s Warriors, then. 


Hallar’s Warriors were young, idealistic
Earaqi that sought to rip the rule from Pharus Amhoset Nephelcheres and place
it in the hands of the people. First by poisoning the Heartspring with their
strange mind-altering poison, and now trying to kill the Pharus in his own
palace. 


He and Aisha had arrived in time to
botch their assassination, but right now they had a perfect opportunity. If he
could trail the assassins back to their base, he and Aisha would fulfill the
mission they’d intended to complete by capturing Groebus. Only they wouldn’t
have to bother hauling the hunchback to the Temple of Whispers—they could wipe
out the militants once and for all, then have Lady Callista and her Blades
snatch up the Necroseti priest. Besides, if they stayed and tried to find the
priest, they would likely be caught by the Indomitables that Kodyn had alerted,
assuring that they’d be captured and arrested for breaking into the palace.


But the success of their plan hinged on
being able to follow the assassins. At that moment, as they burst out of the
palace and charged through the thick brush of the Terrestra, that appeared to
be easier said than done. The assassins were headed straight for the secret
passage, which would give them access to everywhere in Shalandra. 


Keeper’s
teeth! He couldn’t let
the assassins escape! Once inside that tunnel, Kodyn would have no way to track
them.


“They’re in the Terrestra!” 


The shout drove an icy spike of fear into
Kodyn’s spine. The Indomitables in the gardens would find them at any minute.
They had literally seconds to find
the tunnel and duck into the secret passages before they were surrounded and
arrested. 


To his horror, the secret entrance had
been closed. The assassins had disappeared, and the way was shut.


Damn
it! His mind whirled as
he tried to recall what Evren had told him about finding the openings. 


The words slammed into his thoughts. “Two and center. The mark of the ancients
guides your steps.” He’d repeated them a hundred times as he raced down
from the Palace of Golden Eternity to help stop the attack on the Temple of
Whispers.


Pushing down on the panic that
threatened to overwhelm him, he scanned the wall for the Serenii runes that
would show him the way. Long seconds passed in fruitless search. The hammering
of his heart grew so loud that he thought it would shatter his eardrums. 


“Hurry, Kodyn!” Aisha hissed. 


There!
Kodyn’s heart leapt as
he spotted the three Serenii symbols etched into the stone. Without hesitation,
he shoved on the outermost marks until they clicked
into the stone, then drove his fist into the centermost one. 


Time stood still as the sound of men
crashing through the underbrush grew louder behind him. The wall slid aside, so
slowly it seemed the sun would set before it opened. Yet finally, the aperture
was wide enough that Kodyn thrust Aisha into the tunnel. Leaping after her, he
whirled and pressed the gemstone that shut the door. The wall ground to a halt
half-open and remained unmoving for a long second.


His heart seemed to stop between beats. Come on, damn it!


Then the stone rumbled silently closed,
plunging them into the blessed safety of darkness.  


Kodyn gasped and sagged against the
wall. That was too bloody close! His
hands and knees trembled, not only from exertion but also from fear. For a long
moment, he seemed unable to draw breath. Too
bloody close, indeed.


Yet he forced himself to stand upright.
They had no time for delay. The assassins couldn’t be far ahead of them. If they
hurried, they might be able to catch up. 


“Come on!” he hissed. “We need to find
them before they disappear!” 


Not waiting for Aisha’s response, he set
off at a rush down the tunnels. An irritated huff sounded from behind him, but
a moment later, Aisha’s footsteps echoed at his back. 


Kodyn had no time to wonder what had
gotten into Aisha. He had to focus on finding the assassins before they
escaped. He’d run them down, even if it meant risking overtaking them. His gut
clenched at the thought of crossing blades with the assassins in the darkness.
The red-glowing stones set into the wall gave off pitiful light—light that
would make it damned hard to see if it came to a fight. He didn’t dare pull out
the glowstone for fear of giving away his position. 


We’ll
just have to make the best of a shite situation, he decided.


He listened for any sound ahead as he
ran, but only silence and the pounding of his pulse met his ears. Horror
thrummed deep within him as he spotted the blank wall at the end of the passage.



No!
No sign of the
assassins, only solid stone.


He ripped the glowstone from his pouch
and held it up. Glowing symbols sprang to life on the wall, illuminated in that
eerie mandala. Kodyn pressed Suroth’s lockstone to the center of the pattern
and the door slid open. 


But as he sprang out into the tunnels
beyond, his heart sank. 


The tunnels stood empty and dark. The
assassins had disappeared. 


 


 












Chapter Fifteen
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Aisha’s gut tightened as she stepped out
into the Serenii passages behind Kodyn and found no sign of the men they
followed. The assassins had only fled a few seconds before them, but those
seconds had been enough for them to vanish into the darkness of the underground
tunnels.


”Damn it!” Kodyn drove a clenched fist
into the wall. “We lost them.”


Worry thrummed within Aisha—not about
the assassins, but for Kodyn. She’d never seen him this angry before. Something
was going on in his mind, something that drove him to take foolish risks. 


Fire flashed in Kodyn’s eyes as he
turned to her. “Where do you think they’re going? We never found where Hallar’s
Warriors are hiding out.” 


Aisha shrugged. “I don’t know, but—”


Kodyn’s rush of words drowned out her
answer. “We need to go back into the palace, then. We came for Groebus, and he
might still be in there. We can snatch him, haul him to the Temple of Whispers,
then grill him to find out where Hallar’s Warriors are hiding.” His face took
on a determined set, one Aisha recognized as the expression he got just before
he went rushing in and did something dangerous. “Yes, that’s what we’ll do.
Come on. We need to get back there and—”


“Kodyn!” Aisha’s voice cracked like a
whip. She winced as the word echoed down the tunnels; the assassins would
definitely have heard it. Yet at that moment, she didn’t care. “You need to
slow down before you get yourself killed.”


“Slow down?” Kodyn’s eyebrows flew up.
“We could have caught up with the assassins, but you had to delay long enough
to gather those spirits. Going slow is exactly
what got us into this mess in the first place!”


Aisha sucked in a breath. Anger flared
bright in her chest and her hands balled into tight fists. “That moment’s delay
is the only reason we’re going to find those assassins!” she snarled. It took
all her self-control not to punch him. “The spirits of the dead Indomitables
can lead us to the ones that killed them.”


With that, Aisha turned on her heel and
stormed off down the passage, deeper into the darkness. The Kish’aa seethed within her, their desire
for vengeance burning like a wildfire in her chest. Yet their anger paled in
comparison to the fury within her. His recriminating words had cut her deep,
hurt her in a way she’d never expected to be hurt. Not by him. 


“Aisha!” came Kodyn’s call from behind
her.


She ignored it and marched on, too angry
to slow down. It would be his own damned fault if he got lost in the tunnels. 


“Aisha, I’m sorry!” A breathless Kodyn
raced up toward her and caught her arm. 


She tore free of his grip. “Sorry?” Jaw
set, she refused to be stopped by the insensitive jackass. “Glad to hear you’re
sorry, Kodyn. That just makes things all better, doesn’t it?”


Kodyn hurried along beside her. “Aisha,
I…” He trailed off, a guilty light in his eyes. “I should never have said that.
I know how important the Spirit Whisperer abilities are to you.”


“You think this is about that?” Now Aisha stopped, so suddenly
Kodyn had to do a hasty about-face. She stalked the two steps toward him and
jabbed a finger into his chest. “You are
going to get yourself killed and there’s not a Keeper-damned chance I’ll just
sit by and watch!” 


Kodyn’s jaw dropped. “W-What are you
talking about?” He blinked, stupefied. “Why do you say—”


“Because of everything you’ve done!”
Aisha’s voice dropped to an infuriated hiss. “From the moment we left Praamis,
you’ve been rushing into every fight, heedless of the risks. Every chance you
get to play hero, you take it. And doing that is exactly how you wind up dead!”


“Play hero?” He looked as if she’d
slapped him. A moment later, the burning embers of his temper blazed to life.
“You think that’s what I’m doing here?”


“Yes.” Ice settled into Aisha’s gut,
cold and hard. “And I understand that desire to protect others. It’s a noble
one, and it’s one of the things that make you so wonderful. But it’s not always
the right way to act.”


Kodyn looked ready to retort, his jaw
stubborn and set, yet no words came out. 



“Think about everything you’ve done
since we arrived in Shalandra. Attacking the Gatherers alone—”


“To save you and Briana!” Kodyn
protested.


“Stealing into Councilor Angrak’s
mansion—”


Again, a protest. “To get evidence to
prove his guilt!”  


Aisha drove on. “Taking on Handsome in
his lair, then literally almost getting yourself killed in the battle at the
Heartspring.” She counted the items off on her fingers. “Diving into a crowd of
rioters shouting about Indomitables attacking, taking on a militant alone in a
mob, now throwing yourself at a handful of assassins!” 


Kodyn was too stunned by her tirade to
respond. 


“You’ve nearly died a dozen times since
you arrived in Shalandra.” Aisha glared daggers at him. “Every time, there was
a noble reason behind it, and you were doing it to save someone or stop evil
men from harming others. But the way you
do these things, throwing yourself into situations like this without
forethought, that’s what the problem
is here!”


Kodyn’s face revealed his shock, but a
hint of hurt shone in his eyes.


“You are a Hawk, Kodyn!” She jabbed a finger
into his chest. “You were trained to be rational, deliberate, thoughtful, to
consider each avenue of entrance and escape before
going in. You’re one of the most cunning people I know—you’ve had to be, what
with your life in the Night Guild and the way Bryden has been taking out his
hatred of your mother on you—but right now, there’s far less of that clever
Hawk that I met all those years ago. Instead, there’s just an angry young man
rushing in face-first.”


She gripped his arm. “The day’s going to
come that you’ll rush into a situation that you can’t fight, lie, or steal your
way out of.” Her jaw clenched. “And on that day, you’re going to break my
heart.”


Kodyn tried to speak. “Aisha, I—”


She gripped his face in two hands. “No,
you’re going to listen to me. You know how I feel about you, Kodyn. We’ve been
best friends for years, and now…” She trailed off. “But because of my feelings,
I can’t just stand by and watch you throw yourself into harm’s way time and
time again. Yes, we’re surrounded by enemies and we’ve had to fight our share
of battles. But we could always fight
them together. We can always lean on each other. Unless you choose to fight on
your own. I can’t stop you from making that choice, but I’m damned sure not
going to hold my tongue.”


They stood eye to eye, their faces a
finger’s breadth apart. Slowly, the strong, angry façade cracked and a shadow
darkened Kodyn’s eyes. “I can’t lose anyone else, Aisha.” His words came out in
a whisper. “I’ve lost too much already.” 


There it was. Beneath the confident man,
a hint of that scared boy remained. He feared not for himself, but for the ones
he loved. 


“My mother nearly died a hundred times
over when I was too young to realize the truth,” he said. Tears slipped down
his strong cheeks. “Ria nearly died trying to save me from the fire. I lost my
father before I was even born. Sid was a heartbeat away from death because I
didn’t keep a closer eye on him. Hells, I don’t even know if he’s alive or
not—when we left, he was still recovering from the poison, and Master Tyman
wasn’t hopeful. We lost Suroth, then Rothin and Nessa. It’s…” His voice
cracked. “It’s too much!”


His broad shoulders slumped. “I can’t
let anyone else die. If anything happened to you, to Briana, to any of the
others…” He shook his head and scrubbed the moisture from his cheeks. “Just the
thought of it makes me furious. I want to kill them all, the Ybrazhe, the
Gatherers, Hallar’s Warriors, the Keeper’s Council, everyone! Anyone who
threatens the people I love.”


“And that anger is what’s going to get
you killed.” Aisha spoke in a soft, gentle tone. “What was it that Errik always
said when training us?”


“Anger makes you impatient, impatience
makes you careless, and careless gets you killed,” Kodyn replied in a quiet
voice. 


Aisha nodded. “Precisely. And right now,
we’re facing enemies on all sides. Enemies far more powerful and numerous than
us.” She gestured to the two of them. “It’s just us, you and me. That’s all
we’ve got. If we don’t fight together, we die alone.” She reached for his hand.
“And watching you die would kill me.”


Kodyn squeezed her fingers in his own.
“I promise I’ll try not to let it get to me. I’ll…” He drew in a deep breath.
“I’ll be prudent.”  


“Good.” Aisha reached her hand up to his
cheek. “Because we’re never going to outfight our enemies. We’re going to have
to outthink them. And there’s no one I trust to be clever more than you.” 


“No pressure, right?” A little grin
split his lips. “It’s not like I have to figure out where in this city those
damned assassins disappeared to.”


Aisha returned his grin. “No, you
don’t.” Her smile widened at his surprise. She pulled the pendant from her
shirt and held it up. “The spirits of the slain Indomitables will guide us to
the ones that killed them.” 


Kodyn’s confusion changed to excitement.
“Aisha, you are spectacular!” He threw his arms around her and swept her up
into a kiss. It lasted only a moment, but it left her as breathless as it had
the first time. 


He broke off first, and color rushed to
his cheeks. “Oh, er...yeah.” He seemed genuinely at a loss for words.


Aisha smiled. “Let’s go.” She reached
for his hand once more. The warmth of his strong fingers only added to the
furious racing of her heart. Heat suffused her cheeks and she was glad the
near-darkness hid her blush. “Let’s go find our killers.”


 


* * *


 


Aisha’s brow furrowed. This is where Hallar’s Warriors are hiding?


The mansion towered a full five stories
high, stretching close to a hundred paces to the east and west. Despite being
one of the smaller Dhukari estates on
the western side of the Keeper’s Tier, a bowshot from the Citadel of Stone, it
still reeked of extravagance and opulence. Fluted marble columns supported a
flat roof adorned with a wealth of ornate granite depicting hideous creatures with
bared fangs and sharp claws. The solid sandstone walls revealed little of the
interior, but the upper floors had glass-framed picture windows, with a balcony
stretching from the eastern side of the fifth floor.


It seemed impossible that Hallar’s
Warriors would be hiding in such a palatial abode, yet there was no mistaking
it. The spirits of the two slain Indomitables had led her through the tunnels,
out onto the Keeper’s Tier, and westward toward this mansion. The estate’s
proximity to the southern wall meant the militants could come and go through
the secret tunnels without worrying about Indomitable patrols. 


Two men stood guard at the front gate,
yet they looked far too uncomfortable in the gold robes and ornate headbands of
the Dhukari. The swords at their hips resembled those wielded by the assassins,
not the short, heavy blades Rothin and Suroth’s house guards had carried. 


They had to be Hallar’s Warriors. The
spirits had led her to the right place.


She ducked back around the corner. “What now?” she signed to Kodyn. “That clever brain of yours come up with a
plan?” 


Kodyn’s brow furrowed in thought. “The fact that they’re here on the Keeper’s
Tier means they’ve got a high-ranked benefactor. The one who owns that mansion.
We need to find out who it is. Chances are, it’s someone among the Necroseti.”


“How
exactly do you plan to do that?” Aisha’s
fingers asked. “A few too many of them to
sneak in the back way.”


A broad grin split Kodyn’s lips. “Why, the Hawk way, of course!” He thrust
a finger toward the roof.


Aisha studied the rooftop. While the
poorer dwellings on the lower tiers had thatched roofs, the Dhukari mansions
had roofs of tiled stone and sun-baked clay tiles. Both were far sturdier than
wood and thatch, more than capable of supporting their weight. She had far less
climbing experience than him, but even she
could figure out a number of paths that would get them up and onto the
rooftops. 


“Good
thinking.” She nodded.
“Let’s go.”


“No!”
Kodyn stepped in front of her, shaking his head. “Just me.”


Aisha’s eyes narrowed. “Kodyn, we stick together, remember?”


“I
know.” He grinned. “But this is what
I do.”


She cocked an eyebrow. “Explain.”


His fingers flashed quickly in the
silent Secret Keeper hand language. “One
to sneak onto the rooftops, one to watch the streets. If our targets rabbit out
the back way and duck into the tunnels, you need to be nearby to follow them.
It will take me time to get up to the roof, and time to get down in case I need
to follow them. Having someone on ground level ensures we can pursue if
necessary.”


She scowled. “I don’t like the idea of you going alone.”


“Hey,
I heard what you said in the tunnels.” He shot her a confident grin, one he likely meant as
reassurance, but which only added to her worry for him. Confidence would get
him in trouble far more than fearful caution. “I won’t do anything rash. I’ll just watch and listen, collect as much
information as I can, then get back here with whatever I find.”


Aisha narrowed her eyes. “Swear it!”


Kodyn cocked an eyebrow. “What’s that, now?” 


“Swear
it, on the Watcher in the Dark,” Aisha
pressed, “that you will be cautious and
avoid anything that could get you killed.”


“Aside
from jaunting across the rooftops, you mean?” Kodyn winked.


Aisha’s scowl deepened. He wasn’t taking
her seriously.  


“Okay!”
Kodyn threw up his hands. “I swear on
the Watcher in the Dark that I’ll play it safe.”


Aisha nodded. “Good.” She shot a glance at the sky; the sun had just passed its
zenith and begun its descent to the western horizon. “They were brazen to make that attack on the palace in broad daylight.
Chances are they won’t try anything until after dark.”


“That
gives us plenty of time to stake out the place, see what’s what.” Kodyn
grinned. “Maybe even catch them napping,
give them a nasty surprise.” He held up a hand to forestall her retort. “Nothing foolish, I promise.”


Aisha bit back a sharp response. Despite
her worries, he was more than capable of taking care of himself, of being safe.
Hells, he’d survived as a Hawk under Bryden all these years. She had to trust
that he actually had heard what she’d
told him.  


With a sigh, she nodded. He shot her a
wink and turned to race down the alleyway. Halfway down the narrow lane, he
turned toward the three-story wall of the mansion adjoining the militants’
hideout and began to climb. His strong fingers dug into cracks and pulled him
up the rough surface with ease. Less than two minutes later, he scrambled onto
the top of the wall, shot her a jaunty wave, then disappeared into the mansion
to begin his circuitous approach to the militants’ roof.


Aisha’s chest tightened as he dropped
from sight. She’d managed to get through to him in the tunnels, but old habits
and strong emotions died hard. Please,
keep him safe. The simple prayer, sent to any Kish’aa nearby, was the best she could do. 


She had matters of her own to attend to.
She felt a gentle tugging from the pendant at her neck, pulling her toward the
mansion. The Kish’aa had found their
targets and they clamored for vengeance. 


Aisha peered around the corner. Two more
lightly-armored men had emerged from the mansion to join their companions on
guard. At the sight of the four men, the spirits flared to life within her and
lightning sizzled through her veins. 


“Avenge
us!” the two slain
Indomitables cried. “Blood for blood,
death for death.” Energy crackled in her muscles and her limbs twitched.
She could feel the spirits pulling on her body, aching to leap out of hiding to
charge the men that had killed her. 


Aisha’s hand went to the pendant. Caution, she told the spirits. Charging in there will just get me killed.
If you want your vengeance, we will have to be smart about it. 


Yet, try as she might, she could find no
plan. With only one way in and out she could see, she’d have little chance of getting
into the mansion and finding the killers, much less stopping them. 


The spirits’ pleading grew louder and
their faces filled her mind, a fire of anger burning in their empty eyes.  


Aisha’s brow furrowed. Empty eyes? 


Something her father had once said
returned to her. “Attuned to the Kish’aa,
you will feel their feelings, see through their eyes.” 


A strange thought, yet one that refused
to leave. She had felt the feelings
of the dead. Radiana’s love for Briana had flooded Aisha with such force that
it brought tears to her eyes. Eldesse and Osirath had filled her with a burning
desire to let Briana know that they hadn’t betrayed her. And Thimara’s love for
Uryan had burst out of Aisha, forcing her to speak to the stern-faced Guardian.
The Secret Keeper’s need to complete her mission had ultimately led to the
discovery of the poison causing the Azure Rot. 



The spirits clung not only to the places
where they had lived, but the strongest of the feelings they experienced while
alive. To Aisha, those were tangible, as real as her feelings for Kodyn.


So
what if what my father said is actually true? The question slammed into her. What if I literally can see through the eyes
of the Kish’aa?


Every spirit she’d seen had eyes empty
in death, as if the window to their soul revealed nothing once their spark of
life had faded. It seemed almost impossible to fathom, yet a part of her dared
to believe her father had meant the words.


Aisha put a hand to her pendant and
summoned the spirits of the two Indomitables she had absorbed. You wish for vengeance against your killers?



Yes!
Their voices echoed in
unison.


Then
lend me your aid, and I will make certain they are no more.


A long silence met her words. Finally,
one spoke. What would you have of us? 


Your
eyes and ears. It felt
so strange to say it—they were dead,
after all, nothing more than sparks of life that remained in this world. Yet,
stranger things had happened. She had dived into the deep end of the impossible
with every new discovery of what the Kish’aa
could do. Perhaps she was only as limited as she believed. Help me see and hear your killers.


One of the soldiers materialized before
her now. Blue-white light formed the figure of a man: compact, heavily-muscled,
clad in black armor, carrying a sickle-shaped khopesh at his belt. His jaw was
set, his expression stern and resolute. 


He held out a gauntleted hand to her. I will do as you ask.


Aisha’s fingers stretched out of their
own accord, reaching toward the spirit. But when she touched him, instead of
pulling his spark into herself, she felt a piece of her mind or soul uprooted
from within the core of her being. A gasp, a rush of cold, and suddenly Aisha
could see through two sets of eyes.
One stared at the faint outline of a ghostly soldier. The other looked down at
a tall, broad-shouldered Ghandian woman crouching in a muddy alleyway.


The strange sensation stole Aisha’s
breath. She experienced a sudden dizziness, a rush of feelings at once familiar
and alien. A deep, bone-numbing chill settled over her body—no, not her body, but that of the dead
Indomitable.


For a moment, she remained frozen in
time, uncertain what to do. She’d only dared to hope this would work, but now
that it had, she found herself lost in the surreality of being in two forms at
once. Living and dead, her spirit split into pieces, yet still a part of her
whole. 


She struggled against the confusion and
tried to move. Not her body, but the phantasm of the slain Indomitable.
Gritting her teeth, she set her eyes on the mansion and willed herself to move
toward it. A faint twitch in her muscles told her she tried to move her body,
but the spirit floated in the direction of the wall.


Yes!
Exhilaration coursed
through Aisha’s veins. Slowly, as she drew closer to her target, she grew more
aware of the two separate entities. She focused on the chilling weightlessness
of the spirit, detaching her mind from the solid corporeal strength of her
body. The Kish’aa moved more quickly,
drifting toward the sandstone walls and simply passing through it, then through
the wall of the house beyond.


Through the ethereal eyes, she could see
the interior of the mansion—once-fine, now fallen into a state of disrepair.
Men moved through the rubble and dusty debris, clad in leather armor and
carrying weapons. She followed them toward the large chamber, where they
gathered around a table.


At the head stood a man wearing the same
leather armor as the assassins from the palace. “Brothers and sisters, servants
of Hallar, our efforts have succeeded beyond our wildest expectations.” He
turned to regard all of the people in the room. “But now begins our next step.
If we succeed, Shalandra will be ours. But for that to happen, you all must
play your parts.”


“We serve Hallar Reborn!” Thirty voices
echoed the call, and they saluted, fists crossed over their chests. 


“Good.” Satisfaction echoed in the man’s
voice. “Then here is what our master has ordered you to do…”


 


 












Chapter Sixteen
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Evren shouted, roared, and cheered with the
throng besieging Killian’s smithy. His voice soon grew hoarse from the effort,
his muscles exhausted from the constant push and pull of navigating the surging
crowd. 


Yet he was drawing closer to his
targets. The Ybrazhe thugs stood near the front entrance, directing the efforts
to bring down Killian's steel door with their crude wagon-turned-battering ram.
Others called for ropes, ladders, anything they could use to scale the walls
and destroy the impressive defenses. 


Evren risked a glance toward the three Syndicate
heavies at the rear of the throng. The man in the center seemed to be calling
the shots, relaying orders through the two at his side and the wary-eyed
thieves that slipped up to them. The rioting mob was far too focused on the
promise of riches within the smithy to notice that they were being herded, but
Evren refused to be swept up in the chaos. He had to get within earshot of them
while evading their notice. 


The Syndicate would know his face by
now. Annat had snatched him on the Artisan’s Tier, and Blackfinger’s thugs had
recognized him outside the Hall of Bounty. He had only the anonymity of being
another face in the crowd for camouflage.


That put him in a precarious position.
If he hung near the back, he’d be spotted by the watching thugs. Too close to
the front and he’d get trapped in the crush of people, unable to keep an eye on
the Ybrazhe. Staying in the middle of the herd proved dangerously difficult.
Angry Earaqi, Mahjuri, and Kabili crowded the walls, taking up ropes, poles,
and ladders in their siege. People shoved, snarled, cursed, and spat all around
him. His ribs, shoulders, and face ached from accidental blows from the
tightly-packed bodies.


Evren hauled on his rope with visible
gusto but little actual effort. He had no desire to help the crowd break down
Killian’s defenses—hells, if he could find a way to stymie their assault, he’d
do it. But at that moment, he had to trust that Killian could handle himself. The blacksmith was prepared enough to erect
these bloody impressive defenses; he’ll have a contingency plan for this, too.


Well, perhaps not for precisely this situation. Killian likely had
expected an assault from the Ybrazhe, not a city-wide riot. If he didn’t have a
secret way out, he’d be fighting for his life soon enough. 


Evren’s heart leapt as the leader of the
Ybrazhe thugs barked an order to his two comrades and, turning, strode off down
an alley, away from the smithy. 


Now’s
my chance! 


With effort, he shoved his way free of
the crowd, earning a fortune in scowls, glares, insults, and more than a few
accidental blows. An elbow struck his face hard enough to stagger him. The
metallic taste of blood filled his mouth and pain flared in his lip. He clapped
his hand to his mouth and stumbled free of the crowd. 


The mindless imbecilic that struck had
just given him the perfect cover. He spat the blood into his hand and quickly
smeared it all over his face. It served as both camouflage for his features and
a convenient excuse to stagger away from the crowd. The two Syndicate thugs
barely glanced at him, their attention fixed on the siege. 


“Shalandra’s future, your future, lies behind those walls!”
they shouted. “When it falls, we the people rise!” Their voices rang with
feigned patriotic zeal; the crowd was simply too preoccupied and unthinking to
recognize it. 


Evren made a show of lurching like a
drunken sailor, half-falling as he stumbled past them. Yet the moment he
slipped out of their line of sight, he hurried down the back alley after the
Syndicate thug. 


He caught a glimpse of the big,
slope-shouldered man turning a corner twenty paces ahead. You don’t get away that easy, you bastard! His only hope of
breaking up the riot would be to put an end to the ones leading it. A
leaderless mob was a very different animal than a driven, determined crowd; the
Indomitables could deal with the former, but the latter would be a far more
difficult beast to shackle. 


“Wait up!” 


Evren’s gut tensed as a cry came from
behind him. He leaned into the lurching shamble, once again adopting the guise
of a wounded, dazed rioter. 


The call came again. “Hey, you there,
wait for us!” 


This time, he couldn’t ignore it.
Clapping a hand to his bloodied mouth, Evren turned unsteadily and glanced back
the way he’d come. Four Earaqi had broken off from the crowd and followed him
down the alley. Yet their faces revealed none of the expected hostility.
Indeed, they actually winced at the sight of the blood staining his cheeks and
split lips and seeping through his fingers. 


“Damn, that looks bad!” The Earaqi who
spoke couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than him. He held his
club in the too-firm grip of an inexperienced fighter. His three comrades, all
around the same age, appeared equally untrained.


His mind raced. I’ve got to shake these four before I lose track of the Syndicate thug.
The man had just disappeared
around a corner—he couldn’t be more than a few dozen paces ahead. But wasting
time on these Earaqi youths could cost him dearly. 


Evren nodded. “Hurts like a bastard.” He
made a pretense of slurring his words, accentuating the severity of the injury.
“I was going to find water to wash off, get someone to look at it.”  


“Come with me.” The oldest-looking of
the four slapped Evren on the back. “We’ve got just the place.”


Evren hesitated, unwilling to risk
losing his Ybrazhe prey. Yet the Earaqi youths led him down the same alley the
Syndicate thug had traveled moments earlier. Evren allowed himself to be towed
along, feigning weakness yet keeping a wary eye on the lanes ahead. 


A few seconds later, he caught sight of
the thug ducking into another side street, heading east—the same direction in
which the Earaqi youths beside him traveled.


Could
I really be that lucky?
A faint hope sprang to life in Evren’s mind. Blackfinger had established a sort
of base of operations on the Cultivator’s Tier, the place where he gathered the
Earaqi youths for his impassioned speech. Maybe
the Ybrazhe have something like it here on the Artisan’s Tier as well.


His hope died when his new companions turned
down a narrow lane heading north, toward the shadow of the cliff face. 


“In here,” said one, motioning to a
three-story house halfway up the alleyway. “This is ours now, and we’ve got all
the food and supplies you could want!” 


“Yeah,” said another. A vicious triumph
sparkled in his eyes. “You should see the way these Intaji live. Like the
Pharus himself!” He beckoned Evren to follow. “Come and we’ll show you.”


Keeper
take it! 


Evren had an instant to decide what to
do—maintain the ruse and lose the Syndicate thug, or find an excuse to break
off from the Earaqi and risk raising their suspicion.


A scream from within the house made the
decision for him. He recognized the scream of terror—the raw, primal sound of a
woman afraid for her life. He’d heard that cry far too many times before, during
his years on the harsh streets of Vothmot. 


“Oh, good.” A fierce grin split one
man’s lips. “Looks like Throuk’s brought us a little fun to go with our meal.”
He shot Evren a leering smirk. “Let’s just hope she’s pretty, eh?”


Evren mumbled something noncommittal and
followed the four into the house. The interior might have once been neat and
orderly, but now it was a scene as chaotic as the Artisan’s Tier. Furniture had
been overturned and smashed. Looters had ransacked drawers, chests, and
shelves, even pulling up wooden floorboards and ripping out ceiling beams in an
attempt to find hidden valuables. 


In one corner of the house’s entrance
chamber, a pile of stolen clothing, trinkets, and valuables lay in a scattered
heap. Beside it, on a stuffed straw mattress, two young men wrestled with a
screaming, struggling woman. Her white Intaji headband had slipped around her
neck in her fight, and blood from her split lip stained the ripped, torn
fragments of her kalasiris dress. The youths wrestled to pull down what
remained of her garment to expose her golden-skinned flesh beneath. A third
stood nearby, laughing and shouting encouragement while gorging himself on a
handful of honeyed nuts. 


Acid rose to Evren’s throat. A cold fury
settled over him as he took in the people in the room. One helpless, terrified
woman fighting for her life and dignity. Seven Earaqi, all armed with short
swords, daggers, and clubs. Him, with nothing but his fists, his dagger, and
the indignity burning within him.


He’d take those odds any day.


His jambiyas slipped from their sheaths
with a whisper of steel on leather. Evren struck the nearest Earaqi in the back
of the head. The pommel of his dagger slammed into the base of the man’s spine,
and the youth sagged like a dropped sack of rocks. 


Evren moved before the first body hit
the ground. He crossed the remaining distance to the next two youths in a
single step and drove his twin daggers into the backs of their legs. Steel
sliced through tendons and muscle but Evren pulled the thrust just before the
tip severed the large artery in the thigh. Two screams of pain rang out in the
house as the wounded men fell. 


The remaining four Earaqi whirled toward
the sound. Their eyes flew wide as they caught sight of Evren’s bloodstained
daggers and fury-twisted face. The nearest youth raised his dagger and snarled.
“You traitorous bas—”


Evren’s fist shattered his teeth. The
blow snapped the young man’s head backward, sending him staggering. He stumbled
into the man behind him and the two fell in a tangle of limbs. Without
hesitation, Evren charged the men still holding the captive Intaji. One
released his grip on the woman’s wrist and reached for his sword. Evren drove
his fist into the man’s solar plexus. The man fell, gagging and retching. 


Pain flared through Evren’s left
shoulder and coursed down his arm. Evren spun toward the one that had been
eating nuts, who now wielded a club. Time slowed to a crawl as the man struck
again, a blow aimed at his head. Evren saw it coming and ducked, just enough
for the truncheon to whistle past his head. He came up with a vicious uppercut
backed by the power of his fury. The blow caught the young man in the scruffy,
thin-bearded chin. His eyes rolled into the back of his head and he crashed
backward, landing with a hard thump on
the floor. 


The woman’s scream of terror died
half-formed on her lips. She stared up at Evren wide-eyed, her face white and
pale beneath the mask of blood. 


“Go!” Evren shouted at her. “Get out of
here while you still can!” 


He didn’t pause to see if she fled.
Instead, he turned and rushed the last man still standing. The youth had just
managed to disentangle himself from his unconscious comrade and retrieved his
sword when Evren’s boot crashed into his face. Blood sprayed from his shattered
nose and lip and he fell back, stunned. 


He risked a glance back and found the
half-clothed woman scrambling out the back door. A grim sense of satisfaction
flooded him at the sight. He couldn’t stop the riots alone, not until he found
the Ybrazhe. But he could do this.


Let’s
just hope the delay didn’t cost me that chance!


The detour and struggle had taken less
than a minute, but that would be more than enough time for the Syndicate thug
to lose himself in the back alleys of the Artisan’s Tier. Evren would have to
hurry and take some risky chances if he was to catch up.


Jaw clenched, he turned and sprinted out
of the house. He abandoned all pretense of the wounded rioter, but hurtled
through the muddy, debris-clogged back alleys as fast as his feet could carry
him. The distant roaring of the crowd threatened to drown out any sounds that
could lead him toward the man he sought. 


Come
on!


He strained his senses to hear anything,
his eyes roaming the back lanes in the direction the Syndicate thug had gone. A
minute could be a lifetime if he made a mistake and turned the wrong way. 


Then he caught a flash of movement
ahead. Hope flared to life within Evren once more and he sprinted toward the
corner where the man had disappeared. There, striding down the alleyway, was
the Ybrazhe thug he sought. 


Yes!
He slowed his run just
enough to keep pace with the man, yet not overtake him. When the man
disappeared around another corner, he broke into a mad dash. Yet the sound of
voices from the street he approached caused him to slow. He moved as silently
as he could. This time, the roaring of the crowd worked in his favor, obscuring
any sounds of his movement. 


As he drew closer, he heard the
unmistakable rumble of conversation. Sucking in a deep breath to slow his
racing heart, Evren risked a glance around the corner. Five men, including the
one he’d followed, stood in the middle of the alley, deep in conversation. 


“…heard from Blackfinger yet?” his
target was saying. 


“No,” came the rough reply. “But he’s
likely laying low for now.”


“He was pissed as hell after he had to
abandon his stronghold,” chimed in another voice, this one gravelly and deep.
“Never seen him spit so much blood and fury, I haven’t.”


“Good for him,” snapped the first voice,
“but that doesn’t solve our problems here. We’ve got the smith’s place
surrounded, but it’s proving difficult to—”


“No buts, Vorbus.” The second man’s
voice rumbled up the alleyway. “Blackfinger’s expecting results, not griping
and bitching.”


“Easy for you to say, Drull,” came
Vorbus’ reply. “Looting the marketplaces don’t take much in the way of smarts.
But Blackfinger didn’t say nothing about the blacksmith’s Keeper-damned
defenses. We’ve spent hours trying to get through it.”


“And you’ll keep spending hours trying,”
Drull growled. “Unless you want to be the one to explain why the most crucial
part of his plan failed.”


I
knew it! The Syndicate is using the crowd. 


Thankfully, he’d also been right in his
assumption that Killian could take care of himself. Evren had just spent the
last hour pretending to help the throng attack the blacksmith’s defenses—it
would take far more than a crude battering ram and ropes to get through that
steel door or over the spike-topped wall.


“Keep to your job.” Drull’s snarling
voice echoed up the alley. “We’ll keep putting out feelers to find where
Blackfinger’s gone to ground.”


“Maybe send a few of your Crewmen to
lend a hand, eh, Drull?” came the gravelly voice. “Vorbus could use a few more
strong arms to—”


Evren never heard the next words. A hand
clamped down on his shoulder, gripping hard enough to bruise, and spun him
around. “What are you—?”


The man’s eyes went wide in recognition.
“You!” 


Evren’s breath froze in his lungs. He,
too, recognized the man before him. A towering hulk with a fierce glare, one of
the thugs that had snatched him outside the Hall of Bounty and hauled him off
to Blackfinger. 


Before he could react, the brute brought
a ham-sized fist up and drove it straight at Evren’s face.


 


 












Chapter Seventeen


 


[image: Issa1 Small]


 


Issa sucked in a breath. “By the
Keeper!” She had heard Evren explain to Kodyn the secret of the lockstones that
sealed the Serenii tunnels. Places like the Fortress required a special stone
to enter—one, it seemed, that had been embedded into the silver disc that
marked Hykos as a Keeper’s Blade.


Hykos replaced his headband and helmet
and shot her a grin. “Like I said, another secret you learn as a Katoteros. Though, the way things are
going, Lady Callista might just see fit to read you in sooner.”


Issa sucked in a breath. Lady Callista!


The Lady of Blades, the highest-ranked
commander, had to know about her grandparents. She was old enough that she
might have been a Blade at the same time as her Saba. At the very least, she’d
know who could give Issa the answers she sought.


“She’ll want to know you’re alive.”
Hykos’ expression held a depth of meaning Issa didn’t understand. “We’re on
strict orders to bring you straight to her.” He glanced at Issa’s torn,
bloodied clothing and a blush touched his cheeks. “Unless you want to clean up
first.”


Issa looked down. Large swaths of bare
skin were visible through the cuts in her kalasiris
and tunic. She shook her head. “No.” She had no time to be embarrassed now,
not so close to finding the truth.


Hykos shrugged and managed to pull his
eyes away. “Your call. Either way, Lady Callista has your armor with her.”


Relief flooded her. She would never have
survived the trip to the Cultivator’s Tier clad in her plate mail, yet she found
herself missing it. Its weight and the strength of its steel protection
comforted her. Compared to her two-handed flammard, the club and short sword
she carried felt like pathetic toys. 


“Lead the way,” she told Hykos. She
tried her best to match his pace despite the pain in her ribs and legs.
Thankfully, he moved slowly enough that she could keep up with only minimal
effort and discomfort.


The corridor ran for fifty paces before
ending at a blank wall. Hykos pressed the gemstone that triggered the doorway
and the stone slid aside. Soft orange lamplight spilled through the opening,
revealing a simple chamber five paces wide and long with nothing more than a
metal sconce for hanging the lantern and a barred door.


Beyond the door, Issa found herself in the
stern, bare corridors of the Fortress. It seemed the Indomitables’ stronghold
had been decorated by the same martial hand as the Citadel of Stone. The walls,
floors, and ceilings were free of adornment or ornamentation. The tromp, tromp of their boots echoed loud
through the sparse stone corridors.


Hykos led their small group through the
twisting, turning passages and down a flight of steps to what appeared to be
the ground level. There, in the main chamber of the Fortress, stood Lady
Callista, the Elders of the Blade, and the highest-ranked Executors commanding
the Indomitables. 


Issa’s eyes widened. “I didn’t expect to
see them here,” she whispered.


Hykos nodded. “Lady Callista and the
Elders relocated their principal command center here and left a smaller force
near Death Row. That way, they can be on hand to keep a tight hand on the
situation, yet far enough away that they won’t be in immediate danger if the
gate falls.”


The idea of Lady Callista being in
danger brought a smile to Issa’s face. She had a memory of the night the
assassins attacked the palace: a bareheaded Lady Callista stood in the doorway,
fighting off the Gatherers that had come to kill the Pharus. Clad in her black
armor and wielding her enormous flammard, she had been an unmovable wall of
fury and death.


“Lady Callista, I bring good news.”
Hykos called out as they reached the ground floor.


The Lady of Blades looked up. Exhaustion
darkened her eyes and worry lined her face, yet as her gaze fell on Issa, a
small smile tugged at her lips. 


“Issa, glad to see you made it back to
us.” 


Real warmth shone in the Lady of Blades’
eyes, and she spoke with a tone of genuine relief that took Issa by surprise. 


“Th-Thank you, Proxenos.” 


The moment passed in an instant, so
short-lived Issa almost thought she’d imagined it. “Your armor and sword are in
the next room. Suit up and return for your assignment.” Lady Callista’s tone
became all business, terse and commanding. 



“If you have a moment, Proxenos, I have questions—”


“Questions?” Lady Callista raised an
eyebrow. “Unless they are in regards to the chaos gripping Shalandra, perhaps
we can put them off until after we’ve
pacified the rioters, yes?” 


Issa’s resolve wavered in the face of
the situation. She needed to speak about her grandparents, to get help for
them. Yet the dour expression on Lady Callista’s face forestalled her words. 


“As you can see, we are facing a
crisis.” The Lady of Blades gestured at the flurry of activity filling the
Fortress, the Indomitables and Keeper’s Blades trooping in and out of the
high-vaulted chamber. “I will make
time to speak when all this is over. Will that suffice?”


Despite the tightening in her gut, Issa
nodded. “Of course, Proxenos.” With a
salute, she headed into the next room. The Lady of Blades had greater worries
on her mind at the moment. But once they had the situation under control, Issa
would seize the first opportunity she got to question Lady Callista about her
Saba and why he wore the armor of a Keeper’s Blade. 


The sight of her armor and sword brought
a strange sense of relief. She had come so close to death more times than she
could count; now, having the protection of strong steel and the power of her
flammard increased her chances of not only surviving the turmoil, but being
able to save her grandparents. When the time came, she’d be ready to fight her
way through the mob to get to her Saba and Savta. 


A nearby basin held fresh, cool water,
which Issa gratefully splashed across her face and hands. Once she’d cleaned
off the blood, she slipped into the clean tunic and breeches laid out next to
her armor. The bruises on her ribs made putting on the gambeson and the heavy
armor itself much trickier, but she refused to ask for help. Ten minutes later,
sword on her back and helmet clasped under her arm, she strode back into the
War Room.


Lady Callista was busy speaking to a
messenger, but close to a score of new faces crowded into the room. Most
belonged to the Indomitables’ Executors with their Sentinels, but many were
Keeper’s Blades. One in particular brought a familiar tightness to her
gut.  


Tannard fixed her with a cold, hard
expression. “So you haven’t gotten yourself killed yet, Prototopoi.” His rumbling, gravel-rich voice held a mocking note
and his lip curled up into a little sneer. 



Sorry
to disappoint you, Issa
wanted to growl. She bit back the retort and instead said. “I was trained well,
Invictus.” 


His face did a strange dance, flashing
from irritation to surprise to something that could almost be grudging
acceptance. 


Issa stifled an inward grin. You think I’m talking about you, you
cold-hearted bastard? Hykos’ kindness and Killian’s grim tenacity had kept
her alive. She lived despite Tannard’s cruelty, not because of it.


His taunt failed, he fell silent, his
eyes sliding away from her with cool disdain. At that moment, she wasn’t his
problem, so she was beneath his notice. Issa did likewise. At that moment, the
battle for Shalandra had to be her primary concern—her enmity toward the
tyrannical Invictus could wait until after they quelled the riots.


Lady Callista’s words snapped her back
to the present. “The situation is dire.” 


The solemn note in the Lady of Blades’
voice sent icy feet dancing down Issa’s spine. She had never seen Lady Callista
afraid, not even when facing down assassins wielding poison and steel. Somehow,
the unease in the woman’s dark eyes made the situation seem all the more dire. 


“Most of the Indomitables stationed on
the streets have either pulled back to the Defender’s Tier or barricaded
themselves in various strongholds around the three lower tiers.” Lady Callista
leaned over the map spread out across the table. “However, by the early reports
I’ve been receiving, casualties among the Alqati are high. Nearly two thousand dead
or too wounded to fight.”


Issa sucked in a breath. So many? 


The forty-some people around the table
seemed equally shocked. One young messenger wearing a golden Dhukari headband
paled, putting a hand to his mouth. 


“That is nearly twenty percent of our forces
out of the battle,” Lady Callista continued, ignoring the stunned expressions.
“Of the remaining eight thousand Indomitables, nearly half are spread out on
the three lower tiers. The greatest concentration is in the Slave’s Tier, where
they were stationed in the wake of Aterallis’ execution, in an attempt to
prevent precisely this sort of unrest.” Her face darkened. “Those companies are
also the ones hit hardest.”


It made sense. The ones stationed on the
lowest tier would be the first targets of the Kabili and Mahjuri’s anger.


“That leaves us four thousand
Indomitables to take up the defense of the upper tiers.” Lady Callista looked
at the faces around the table. “Two thousand hold the gate to the Defender’s
Tier and Death Row, with an additional two hundred at the gate to the Keeper’s
Tier and two hundred more within the Palace of Golden Eternity. With six
hundred to reinforce those fighting at the gates, that leaves just one thousand
Indomitables to restore order to the city.”


A
thousand? Under normal
circumstances, that many Indomitables would be enough to cow any of the castes
into submission. But this was far from normal. Against nearly two hundred
thousand Earaqi, Kabili, and Mahjuri, that seemed a miniscule and ineffective
force.


“Of those,” Lady Callista continued, “I
must commit two hundred to guarding the paths within the Keeper’s Crypts.” 


Her words sparked a round of protests.
All of the Executors and Sentinels spoke at once, with even a few of the Elders
chiming in. 


“All due respect, Lady Callista,” said
one Executor, shouting to be heard over the clamor, “that is madness.” The man
who spoke wore the black armor of the Indomitables, with three vertical silver
stripes through the blue band on the forehead of his helmet. He stroked his
long, dark beard with a strong hand. “Placing our men there is a waste of
manpower. Those two hundred could be dispatched to hold the Defender’s Tier
or—”


“Your respect is noted and appreciated,
Theregus.” Lady Callista’s voice held an acidic bite. “All the same, they will
remain at their posts as instructed.” She fixed the men with a stern gaze. “I’m
certain you all remember Issa, one of the five chosen by the Long Keeper at the
Crucible just weeks ago.”


All the eyes in the room turned to her.
Issa’s stomach did a somersault at suddenly finding herself the center of
attention. It took all her willpower to stand upright when she wanted to duck
back into the shadows. She had no idea why Lady Callista had singled her out,
yet the Lady of Blades never acted without purpose. Gauntleted fists clenched
at her side, Issa stood her ground.


Lady Callista spoke. “She, in the
company of Archateros Hykos and ten Indomitable trainees, found a nest of
Gatherers deep within the Keeper’s Crypts, on the Cultivator’s Tier. They eradicated
the cultists’ camp—and most of the Gatherers themselves, I suspect—yet their
very presence within the crypts is proof enough that those behind this uprising
are no longer bound by superstition or custom. They desecrate the tombs of the
revered dead with impunity.”


“An indignity!” spat Theregus, his
craggy face twisted in revulsion.


“Indeed.” Lady Callista nodded. “Yet all
the same, they have revealed their true colors. While I, too, agree that it’s
unlikely that our enemies will travel the crypts when they have the city so
firmly in their grip of chaos, I will not discard it entirely. Thus, two
hundred Indomitables will hold the
Defender’s Tier and Keeper’s Tier, with another two hundred to stand as
reinforcements.”


“Four hundred?” growled another commander,
this one with more grey hair than black and deep lines around his eyes. “That
leaves a mere six hundred to restore order to the city.”


“A task which has become even more complicated.” Lady Callista’s face
hardened. “I have just received reports that the city gates have been captured
by the rioters and sealed.”


Confusion twisted Issa’s face into a
frown. That makes no sense! If the
rioters wanted food and valuables, their best choice would be to attack the
higher tiers. They wouldn’t hold the
gates unless someone was driving them to. Yet another indication of
organized thought behind the riots. The question was: who? 


“With the gates closed, the city is cut
off from all outside supplies.” Lady Callista’s jaw muscles worked. “Even if
the Earaqi were working the fields rather than wreaking havoc, they could not
bring the crops into the city to be distributed among the five tiers. I have
word that the line of merchant caravans and wagons waiting in vain to enter
stretches for a full league to the east.”


Issa sucked in a breath as realization
dawned. “They’re using hunger against us!” 


Again, all eyes turned toward her, but
this time she felt no instinct to recoil. Lady Callista’s next words reinforced
her certainty. 


“Issa is correct.” The Lady of Blades tapped
the markings representing the Halls of Bounty on the three lower tiers. “The
stores on the Slave’s Tier are nearly exhausted, and the Cultivator’s Tier has
perhaps two days’ rations for all Earaqi. The Artisan’s Tier is better-stocked,
but even then, there is not enough food to feed all the Intaji and Zadii.”


“It will not take much to convince the
rioters that the Defender’s Tier and Keeper’s Tier have a bounty of food to
offer.” The acknowledgement twisted Tannard’s face into a pinched, sour frown.
“Hunger will drive them far more effectively than wealth ever could.”


“Precisely.” Lady Callista nodded. “For
now, the lower castes are occupied in their looting and destroying. They have
laid siege to the Temple District and rampaged through both Industry and
Commerce Squares. Yet if they were all to turn their attention toward the gate
into the Defender’s Tier…” She trailed off, fixing each of the Elders with a
stern gaze. “I don’t need to tell you how dangerous that would be for the few
thousand men holding the gate.”


Issa sucked in a quiet breath. Four thousand
men against nearly fifty times their number. The gates would only hold for
so long against that many. 


“What are your orders, Proxenos?” Invictus Dyrkton stroked his bald
head with a hand as battle-scarred as his cheeks, and his thin, furrowed brows
appeared worn and aged. 


“Our only hope of survival is to open
the gates and hold the Halls of Bounty.” Lady Callista’s face hardened. “If we
can give the people the food rather
than forcing them to take it, we may be able to quell the unrest.”


“That’s assuming they’ll listen to
reason,” growled one of the Indomitable Executors. “They’re not exactly
rational and levelheaded at the moment.”


“But if they can see that we fight for them, not against them,” Lady
Callista pressed, “there is a chance.”


“So the gates, then?” Tannard asked.


“Yes.” The Lady of Blades nodded. “We
get those gates open.”


“You know the moment those merchants
enter the city, they’ll be mobbed, beaten, and killed,” put in one of the
Elders, a giant of a man with an oiled, braided beard.


“Which is why the merchants will not
enter.” Lady Callista shook her head. “But as long as we control the gates, we have access to the supplies waiting outside
the walls. We can offer it to the people in the hopes of restoring order. A
gift from the Pharus to his loyal citizens, a token in respect for all they
have endured.”


“The Keeper’s Council will never permit
it,” growled Dyrkton.


Disdain flashed across Lady Callista’s
face. “Which is precisely why I am speaking of this with you, but when I return to the palace, I will present them with an
entirely different plan.”


Issa cocked an eyebrow, curiosity
burning. 


“The Keeper’s Council will learn of our
plans to hold the Halls of Bounty against the mob.” A scowl twisted Lady
Callista’s lips. “The Indomitables stationed there have already retreated
inside and barred the gates. The rioters dare not set fire to the buildings for
fear of destroying the food. But they have laid siege to the halls. I will
inform the Keeper’s Council that I am sending a contingent of my finest
warriors to the Halls of Bounty. My Keeper’s Blades will attend to it
personally.”


Tannard snorted. “As if that’ll shut the
prattling bastards up.”


“When I tell them that a highly regarded
Invictus will be leading the charge, they will be content.” Lady Callista shot
him a meaningful stare. 


“Keeper take it!” Tannard slammed a
clenched fist onto the table. “A bloody waste, it is! All to satisfy those
pompous—”


“Invictus, need I remind you of the
Council’s power?” Lady Callista's tone was hard, edged with a hint of warning.
“Their wealth will prove crucial in our efforts to rebuild the city after all
this is ended.” She raised an eyebrow. “Unless you can think of another place
to find the needed coin?”


Tannard’s scowl didn’t soften, but he
didn’t continue his tirade.


“We may have little love for the
Keeper’s Council, but when the time comes, they will do what must be done for
the sake of the city.” Lady Callista shot Tannard a stern look. “As must we
all.”


Tannard growled a curse under his
breath, but said nothing more.


“Executor Mosai, I entrust the recapture
of the gates to you, in coordination with my Elders.” She gestured to Invictus
Dyrkton and the eight high-ranked Blades that served as Lady Callista’s
council. “Do you believe it possible to accomplish that with five hundred men?”


Executor Mosai, a tall, rail-thin man
with a dour expression, exchanged glances with his fellow Executors. “The
eastern and southern gates, perhaps. But not all three, not against the numbers
we face.” He looked to the Elders, who confirmed his words with a nod.


“Then do what you can.” Lady Callista
fixed them with a solemn glare. “Hold those gates, at any cost!” 


“Yes, Lady Callista.” Mosai and his
fellow Executors bowed and strode from the room, with the Elders of the Blade
beside them. 


“Invictus Tannard,” you will take a
contingent of fifty Indomitables to the Hall of Bounty on the Artisan’s Tier.”


Tannard growled in irritation, but
acceded with a stiff nod.


“Invictus Dradin, you will take
Ypertatos Turhat, Achkat, Breelm, Arroth, and Seris, plus an additional twenty
Indomitables, to the Hall of Bounty on the Slave’s Tier.”


Dradin, a greying woman with her long
hair tied up in a braid that hung down her back, clapped a fist to her chest.
“Yes, Proxenos.” The other Blades,
each bearing the three gold bands of Ypertatos around the rim of their
lion-fanged helms, mirrored the salute.


Lady Callista turned to one of the few Blades
remaining. “Ypertatos Ormroth, you
will take Ypertatos Tiaten, Archateros Chirak, Archateros Hykos, and Prototopoi
Issa with the remaining thirty Indomitables to the Hall of Bounty on the
Cultivator’s Tier.”


“Yes, Proxenos.” The man who saluted appeared to be in his fourth decade,
with a confident posture, tight-braided chin beard, and clean-shaven cheeks.
“We will not fail you.” 


“A word of counsel, Ypertatos.” Lady Callista gestured toward Issa. “Issa may be new, but
she was born on the Cultivator’s Tier. She knows the streets far better than
most. Her input may prove invaluable in this mission.”


The words shocked Issa, and it took all
her willpower to stop her jaw dropping. Heat raced to her cheeks and she
flushed beneath the praise. 


“Understood, Lady Callista.” Ormroth
turned toward Issa with a nod. “I will rely on your knowledge to get us through
this.”


Issa was too stunned to find words. She
could only stand, frozen in shock.  


“As for the rest of you,” Lady Callista
said to the Blades she hadn’t mentioned, “your assignments are to lend aid to
the Indomitables holding the Defender’s Tier, and to those in the Keeper’s
Crypt. Report to Executor Mosai and the Elders for positions.”


Steel clattered as the Blades saluted
and trooped from the room.


When the last had gone, Lady Callista
turned to those remaining.


“What I am about to tell you is for your
ears alone.” Her solemn gaze rested on each of them in turn. “You are those I
trust above all others.”


Pride surged within Issa at those words.
Lady Callista trusted her as much as
men she’d fought and served beside for years.



“The Ybrazhe Syndicate is leaderless,”
the Lady of Blades said, her voice quiet. “Blackfinger has been put to the
question, and he has been most forthcoming with details of his operation. The
Syndicate has orders to attack various locations around the city, but they are not the ones holding the gates. I
believe it is the militant Hallar’s Warriors, with the aid of the last
surviving Gatherers, that lead this attack. They are the ones spearheading the
chaos, using it to achieve specific strategic aims.” 


She thrust a finger toward the map
spread out on the table. “The gates are critical, which is why I have committed
the bulk of our forces to them. Yet this mission, the one I entrust you, serves
two purposes. First, to placate the Keeper’s Council and distract them from the
fact that I know of their complicity in much of the recent strife. Even now,
plans are in motion that will see them dealt with.” 


“And the second purpose?” Tannard asked.



“More than four hundred Indomitables are
trapped within the Halls of Bounty.” Lady Callista raised four fingers. “Four
hundred strong arms that could be better spent elsewhere, should the situation
worsen. I am willing to sacrifice the Halls of Bounty if it means we can
restore control of the city, and doing so requires more manpower than we
currently possess.” 


She fixed them with a stern gaze. “Your true mission is to free the trapped
Indomitables. If we do not, I fear the city will eventually fall. Hunger and
thirst will turn our people ravenous, until they are beyond our efforts to
save. I have no desire to see the day when we are forced to slaughter our
fellow man in the name of survival, so the city is counting on you to succeed
in this.” Her jaw clenched and her eyes darkened. “You attack at sundown.”
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Evren had a split second to act. He
threw himself to the side, too slow. The thug’s punch crashed into his
shoulder, knocking him backward into the wall. The huge bruiser followed him,
fists swinging. Evren had no time to draw his jambiya, barely managing to
backpedal out of the man’s impossibly long reach. 


The cold, calculating battle sense
descended over him as the man brought his fist back for another punch. He had
no chance of talking his way out of this one. The Syndicate thug had recognized
him. The outcome was inevitable: fight or die.


Evren always chose fight. He drove his
fist straight into his opponent’s face. No powerful swing or clever set-up—just
a direct jab. The blow crashed into the thug’s nose, not hard enough to break
cartilage, but with sufficient force to throw him off-balance. The man’s fists
came up to defend his face even as Evren swung a second blow. Evren, expecting
that from a seasoned fighter, had only used it as a feint. His follow-up punch
struck low, right into the brute’s gut. 


It felt like hitting stone. 


Beneath the layers of fat, the man’s
midsection was heavy muscle. Pain flared in Evren’s knuckles and up his arm. He
barely had time to throw a third punch before the thug’s huge fist swung toward
him. His blow had minimal effect, but the thug’s counter-strike crashed into
the side of his head with staggering force. Evren’s head snapped to one side,
barely missing a collision with the wall. 


Instinct alone saved him from the next
punch. Instead of trying to block, he dropped into a low crouch and whipped out
a jambiya with his left hand. The thug’s huge fist sailed through empty air a
finger’s breadth above Evren’s head. Sun-baked clay bricks shattered beneath
the force of the blow.


Yet the sudden hiss of breath filled
Evren with hope. That wild blow had struck the wall hard enough to crack bone.
Evren drove his right fist into the man’s chin, an uppercut backed by all the
power of his legs, hips, and back and prepared for a follow-up strike with the
dagger.


The blow, which had laid out opponents
years older than Evren, barely registered. The thug’s head snapped backward with
the force of the punch and blood spurted from his mouth as his teeth clamped
down hard on his tongue. Yet he recovered in time to dodge Evren’s dagger swipe
and throw a punch of his own. He fixed a sneer on Evren.


“Try again, little rat.” With a sneer,
he swung for Evren’s head.  


Evren ducked the first and second blow,
turned aside a third, but missed the fourth completely. The man’s huge fist
slammed into his ribs. Pain flared in Evren’s side and bone protested beneath
the impact. Grunting, Evren staggered backward. 


Right into the alleyway. 


Blood turned to ice in his veins as he
realized he now stood in plain view of the Syndicate thugs meeting in the back
lane. Yet he had no time to do anything but defend himself as the brute waded
into him. The huge thug’s fists pounded at him with the force of twin
sledge-hammers. Evren didn’t dare block; a punch could shatter his forearms or
crack his ribs. Yet he could only dodge or deflect so many of those powerhouse
blows before one lucky one got through.


“It’s the thief!” The shout from one of
the Syndicate thugs rang off the alley walls.


A stone of dread settled in Evren’s gut.
Shite! He backed up, desperate to
keep out of the range of those swinging fists, but the huge thug pressed his
advantage. Evren had no chance to bring his dagger into the fight—if he dropped
his guard even for an instant, the brute would crush him beneath the onslaught.



His foot caught on something uneven and
twisted painfully beneath him. He fell hard, his head striking solid stone. With
a roar of triumph, the thug lifted his huge leg to stomp down on Evren. 


In desperation, Evren rolled to the
side, and a heavy boot crashed into the muck a finger’s breadth from his knee.
Evren kept on rolling until he could leap to his feet. His hand darted to his
bracer, only to remember he no longer had his throwing knife. All he could do
was whip out his push-dagger and hurl it at the man.


The thug dodged the blow with ease.
“You’ll have to be faster than that to—”


The throw had been a distraction. Evren
hated wasting a good dagger, but vastly preferred it to getting killed. He
threw himself forward after the hurled blade. In the instant the man’s eyes
went to the flying dagger, Evren dove into a roll between the oak-trunk legs.
He came up just behind the thug and took off at a dead run.


“Get him!” came the shout. 


Booted feet pounded against stone as the
thugs gave chase. Evren sprinted down the alley, his heart hammering painfully
against his bruised ribs. Pain flared in his shoulder and face and a sharp
twinge lanced his twisted ankle, but he didn’t dare slow. 


Against the thug alone, he stood no
chance. He’d fought his share of street brawls and bare-handed bouts, typically
against people larger than him. Yet the man towered nearly twice his size with
the weight and breadth to match. His knuckles were as scarred as Evren’s, the
result of years of fighting. Going toe to toe with that brute would only get
him killed.


But few people could outrun Evren. The
Hunter, certainly; his inhuman speed and strength made him impossible for any
normal human to surpass. Aisha, perhaps, with her powerful muscles strengthened
by years spent running on the plains of Ghandia. Yet Evren’s legs, though
shorter, had spent the better part of a decade running. He would bet his speed
against anyone, especially the ham-fisted thugs that gave chase.


He tore down the alley at a sprint, his
muddy, torn clothes flying behind him. Each pounding step made his split lip
and bruised face ache, sent a stabbing pain through his ankle. Yet he ignored
the pain—a bit of discomfort far outweighed a brutal death at the thug’s
ham-sized fists.


A sudden sense of déjà vu gripped him,
filled him with a surge of anger. He’d spent far too much of his time in
Shalandra fleeing an enemy, often the Ybrazhe. He was getting sick and tired of
always running away.


At that moment, a memory flashed through
his mind. He and Kodyn scrambled onto a rooftop to elude the Syndicate thugs
that had just assassinated the Black Widow’s mouthpiece. 


A plan—really more of a half-baked idea
born of desperation—formed in that instant. He and Kodyn had hid out, then
followed the thugs back to their hideout. He would do precisely that. The
Ybrazhe might be pursuing him, but with a bit of the Mistress’ luck, they would
lead him where he needed to go. 


He risked a backward glance. Good! The Ybrazhe were on his tail,
though more than thirty paces separated them. Close enough that they would see
where he went but far enough back to shake with ease. Pouring on the speed, he
darted down a side alley, cut down a back lane, then raced across the
Artificer’s Courseway. 


Chaos gripped the main avenue, and thick
crowds surged east and west, filling the air with their shouts of “Bring on the
Final Destruction!” and “Death to the Pharus!” Many simply shouted for the sake
of joining their comrades. Most were too busy looting, stealing food, and
destroying everything in sight to care about who ruled Shalandra. They cared
only about full bellies, warm clothes, and heavy purses. 


Evren dove into the thick of the throng,
squirming through narrow gaps in the crowd as fast as he could. A few snarled
and snapped at him as he elbowed his way past, but few paid him heed. He gasped
with relief as he burst free of the mob and threw himself into the alleyways
beyond. 


A glance back revealed the Syndicate
thugs struggling to bull their way through the crowd. A grim smile touched
Evren’s lips as he ducked around a corner, out of sight of the Artificer’s
Courseway.


Time
to take a page out of Kodyn’s book.
He raced toward a nearby wall and leapt. Planting his uninjured foot on the
windowsill, he hurled his body upward and closed his fingers around the wooden
beam of a thatched roof. Within seconds, he had dragged himself onto the
thatched roof, scrambled over the ridge, and down the other side. 


He lay flat against the sun-baked
thatch, panting, sweat mingling with the blood staining his face. Quiet,
triumphant laughter bubbled up from his chest. He’d come face to face with
death and slipped its grasp once again.


The sound of pounding boots echoed from
the street below, and Evren risked a glance from his protective cover. The
Syndicate thug and five of his comrades streamed into the alley and fanned out.
Their confused shouts echoed like the melodic symphonies of the Choir of
Purity. 


A fierce smile spread his lips. Now let’s see how you like it when the
tables are turned on you, you bastards!


He scrambled over the rooftops as
quietly as he could manage, his eyes fixed on the thugs below. The brutes never
bothered to look up, but barged into the stone houses and brick hovels
bordering the alleyways. With every house they searched, their scowls deepened
and the flushes of anger on their faces darkened. Finally, after a full ten
minutes of fruitless hunting, they re-congregated at the intersection.


“Damn the little rat!” snarled the first
thug. He drove a fist into a wall, shattering clay bricks. “Which way did he
go?”


“Probably scurried back to his master by
now,” growled Drull.


“Hah!” Vorbus sneered. “No chance he’s
getting in there. We’ve got the smithy surrounded.” 


Evren was too far away to hear Drull’s
response, but the scorn that twisted the man’s lips made his meaning clear.


“Go,” the first brute said, “get back to
your posts. One little sneak isn’t going to stop us. I’ll report to Taghban,
let him know things are progressing, albeit slowly.”


“See what he knows about what’s going on
at the gates, eh, Houl?” Drull stroked his blocky face. “We run out of food, no
way the crowd’ll keep up the momentum.”


“Aye.” Houl nodded. “Taghban’ll have a
plan.” 


Evren had no idea what was happening at
the gates or even which gate they referred to, but mention of Taghban pricked
up his ears. Almost sounds like he’s the
one in charge, the way Houl talks about him. Perhaps one of Blackfinger’s
lieutenants had seized the opportunity to step up and take charge in their
leader’s absence.


The five thugs left to the north and
west, doubtless back to the siege of Killian’s smithy. Houl, however, headed
south, deeper into the back alleys of the Artisan’s Tier. 


Where
are you off to, eh? With
a fierce grin, Evren scampered across the rooftops in pursuit of the big thug. Let’s see where you’re headed. He simply
had to follow Houl to whoever Taghban was
and, with a generous helping of the Mistress’ luck, he’d find the Syndicate’s
refuge. 


He’d come within a heartbeat of a
painful death by bludgeoning, but good fortune and cunning had turned the
tables in his favor. 


The hunters had become the hunted. 
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For the first time in what felt like
ages, Kodyn finally felt as if he knew what he was doing. He’d spent the last
days rushing to and fro, dealing with one threat or vicious plot after another.
He had begun to feel overwhelmed by the incessant violence, death, and chaos
that had gripped his life since his arrival in Shalandra. 


But this, at least, he could do easily.
The task of scaling a five-story mansion
offered the sort of challenge he could tackle. He’d trained the last nine
years to do precisely that, and the familiarity of the task brought a sense of
comfort. Finally, a problem he recognized and knew how to deal with.


The outer wall proved more
stepping-stone than obstacle, thanks to its rough surface that offered an
abundance of hand and toe-holds. From there, it had been a simple matter to
leap onto the third-story balcony and pull himself up the pillar onto the roof
of the fourth floor. Reaching the top of the mansion had taken him less than
ten minutes.


Unfortunately, reaching the mansion
across the alley, his true target,
appeared to be a bit trickier. He’d chosen the adjoining estate for its easy
climb and the way its top-floor roof provided a bridge over the alleyway and
into the manor that housed Hallar’s Warriors. But he hadn’t reckoned on the gap
between the two roofs. He’d have to jump almost ten paces to reach his
target—an impossible feat, even with a good run-up. His only hope would be to
make a leap to the fourth-floor balcony and land on the broad marble railing. A
bloody dangerous stunt, one that could end in broken limbs or a four-story
drop. 


Yet, if he wanted to find the men that
had attempted to assassinate the Pharus, the ones responsible for the turmoil
gripping Shalandra, he had no choice but to risk it.


He was glad Aisha had remained below.
She’d have objected in no uncertain terms, call him foolhardy, reckless, and an
idiot. 


Sucking in a deep breath, Kodyn took off
at a dash across the flat, tiled rooftop and leapt off the edge. His arms and
legs windmilled frantically as he tried to get as much height and distance as
possible. Suddenly, the railing came up at him fast and a surge of panic
threatened to overwhelm him. 


His boots struck marble with jarring
force, his heels slamming against the sharp corner of the railing. Momentum
carried him forward and onto the balcony. In desperation, he threw himself into
a forward roll. His shoulder struck the tiled balcony hard but he rolled with
the impact, coming to his feet. He froze, heart hammering, shock coursing
through him.


Bloody
hell, I did it! A
twinge of pain in his heels, knees, and shoulders told him he’d gotten off
lucky, and a little tremor ran through his hands. But he’d made the leap. He
had gotten into the mansion. 


The ascent to the fifth-story roof
proved easy, thanks to a broad pillar and the gently sloping canopy that
covered the balcony. He padded across the flat roof, his soft-soled boots
silent on the tiles. With an experienced eye, he scanned the rooftop.


Unlike the structures of the lower tiers,
the mansions on this tier had flat roofs built with an abundance of skylights
to let in the natural illumination. What the Dhukari believed a method of
getting more sunlight in their homes, Kodyn only saw as vulnerabilities in
their defenses. 


Mother
would have loved this place! The
thought of slipping into these opulent mansions brought a smile to his face.
During her years as a Hawk, she had earned a reputation for stealing without
leaving a trace. He’d learned many of her tricks, such as using quick-drying
caulk to conceal her entrance into upper-floor windows. Getting in and out of
these skylights would be a wonderfully simple task.


Yet his smile faded a moment later. He’d
told Aisha that he was no longer just a
thief. Though the words had burst out of him, he’d come to see they were true.
Despite all of his years training in House Hawk, his experience with House
Hound, House Scorpion, House Fox, and House Serpent had made him more than just
a third-story thief. 


And not just the skills he’d acquired.
His recent conversation with Aisha had opened his eyes to an unrealized truth:
he lacked the Night Guild’s self-serving, self-interested mindset. He didn’t
just care about lining his pockets with gold or paying his dues to House Hawk.
He’d tried to protect Sid, had come all the way to Shalandra in the name of
keeping Briana safe and stopping the
Gatherers from harming Praamians. Something within him had changed since that
day. He could no longer solely concern himself with surviving or earning a name
for himself in the Night Guild. He needed something bigger than that.  


So
where does that leave me? A
lump of ice settled in his stomach. What
will I do when this is all over?


He would complete his Undertaking to
steal the Crown of the Pharus—once he’d set his mind to a task, he refused to
leave it incomplete. But after, when he had succeeded, how could he go back to
simply being another Journeyman stealing to survive? Yes, the Night Guild
maintained order in Praamis by controlling crime, yet at the end of the day,
they were still criminals themselves. He wasn’t certain he wanted to be that. 


But if he wasn’t a Hawk, what was he?
The question filled him with a sense of uncertainty. He’d never had to think
outside his life in the Night Guild. But if he was no longer satisfied as a
Hawk, what did he want? The world had
just grown a lot larger, and a part of Kodyn shied away from thinking about it.


One thing he knew for certain: despite
feeling overwhelmed, this battle—for justice for Suroth’s death, and to bring
down the cruel, greedy, self-serving Keeper’s Priests—it felt right. He had
never felt more alive than when fighting to protect others, to help save the
city from evil men. He didn’t know where that left him or what path that would
lead him down, but he knew he couldn’t go back to just being another Hawk.


The time would come when he’d have to
figure out what lay in his future. Not only what he’d do after he left
Shalandra, but how he’d leave it a better place. He’d seen the harsh treatment
of the lower castes, the starvation and abject poverty of the downtrodden
Earaqi, Mahjuri, and Kabili. If he walked away with the situation still as bad
as when he’d first arrived, that would make him as egocentric as all the
self-serving Journeymen of the Night Guild.


Yes, he had to do something, had to find a way to improve the situation.
But what? He had no idea how to stop a few thousand people from rioting, much
less how to feed a hundred times their number. He’d figure out a way to address
it somehow. But not yet. Not today. At that moment, he could lose himself in
the needs of his current situation.


He approached the nearest skylight with
caution; with the sun to the west, he could just peer in without worrying about
casting a shadow, but he’d have to take care to avoid being spotted by those
inside the mansion.


The first skylight opened into an empty
fifth-floor room. The chamber was easily thirty paces long and ten wide, strewn
from wall to wall with simple straw-tick mattresses and blankets. Some sort of barracks or bunkroom, Kodyn
guessed. 


The next one opened onto a
high-ceilinged third-floor room, most likely the master bedroom. But instead of
a four-poster bed, the vast chamber was filled with equipment. Swords, spears,
and clubs hung on racks along one wall, while the rest of the room held
armorer’s dummies, many clad in the splinted leather armor worn by the
assassins attacking the palace. 


Damn!
Kodyn thought. Looks like they’ve geared up for a war.
Given everything going on in the city, a war seemed about right. 


Careful not to cast a shadow, he slipped
toward a skylight nearer the center of the mansion. That would likely be the
one that opened onto the main hall or grand entrance chamber, thereby offering
him the best possible view of the interior. Crouching on the eastern side of
the skylight, he looked into the mansion below.


He’d been right about the opening
belonging to the main chamber. Figures in hooded cloaks and splinted leather
armor hurried about, donning armor and strapping on weapons. 


A fierce grin split his lips. Found you, you bastards!


He studied their movements, trying to
estimate their number. They moved around too quickly for him to get an accurate
count, many rushing into a side chamber he couldn’t see into. 


Something on the western side of the
grand entrance drew Kodyn’s eyes. Confusion furrowed his brow as his gaze
roamed over a veritable mountain of sacks, casks, and boxes. The sacks appeared
stuffed to bursting, the casks stacked halfway to the high-vaulted ceiling.
Dried produce, salted meat, and other foodstuffs all but spilled from the
wooden crates and boxes stacked along the wall. 


Keeper’s
teeth! Kodyn sucked in
a breath. They’re stockpiling supplies. His
brow furrowed. But why?


Handsome had hoarded beer, wine, and
spirits because he’d known that the water supply would be poisoned. If Hallar’s
Warriors were collecting foodstuffs, would it be in anticipation of a food
shortage?


Kodyn’s mind raced. If the riots last long enough, food could run low. 


He tried to remember what Briana had
told him about the city’s food supply. The people of Shalandra relied on the
Pharus for the majority of their sustenance. The farmlands south of the city
barely grew enough to feed a fraction of the populace, forcing the Pharus and
the Keeper’s Council to import produce, grain, and meat from the north. They
regulated the export of shalanite so tightly because it was the city’s primary
commodity to offer in trade. 


But the riots had undoubtedly disturbed
commerce. The rampaging Mahjuri, Earaqi, and Kabili had almost certainly
wreaked havoc through Industry and Commerce Squares. Merchants and traders
would likely avoid the city for fear of being set upon and beaten, their goods
stolen. No supplies would flow into Shalandra. The people would starve.


That’ll
just make things worse, he
realized. The hungrier the people grew, the more frenzied they would become.
Their looting would turn determined, and they would ransack every home on the
lower tiers in search of something to eat. The death toll would rise as famished
men and women set upon their neighbors for the last scraps of food. In just a
matter of days, the rioters’ anger could turn into a feral, starving
desperation.


And
Hallar’s Warriors are prepared for that. A horrifying thought struck him. No, not just prepared for it. They’re the ones encouraging it.


Hallar’s Warriors had led the attack on
the Temple of Whispers—almost certainly to get at the secrets in Suroth’s
journal and the Serenii artifacts that would give them access to the Vault of
Ancients. But Kodyn had no doubt they had more irons in the fire, more seeds of
discord and anarchy sown around the city. All in an effort to foment the chaos
that they could use to their advantage.


Like
the assassination attempt on the Pharus. If the riots had forced the Indomitable commanders to
reduce the presence of guards protecting the palace, it would have created an
opening for the assassins to strike at the Pharus. Only Kodyn and Aisha’s
timely arrival had stopped their daggers from finding the Pharus’ heart. 


Then there was their attempt on the
Heartspring. The Secret Keepers had no idea what their black alchemical potion
had been intended for, but it could be nothing good. 


What
other horrors do they have planned for the city? Hallar’s Warriors plotted to restore the
bloody rule of the people that had been prevalent in the days of Shalandra’s
founding. What else are they willing to
do in the name of ushering in that future? Could this be the Final Destruction
they’ve been preaching about? 


A flood of men suddenly emerged from one
of the chambers, and Kodyn’s heart stopped as he recognized two of the
assassins he’d fought in the temple. They were locked in conversation with
three others.


Kodyn ground his teeth in frustration. If only I could get in there, listen in on
what they’re saying, I might be able to—


His thoughts trailed off as the two
assassins and their three new companions strode toward the front door of the
mansion and disappeared outside. 


No!
Kodyn sucked in a
breath, his mind racing. He had to follow them, had to find where they were
headed now. A part of him hated the thought of abandoning his mission to hunt
down and capture Groebus, but logic told him this was more important. The hunchback would be the mind behind the
attacks, but these men were the arms that wielded the weapons of death. He had
to find out where they headed now, if only to stop whatever evil they had
planned next. Hauling the Necroseti traitor in for questioning could wait until
after he foiled their plot. 


He raced to the edge of the roof and
crouched, watching as the two assassins slipped out the front gate and ducked
into an alley. His gut tightened as he realized their destination. They headed
southeast, in the direction of the entrance to the Serenii tunnels.


Right
toward Aisha!


Horror rooted Kodyn to the spot for a
gut-wrenching minute. What would happen if Aisha didn’t see them? They could
stumble onto her hiding place, and even if she fought them off, the sounds of
battle would alert the rest of Hallar’s Warriors. 


He scanned the alleyways below,
desperately searching for the Ghandian warrior. Where are you, Aisha? The fact that he couldn’t find her meant she
had chosen a good hiding place, hopefully one the militants wouldn’t spot. Yet
it also meant he couldn’t raise a warning. 


Relief surged within him as the
assassins turned down the alley next to the one where he’d left Aisha. They had
chosen a different route to the Serenii tunnels, it seemed. Either that, or
they headed somewhere else on the Keeper’s Tier. Whatever they intended, Aisha
was safe. For now.


His heart hammered a panicked beat as he
searched the narrow back lanes. Where is
she? 


Movement flashed in the corner of his
eye. He tensed and prepared to drop flat to his belly to avoid being spotted.
Yet he stopped as a familiar figure stepped out of cover.


There
she is! He blew out a
long breath, the tension draining from his shoulders. 


To his surprise, she waved for him to
come down. Even from this distance, he could see the urgency written on her
face. Her fingers flashed in the silent Secret Keeper hand language. “Get down here, now!”


Curiosity burning, Kodyn searched for a
way down from the mansion. He didn’t dare go out the front gate, but perhaps he
could find another avenue of egress that didn’t involve a death-defying leap to
the neighboring rooftop.


He settled on the wall surrounding the
estate. It would be risky, especially if one of Hallar’s Warriors decided to
patrol the perimeter. But something about the way Aisha had called to him drove
a spike of worry into his gut. She only looked that worried when things were
about to go very wrong.


Padding across the flat rooftop, he
dropped onto the fourth-floor roof and leapt onto the wall surrounding the
mansion. The sandstone had plenty of crevices and cracks to dig his hands and
feet into, but he didn’t dare hurry. One crumbling stone could send him
plunging to his death on the stony street far below.


The urgency mounted within him as he
descended, until finally he took a gamble and leapt the last four paces to the
street. He landed hard, his knees protesting, but took off at a shuffling run
toward the alley where Aisha waited. 


He sucked in a breath as he drew nearer.
Her eyes! Those blue-white lights
danced through her beautiful brown eyes, more alive and energetic than ever.
Even her skin seemed to glow with an inner light. Something had changed in the
minutes since he left her. 


Before he could say anything, Aisha
seized his wrist and dragged him deeper into the alley, away from the mansion
that held Hallar’s Warriors. She didn’t stop until they put a full street
between them and the men they sought. 


Kodyn spoke in a whisper. “Aisha,
what’s—?”


Aisha whirled on him. “I know what
they’re planning!” she hissed, her tone ominous and her expression grim. “And
if we don’t stop them, the city will fall!”


 












Chapter Twenty
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Aisha shivered at the unearthly chill
gripping her limbs. Even now, long minutes after returning to her body, her
mind still struggled with the sensation of floating incorporeal and weightless in
the form of the Kish’aa. Only the
energy crackling in her veins and the anxiety thrumming deep within her kept
her anchored to the present. 


“What?” Kodyn’s brow furrowed. 


“They’ve already taken the city gates
somehow,” Aisha said, “and they’re holding them to cut off food supplies. But
it gets worse, and…” She hesitated. “I don’t know if we can stop them.”


“Wait, what?” Kodyn appeared confused.
“How do you know all this?”


Aisha hesitated. Even she had a hard time wrapping her mind
around this new discovery of her Spirit Whisperer abilities. Yet, to Kodyn’s
credit, he’d accepted her gifts without question or hesitation. He deserved a
chance to hear the truth. 


“The spirits listened in for me.”


Kodyn’s jaw dropped and his
honey-colored eyes widened.


“It seems the power of the Kish’aa is more than just the spark of
their lives.” Explaining it aloud sounded so much stranger than just
experiencing it. “I was able to use the spirits to be my eyes inside the
mansion.”


“Whoa!” Kodyn finally managed to blurt
out.


“Shh!” Aisha pressed a finger to her
lips. In his surprise, it seemed he’d forgotten that they stood just a few
streets away from their enemies. 


“Sorry.” Kodyn dropped his voice to a
whisper, an embarrassed flush rising to his cheeks. “So you actually saw everything in there? The weapons and
supplies?”


Aisha nodded. “I think they’re
stockpiling food knowing that there won’t be any more flowing into the city.
They’re creating a food shortage and prepared for it.”


“Yeah, that’s what I thought, too.”
Kodyn narrowed his eyes. “But wait, you said you know what they’re planning.
Does that mean…?” He trailed off, appearing almost afraid to ask. “…the spirits
can listen for you as well?”


“Yes.” Aisha smiled. Relief and
gratitude surged within her. He didn’t think she was crazy. 


“Whoa!” Kodyn said again, quieter this
time. “What did they hear?” 


“We were wrong about the attack on the
palace,” Aisha said. “Hallar’s Warriors weren’t after the Pharus this time.
They were sent to eliminate the Keeper’s Council.” 


“What?” Kodyn looked taken aback. “That
makes no sense! Aren’t they working with the Keeper’s Council to destabilize
the Pharus?”


“That’s what I thought, too.” Aisha
shook her head. “But from what I could hear, they’re taking orders from someone
else. Someone called the Iron Warlord.” 


Kodyn threw up his hands. “Another player in this madness?”


“I think so.” Aisha nodded. “Whoever
this Iron Warlord is, it seems he’s ordered his militants to take out the
Keeper’s Council. I didn’t get the reasons why, but it’s clear that he wants
the Necroseti out of the picture.”


Kodyn’s brow furrowed. “But why?” His
expression grew pensive, and Aisha recognized the look he got when wheels
started turning in his mind. “The Keeper’s Council used the Ybrazhe to stir up
the riots, which is exactly what Evren said Hallar’s Warriors planned to do.
You’d think they’d end up working together because their plans aligned so
neatly.”


“That’s what I had thought,” Aisha
replied, “but all I know is what I heard.” Or what the spirits had heard and
relayed to her. “Either way, it’s clear that Hallar’s Warriors are terrified of
reporting their failure to their masters. I heard them arguing about who’s
going to do it. Said something about being turned into one of his ‘damned
creatures’. They almost came to blows over it.”


“Trouble in extremist paradise?” Kodyn
gave a savage grin. 


“Seems like it.” Aisha jerked a thumb
southeast, in the direction the two assassins had gone. “Either way, it seems
those guys got the short straws of being the ones to break the news to their
masters. They’re on their way to speak to the Iron Warlord and someone called
‘Dayblood’ right now.”


“Dayblood?” Kodyn snorted. “What a
ridiculous name!”


Aisha grinned. “Right? But lame moniker
or not, we need to go find them and stop them.”


“Easier said than done.” Kodyn’s face
fell. “There’s no way we can follow those assassins now. They’ve probably
ducked into the tunnels and—”


“The spirits, remember.” Aisha winked.
“They will guide us.”


Kodyn’s eyes widened a fraction. “Of course!”
His gloomy expression brightened. “Well, lead the way, Spirit Whisperer.”


With a grin, Aisha slipped off down the
alley, heading southeast in pursuit of the two assassins. Movement brought
warmth back to her limbs and drove the last of the chill from her body. A part
of her mind, however, found it harder to readjust to being back in her flesh.
She nearly walked right into a stone wall before remembering that she couldn’t
pass through it as the spirits had. Those few minutes in the spirit’s form had
changed something deep within her.


A hint of fear took root deep within
her. So that is what the Unshackling
feels like. Imbuka had warned her of the Inkuleko, the fate that awaited Umoyahlebe
that went too far into the world of the spirits. Eventually, their flesh
would release the earthly bonds on their spark of life, and they too would join
the Kish’aa—all while they still
lived. They would leave behind an empty husk, their minds and souls permanently
untethered, never more to return.


Aisha had felt that desire to be free,
to drift along on the currents of the afterlife, to escape the confines of her
mortal body. The voices of the Kish’aa—those
in the city and the ones already gone to Pharadesi—called
to her, pulling on her. It had proven far more difficult to return to her flesh
than to bond her spark of life with that of the slain Indomitable. 


Thoughts of Kodyn had brought her back.
She couldn’t leave him, not yet. They had only just found each other—truly found each other, that deep connection
they shared. There was so much she had left to experience; the world of the
spirits could not claim her yet.


The knowledge of what awaited her
brought back a fear she’d thought conquered. She had watched her father lose
his mind to the Kish’aa; did the same
fate lay in her future? The Serenii Dy’nashia
pendant served as a tool to sharpen her gifts, but it could not stop her
mind from losing its grip on reality. The more she used her Umoyahlebe gifts, the greater the risk.


But she could not stop using those
gifts. Their future was too uncertain, the danger too great for her to rely on
her mortal senses alone. She, Kodyn, and Briana only lived because of her
Spirit Whisperer powers. She knew what Hallar’s Warriors planned and had an
idea of how to stop them, all thanks to those abilities. Without them, she
would be blind and deaf, adrift in the tempestuous ocean of peril that
surrounded them. 


A heavy weight settled on her shoulders.
Her gift saved lives, but ultimately, it would take hers. That knowledge
brought a sick sense of dread.


With effort, she swallowed the acid
rising in her throat. I can’t think about
that now, not with everything going on. She had to focus on following the
assassins, tracking them back to their masters, and giving the spirits what
they wanted.


Their protests rose loud within her.
Dozens of voices, all clamoring for her attention and filling her head with
their insistence.


She’d been surprised to discover so many
Kish’aa clustered in the mansion.
They had clung to her spirit as she eavesdropped on Hallar’s Warriors, then
returned with her to her body. Their energy turned the pendant at her neck a
bright blue-white, filled her veins with surging, sizzling lightning. The force
of their demands threatened to split her head. Her muscles twitched, as if
seized by a sudden desire to move of their own accord, to go west. 


Soon!
She gritted her teeth
and forced her body to heed her commands. Soon
I will give you what you desire. 


Only the spirits of the two slain
Indomitables proved tractable. They fought against the swelling tide of protest
echoing in Aisha’s mind, flooding her legs with vitality as they goaded her
eastward in pursuit of the assassins that had murdered them.


Aisha focused on their voices, the eager
intensity in their presences. She followed them through the side streets of the
Keeper’s Tier. Though she could not see the
men she sought, the Kish’aa served as
a beacon to light her way. The dead would guide her to the living. 


Their journey proved surprisingly short.
Instead of entering the Serenii tunnels, the spirits led her along the face of
the southern wall toward a three-story mansion. The building seemed squat,
bland, and boring compared to the opulent four- and five-floor estates that
bordered it. A two-story wall surrounded the perimeter, its gates closed and
barred. No sign of Hallar’s Warriors. Yet the spirits pulled her toward the
mansion. 


This had to be the place.  


“Good
hideout,” Kodyn signed. “None of the
Dhukari would give this place a second glance.”


Aisha nodded; she’d been thinking the
same thing.


“Think
we’ll find the Iron Warlord or Dayblood in there?” Kodyn’s fingers made a
mess of the letters for Iron Warlord and all but butchered the spelling of
Dayblood, confusing the signs for “D” and “B” so it came out “Baydloob”.  


Aisha grinned but didn’t bother to
correct him. “Almost certainly. Only one
way for you to find out.”


Kodyn cocked his head. “Me? And where will you be?”


Aisha drew in a long breath. “In the Keeper’s Crypts,” her fingers
said. “The dead need my help.”


Both of Kodyn’s eyebrows shot up in
surprise. “What’s in the Keeper’s Crypts?”


“As
they were arguing, they spoke of desecrating the tombs. I didn’t catch why, but
it has to be something bad. And there were spirits of the dead…”


She hesitated; this was the crazy part.
Yet Kodyn’s face revealed no skepticism, only wide-eyed curiosity. 


“Spirits
somehow were bonded to Hallar’s Warriors against their will.” Aisha
recalled the anger of the Kish’aa; a
deep-rooted furor, underscored by overwhelming helplessness. Whatever bound the
spirits to the militants had dragged them away from their final resting place.
“I cannot turn a deaf ear to their
pleas.” 


She winced as the intensity of their
demands rose to a rushing, pounding roar in her mind. The Kish’aa were enraged, and she was the only one that could bring
them peace.


“Hallar’s
Warriors are doing something bad in the Keeper’s Crypts. I have to find out
what, and I have to help the spirits.”


Kodyn’s brow furrowed. “Alone?”


Aisha nodded. “Yes,” she signed.


“After
that speech you gave about fighting together?” Kodyn raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to do exactly what you accused
me—”


“No!”
Heat flared within Aisha’s chest. “Right
now, we have no other choice but to split up. You need to follow those two
militants and find their masters, Dayblood and the Iron Warlord. We have to
learn as much as we can about their plans so we can help stop them. But I can’t
ignore the call of the Kish’aa.” 


If she did, she feared they would tear
her apart. These were not the spirits of beggars, scholars, or even simple
soldiers. As Aisha had absorbed them into the pendant, glimpses of their
memories had flashed before her eyes. Scenes of battle, bloodshed, triumph, and
destruction had burned into her mind. The sparks of their lives burned with a
brilliant intensity, the force of their will strong enough to shatter her
resistance. Fighting their voices grew more difficult with every passing
second.  


“You’re
sure?” Kodyn asked. “Let me come with
you. Together, we can—”


“No.”
Aisha shook her head, but her anger dimmed. “If we can find out who’s giving Hallar’s Warriors orders, we can put an
end to their control over the city. You need to do that, just like I need to go
help the dead.”


Worry darkened his eyes, replaced a
moment later by another expression. Trust. After all they’d been through
together, he trusted her judgment. That knowledge filled her with gratitude and
made her cherish him even more.


“Be
safe,” he told her. 


“Be
smart!” She pulled him into a tight hug. After that first kiss they’d
shared, the touch of his body against hers seemed somehow…different. More real,
perhaps? Filled with the promise of greater possibilities in the future. With
effort, she pulled away. 


“And
remember what I said.” She shook a warning finger at him. “You don’t need to play hero to be a hero. Be
clever and think cautiously, like we both know you can.”


Kodyn grinned. “High standards to live
up to.” 


Aisha gave him a mock shove. “Go!”


With a jaunty salute, he turned and
slipped off down the alley, toward the side of the mansion. 


Aisha waited until he disappeared from
sight. Please, keep him safe! She
prayed not to the gods of Einan—as she’d recently learned, they didn’t
exist—but to the Kish’aa. If the
spirits of the dead hovered around the mansion, perhaps they could help him
even if he couldn’t see them. The thought that he had someone to watch out for
him diminished her unease a fraction. As long as he didn’t do anything stupid
or reckless, she’d see him again, soon. 


Burning heat flared to life within her,
and the voices of the Kish’aa set her
head pounding. She could ignore their demands no longer. 


Gritting her teeth, Aisha gripped the
pendant around her neck. The voices didn’t fall silent, but the buzzing,
grating sound in her ears sharpened until she could hear the words they spoke
clearly. 


“We
are sworn to guard!” they cried. “We
must fulfill our duty!” 


Aisha didn’t know what they guarded or
what duty they desired to fulfill, but she knew that she had to find them peace before the power of their spirits ripped her
apart.
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Following the hulking Houl proved far
easier than Evren had expected. The Syndicate thug made what he doubtless
believed to be a clever effort to shake pursuers, taking numerous twists and
turns, even occasionally glancing over his shoulder. Yet Evren had followed far
cleverer, stealthier marks in the past. Houl would be as hard to follow as a
hurricane through a field of wheat. From his vantage point on the rooftops,
Evren could escape the thug’s notice and avoid most of the chaos in the
Artisan’s Tier.


Right until Houl turned onto Trader’s
Way and began the descent to the Cultivator’s Tier. 


Damn
it! No way Evren could
follow from the rooftops now. Even if his ankle hadn’t been throbbing as fiercely
as his face and split lip, he couldn’t get over the wall dividing the Artisan’s
Tier from the level below. 


Gritting his teeth in frustration, he
clambered down the side of the two-story stone building and dropped into the
alley that led toward the main avenue. He hurried onto Trader’s Way, eyes
scanning the seething, surging mob for any sign of the towering thug.
Thankfully, Houl stood a full head taller than those around him, and his
unkempt mop of shaggy hair served as a clear signpost for Evren to follow.


The sight of the gate sent a shiver down
Evren’s spine. The huge iron-banded wooden gates had always stood open, but
with a score of Indomitables standing guard. Their bodies now littered the
street, staining the golden sandstone with darkening pools of crimson. Skulls
crushed, throats slashed, limbs shattered and twisted at gruesome angles. The
rioters had stripped their armor and claimed their weapons, leaving nothing but
torn cloth and lifeless flesh behind.


Sorrow washed over Evren. He had no
reason to care about these dead soldiers, yet the sight of their broken,
discarded bodies filled him with despair. Shalandra had fallen into such
barbarism and cruelty, all because of evil men like the Ybrazhe and the
Keeper’s Council that controlled them. Yet he, too, had to bear a share of
blame. He could have done more, should have
done more, to stop the riots before they started.


When he turned back toward Trader’s Way,
ice froze in his lungs. Houl had disappeared.


Evren’s pulse hammered in his ears as he
raced down the broad avenue toward the Cultivator’s Tier. His eyes scanned east
and west, searching for any sign of the huge thug. He couldn’t have just
vanished; there was nowhere for Houl to go until he reached Commoner’s Row. 


To his relief, he spotted the head of
shaggy hair fifty paces below him. Houl reached the main avenue and turned
west. 


Just as Evren broke into a run, a
cluster of armed, fiery-eyed Earaqi, Mahjuri, and Kabili youths rounded the
corner from the east and surged upward. Right toward him.


The group, more than a hundred strong,
flooded Trader’s Way and barred Evren’s path. Their eyes saw past him, fixed on
their destination of the Artisan’s Tier. Yet if he tried to shove his way
through their ranks, they could turn on him rabidly as they had the Intaji and
Zadii.


Evren cast his eyes about in
desperation. He had to catch up to Houl before the thug disappeared. He
couldn’t go through the throng, so he had to find another way.


His only hope lay in the drop-off at the
western edge of Trader’s Way.


Without hesitation, he sprinted toward
the edge of the broad avenue. From his position, a few dozen paces from
Commoner’s Row, he would only have to drop five or so paces to reach the alley
below. He slipped over the lip, lowered his legs as far as they could reach,
and jumped. 


His boots squelched in something muddy and malodorous, his left foot slipping out from
beneath him. Evren staggered backward and cracked
his skull hard against the stone. The world spun wildly around him but he
lurched forward, stumbling down the alley as fast as he could. He couldn’t lose
Houl!


Evren broke into a full run, gritting
his teeth against the dizziness and the fresh ache in his ankle, shoulder, and
lip. Refusing to let the pain slow him, he ducked through a knot of rampaging
Kabili, slipped around Earaqi men and women fighting over loot, and burst onto
Commoner’s Row. He blinked to bring his vision into focus and scanned the main
avenue, his heart hammering a panicked beat in his chest.  


Damn
it! He rubbed his eyes
to clear the dizziness and looked again, a sinking feeling in his gut. 


No sign of Houl. 


Evren raced out into the middle of the
street, abandoning all caution. Houl couldn’t have gotten far. He just needed a
glimpse to—


Got
you! A sly smile
twisted his lips as he spotted Houl’s shaggy mane disappearing down an alley on
the south side of Commoner’s Row. You’re
not shaking me that easily, you bastard.


He rushed across the main avenue and
ducked into a narrow street that ran between squat stone houses. Locked doors
and windows greeted him, yet a few screams, shouts, and cries echoed throughout
the back streets.  


For the better part of an hour, he
followed Houl through the back alleys of the Cultivator’s Tier. Evren kept his
head down as he trotted, trusting his blood-stained face and the red Earaqi
headband encircling his forehead to provide him ample disguise. The rampaging
rioters he passed barely paid him heed—they shouted words of encouragement to
join them in their plundering. Evren called back noncommittal, unintelligible
replies to placate them. Most turned back to their looting with a shrug, not
sparing him a second glance.


With every new cry of pain or terror,
the ache in Evren’s heart grew. Instinct screamed at him to help them, to fight
off the despoilers. Men, women, even children unwilling to join in the riot
suffered at the hands of their fellow Earaqi or the Kabili and Mahjuri that
sought their wealth. 


Yet Evren had to close his ears to the
cries and his eyes to the suffering. Getting mired in the chaos might save a
life or two, but the turmoil would continue in the city at large. His only hope
of helping everyone in Shalandra—from
the lowest Mahjuri and poorest Kabili to the wealthiest Dhukari—would be to put
an end to the Ybrazhe. 


And
to do that, I need to find their base of operations. The Syndicate had proven themselves
adept at establishing hidden bases of operation around the city, moving from
one to another as needed. Killian would know about most of them, but at that
moment, the blacksmith couldn’t help. He had a battle of his own to fight.


Worry nagged at the back of Evren’s
mind. He tried to push it down. No,
Killian can take care of himself. He’d seen what the blacksmith could do
with his strange leg brace-turned-weapon; give him a smith’s hammer or any of
the swords and fine weapons strewn around the forge, and he’d be downright
deadly. With his defenses and reinforced door, he had a better chance of
surviving the chaos than most of Shalandra. 


But
for how long? Evren
tore his eyes from Houl long enough to glance at the sky. The sun had already
dropped low toward the western horizon. He had no more than two hours until
sunset. Once night descended, he'd have a much harder time tracking the
Syndicate thugs. Locating their hideout was his first priority—once he knew
where to find them, he could figure out the best way to deal with them.


Slowly, Evren began to notice a subtle
shift in the atmosphere. The sounds of looting, rioting, and plundering fell
silent and far behind them, and a tense silence gripped the narrow back alleys.
Then he caught sight of a heavy-set man watching the street from a comfortable
chair beneath the awning of a house that had escaped the destruction. Another
watcher lurked in the shadows of an adjoining alleyway. Both men wore simple
farmer clothing and red headbands, but their clubs and swords marked them
plainly as Ybrazhe. When Houl approached, they nodded and waved him through
without hesitation. 


Well,
hello there! Evren gave
a wry smile. It seems the Syndicate is
keeping the chaos away from their little slice of Shalandra. They had to
have a safe house somewhere nearby—one that likely housed Taghban and what
remained of their leadership.  


Sure enough, Houl entered a house guarded
by two more armed thugs. Through the open door, Evren caught a momentary
glimpse of more people moving around within.


Found
you, you bastards. 


He ducked around a corner before the
watchers spotted him. Thankfully, only two stood visible—he guessed the rest
were tied up keeping the riots in full swing. Unless more men guarded the rear
of the house, he’d have no problem getting close to the building unseen.


He slipped down the back alley, but
cursed as he spotted another pair of heavy-necked thugs watching the rear door.



Damn!
Evren growled a silent
curse as he retreated around a corner. So
much for getting in that way.


His mind raced as he tried to figure out
his next step. Houl had gone into
that house, and the thugs at the front and back made him fairly certain that he
had found the Ybrazhe stronghold. But until he was fully certain, he couldn’t
risk making a move. The only hope of ridding the city of their blight would be
to scoop up as many of their Crew Leaders as possible. 


The Syndicate already operated without
Blackfinger; taking down the last of their command structure could spell the
end of their power in the city. A handful of leaderless thugs would do little
more than stir up trouble. The Indomitables could take care of them once order
had been restored to Shalandra. 


For the next half-hour, Evren made a
wide circuit of the squat three-story building, learning the layout and all the
ins and outs. He wanted to be certain, when the time came, they captured every
damned Ybrazhe thug in that building. 


He had to admit it was a well-chosen
stronghold. The windows on the two lower floors were shuttered and barred, and
a heavy oak door had been hung on both the front and rear entrances. They’d
need a solid battering ram to break through. 


His gaze traveled upward and a smile
touched his lips as he spotted an open window on the top floor. 


Well,
let’s see what you have to offer.


It took less than five minutes to
scramble onto a nearby rooftop and settle into a comfortable position studying
the Ybrazhe’s hideout from cover. Evren had to move with caution—the roof’s
thatching had begun to sag, crumbling away in a few places—but he found a good
perch on a solid roof beam.


From his new vantage point, he realized
he still couldn’t see into the upper floor window. The Ybrazhe had chosen the
only three-story building on the street, giving them unparalleled lines of
sight without fear of anyone looking in on their activities. 


Well-chosen,
indeed.  


Growling his frustration, he turned his
attention to the upper-floor window. A two-story building stood just close
enough that he might be able to leap from its rooftop to that of the Ybrazhe’s
building. From there, it would be an easy climb up to that window. It would be
much easier to get a head count of the Syndicate’s manpower from the inside.


Just as he rose from cover, a face
appeared at the window. Immediately, Evren threw himself flat against the roof,
so quickly he nearly fell off his perch. Thatching rustled and wood creaked,
setting Evren’s heart hammering. Yet he forced himself to lay still, his senses
attuned for any shout of alarm. Did they
see me? 


No alarm sounded. Silence met his ears,
broken only by the low, distant roaring of the rioters.


A sigh of relief escaped Evren’s lips. That was too damned close!


Cautiously, he pulled himself upward and
peered over the bridge of the roof. A man stood framed in the window, a smoking
pipe clenched between his teeth. He seemed so peaceful, a strange sight amid
the chaos that gripped Shalandra. He puffed calmly on his pipe, knocked some
ash loose, then puffed again.


The light of the late afternoon sun
splashed across the man’s square jaw, sloped forehead, and patchy black beard.
Evren recognized him from his visit to Blackfinger’s hideout. He had been one
of the thugs lounging about in the upstairs as the Syndicate thugs hauled Evren
downstairs. His calm composure, the unhurried meticulousness of the way he
smoked the pipe, and his relaxed attitude told Evren this man was very likely
in charge.


Could
it be Taghban? Houl and
the other Syndicate thugs had spoken of Taghban as if he was their superior.
Perhaps he was the highest-ranked Ybrazhe Crew Leader still alive, or simply
the one that had taken control in Blackfinger’s absence. 


A fierce grin split his lips as he slid
back down the sloped roof. Now to go for
reinforcements.


Kodyn and Aisha had their own missions,
but he knew someone who could help. Issa had the authority to summon
Indomitables to help them capture the Ybrazhe—or convince Lady Callista to send
them with her. A couple dozen would suffice to round up everyone in that
building. 


The question was how to find Issa. Last
he’d seen her, she had been racing toward her grandparents’ house. But that had
been hours ago, shortly before sunrise. So much had happened in the last few
hours; she could be anywhere in the city. 


Great!
He sighed. Sounds like another long stroll through the
Serenii tunnels. He’d spent hours the previous day trying to find her, and
had only succeeded thanks to Hykos, Issa’s Archateros trainer. What are the chances the Mistress’ luck will
smile on me twice in a row?


The sun had just touched the western
cliff by the time he descended the rooftops and ducked into the back alley. He
consulted the map of the Serenii tunnels etched into his memory. The nearest
entrance would be a few hundred paces to the west of his current location, near
this tier’s Hall of Bounty. 


He slithered through the deepening
shadows of the alley, his movements cautious to avoid drawing attention. Though
the Ybrazhe had maintained peace in this section of the city, he didn’t dare
risk being spotted by a Syndicate watcher or swept up in the turmoil. 


His gut tightened at the sound of crashing glass that echoed from within a
nearby house. A half-dozen men in rough-spun clothing and red Earaqi headbands
spilled out in a surging rush, their voices strident and boisterous. Evren
ducked into the shadows, hands dropping to his weapons. Yet he stopped, his
daggers half-drawn.


They weren’t shouting “Death to the Pharus!”
or any of the other chants taken up by the mob. Instead, they were singing!


Evren had spent enough time around the
taverns of Vothmot to recognize drinking songs when he heard them. The glass
bottles and sloshing wineskins in the men’s hands made the nature of the house
clear. They had looted a tavern or winehouse. 


With a snort, Evren released his grip on
his weapons and ducked down a side alley, away from the drunken Earaqi. They
were too besotted to notice anything beyond their good fortune at finding
alcohol to drown in. 


A plan formed in his mind as he hurried
toward the entrance to the secret tunnels. He’d found Issa with Lady Callista
at the makeshift command post on the Defender’s Tier. Evren had little doubt
the rioters would be laying siege to the gate barring the way to the Alqati
tier, either at the urgings of the Ybrazhe or out of their own resentment of
the Indomitables. They’d grow tired of taking out their anger on the Intaji and
Zadii, and those in the upper tiers would follow. The Indomitables would likely
be holding that gate to block the only access to Shalandra’s two highest tiers.


That’s
where I’m most likely to find them, then, Evren decided. If not Issa, certainly Lady Callista. She’s proven she’s the more
hands-on type of commander. 


The setting sun painted the golden
sandstone wall with splashes of red, purple, and orange. The colors, usually so
bright and cheerful, brought back memories of the bloodshed and chaos flooding
Shalandra. Evren’s jaw clenched. He had to
do something to restore peace, for the sake of the innocents who suffered at
the hands of evil men. 


Something moved in the shadows ahead.
Evren tensed, hands once more dropping to his daggers. His heart hammered as
dark figures slid from an opening in the sandstone wall and hurried into the
shadows of alleys. Despite their attempts at stealth, the unmistakable clatter of armor caught his ear.


His brow furrowed. Indomitables, down here? 


After a moment’s hesitation, he slipped
toward them, curiosity burning. More and more emerged from the underground
tunnels until he counted a full thirty Indomitables, led by three
heavily-armored warriors. One was a tall, confident-looking warrior who stood a
few inches taller than a younger man Evren recognized as Hykos, the Archateros
that had accompanied Issa. 


Evren sucked in a breath as the third
figure turned and the light of the fading sun highlighted her features. Issa? 


Indomitables and Keeper’s Blades, including Issa. 


What
the hell are they doing here on the Cultivator’s Tier?


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Two


 


[image: Issa1 Small]


 


A palpable tension thickened the still
air in the underground passages, pressing in around Issa. The clatter of the
Indomitables’ half-plate armor sounded loud in the tunnels, amplified by the
heavy breathing of nervous men and women. The crimson light leaking from the
strange Serenii gemstones bathed the faces of her companions in an ominous
glow. 


With every step, pain shot through the
wounds in Issa’s legs. Every breath sent a spike lancing into her side. The
Keeper’s blessing would heal her, but until then, she’d have to suffer in
silence. Giving into the pain would only worsen the anxiety writhing like worms
in her gut. 


Somewhere behind and above her on the
Artisan’s Tier, her Saba fought for his life and to protect Savta. She ached to
go help her grandparents but Lady Callista had made it plain: rescuing these
Indomitables would be the best way to put an end to the riots. The more
soldiers they had, the better chance of restoring order and controlling the
tens of thousands of Earaqi, Mahjuri, and Kabili rampaging through the city.


Issa knew the Lady of Blades was right,
but that didn’t make it any easier to go fight to save someone else when she knew the danger facing her
grandparents. The moment we’re done here,
I’m going to rescue Saba and Savta. Clad in her Blades’ armor and wielding
her flammard, she would fight her way through the crowd if she had to. 


Yet she wasn’t the only person with
loved ones in danger. The thirty Indomitables and five Keeper’s Blades in the
tunnels beside her likely had family and friends threatened by the chaos. Like
them, she had to focus on the larger picture of saving the city, not just
concern herself solely with the wellbeing of those close to her. The day she
joined the Keeper’s Blades, she had sworn the oath to serve all of Shalandra. That service came
first, even if it went against the instincts shrieking in her mind. 


Ormroth, the Ypertatos in command of
this force, brought up the lead. Despite the danger that awaited them, he
seemed at ease, an island of calm confidence amidst the storm of turmoil. He’d
issued terse, succinct orders in a controlled tone that revealed little of the
urgency he must be feeling. Sunset lay less than half an hour off. Their attack
on the Hall of Bounty would commence all too soon.


Issa was glad not to be the one giving
orders in this situation. Forty-five of them prepared to face hundreds of angry
rioters, perhaps thousands. Her weapons training and physical conditioning had
done little to prepare her for commanding a battle. She could only hope Ormroth
was as competent as he was calm.


Lady
Callista had to trust him to put him in charge of this attack.  


As per Ormroth’s orders, Issa and Hykos
followed on his heels. 


“Stay close,” he’d told her before leading
their company into the underground tunnels. “I’ll be asking for your thoughts
on how best to approach the situation when we arrive.” The Ypertatos appeared
to be the sort of commander more concerned with getting the job done than
worrying about what it looked like to take advice from a prototopoi. That
earned him a healthy dose of Issa’s respect.


Hykos was a reassuring presence at her
side. His face was a mask of calm, though Issa felt the nervous energy
radiating from him. When facing the Gatherer attack a few days earlier, he’d
proven himself a truly capable warrior. When it came time to fight, she could
think of no one better to battle at her side. 


The thirty Indomitables following on
their heels remained silent—both out of nervous tension and wordless amazement
at the tunnels. Though Lady Callista had been loath to reveal the secret of the
passages to the soldiers, exigent circumstances demanded it. She had, however,
sworn them all to secrecy, on their eternity in the Long Keeper’s arms. The underground
tunnels would only remain secret if they held their tongues.


Two more Keeper’s Blades— Ypertatos
Tiaten and Chirak, Etai’s Archateros trainer—brought up the rear. Both women
appeared to have at least a passing relationship with Ormroth and followed his
orders without hesitation. 


Issa marveled at the silence from the
rear of their small column. Nysin, usually so strident in his complaints,
marched without a word. He and the rest of her company of ten trainees had been
assigned to join their expeditionary force. Lady Callista had divided the one
hundred twenty Indomitables-in-training among the three companies attacking the
Halls of Bounty. Given the enemy they faced—one that had the advantage of
numbers and knew the city better than they did—every sword counted. 


“We’re here.” Ormroth’s quiet words
echoed from the head of the column.


“Halt!” Hykos called out. 


Ormroth turned to Issa. The crimson glow
filling the tunnels painted his face in a somber light. “Let’s hear what you’ve
come up with, Prototopoi.” 


His tone caught Issa off-guard. Tannard
would have shouted at her, insulted her, and ignored whatever she had to say.
Ormroth, however, appeared genuinely interested in hearing her advice. 


“What can you tell me about the layout
of the Hall of Bounty and the surrounding streets?” the Ypertatos asked.


Issa’s brow furrowed in thought. She had
spent far too many hours standing in the queue formed before the Hall of
Bounty, waiting beside her grandmother until they reached the Ministrants
doling out their meager rations. Before her training with Killian, she’d also
loved running around the back streets playing hide-and-capture with fellow
Earaqi children. 


“The Hall of Bounty’s located on the
north side of Commoner’s Row.” She spoke in a slow, contemplative voice. “The
front entrance faces the main avenue, which means it’s the most likely point
for the enemy to attack.”


Ormroth nodded. “Side and rear
entrances?”


“One on the east side,” Issa said. She
had nearly broken her arm there a day before her tenth nameday, wrapped up in
chasing her neighbor’s grandson. “That street that feeds from Commoner’s Row to
that entrance is wide enough for two wagons to pass abreast.” She scrunched up
her face. “I can’t remember any rear entrances, and the west wall is solid stone.”


“Understood.” Ormroth turned to Hykos.
“Your thoughts, Archateros?”


Hykos frowned. “I’m willing to gamble
that the enemy has split their forces to besiege both entrances.” He shot a
glance at Issa. “Which of the two is more defensible?”


Issa summoned a memory of the last time
she’d stood in line for rations, more than three years ago. “The front entrance
is barred by a door of solid oak affixed to a steel railing, likely with a
heavy locking bar. But its breadth means it’s more vulnerable to assault than
the smaller side gate.” 


During her lessons among the Keeper’s
Blades, Invictus Dyrkton had taught her that smaller entrances could be more
easily defended. Doors and windows were vulnerabilities in solid walls,
weaknesses that could be exploited by attackers and thus required more effort
to protect. 


Ormroth nodded. “Then tell me,
Prototopoi, if you were trying to capture the hall, where would you concentrate
your assault?” 


The question took Issa by surprise—not
that she lacked an answer, but that Ormroth had asked it in the first place.


“The front,” she said without
hesitation. “The defenders will be forced to divide their assault between the
two, but the main entrance is the more vulnerable point.”


“Leaving a smaller force on the east
side of the hall.” Ormroth nodded. “That, then, is where we will concentrate
our assault. If we can clear a path to the east door, we will give the
Indomitables trapped within a path to escape.”


“Sir, if I may suggest a plan of
attack?” Issa spoke, her confidence growing. Ormroth had proven himself willing
to listen to her advice; perhaps he’d consider her strategy.


The Ypertatos gave a permissive wave.
“I’m listening.”


“If we attack while all of the besiegers
are concentrated on the hall, we may very well find ourselves outnumbered. But
I have an idea that may be able to draw off a significant number. However…” She
hesitated now. 


“Speak,” Ormroth commanded.


“It involves a great deal of risk to a
small number of our company,” Issa said. 


Ormroth’s brow furrowed. “Yet you
believe that it’s worth the peril?”


“If it works, yes.”


“Tell me this idea, Prototopoi,” Ormroth
said, “but the final decision will be mine.”


Issa explained her plan. As she spoke,
the furrows in Ormroth’s brow deepened. 


He tugged on his tight-braided chin
beard. “Splitting our forces like that could diminish the effectiveness of the
attack.”


“I understand,” Issa said, “which is why
I suggest only a small contingent splits off. No more than five or ten. Enough
to draw their attention but not enough to weaken our attack.”


“I presume you intend to lead this small company?” Ormroth cocked an eyebrow. 


Issa straightened. “I wouldn’t commit
anyone to a danger I wasn’t willing to face myself.”


“An honorable sentiment, one worthy of a
Keeper’s Blade.” Approval shone in Ormroth’s eyes. “And yet, I believe we have
another better-suited to the task.” He turned to the column. “Tiaten!”


The Blade who shouldered to the front
appeared to be in her thirties, with a heart-shaped face, dark eyes, and
close-cropped hair. “Ypertatos?” 


Ormroth relayed Issa’s strategy. “The
Long Keeper has blessed you with the gift of speed, making you the choice to
command the company. You may choose the Indomitables you believe best-suited.”


“Sir!” came a voice from the rear of the
column, “I’d like to volunteer.”


“Me, too,” echoed a second voice.


Issa’s gut clenched as she recognized
the two speakers. Enyera and Rilith, both Earaqi caste, the fastest of her
trainees.


Enyera shot Issa a tight smile. “Issa
will agree that there’s no one faster than us.”


Ormroth turned to her with a questioning
gaze, and Issa nodded. 


“So be it,” he said, his tone solemn.
“You will accompany—”


“I’ll be damned if I let you two go and
do something stupid without me,” came Nysin’s voice.


“Or me,” Viddan echoed. 


The two Indomitable trainees pushed
their way to the front. 


“Begging your pardon, sir.” Viddan
looked Ormroth in the eye, though he stood a foot shorter than the Blade. “We
may not be as fast as these two, but we know our way around the lower tiers as
well as anyone.”


“We’ve got the best chance of ducking
out of sight and getting to safety.” Nysin shot a wink at Issa. “Besides, we’re
some of the only Indomitables who know how to find and open these tunnels.
Makes for a quick getaway if we find ourselves in trouble.”


To Issa’s surprise, the rest of her
small company of trainees pushed to the front, volunteering for the dangerous
task. Pride and gratitude mingled with worry for their wellbeing. They truly
had the most perilous assignment of all. 


Ormroth contemplated for a long moment,
a little smile on his lips. “Your bravery does you credit, all of you, but I
can only spare four of you.” He turned to Tiaten. “The choice is yours.”


The Ypertatos settled on the four that
had volunteered first. 


Ormroth turned to Hykos. “Archateros,
you will accompany me with the bulk of our forces, while Issa will accompany
Archateros Chirak to—”


“With all due respect, Ypertatos, Issa
is my Prototopoi.” Hykos’ spine was
rigid, a stubborn cast to his jaw. “Despite the dire circumstances, it is still
my duty to oversee her training. With your permission, I would have her
accompany me.”


Warmth flooded Issa, and she flushed to
the roots of her hair. 


Ormroth’s lips pressed together, though
Issa couldn’t tell if he frowned or smiled. “Very well, Archateros. Archateros
Chirak will join me in the primary assault, and you and Issa will lead the
flank attack.”


“Thank you, sir.” Hykos saluted.


Ormroth inclined his head. “So be it. You
have your orders. May the Faces of Justice, Vengeance, and Mercy smile on you
this night.”


 


* * *


 


A fist of iron clenched Issa’s chest as
she caught sight of the mob surrounding the Hall of Bounty. Close to three
hundred raging Earaqi, Mahjuri, and Kabili swirled around the front entrance,
shouting, screaming, and waving weapons of steel and wood. Thirty of the
rioters had turned a Mahjuri handcart into an improvised battering ram, which
they drove over and over again into the wooden door. 


To her relief, only half that number
stood between her and the barred side entrance. However, she had only eight
Indomitables—a Protector, two Dictators, and five Neophytes. All bore the hard
eyes, grizzled faces, and unwavering expressions of veterans. Yet even with her
and Hykos added to the mix, they were still outnumbered fifteen to one.


Not
the sort of odds any sane person would favor, Issa thought. Yet, the circumstances
were anything but sane. Shalandra had gone mad and their only hope of restoring
order and reason was to fight. 


From her position in the shadows of an
alley, she had a clear view of the front of the Hall of Bounty. She would be
ready to move when Ormroth and his men executed their part of the plan.


Her gaze went to Hykos, who stood silent
and solemn beside her. She wanted to ask why he’d insisted on fighting beside
her. It could be argued that theirs was the far more dangerous and desperate
role. 


Yet a part of her was glad he had spoken up. His calm was infectious,
his strong confidence a comfort. She had a passing acquaintance with Chirak,
but had spent the last weeks training with Hykos. She knew his fighting style,
his speed, his abilities, even the way he walked and ran. When it came down to
a desperate battle for their lives, there were few people she’d rather have at
her side. They could count on each other no matter what. 


Her mind flashed to the faces of her new
friends: pale-skinned Kodyn, the fierce Aisha, the swarthy Evren, Lady Briana,
and the young Hailen. She hadn’t seen them since they parted ways earlier that
morning.


Keeper,
protect them in this madness,
she prayed. The Face of Mercy had smiled on them before; she could only hope
their good fortune held and they survived the turmoil.


The sight of movement on the street
beyond the mob drove all other thoughts from Issa’s mind. Even in the early
evening gloom, she recognized Enyera and Rilith. The two trainees leaned
heavily on each other, staggering and swaying like drunks. Blood stained their
faces and they carried no swords. 


A moment later, Tiaten emerged from the
shadows behind them, half-carrying the sagging forms of Viddan and Nysin. Nysin
gave a loud, theatric groan. 


“Help!” croaked Enyera. “Help us!” 


Their call turned only a few heads, but
that was enough.


“Indomitables!” came one shout. 


“Keeper’s Blade!” another voice echoed.


More and more throats took up the cry as
the mob turned toward the staggering, apparently wounded soldiers. The rhythmic
thump, thump, thump of the battering
ram continued unabated, but the cries of “Break it down!” quietened for a
heartbeat as the crowd sought out new victims. 


A shout shattered the moment. “Get
them!” A deep-throated roar erupted as a mass of rioters turned away from their
siege of the Hall of Bounty and raced toward the wounded soldiers.


Get
out of there! Issa
shouted in her mind. The five of them were a diversion, but if they didn’t flee
soon, they’d be victims.


Her shoulders tightened as more and more
of the Earaqi, Kabili, and Mahjuri abandoned the siege to pursue the soldiers.
Tiaten and the four Indomitable trainees turned and tried to hobble away, but
that only incited the crowd to greater fury. Roars of triumph echoed from a
hundred lips as armed rioters charged their wounded prey.


A new cry pierced the darkness. “For the
Pharus!” 


Twenty-odd figures burst from the
shadows of the alleys near Commoner’s Row and crashed into the pursuing mob.
Disorganized, spread out, the rioters had no coherence or opportunity to defend
themselves before the black-armored soldiers hit them. Their cries of victory
turned to horror, pain, and terror as the Indomitables and Keeper’s Blades cut
them down.


“For Shalandra!” Ormroth’s roaring cry
echoed above the shrieking, panicking throng. 


The Indomitables and Archateros Chirak
took up the call, until the words “For the Pharus! For Shalandra!” echoed all
along Commoner’s Row. The black-armored soldiers hewed through the rioters,
their sharp blades and grim resolve more than a match for flesh, rusted steel,
and fury. The disciplined Indomitables, led by the steadfast Ormroth and the
impossibly strong Chirak, cut a swath of terrible destruction through the mob.


“Bring them down!” 


The cry,   which
came from the nearby side entrance, sounded as music to Issa’s ears.


Yes!


Hope surged within her as half of the besiegers
abandoned the assault—at the urging of men in splinted leather armor—and raced
toward the battle on Commoner’s Row.


Seventy-five
to ten? Issa’s
gauntleted hands balled into tight fists. Those
are odds I can deal with.


Her plan had worked. The way to the east
entrance wasn’t clear, but she had faith in her men’s ability to battle
through.


Pain flared in her right side as she
drew her two-handed flammard, but the familiar weight of the steel brought a
sense of comfort. It felt like forever since she’d held it. She pushed back
against the discomfort in her wounded body, her resolve growing as hard and
sharp as the sword in her hand.


She shot Hykos a questioning glance. He
smiled and nodded, as if to say “All yours.”


With a fierce smile, Issa hissed the
command. “Bring the bastards down!”


 












Chapter Twenty-Three
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A blinding wall of blue-white light met
Aisha as she stepped out of the secret tunnel and into the Keeper’s Crypt. The
spirits of Shalandra’s dead clustered around the huge, ornate tombs erected in
honor of the Dhukari. 


Aisha glanced around, trying to get her
bearings in the underground tombs. Torches shone off to her right, far in the
distance, their glimmer only barely visible between the mausoleums, obelisks,
and sandstone statues. That would be the entrance to the Gate of Tombs, the
opening that led from the Citadel of Stone into the crypts. Guards would be
stationed there, which meant the militants she sought would go as far in the
opposite direction as possible.


The pull of the Kish’aa drew Aisha to the west, deeper into the Keeper’s Crypts.
Though she could see no movement in the tombs, nothing to guide her toward her
targets, she trusted the spirits to lead her.


The dead had cried out for vengeance,
filling Aisha’s mind with glimpses of men unearthing graves. Hallar’s Warriors
desecrated the tombs of Shalandra’s dead. She had no idea why, but the spirits’
relentless demands spurred her to break into a run.  


Aisha’s heart leapt to her throat as a
quiet shuffling, scraping sounded in the darkness behind her. She ducked behind
a huge marble obelisk, pulse racing. The noise echoed somewhere in the
distance, far enough that she didn’t have to worry about being overtaken.
Rather than drawing closer, it seemed they moved away from her. 


What
was that? Her mind
flashed to the Ghandian legends of the adze,
a shape-shifting creature that could drain a human of blood and feasted on
the organs of wayward children. Or the Okanele,
death-bringers and soul-stealers, monstrous creatures that served the will
of the wicked Inzayo Okubi.


Shalandra had its own legends of the
Stumblers, creatures neither dead nor alive, but souls trapped between life and
death, spirits bound to their bodies by dark magics. Yet Aisha knew the truth:
they were simply legends and myths. Such creatures didn’t exist. 


All the same, she didn’t stick around to
find out what lay hidden in the darkness behind her, but moved quickly north,
following the spirits’ guidance.
Relief flooded her as the sounds faded into the distance. 


She followed the urging of the Kish’aa through the ornate tombs of the
Dhukari. Marble-tiled mausoleums stood next to figures of pure jade, obelisks
cut from midnight-colored onyx, and sarcophagi glittering with hundreds of
precious gemstones. One pair of gold-plated, eerily lifelike statues caught her
attention. The plaque at the base read, “Lord and Lady Damuria of Voramis”.


Silence and shadows surrounded her. The
soft blue-white light of the spirits illuminated the darkness, turning the
crypts as bright as midday. Yet in the brilliance, the utter stillness of the
tombs seemed all the eerier.  


The Kish’aa
guided her steps, but Aisha remained fully alert. She’d spent years stalking
the Night Guild tunnels or creeping through the shadows with Kodyn; she knew
how to stay wary even when no visible threat presented itself. Danger always
came when it was least expected. 


Nothing but solid, dust-covered stone
met her eyes. Through the darkness, she caught a glimpse of a stone wall in the
northwest. She had no idea how far into the mountain the tombs had been cut,
but she guessed she’d found the northern edge. 


But something in the distance caught her
eye. She sucked in a quiet breath as she spotted a hole carved into the wall.
The opening was large enough for her to pass through upright. Blood turned to
ice at the sight of light flickering on the other side of the hole. 


She had found Hallar’s Warriors. 


Drawing in a deep breath, Aisha slipped
through the hole in the wall. The crudely carved passage ran for ten paces before
entering another section of tombs beyond. These, however, lacked the
ornamentation of the Dhukari memorials outside, but were simple rectangular
sarcophagi carved from a stone somehow blacker than onyx. Row upon row of them
had been laid out in neat, almost military precision.  


The light of oil lamps and lanterns
guided her westward, deep into the tomb. The chink, chink of metal striking stone grew louder with every step.


Tension knotted her forearms, and she
gripped the wooden handle of her arm-length assegai. Her heart raced, pulse
pounding in her ears. Even though she knew the Kish’aa would warn her of danger, as they had in the past, her
instincts screamed of peril all around. 


Then, in the distance, Aisha caught
sight of the militants. Twenty of them, men and women alike, moved furtively
among the black sarcophagi in pairs. But they made no move to open the casks
and pry out the bodies inside. Instead, one of each pair clambered atop the
casks and gripped the crosses that sprouted from the lids, while the other used
a hammer and chisel to chip away at the mortar. 


Mortar crumbled and the sound of
clattering stone echoed off the high ceilings. A moment later, one of the men
pulled the cross free with a ring of
steel on stone. Aisha’s breath froze in her lungs. Those aren’t crosses. They’re swords! 


Long swords, long enough to be wielded
with two hands, with flame-shaped blades made of black steel.


The swords of the Keeper’s Blades. 


Her jaw dropped. The purpose behind the
militants’ actions suddenly crystalized in her mind. Hallar’s Warriors didn’t
simply desecrate the graves for the sheer horror of it—they collected weapons
to arm themselves for battle.


Keeper’s
teeth! Aisha’s eyes
roved the black sarcophagi standing solemn guard in the tombs. Scores, perhaps
hundreds, had been stripped of their swords, leaving only midnight-colored
casks with empty slots where their blade should rest. 


The Kish’aa
clustered in this section of the crypts so thickly they lit up the darkness as
far as Aisha could see. Hundreds wore the black, spiked plate mail of Keeper’s
Blades, yet most—thousands upon thousands—could only be the spirits of those
slain by the swords. Aisha had first seen it on the journey to Shalandra, when
she saw the sword wielded by Ypertatos Ormroth. Somehow, the black Shalandran
steel bound the souls of their victims for all eternity. 


Suddenly, the flashes she’d seen from
the spirits in the militants’ hideouts made sense. Hallar’s Warriors had worn
these swords, stolen from the vault reserved for the fallen Keeper’s Blades.
Each of those weapons offered the power of the Kish’aa, the thousands killed during the Blades’ life of service. 


Hallar’s Warriors cared nothing for the
spirits; they wanted the swords to wield against their mortal enemies. These
weapons, the tools used by the Keeper’s Blades to protect Shalandra, would be
the city’s downfall. Yet the bound Kish’aa
imbued those weapons with far more power than normal steel. Aisha had seen
the devastation caused by the swords wielded by a Keeper’s Blade and backed by
the energy of the dead.


The spirits within her—the slain
Keeper’s Blades, champions of Shalandra—tugged her toward the men and women
desecrating the grave. They filled her head with images of battle: glorious
horseback charges into walls of spearmen, blood-soaked ground and piles of
corpses, a rush of triumph and bloodlust as steel sang the terrible song of
death.


With effort, Aisha forced her body to
remain motionless. No, she insisted. I am not a Keeper’s Blade. I have no armor,
no army at my back. She stood alone against twenty militants. This was a
battle she could not fight, even with the spirits at her side. 


Yet she knew she had to do something. She couldn’t stand by while
Hallar’s Warriors robbed the graves and armed themselves to kill more
innocents. And the call of the Kish’aa
echoed loud in her mind. Their demands for vengeance, for justice threatened to
shatter her skull. 


A call from nearby sent her ducking for
cover. “...those swords to the old man, then the East Gate,” a man’s voice
said.  


Two militants hurried in her direction,
each carrying a fabric-bound bundle in their arms. The objects within the
bundles shifted with a metallic clank. The
sharp tips of a dozen flammards poked through the cloth wrappings.


Again, Aisha felt torn. The dead needed
her help here, but she couldn’t let
Hallar’s Warriors disappear with all those weapons. Those swords, backed by the
power of the Kish’aa, could kill
hundreds. The militants would make the terrible situation in Shalandra far
worse. 


A trail of spirits moved along in the
wake of the stolen swords. Keeper’s Blades and their slain enemies alike fixed
empty eyes on the blades tethered to their souls. Their wailing sounded so loud
Aisha thought her eardrums would shatter.


One Blade in particular caught her eye.
A strong, broad-shouldered woman, with hair cut short around her temples and
one long braided lock hanging down her back. Her clothing appeared ancient, her
armor nothing more than a single solid breastplate. 


The spirit of the woman turned empty
eyes toward Aisha, her mouth pleading. Aisha’s hand went to the pendant around
her neck. The moment her fingers touched the Serenii stone, the cries of the Kish’aa turned from incoherent wails to
a cacophony of pleading, demanding, insistent voices. Aisha recoiled beneath
the tumult, tears streaming down her eyes. Gritting her teeth, she forced her
mind to focus on the voice of that one Blade.


What
do you want? she asked
the spirit.


The Blade’s response was lost in the
discordant cries of the dead. Aisha drew in a deep breath, gripped the pendant
tighter, and tried again.


Tell
me what you want, servant of Shalandra.


This time, the woman’s voice pierced the
cacophony. To defend in death even as I
did in life. It is my duty as a Keeper’s Blade. 



For a moment, the spirit seemed torn in
two. One second she drifted back north, toward her grave, the next floated
after the men that had stolen her sword.


Defend
what? Aisha asked.


The
Tomb of Hallar, the
Blade answered. We are forever bound. Despite
her words, she seemed desperate to retrieve her sword. 


Aisha sucked in a breath. She’s literally bound! The swords were
more than just weapons; they bonded to the Blades in life and death. 


Give
me your power, she
commanded, and I will help you retrieve what
has been stolen.


She could feel the hesitation, the
indecision warring within the spirit. Duty tore the Blade in two; service to
her city and her bond to her sword threatened to split her apart. 


Come!
Aisha repeated the
command. Together, we will restore you to
your final duty. 


The spirit obeyed her call. The ghostly
blue-white figure drifted closer, ethereal fingers reaching for Aisha. Aisha
dared not move from her hiding place, but she focused all her willpower into
pulling the spirit toward her. 


She stifled a shuddering gasp as the
Blade’s spirit infused her body. Energy crackled within her, lightning coursing
up and down her veins. A barrage of images assaulted her mind, flashing by too
fast for her to see clearly, yet each leaving an indelible mark on her soul.
The spirit’s name formed on her lips. Shishak,
called Queenslayer.


The images slowly faded around her, and
she stood once more in the darkness of the Keeper’s Crypts. The two men had
disappeared into the darkness—long seconds had passed in the grip of the
spirit’s memories—yet she could still catch up.


This time, Aisha didn’t hesitate. Silent
as a stalking leopard, she slipped from the shadows of the obelisk and hurried
up the stone path after the two men. She couldn’t be more than a few seconds
behind them. The call of Shishak’s blade drew her toward the men. She had to
stop them from leaving with those swords. The Keeper’s Blades had sworn to
guard the Tomb of Hallar, and those swords were the link that held them bound
to their duty. 


The scuff
of boots on stone echoed through the hole in the stone wall. Aisha risked a
glance down the crude passage and saw the flash of a cloak disappearing into
the darkness. She counted five heartbeats—enough time for the militants to get
away from the hole—before slipping into the opening. 


At the far end, she caught sight of the
two men flitting through the darkness ahead. They moved as silently as their
heavy bundles allowed, giving the torchlight to the east a wide berth. Yet the
blue-white light of Shalandra’s dead illuminated the crypts, giving Aisha a
clear view of her targets. 


I
won’t let them get away,
she promised Shishak. Together, we will—



She just stepped out of the tunnel when
a mailed hand seized her throat. A tall, heavily-armored figure whipped her
around and slammed her into the wall. Aisha’s head cracked against stone hard
enough to daze her. Sparks whirled in her vision and, for a moment, the tombs
spun around her. The gauntleted fingers wrapped around her throat cut off her
air and threatened to crush her windpipe. 


Yet even disoriented and at a
disadvantage, she was anything but helpless. She had demanded Master Serpent
teach her to fight in any conditions, under any circumstances. The Bloody Hand
had drugged her in an effort to render her compliant. She’d trained
intoxicated, drunk, gagged, bound, suffocated, and every other impaired state
he could devise—all so she’d never be helpless again.


Aisha’s right hand lashed out, thrusting
her assegai toward her captor’s throat. Steel clanged on hard steel but her enemy grunted in pain. With her left
hand, Aisha reached for the hand latched on to her neck, searching for the
fingers. A quick snap of bone would free her from her enemy, and she’d be free
to—


“Aisha?” a familiar woman’s voice asked.


 












Chapter Twenty-Four
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Kodyn tried not to worry about Aisha
going into the Keeper’s Crypts on her own, but couldn’t quite shove the fear
out of his mind. He hated the idea of her alone, surrounded by so many spirits,
given the physical toll they inflicted on her body. Of course, the threat of
Hallar’s Warriors certainly didn’t help. With no one but the dead as back-up,
she could find herself in serious trouble.


But, as usual, he couldn’t argue with
her reasoning. She had been right to
say that they needed to split up. If the building housed the militants and the
strangely-named Dayblood and Iron Warlord leading them, he had to find them,
perhaps even do something to stymie their plans.


Anger surged within him. When the time
came, he would be right there when every last one of Hallar’s Warriors were
dragged into Murder Square to stand trial and execution. They deserved no less
after all the misery they’d caused. Not only to him, but all of Shalandra. 


They had organized the riots that nearly
killed Briana and Hailen. They had
attacked the temple, staged the assassination attempt in the palace, murdered
Indomitables. How much more of the suffering in the city could be laid at their
feet? 


Fury fueled his muscles as he clambered up
the two-story wall, leapt the gap onto the second-floor balcony, and scrambled
onto the rooftop. Though this mansion had flat roofs, there were no skylights
to offer easy access into the building. It did, however, have a third-floor
balcony with sliding glass doors. He’d mastered the art of open latches on
sliding doors his first month in House Hawk. Once inside, he’d scout out the
place, learn what he could about the bastards, and get out before they knew he
was there. 


The low hum of voices grew louder as he
approached the balcony. He moved closer, careful not to make a sound on the
tiled rooftop. As he approached the edge, he dropped to his belly and slithered
closer until he could make out the words.


“…incompetent fools can’t even murder the
fat Councilors properly!” The first voice was harsh and growling, almost
animalistic, yet oddly twisted and garbled with a strange stiffness. 


“According to Gallei, they were attacked
by the same youths that stymied our efforts to obtain the artifacts.” The
second man tended to slur his words, struggling with sibilant sounds. 


Kodyn’s blood froze in his veins. They’re talking about us! He inched
closer until he could just see over the lip of the flat roof. Just for an
instant before ducking down, but in that moment, he caught a glimpse of one of
the two speakers. 


He was tall, likely the tallest man
Kodyn had ever seen, with broad shoulders and a warrior’s build. A hooded black
cloak concealed most of his head, but it had been pulled far enough back for Kodyn
to get a good look at the man’s face. No, not his face—the polished iron mask
that covered him from forehead to chin.


The
Iron Warlord!


“The temple must be our first priority,”
the iron-faced man rumbled. “Without that key, my plan to claim the circlet and
dagger cannot proceed. I will resort to other
methods if I must.”


“Your plan?” came the half-slurred
reply. The words were tainted with an unctuous layer of servility. “Forgive my
presumption, Master, but did I, too, not offer counsel of value in this
matter?”


“Your value is clear, Dayblood.” The Iron Warlord’s voice had
a dangerous, snarling edge. “Yet do not forget your place is not as my equal.”


Kodyn’s breath caught in his lungs. He
had found the men he sought. The leaders of Hallar’s Warriors stood mere paces
from him. If only he had a throwing dagger, he could put an end to it now.


“Of course, Master,” replied Dayblood,
subservient and cringing. “I could never presume to consider myself your equal,
Venerable One.”


“Remember that, as you fulfill my
instructions.” The Iron Warlord’s tone grew somehow harder. “Unless you no
longer desire the promised reward.”


“No, Master!” Panic tinged Dayblood’s
slurred voice. “I will see it done, no matter the cost.”  


“Good. I expect nothing less.” The Iron
Warlord’s words echoed menace. “I will claim what is mine by right of blood and
strength. Drown the city in blood if you must, but get that key! It is the only
way to bring on the destiny foretold.” 


“Yes, Master.” 


A moment of silence elapsed, broken by
the Iron Warlord. “You have served me well these months, Dayblood.” His voice
had softened a fraction. “The day of your ascension is nigh. Do not fail me so
close to my victory. Our victory.”


“My life and soul are yours, Venerable
One.” 


“Indeed, they are.”


The words sent a shudder down Kodyn’s
spine. He didn’t scare easily, but something about that tone of voice, the cold
assurance in the Iron Warlord’s tone, twisted his gut. 


Boots clacked on the tile floor, the sound fading in seconds. Again,
Kodyn inched forward to peer over the edge of the roof. The tall, hooded man
had gone, leaving only a stooped hunched figure—the man with the slurring,
garbled voice.


Groebus?



Kodyn’s heart froze between beats. He
didn’t dare move closer, yet he had to
get a better look at the man. He shifted forward a hand’s breadth until he
could see the man’s features: bald head encircled by an ornate gold-and-black
Necroseti headdress, face twisted and drooping on one side, his spine tilted at
an awkward angle and his back hunched forward. There was no mistaking it: it
was the man from the Palace of Golden Eternity and again at Angrak’s
assassination.


His mind raced. Groebus is Dayblood? Suddenly, the pieces clicked into place. 


Ennolar’s words flashed through his
mind. “Groebus is a minor priest of the
Necroseti. He is renowned for his sharp intellect, on par with some of the
brightest in our own temple, but his physical limitations preclude him from
ever rising high in the Keeper’s Priesthood.”


Kodyn didn’t know what “promised reward”
the Iron Warlord dangled before him, but it was enough that Groebus would
betray his oath to the Long Keeper and his service to Shalandra. 


Anger surged within Kodyn. The bastard! 


Groebus had used his sharp intellect to
orchestrate all this chaos and bloodshed. He could be the high-ranked Necroseti
that opened the way for the Gatherers to attack the palace the night of
Arch-Guardian Suroth’s death. He’d likely been the intermediary between the
Ybrazhe and the Keeper’s Council, and now he coordinated Hallar’s Warriors
attacks on the city. This hunchback was the reason Briana and Hailen were in
danger. 


The Iron Warlord had made it clear: he
had to get something from within the Temple of Whispers, likely one of Suroth’s
artifacts, at any cost. The rioters hadn’t yet broken into the Secret Keeper’s
temple, and likely wouldn’t get through that steel vault door anytime soon. But
something about the Iron Warlord’s words and Groebus response told Kodyn that
the two had other plans in motion.


Sunset turned the night cool, but anger
burned hot and bright within Kodyn’s chest. His fists clenched so tightly his
hands shook. 


He peered over the lip of the roof
again. Groebus still leaned against the balcony, his pudgy frame hanging oddly given
his hunched spine. So weak, so defenseless.


Kodyn’s hand slipped toward his dagger. I could end it all here, now. It would
be the work of a few seconds to drop onto the balcony behind the traitorous
priest and drive a dagger into his back. Either that, or a hard shove would
knock him over the railing for a three-story drop. 


Aisha’s words sprang to his mind. “You don’t need to play hero to be a hero. Be
clever and think cautiously, like we both know you can!” 


This was
the clever thing. With one quick attack, he could put an end to one of the
ringleaders of the turmoil in Shalandra. Groebus’ death would hamstring the
Iron Warlord’s operations. Perhaps even cause them to grind to a permanent
halt. At the very least, it would give Kodyn enough time to bring Lady Callista
down hard on the true culprits. 


His jaw tightened. I’ve got to do it!


Yet, before he could move, a shuffling
sound echoed from below him. Heart hammering, Kodyn slithered forward. 


Damn
it! The balcony was
empty. Groebus had left.


The scuff
of sandals on stone was close but growing fainter as Groebus limped away.
Kodyn set his jaw and drew his blade. The traitorous priest still hadn’t
escaped his reach. He could kill the man inside the house as easily as on the
balcony.


Without hesitation, Kodyn dropped off
the rooftop and landed on the balcony with hardly a sound. Groebus stood
inside, just three short steps away, his back turned to the open sliding door.
Kodyn’s leg muscles coiled like cart springs, his grip tightening on his blade.
He fixed his eyes on Groebus’ back, searching for the spot beside his twisted
spine where he would strike. His dagger would punch through gold-and-black
cloth, slide between his ribs, and slice open his heart. Quick and dirty, the
Serpent way.


He had just hurled himself forward when
the door opened. Three militants clad in splinted armor and carrying two-handed
flammards filled the doorway. 


That momentary distraction saved
Groebus’ life. Kodyn’s eyes left his prey for an instant, taking in the new
threat. In that second, his blow missed its intended target as Groebus, too,
turned toward the door. The movement turned his body just enough that Kodyn’s
thrust scraped a shallow wound across the back of his ribs. 


Kodyn had no time to alter course. He
collided with the priest and the two of them went down in a tangle of limbs.
Groebus screeched and howled as his face slammed into the tiled floor, Kodyn’s
weight atop him. Kodyn disentangled himself and scrambled to his feet, but the
three men were on him before he could draw his short sword. Only a frantic
backpedal saved him from being impaled and beheaded by two powerful blows of
the long, flame-bladed swords. 


He leapt out of the window and retreated
onto the balcony, but two of the men gave chase. Their heavy blades hacked at
the air, whistling past mere inches from Kodyn’s head, neck, chest, and arms.
He gave as much ground as he could, desperately retreating to buy himself time
to draw his sword. Yet they pressed him hard. Kodyn didn’t dare tear his eyes
from those blades—even a single moment of inattention could cost him his head.


Then his rear foot struck the uneven
edge of a tile and his back leg slammed into the railing. His backward momentum
nearly carried him over the waist-high balustrade. Only his reflexes and
balance, honed over years on the Hawk’s Highway, saved him from plunging to his
death. 


Yet that moment cost him dearly. He’d
barely found his feet before two black steel swords came whipping around, sharp
blades aimed at his neck.


The world slowed to a halt around him.
He couldn’t duck, couldn’t dodge, couldn’t raise his dagger in time to defend
himself. Death had come for him. 


A single thought flashed through his
mind. I’m sorry, Aisha.


“Wait!” came a garbled shout. “Don’t
kill him!” 


The swinging blades stopped a hair’s
breadth from his neck. One actually sliced a shallow cut into his skin, and
blood trickled down to his shoulder. 


Everything resumed motion, and Kodyn
found himself impossibly still alive. Two blades hovered an inch from his
throat, but he managed to draw in a shaky gasp, his eyes flying wide. 


Behind the two Hallar’s Warriors, the
third helped Groebus to stand. Once upright, the pudgy hunchback shook off the
helping hand and limped toward Kodyn. 


“Death would be a kindness.” Groebus’ twisted
lips pulled into a hideous snarl and hatred blazed in his eyes. “What I have in
mind for him will be far, far worse!”  


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Five
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The raging crowd saw Issa, Hykos, and the
Indomitables at the last second. The rioters had no time to drop their crude
battering ram before twelve black-armored soldiers slammed into them. Fury,
steel, and the force of their charge tore through the unprepared besiegers like
a storm ripping across a dusty field. Earaqi, Kabili, and Mahjuri were knocked
off their feet as heavy armor collided with muscle and bone. Swords, clubs,
daggers, and farm implements-turned-weapons fell from senseless fingers. 


Issa’s sword was a blur of black steel
in the fading light, her arms pumping with the steady rhythm of a farmer
threshing wheat. Yet her effort went not into killing, but turning her blows to
prevent the deaths of her enemies. 


These were her people—Earaqi, all her age or a few years older. Even after all
the damage they’d done and the lives they’d taken, she couldn’t wantonly kill
them. If she cut them down, she’d be no better than them.


She slammed the flat of her blade into
exposed heads, rendering her foes unconscious. Her gauntleted fists drove into
faces and chests. The heavy pommel and crossguard of her sword shattered hands,
teeth, and noses with devastating precision. 


Yet, try as she might, she could not
avoid killing entirely. 


All Shalandrans, no matter how poor,
received a basic education at the Institutes of the Seven Faces. That included
not only the rudiments of sums and letters, but also the ways of war. Since its
founding, Shalandra had always been a warlike city—and now it showed in the
skills of its poorest citizens. A snarling, slavering thug swiped at her, his
blow aimed at her throat. Issa’s instincts, honed over years in Killian’s
forge, kicked in. She deflected his blow and, with the grace of a striking
serpent, executed the perfect killing thrust. The man fell back, blood gushing
from a broad puncture in his chest. 


Pain exploded in her injured right side
as something hard clanged off her
armor. The steel absorbed most of the impact, but her bruised ribs groaned
beneath the blow. Issa had no time to think; she reacted, driving the pommel of
her flammard into her attacker’s face hard enough to shatter his jaw. The man
gagged on his own blood, collapsed, and was trampled beneath the next two
assailants to charge her.


Issa blocked a vicious strike and cut
the man down with a savage blow to his leg. Her next enemy rushed her with twin
daggers poised to thrust between the joints of her armor. Issa had no choice
but to finish him before he killed her.


“Issa!” came a shout from beside her. 


She turned toward the call, too late to
do anything but watch the sword descending toward her exposed neck. It would
strike between her helmet and gorget, she knew, a perfect strike that would
slice through flesh, muscle, and spine. Worse, in that instant, she recognized
the man about to kill her: Ittell, grandson of Issumo and Poltana, the young
man she’d chased around this very same Hall of Bounty as a child. 


Steel clanged off steel, striking sparks a hair’s breadth from her face.
Hykos’ long flame-shaped blade knocked aside the man’s sword hard enough to
send him staggering. A moment later, Ittell fell to Hykos’ thrust. The attack,
backed by Hykos’ powerful muscles, punched through the Earaqi’s chest and out
his back, hard enough to bring down the Earaqi behind him.


A dagger of horror punched into Issa’s
gut, knocking the wind from her lungs. She watched as Ittell fell backward,
blood spraying from his mouth. Horror turned to sorrow at the realization that
he had been willing to kill her without hesitation. She’d come within a
heartbeat of death, but Hykos had saved her.


She had no time to dwell on the rush of
emotions. The enemy still outnumbered them four to one. The initial charge had
killed or incapacitated nearly half the rioters, but now their momentum had
slowed and the enemy recovered. Grim determination hardened within Issa as she
set about hewing down her enemies. Enemies that had been neighbors and friends
only days before.


The burden of sorrow grew heavier with
every death. Men and women, old and young, they all fell before the
sickle-shaped khopeshes of the Indomitables and the Blades’ flammards. She
tried to tell herself that these people had chosen
to make themselves her enemy; by threatening the city she had sworn to protect,
they had forced her hand. Yet that made it no easier to see them die. 


Then the last one fell and Issa stood
before the side door to the Hall of Bounty. Beside her, Hykos cut down the two
rioters flanking the door. Issa leapt over the abandoned, bloodstained handcart
and hammered on the door. 


“Open up!” she shouted. “By order of
Lady Callista Vinaus.”


A grunt sounded behind her, accompanied
by twin clashes of steel. Issa
half-turned, sword held at the ready, to fight off the next wave of attackers.
Yet she had a second to breathe; Hykos and the ten Indomitables had the situation
under control. For now. But the others could return any moment, join in the
battle and turn the tide against them. She hammered on the door again. I’ve got to get them out before—


The door suddenly swung open, and the
face of an Indomitable Protector appeared in the crack.


Issa raised her voice to a shout.
“You’ve got to move, all of you!” 


Suspicion flared in the man’s eyes. 


Issa ground her teeth. “By order of Lady
Callista, you are to abandon this post at once.”


“Look here—” the Protector began.


Issa stepped through the doorway and
seized his armor so fast he had no time to protest. She pulled him close until
his face hovered an inch from hers. “You have been given a direct order,
Protector.” She growled in her best imitation of Tannard. “The Hall of Bounty
is valuable, but the lives of you and your men are more valuable. We’ve been
sent to help you fight your way out of here, but if you don’t move, none of us
are getting out of this battle alive. Now get your men moving before I go in
there and drag every one of you mother-loving bastards to safety!” 


Her words had an immediate effect on the
Protector. The man winced as he gave a half-salute and stumbled off into the
Hall of Bounty to shout at his men.


Issa turned back to the battle. “Hykos!
Push them south! We need a clear avenue of retreat.”


“I’ll try!” Hykos made no protest at her
orders; he was too busy fighting off a trio of sword-wielding Earaqi.


Issa’s heart clenched as a fourth
attacker, clad in leather armor and wielding a spiked club, rushed Hykos from
behind. She could almost see the path the club would take—a powerful overhand
blow crashing down on Hykos’ head. The helmet would save his skull, but in the
moment the blow disoriented him, his three assailants would find the joints in
his heavy armor. Only a miracle would save him in that case.


Issa was that miracle. 


She leapt the three feet to the charging
woman and thrust her long blade straight out. A perfect, brutal execution. Her flammard
drove through the woman’s splinted leather armor, slipped between her ribs, and
sliced smooth heart muscle before punching out her other side. The woman
sagged, slid off Issa’s sword, and collapsed into a heap next to the abandoned
battering ram.


With a roar, Issa waded into the fray,
her sword striking down the two men Hykos hadn’t yet finished off. She left the
first alive, though he’d need a healer to set the shattered bone of his
forearm. The second fell beneath a vicious chop that severed his outstretched
arm and bit deep into his forward leg.


Hykos’ sword flashed before her eyes,
passing mere inches from her face. Blood sprayed across the left side of Issa’s
face. Turning, she found another armored man before her, his mouth agape in a
snarl and with Hykos’ sword driven up into his brain. Growling, Issa drove her
boot into his chest, knocking him backward.


“Knock them back!” Issa shouted at
Hykos. “Push them toward the front, buy me some time to get these soldiers out
of here.”


Hykos nodded. “Keeper’s luck smile on
you.”


“Don’t need it.” Issa shot him a grin.
“I’ve got you for that.”


In the moment before Hykos turned back
to the fight, Issa could have sworn she saw him blush. She didn’t know why
she’d said that—perhaps a combination of the battle thrill and the fact that
he’d saved her life, twice. At that moment, she had more important things to
worry about than her impulsive words.


She had just turned back to the side
door when it burst open and the first of the Indomitables spilled out. The ten
men and women bore wounds, some grievous, yet all gripped their weapons with
grim resolve etched into the lines of their faces.


“Go!” Issa waved them on with her
bloodied sword. “Help them push back the enemy.”


“There are wounded—” started one
Dictator.


“We’ll get them out and to safety
first.” Issa nodded. “As long as the line holds, we’ve got a chance.”


Nodding, the black-armored soldiers
raced toward the spot where Hykos and the eight Indomitables fought to push
back the twenty-odd rioters that remained.


Issa risked a glance toward the front of
the building and the swirling chaos of battle on the street. The rioters
remained locked in combat with Ormroth, Chirak, and the rest of the
Indomitables. Yet, at any second, Ormroth would call for a retreat and his men
would melt away into the alleys and retreat to the secret tunnels. When that
happened, there would be no shouts of combat or the clash of steel to distract
the main force of enemies.


We’ve
got to hurry!


Trusting Hykos to hold the entrance,
Issa charged into the Hall of Bounty. Inside, she found the walking wounded
limping, shuffling, or hobbling toward the exit as fast as they could. Many
helped to carry the more seriously injured, while still others struggled to
carry out their dead. They abandoned their fallen comrades at Issa’s command,
though not without an argument.


Issa hated the thought of leaving slain
soldiers here, yet they had no time. If they wanted to get out alive, they had
to get to the tunnels before Hykos was overwhelmed. 


She scanned the last of the Indomitables
until she found the officer she’d shouted at moments earlier. “Protector!” 


“Sir!” The man snapped a crisp salute. 


“What’s the damage?” she demanded.


“Thirty too badly injured to walk, fifty
walking wounded,” the Protector replied. “Could be more if the front gate
falls.”


“We’ve given the enemy something else to
attack,” Issa said, “but that won’t last long. We need to get everyone out of
here now. Lady Callista wants all of you someplace where you can do more good.”


“All due respect, sir,” the man
protested, “but our orders were to defend the Hall of Bounty at all costs.”


“And I’m telling you that your orders
have changed.” Issa straightened, looming over the man. The long spikes on her
shoulders and elbows made her appear even larger, the black steel a solid wall
of command. “My company was sent to get you out. Losing the Hall of Bounty
won’t be half as bad as failing to recapture the South and East Gates.”


The Protector’s eyes went wide and his
face paled. It seemed he knew what would happen if the gates remained in the
hands of the enemy. Indeed, the shelves within the Hall of Bounty appeared to
contain only a fraction of the food normally available. He could see the
evidence of the threat all around him.


“Yes, sir!” He saluted again. “We’ll get
everyone moving in two minutes.”


“You’ve got thirty seconds!” Issa
shouted, then stalked toward the door. “Get out this door and head north,
toward the cliff.”


Confusion twisted the soldier’s face.
“Sir?”


“Trust me!” Issa said, raising her
bloodstained sword. “It’s the only way we all get out of here alive.”


She didn’t wait to find out if he obeyed
or understood, but rushed out into the battle. 


Her heart sank the moment she stepped
out of the door. One Indomitable lay still on the ground, the other slumped
against the discarded battering ram, bleeding from a wound in his gut. Hykos
and the remaining sixteen Indomitables were locked in a furious battle with
close to sixty looters. With every second, more joined them from the front of
the hall. Issa glanced over the battle line and found Ormroth’s company
fleeing. 


Keeper’s
teeth!


She threw herself into the fray beside
Hykos. Her sword cut down the man about to chop at his arm, and his blow saved
the Indomitable to his left. For long seconds, Issa’s world filled with the
blurring whirl of steel, blood, and snarling enemies. The screams of the
wounded and dying, the clash of steel, and the hammering of her pulse echoed
loud in her ears. 


As she brought down her next opponent,
she had a second to catch her breath and assess the battle. Their situation was
growing dire. The ranks of their enemies were growing stronger with every
passing second, forcing them to give ground. Issa and Hykos could only retreat
a few more steps before they blocked the door and the Indomitables’ path to
freedom.


Come
on! She gritted her
teeth and cast a desperate glance at the hall’s side door.


Relief surged within her at the sight of
the people streaming out the exit. Most wore the heavy black armor of
Indomitables, but a few were clothed in the garb of Ministrants, the
priestesses of the Bright Lady that labored to distribute the food. Many of the
white-robed women moved alongside soldiers too wounded to stand on their own,
caring for the injured and fulfilling their holy duties even as they escaped
the carnage.


The stream of fleeing soldiers and
priestesses disappeared into the darkness of the alley behind her, heading
north. Issa turned back to the battle, relief flooding her. At least half had
gotten out. Just a few more seconds
until—


“Go!” Hykos shouted to her. “Get out of
here and lead them to the passages!”


Issa opened her mouth to argue; no way
she’d leave him here to fight on his own.


“That’s an order, Prototopoi!” His voice
cracked like a whip, punctuated by a cry of pain as he cut down another enemy.
“Get them to safety, now!” 


Though it went against every instinct,
Issa broke off the battle. Hykos immediately filled in the gap, his broad
shoulders, strong arms, and enormous sword holding the line firm. 


“Don’t you dare get yourself killed!”
she shouted at his back. 


He had no breath or space to answer. 


Issa spun away from the battle and raced
toward the ragged column filing out of the Hall of Bounty. The wounds in her
legs and side ached, but she forced herself to keep running. Her boots pounded
in time with her racing heart. The Hall of Bounty stood just a few streets away
from the cliff and the secret passages that led to safety. She just had to get
the Indomitables to the tunnels and she could go back to help Hykos.


“This way!” she called to the people she
passed. “To the cliff!” The effort of shouting sent pain flaring down her
injured sides.


Confused and questioning cries followed
her, but she ignored them. She sprinted as fast as her aching body and tired
muscles allowed. The Keeper’s blessing kept her going and sped up her healing,
but not indefinitely. She could only push on so much more before she would
collapse. 


Suddenly, a shout echoed down the alley
to her left. She skidded to a halt and spun toward the sound. Five Earaqi
pounded down the narrow lane toward her, swords and clubs raised to strike.
Behind them, two dozen more rampaged through the debris-clogged back streets.
The larger group hadn’t spotted Issa and the fleeing Indomitables yet, but if
they did— 


Before Issa could move, a figure burst
from the shadows beside her. “You get the others to safety!” came the familiar
voice. “I’ll handle these bastards.” 


Issa’s eyes widened as Evren met the
onrushing rioters with bared steel and flashing fists. He moved like an Earaqi
street fighter, all vicious blows aimed to disarm and break bones. Yet there
was an innate grace about the way he fought, an elegance to his brutality. Whoever taught him was a true master of
death, Issa thought.


Within the space of two thundering
heartbeats, Evren had knocked two enemies to the ground and brought down a
third with a dagger thrust to the throat. 


The cries of the wounded and the clash
of steel behind her snapped her back to reality. She turned and continued her
mad dash toward the sandstone cliff, just ahead of the foremost soldiers. 


In the fading light, she struggled to
find the markings that would open the way. Her heart clenched, panic digging
sharp claws into her brain as she could not find the Serenii runes.


Yes!


Relief flooded her as the small, barely
noticeable symbols caught her gaze. She triggered the three stones and the
stone slid opening, revealing a passage into darkness. 


“This way!” she shouted to the
Indomitables. “In here!” 


The soldiers had no time for surprise.
They ran, shuffled, and staggered into the darkness in twos, threes, and fives.
Issa’s heart hammered as she waved them through, her hands clutched in a
white-knuckled grip on her sword. Her eyes never stopped roaming the shadows
for enemies, but time and again, her gaze returned to the towering walls of the
Hall of Bounty. There, just a few streets away, Hykos fought for his life.


No, not his life—the lives of the hundred Indomitables they had just saved.


Come
on, Hykos! Issa found
herself begging silently. You can do
this! 


Yet, as the last of the fleeing
Indomitables rushed into the tunnel, she still saw no sign of Hykos. The alleys
between her and the Hall of Bounty stood empty.


Horror sank a dagger of ice into her
gut. Where in the bloody hell are you?


Only shadows and silence met her frantic
gaze.


 












Chapter Twenty-Six
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Evren brought the fifth and last rioter
down with a vicious uppercut. The man staggered backward, stumbled over the
prone form of one of his comrades, and fell hard. His head cracked against the stone floor and he lay still.


Heart racing, Evren scanned the alley in
the direction of the rioters ahead. Relief flooded him. The twenty or so Earaqi
and Mahjuri were so occupied with their looting that they hadn’t noticed, or
the shadows had concealed him. 


Evren cast a glance after Issa and the
fleeing Indomitables. He couldn’t help feeling impressed at what Issa had
accomplished. The Keeper’s Blade, together with Hykos and the other
Indomitables, had just taken down nearly ten times their number. Yet they
weren’t out of the boiling oil yet. Hykos and his Indomitables had remained
behind to hold the line.


Though it went against his instincts,
Evren raced toward the battle. He had
to pitch in and help Hykos and the others escape. 


Darkness and the sound of battle gave
him cover. He drew within twenty paces of the Hall of Bounty before he caught
any sign of movement. 


“Go!” came the shout of a familiar
voice. “Get to the wall!” 


A moment later, a rush of black-armored
figures surged past him and raced around a corner into one of the many alleys
that led to the tunnels. Hykos came at the rear of his Indomitables, his
expression grim. His right leg was stiff and he winced with every step. He
limped along, far too slow to escape the crowd that had to be pursuing him even
now.


Evren’s gut clenched as he caught sight
of the rioters. Hykos had seconds before they caught up. Something told Evren
that Hykos was just the sort to make a heroic and desperate last stand to save
his men. But even with that huge sword and solid armor, he couldn’t face the
crowd alone.


And
he won’t, not if I have anything to say about it!


A desperate plan formed in his mind, and
he acted without hesitation. Pouring on as much speed as he could demand from
his throbbing ankle, he raced past Hykos toward the Hall of Bounty and burst
out into the street in full view of the charging crowd. 


“I see them!” he shouted. “They’re
getting away!”  


The crowd’s momentum stalled for a
heartbeat. To their eyes, Evren appeared as one of them, clad in the same rough
clothing and wearing a red Earaqi headband, his face stained by blood from his
split lip. 


“Which way?” one shouted.


“Around the back!” Evren waved them
southwest, to the rear of the Hall of Bounty. “Follow me!” 


He took off at a dead run, leading the
crowd around the back of the huge warehouse. Away from the retreating Hykos,
away from Issa and the others. Alone, he might not have been able to join the
fight and turn the tide of battle, but he could make a difference now. 


“There they are!” He sprinted through
the alleys, shouting at the top of his lungs. “Stop, you cowards!” 


A few of the rioters managed to remain
close on his heels, but the vast majority fell far behind. The sudden shift in direction
had confused them. The shadows of descending night and the sudden absence of
enemies to fight left them uncertain, scrambling. Evren kept up the charade and
the shouted tirade against the company of Indomitables only he could see.


Finally, certain he’d led them far
enough away, Evren shut his mouth and doubled back on his trail. He’d gone only
a few streets to the east, but he’d pulled the rioting mob away from Issa and
the others. They would flood the Cultivator’s Tier in search of an enemy that
would no longer be there. Those few moments would suffice for her to make an
escape into the Serenii tunnels.


He reached the entrance to the tunnels
just in time to see Hykos limp through the opening. He raced faster as the door
began to rumble closed and dove through the narrowing gap. He plowed into an
armored figure and the two of them fell hard. The sharp spike of Hykos’
pauldron sliced into Evren’s arm and ripped his tunic as he struggled to his
feet. 


The glow of the gemstones glinted off
black steel as a sword swung toward his head. “Wait!” he shouted. “It’s me!” 


The sword whistled a finger’s breadth
past his face, so close it ruffled his hair. “Evren?” Issa’s voice called. A
moment later, her face, framed by its snarling mountain lion helm, appeared in
the dim light of the passages. “You look terrible.” 


“Nice to see you too, Issa.” He grinned,
touching a finger to his split lip and bloody face. “Next time, maybe say thank
you for saving your ass instead of nearly cutting off my head, eh?”


Issa grunted. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
A groan from the ground pulled her eyes downward. “Hykos!” Panic tinged her
voice as she shouldered past Evren and threw herself to one knee beside the
prone Archateros.


“I’m fine,” Hykos said, but his voice
was weak, tight with pain. 


“Sure you are.” Issa snorted. She shoved
aside his hands and searched his armor for any wounds. 


“The blood’s not mine,” Hykos protested.
“I just took a bad hit in the leg, that’s all.”


“Way he was limping, looked like a
shattered kneecap,” Evren said. “You shouldn’t have been able to walk at all.”


Again, Hykos tried to protest. “It’s
nothing.” 


“I’ll be the judge of that.” Issa’s
severe tone reminded Evren of Lady Callista, and her expression grew stern as
she set about stripping off the armor protecting Hykos’ legs. 


The Archateros hissed as Issa loosened
the segment of plate mail covering his right knee, then again as she rolled up
his pants. In the red light, the dark bruise looked ugly, the leg swollen.


“I told you,” Hykos said, “it’s not so
bad.”


“Sure.” Issa gave a dismissive wave, but
a note of relief echoed in her voice. “Next time, let someone else play hero.”


“Hey, one of us had to hold the line.”
Hykos managed a wry smile through his pain. “As your commanding officer, I made
the call.”


“Next time you make that call,” Issa
snapped, “I’ll knock you on your ass and have your unconscious body hauled
away. Better that than getting yourself killed!”


Evren cocked an eyebrow. Well, aren’t these two cute? The banter
reminded him of the familiar ribbing exchanges between the Hunter and Kiara. 


“…doing here, Evren?” The question
snapped him back to reality.


“Huh?” 


“What are you doing here?” Issa stared
at him, her eyes burning with a fierce intensity. “How did you find us?”


“Oh, I saw you coming out of the tunnels
before the battle,” Evren replied. “I followed you to the Hall of Bounty. I
wanted to pitch in, but my mother always taught me not to get too close to big
soldiers with bigger swords. So I hung back until I saw a chance to pitch in.”
A grin split his lips. “I’ll take your silence as an expression of your deep
gratitude.”


“Right.” Issa’s tone was flat, her
expression impassive. “But what are you doing on the Slave’s Tier? Last I saw
you, you, Kodyn, and Aisha were on your way to the Temple of Whispers. Did
you…” She hesitated, as if afraid to speak the words. “Did you get there in
time?” 


Evren nodded. “Just barely. And we
bagged ourselves a real prize in the process.”


He explained everything that had
happened: the capture of the instigator, the results of Kodyn’s
“interrogation”, his finding the Ybrazhe’s stronghold empty, and the discovery
of Killian’s smithy surrounded.


At mention of the blacksmith, Issa’s
face contorted strangely. The expression was somehow different from the last
time he’d mentioned Killian around her. Something new, something dark and deep
that Evren didn’t quite understand, sparkled in her almond-shaped eyes.


“We’ve got to go help,” Issa said.
“We’ve got to get them out of there.”


“Last I saw, the defenses were holding,”
Evren said, hoping to reassure her. He didn’t know the full extent of her
relationship with the blacksmith, but clearly he was someone important to her.
If they weren’t in a tunnel full of Indomitables, fresh out of a battle, he
might have taken the time to ask the questions he’d been holding on to since
the day they freed Killian from the Syndicate.


“And you’re certain it was the Ybrazhe
leading the siege?” Issa asked.


Evren nodded. “I followed one of them, ran
into an old friend of mine, an ugly arsehole by the name of Houl.” A triumphant
grin split his face. “And he led me back to the Ybrazhe’s new hideout.” He
jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Literally a ten-minute walk east of here.
And if you can spare a few of your friends, we can deal with them once and for
all.”


“Spare a few?” Issa’s brow furrowed.
“You want the Indomitables to take on the Ybrazhe, in the middle of this
chaos?”


“Yes.” Evren didn’t hesitate. “Right
now, the Ybrazhe are so divided among their various targets around the city
that they’ve got only a handful of strong-arms guarding their hideout. I’d say
with thirty Indomitables, we could round them all up, no problem.” The memory of
that lone upper-story window brought a nasty and highly effective plan to mind.
“And, very likely, with only minimal effort.”


Issa looked incredulous. 


Hykos spoke before she could. “Let’s
go.” He started struggling to his feet, heedless of his injured leg. “I’m sure
Lady Callista will be willing to spare us the—”


“Us?” Issa rounded on him, eyes blazing.
“You think you’re in any condition to fight?”


Hykos’ face hardened. “You know as well
as I that the Keeper’s blessing will take care of this wound in no time.”


“But until then, there’s no way I’m
leading you into battle beside me,” Issa snapped.


“You lead me, eh?” Hykos raised an
eyebrow. “You forget which of us is Prototopoi and which is Archateros.”


“Just like you’re forgetting which of us
can barely walk.” Issa met him eye to eye, unflinching. “I’m sure if Ormroth
were here, he would—”


“Do what?” A deep, solemn voice echoed
down the tunnel toward them. 


Evren tensed, a hand dropping to the
hilts of his jambiyas. Shadows appeared in the passages from the north, deeper
within the mountain. His tension diminished only a fraction as he recognized
the armor of a Keeper’s Blade, with two more Blades and a handful of
Indomitables behind him. 


“Sir!” Issa snapped a salute. “Glad to
see you got out of there in one piece.”


“We almost didn’t,” came a quiet snort
from the back of the line. 


Evren recognized the voice; it belonged
to one of the trainees that had accompanied Issa the night they captured
Blackfinger. 


“What’s going on?” Ormroth demanded. 


Issa quickly explained the situation.


“Your prototopoi is right, Archateros,”
Ormroth told Hykos. “That leg of yours will heal, but it needs time. Time we
don’t have if we’re to take down the Ybrazhe.” He shot a glance at Evren.
“Though I find myself questioning how reliable this information is.”


Evren felt a retort rising to his lips. 


Issa spoke before the words formed.
“Very. He was instrumental in the capture of Blackfinger.”


“Ahh, I see.” Ormroth nodded. “So be it.
Issa, take three patrols.” He turned to Hykos. “Archateros, you will escort the
wounded to the Fortress.” He held up a hand to forestall complaint. “Your sigil
will be needed to open the way into the hidden passages. The moment they are
delivered to safety, you and any able to fight will meet me at the easternmost
exit on the Slave’s Tier, near the East Gate. There, we will lend aid to those
attacking the gate. Or, if the Faces of Justice and Mercy smile on us, we will
hold the gate against the rioters.”


“Yes, sir!” Hykos said through clenched
teeth. 


Ormroth turned to Issa. “Your company of
Indomitables performed admirably. Make sure to pass my compliments on to their
Sentinel.”


Issa beamed. “Thank you, sir.”


“And your plan proved sound.” He gave
her an approving nod and a warm smile. “I can see why Lady Callista regards you
so highly.”


Heat rose to Issa’s cheeks and she
glowed under the praise.


“Now go,” he told her. “Bring the
Ybrazhe to justice and, by the Keeper’s grace, put an end to their vile stain
on our city once and for all!”


 


* * *


 


The sun had set more than an hour earlier,
giving Evren, Issa, and the thirty Indomitables deep shadows to conceal them
from the two Syndicate thugs guarding their stronghold. The soldiers had
slipped into position within twenty paces of the house unseen. 


Evren shot a glance at Issa, who crouched
in the darkness beside him. “You’re clear on the plan?” he asked.


Issa nodded. “Crystal.”


“Good.” Evren shot her a fierce grin.
“We do this right, we’ll have one less problem to worry about.”


“Big if.”
Issa’s jaw muscles worked. “Anyone finds out we’re here, we can expect
trouble.”


“Don’t sweat it.” Evren tried to sound
confident. “The Ybrazhe are keeping the area nice and quiet, while all the
riots and looting is focused elsewhere. We should be out of here before
anyone’s the wiser.”


“I’ll take your word for it.” Worry
sparkled in Issa’s eyes, and her gaze darted northward, toward the higher
tiers. 


Evren cocked an eyebrow. “You worried
about your Archateros?” He added a little spice on Hykos’ title.


“What?” Issa recoiled. “No!” she said, a
little too forcefully.


Evren had noticed the repartee between
them and the way Issa acted whenever Hykos was around. There was more there
than just trainer and trainee, though he doubted either of them realized it
yet.


“He’ll be fine,” she said, though it
sounded as if she tried to convince herself. “He’s a Keeper’s Blade. We heal
faster than most people.”


Evren cocked an eyebrow. “Is that so?”


Issa nodded. “It’s called the Keeper’s
blessing. Heals us from wounds that could be mortal to others, and faster than
normal. It’s accompanied by an extra gift the Keeper blesses us with at our
Anointing.” She patted the flammard sheathed on her back. “And a bond with our
blades. I don’t understand it, but Hykos says he’ll explain it more in the days
before the Anointing.”


Bond
with their blades? The
statement sent both of Evren’s eyebrows shooting upward. That sounds eerily familiar.


Before he could continue the line of
thought, a pair of Ybrazhe thugs strolled past their hideout. He fell silent,
pressing deeper into the shadows, until the patrol moved on. His eyes never
left them until they strode up the stairs and into the house. 


“That’s the last of them,” he hissed.
“Just those two outside and two more in the back, and we’ve got them all.”


Issa nodded. “Then let’s do this.” She
held out a hand. “Keeper’s luck, Evren.”


Evren gripped her hand. “Go kick Ybrazhe
arse!” 


With a fierce grin, he turned and
slipped off into the alley. It took him less than two minutes to clamber up
onto the rooftop and return to his position opposite the house’s open window.
He scanned the shadows below but saw no sign of Issa or her black-armored
trainees. His keen ears only picked up the faintest clatter of armor as they
got into place. 


Good.
The Syndicate will never know what hit them.


From within his pouch, he drew out the
little bottle of potent uzum brandy
he’d filched from the tavern he’d passed a few hours earlier. The effort had
cost him a quarter-hour, but it was well worth it. This bottle and the four
others he’d stolen from the dead drunk rioters would put a swift end to the
Ybrazhe with only minimal violence. After all the bloodshed and death of the
previous days, he welcomed the chance for a less lethal resolution. 


Popping open the bottle, Evren took a
sniff of the liquor. His nostrils recoiled from the strong reek of
thrice-fermented grain mash. Uzum was
far too potent and noxious to appeal to him, but it would serve his purposes
perfectly. He tore off his Earaqi headband and stuffed one end into the bottle
until he had soaked it thoroughly, then turned and shoved the dry end all the
way in until it reached the bottom. 


From within his pouch he produced a
flint and steel, courtesy of one of the Indomitables accompanying Issa. He
struck sparks onto the thatched roof. The dry straw caught in seconds and
quickly grew to a proper fire. The liquor-soaked end of the cloth caught ablaze
the moment he touched it to the flame. 


Evren took four long steps and hurled
the bottle as hard as he could. His aim was true; the bottle flew through the
upper window and crashed on the floor
of the third-story room.


Seconds later, four more burning bottles
appeared in the darkness and hurtled toward the Ybrazhe’s stronghold. Three
shattered against the wall, exploding in a fireball that lit up the night and caught
the thatched roof alight. The last one shattered against the front door,
splashing the two Ybrazhe guards stationed outside. Screams filled the air as
the fire consumed the thugs’ liquor-soaked clothes and hair.  


Smoke soon engulfed the entire house and
streamed from the windows. Less than a minute later, the front and rear doors
burst open. Coughing, choking men spilled out of the building, stumbling around
blindly. Issa and the thirty Indomitables boiled from the shadows and laid into
the men with clubs and drawn swords. Those who fought back or surrendered too
slowly died. The rest, fewer than a dozen, were too busy hacking and struggling
to breathe to do more than collapse where they stood.


The battle ended in less than five
minutes. For Evren, watching from his rooftop perch, it felt almost
anticlimactic. The Ybrazhe had hounded him since his arrival in the city, an
ever-present threat looming in the shadows, yet this felt like the last gasp of
a dying beast. Save for a few handfuls scattered among the rioting crowds, the
Syndicate’s back had been broken.


A dull roar behind him caused him to
turn, and horror froze his blood in his veins at the sight below. Hundreds of
shouting, enraged rioters headed right toward them. The fire had drawn their
attention. Within a matter of minutes, they would descend upon Issa and her
companies. The throng would overwhelm the meager force of thirty Indomitables
in seconds. 


It would be a bloodbath.


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Aisha froze, her grip wrapped around her
captor’s pinky finger, a heartbeat from snapping it. Somehow, she recognized
that voice. She blinked away the dizziness and struggled to bring the world
into focus. 


Her assailant was a woman, roughly
Aisha’s own age, with high cheekbones, a thick nose, and full lips. It was a
face Aisha had seen before: Etai, Issa’s fellow prototopoi in the Keeper’s
Blades.


“Aisha, what are you—”


Aisha removed her hand from Etai’s
finger and pressed it over the girl’s mouth to silence her echoing voice. 


“Hallar’s Warriors!” she hissed.
“They’re robbing the tombs of the Keeper’s Blades!”


Etai’s eyes flew wide in confusion and
shock. “What?” The word came out muffled from beneath Aisha’s hand.


Aisha removed her hand. “Hallar’s
Warriors dug this hole so they could steal the swords buried with your dead
Blades. They’re arming themselves for battle.” 


Etai froze, hand still locked around
Aisha’s throat. 


“There’s no time to delay!” Aisha
wrenched the girl’s hand from her neck. The Kish’aa
called to her, pulling her down the hill, insisting that she pursue the
militants hauling away the stolen swords. “You need to call in reinforcements
now. You can capture them in the act, haul them off before they get any more—”


At that moment, a man emerged from the
tunnel, arms loaded down with another bundle of weapons. He stopped a
heartbeat away, his eyes fixed at the tableau of Aisha locked in Etai’s grip. Time
slowed to a crawl as he opened his mouth to yell.


Aisha was already moving as the man drew
in a great breath. Her fist drove into his throat, crushing cartilage with a
grisly crunch. His shout turned into
a gagging, hacking wheeze and he staggered back. He released his grip on the
swords as his hands flew to his ruined throat.


The clatter of steel on stone echoed
loud in the Keeper’s Crypts. Aisha’s stomach bottomed out. The militants
looting the Blades’ sarcophagi had to have heard it. They’d either come running
to investigate or flee—if Hallar’s Warriors had another exit, they’d slip away.



She drew her assegai and turned to Etai.
“We’ve got to stop them!” She tried to count the enemies they faced. With three
dead, that only left…“There are seventeen more in there. We can’t let them get
away.”


Etai hesitated, her arm still
outstretched, her face frozen in confusion. 


“Etai!” Aisha snapped. “Those are the
graves of your fellow Blades they’re desecrating.”


Those words pierced Etai’s stupor. Her
stunned look faded, hardened to grim resolve, and she drew her huge sword. “We
hit them hard and don’t stop hitting until they’re dead.”


Aisha nodded. “That’s a plan I can get
behind.”


Shishak’s spirit protested as she raced
up the tunnel toward the tombs of the Keeper’s Blades. With effort, Aisha
ignored it. We will have time to follow
your sword, she told the woman. First, we
deal with these bastards.


The first militant appeared at the end
of the tunnel. “Deack, you—?”


Aisha ended his question with a spear
thrust to the throat. The long, teardrop-shaped blade of her assegai tore
through flesh, cartilage, and struck bone. The man sagged, his spine severed,
and blood gushed across golden sandstone. Aisha tore her spear free without
slowing and leapt over the crumpling body. 


Sixteen,
she counted. 


She knew it was folly to attack alone,
with no one but Etai for support. Even in her heavy armor, the Keeper’s Blade
would be hard-pressed to defend herself against so many enemies.


But Aisha had the Kish’aa on her side. The spirits had called her here; they needed her to stop Hallar’s Warriors
from desecrating their tombs. The blue-white lights of fallen Keeper’s Blades
hung in neat rows above their caskets. Stretching out her free hand, Aisha
summoned them to her and they came. Power surged through her veins, crackling,
sizzling like lightning that flooded her body with energy and drove back any
fatigue. The heat of their anger and the burning desire for vengeance stoked
the flames in her chest, spurring her onward.


Two more militants appeared up the path,
faces confused. They stopped at the sight of her, frozen by surprise. One
managed to gasp out a weak cry of surprise before Aisha’s spear punched through
his chest. Etai cut the other down before he could half-draw his sword.


Yet that weak cry was enough. Shouts of
“Blades!” echoed through the crypt. 


“Just two of them!” came another cry
from nearby. Aisha spotted a militant rushing toward her, bared steel glinting
in the faint light of a lantern. She didn’t wait for him to close the distance.
Her right arm thrust out, driving the tip of her assegai at his chest. Two
blue-white sparks hurtled through the air and slammed into him. The crackle of arcing energy set Aisha’s
ears ringing as the man was hurled backward. He crashed into a tomb with a loud
crack and lay still, his neck
twisted, his skull crushed.


Lamplight glimmered off steel the color
of midnight as Hallar’s Warriors rushed them from all directions, swinging long
swords, clubs, and flammards looted from the tombs of the fallen. At the sight,
Etai loosed a wordless war cry and rushed the nearest cluster of militants.
Swords clanged off her heavy armor
with bruising force but her own blade, wielded by strong arms and backed by her
fury, slashed fabric, leather, and flesh with terrible ease.


Aisha never stopped moving, her boots
pounding silently on the sandstone floor as her eyes scanned among the sarcophagi
for enemies. The blue-white light of the spirits illuminated this crypt, and
the power of the Kish’aa thrummed
within her veins. Enemies leapt toward her but fell to the tip of her assegai
and the burning energy of the enraged dead. The fallen Keeper’s Blades flooded
her mind with their eagerness for battle, blood, and vengeance. 


One by one, Hallar’s Warriors fell
before Aisha and Etai. The lightly-armored men could not stand before the
heavily-armored Blade, and their armor proved useless against the energy that
crackled from Aisha’s fingertips. 


And suddenly, there were no more. Aisha
skidded to a halt, gasping, lightning sizzling through her veins and fire
setting her legs and arms ablaze. She scanned the crypt but found no more
enemies standing. Etai grunted and tore her huge two-handed sword from the
chest of the last militant. 


A thick, all-consuming silence hung in
the tombs, broken only by the hammering of Aisha’s heartbeat and the roaring of
the Kish’aa. The spirits within her
had tasted the rush of battle one last time and were stirred up to fight, only
to find themselves with no enemies to defeat. Their dismay and fury threatened
to overwhelm Aisha.


Then came a groan. Weak, tinged with
pain, yet very much alive. 


The pile of corpses at Etai’s feet
shifted slightly. A man hauled himself from beneath the body of a dead comrade.
Blood trickled from a gash in his head and a gaping wound along his side, but
he still lived. 


Etai leapt back, sword poised for a
quick thrust. The wounded militant could do nothing more than lie there, helpless,
as the Blade prepared to finish him off.


An idea sprang to life in Aisha’s
mind—really more of a vague notion, born from the memories of Shishak the
Queenslayer. 


“Wait!” Aisha called out. 


Etai didn’t look away from the wounded
militant, but her sword remained frozen in place. 


“Take him alive, and bring him to Lady
Callista.” The words poured from Aisha’s mouth, driven by the spirit of the
slain Blade. “If she can get him to talk, she may be able to figure out what
they’re planning with those weapons.”


Etai lowered her bloodstained flammard.
Eight blue-white figures, all Hallar’s Warriors, had now been bound to the
strange black steel. The sight sent a shudder down Aisha’s spine. Those swords
held so much power, power that the Keeper’s Blades didn’t know existed. In the
wrong hands, they could wreak terrible destruction. 


The young Blade knelt beside the wounded
man. “Help me tie him up and—”


“No, I need to go.” Now Aisha gave in to
Shishak’s insistent demands. “I need to follow the others, find out where they
were taking the swords.”


A look of puzzlement flashed across
Etai’s face, but she nodded. 


Aisha turned to go. 


“Aisha.” A strange note echoed in Etai’s
voice.


Aisha glanced back at the young Blade. 


Etai’s gaze fixed on her, a look of
wonder in her eyes. “What you did…” She seemed at a loss for words. “What…was
that?”


Aisha grinned and gestured to the black
stone casks around her. “You have your fellow Blades to thank.”


That only added to Etai’s confusion, but
Aisha had no time to explain. Whirling, she raced toward the opening in the
wall and sprinted down the crude passage toward the main section of the crypts.
Her free hand went to the pendant at her throat and the voices in her mind
sharpened.


Which
way? she demanded of
Shishak. Where do I find your sword?


The Blade known as Queenslayer guided
her south, through the tombstones, mausoleums, obelisks, and sarcophagi of the
Dhukari. Ornate tombs soon gave way to casks as simple and plain as those belonging
to the Keeper’s Blades, though made of sandstone instead of shalanite. The
handles of the Indomitables’ khopeshes protruded from the tops of the casks,
though here and there, Aisha caught sight of empty holes where Hallar’s
Warriors had stolen the weapons.


Next came a stone forest of obelisks,
all replicas of the Swordsman’s temple. The sight of hammers, anvils, rulers,
compasses, mallets, chisels, and other artisans’ tools indicated that she’d
reached the level of the Artisan’s Tier. 


When they reached the simple stone
coffins and sarcophagi of the Earaqi, the spirits within Aisha tugged her east,
toward the exit. It seemed Hallar’s Warriors had another hideout on the
Cultivator’s Tier. Either that, or some new mission awaited them in the lower
tiers. Whatever the case, Aisha would find them.


She trusted the spirits to guide her, so
she asked no questions when Shishak led her not toward the main gates that
opened onto the Cultivator’s Tier, but instead to the hidden entrance into the
Serenii tunnels. They only traveled the tunnels a few hundred paces, exiting
out into the now-dark night. When Aisha glanced westward, she found the huge
gates to the Keeper’s Crypts locked and barred. Hallar’s Warriors were using
the secret passages to enter and exit the sealed tombs. That explained how they
got the looted weapons into the hands of their men.


Yet something nagged in the back of
Aisha’s mind. If their main base is up on
the Keeper’s Tier, in the mansion where we found the assassin or the second one
they led us to, why are they bringing the swords down here? It made no
sense. 


Shishak’s spirit led her farther east,
deeper into the Foreign Quarter. Aisha allowed herself to be pulled along, her
mind racing as she tried to figure out the reason why Hallar’s Warriors came
here with the swords. Perhaps they had a secondary hideout here, a fallback in
case their main stronghold on the Keeper’s Tier was raided. After all, most of
them were Earaqi, so they knew every street and alley on the Cultivator’s Tier.


To Aisha’s surprise, the spirits pulled
her south, across Commoner’s Row, and down a side street. Confusion furrowed
her brow. They’re here, in the Foreign
Quarter? That made even less sense—only outsiders had homes and shops here,
and any Shalandrans living here would stand out. 


Her jaw dropped as the spirits drew her
down a side alley, just in time to see two dark-cloaked figures carrying heavy
bundles march toward a familiar building. The one-story house stood in the
shadow of the southern wall. Above its door hung a wooden board that displayed a
crudely carved eight-tipped star.


The symbol of an Umoyahlebe, the same symbol her father had inked into his arm.


Hallar’s Warriors had come to the home
of Imbuka, the Spirit Whisperer.


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Eight
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A fist of iron squeezed Kodyn’s chest,
constricting his lungs and cutting off his air. Fear threatened to paralyze
him, render him helpless. He’d come a heartbeat from death…again.


With effort, he pushed back against the
surging terror. “You know, when you say things like that, you really give the
impression that you’re an evil bastard.” His voice sound far less shaky than he
felt, edged with a sardonic bite. “People might think you’re up to some sort of
villainy with these warriors of yours.”


“You think I care?” Groebus took a
menacing step toward him, and his face twisted in pain and contempt. “If I gave
a damn about what people thought, I would never have gotten where I am now like
this.” He limped closer, one awkward step at a time. “I’ve been ignored and
demeaned since the day I was born, but that didn’t stop me from rising in the
Necroseti. I learned long ago to ignore the words of empty-headed people too
consumed by their good looks to see beyond the skin.” He thrust a slim finger
at Kodyn. “People like you!”


“Wait, you think I’m good-looking?”
Kodyn batted his eyelashes. “I’m flattered, but you’re not my type.” He leaned
into the audacity; it masked his true feelings, the lingering fear that sapped
the strength from his legs. 


Groebus sneered. “When I’m done with you,
there’ll be nothing left. Mightier warriors than you have fallen before me. My
mind is more powerful than your body will ever be!”


“See, there you go with that evil
bastard talk again!” Kodyn shook his head. “I say we all sit down over a nice
bottle of wine and talk it out. Really unpack those feelings and—”


“The time for talking is done!” Groebus
snarled. “You have interfered with the master’s business for the last time.” A
contemptuous smile twisted the right side of his face, making the drooping, paralyzed
left side seem somehow more monstrous. “Your friends will soon follow you into
endless undeath!” 


“Would you mind if I asked a question
first?” Kodyn asked. He sounded flippant, but his fear-numbed mind struggled to
find a way to escape. 


Groebus ignored him. “Take him to my
laboratory.”


Kodyn swallowed the reflexive surge of
acid to his throat. Nothing good ever
follows words like that. Armed with just a dagger, he couldn’t fight
through the three heavily-armed men surrounding him. He faced a three-story
drop, death by sharp steel, or whatever foul atrocity Groebus had in mind for
him. 


But instead of giving in to his rising
panic, he pushed back against it, fought down his rising gorge. “I guess I’ll
just ask anyway.” He had to buy himself time, find an opening to break free.
“What, exactly, do you mean by endless undeath? Does that mean you’re going to
make me immortal or invincible somehow? I could really go for—”


Groebus gave a dismissive wave. “Silence
him.” 


The largest of the militants drove a
fist into his face. The blow struck with the force of a runaway cart, rocking
Kodyn’s head backward and sparks flooded his vision. Kodyn collapsed in a
boneless heap, his dagger clattering across the balcony as his body struck the
tiled floor. The fall was pure theatrics for the sake of his enemies; people
tended to be less cautious around unconscious captives. 


Yet the blow had shattered something
within him. He felt as if everything holding him upright, propelling him
forward, had simply broken. No physical damage, but a destruction of his will.
He lay on the ground, blood trickling from his nose, face aching from the
punch, his spirit crushed. 


Boots clacked on the tiled floor,
growing louder as someone else approached. “The master awaits,” came a new voice,
“and grows impatient.”


“Of course.” Groebus’ voice took on the
servile, oily tone he’d adopted when speaking to the Iron Warlord. “Give him
the draught. Once the Basilik’s Kiss has taken hold in his mind and body, throw
him in with the rest of the herd.”


The words sent an involuntary shudder
down Kodyn’s spine. He had no idea what the Basilik’s Kiss would do or what the
“herd” was, but even less desire to find out. 


Groebus’ shuffling footsteps quietened
as the hunchback limped from the room. Kodyn did his best to remain limp,
pretending unconsciousness as the two militants relieved him of his sword and
daggers with rough hands. Seizing his arms, they lifted his immobile form and
hauled him off the balcony. He hung between the two men, boots scraping along
the tiled floor behind him.


He tried to lift his aching head, to
open his eyes, but a strange lethargy settled over him, an icy numbness that
seeped into every limb. His arms and legs seemed unwilling to react to his
commands. Just as they had after his fight with Handsome.


He’d come close to death then, too.
Sheer luck had saved him from being killed by the assassin. He’d tried to shrug
it off, but now he found himself struggling to get past the realization that
only fortune—and Groebus’ spite—had stopped him from being killed. His mind and
body felt paralyzed by fear. He hung limp in his captors’ grips not only as a
pretense to lull them off-guard, but his limbs seemed incapable of movement. 


Aisha
was right. The thought
slammed into his mind. I threw myself
into this situation, and I nearly wound up dead because of it. 


He’d wrestled with guilt and anger since
Sid’s capture and near-death in Praamis. It had only worsened after Suroth’s
murder. With every new threat to his friends, the feelings had grown larger,
harder, burning with an intensity so bright he could ignore them no longer.
They had made him reckless, driven him to do things he would never have done during his years as a
Hawk.


And now they had led him here. Captive
of Hallar’s Warriors, dragged off to face some unknown horror. The numbness
turning his limbs to lead felt like his mind’s way of saying, “Enough!” He’d
pushed too hard for too long; this brush with death had simply been the final
crack in what was already broken. 


Life had pushed him to his limits,
placed on his shoulders a burden so heavy it seemed he could not escape. So
much death, pain, and loss. Not only his own, but that of his friends, the ones
he loved most. He had wanted to fight, to kill, to return the hurt inflicted in
an effort to protect those he cared about. 


That
was what had broken on
the balcony—not his willpower or courage, but the unyielding walls of anger
that had grown within him. He’d used it as shield to defend himself and a sword
to wield against his enemies. Deep down, he had reveled in the anger. It gave him something to cling to, something
to propel him forward in this unceasing battle. 


But now he saw the truth. The truth
Aisha had tried to tell him back in the Serenii tunnels, that his mentor and
mothers had warned him about for years. 


Anger was more than just a driving
force; it was a drug, more addictive than any narcotic or opiate. He’d believed
the fires of his fury could burn away the fear and worry he felt for his
friends. Yet those fires had consumed him from the inside out, melting away so
much of who he truly was until
nothing remained but a reckless, rage-driven hothead. The sort of fool who
would throw himself into the middle of danger without a second thought. 


Not for the sake of protecting others,
despite what he’d told himself. He’d attempted to kill Groebus out of fury at
what the man had done, plain and simple. There was no justice in that act, but
vengeance, plain and simple. 


Vengeance, tinged with petty spite, had
been the chief motivator behind all the torment Bryden, his House Master,
heaped on his head over the years. Bryden’s anger at Ilanna had driven him to
take out his indignation on Kodyn. Kodyn had loathed that about the man, hated
the way Master Hawk persecuted him all because of who his mother was. He’d
sworn never to be like Bryden.


Yet in letting his anger and hate run
rampant, he’d become exactly what he hated. He might try to convince himself
that he did it for the sake of others, but that was a lie. He did it because it
felt good to hit back, to make someone else hurt as he did.


The realization crashed down on Kodyn
with staggering force. Yet it also restored sensation to his limbs, pushed back
the numbness. He knew the truth behind his actions, the thing that had impelled
him on his collision course with danger. But now that he understood, he knew
how to correct it. He simply had to refuse to give in to the anger. The pain of
loss would remain, but he couldn’t let guilt or rage be the force that drove
him. He had to find another reason to
fight. 


He fought for friends, for family.
Briana. Evren and Hailen. Issa. Aisha. The people he cared about needed him.
And they needed him alive. Throwing
himself into danger would only add to their hurt, fear, and anxiety. The time
would come when he would need to risk his life for their sakes—and he’d be
ready when it did—but the best way to make certain he could comfort and protect
them would be to actually be there for
them. That meant fighting and thinking smart. 


Starting
with getting the bloody hell out of here. 


Kodyn flexed his toes and found his body
once more responded to his commands. The ache returned to his jaw. He opened
his eyelids just enough to see some of his surroundings. Twisting his head
would alert his captors that he had returned to consciousness, so he had no
choice but to study the mansion’s interior with his head hanging down.


The two militants were dragging him down
a staircase decorated with gold and black ceramic tiles. From the corners of his
eyes, Kodyn could see marble railings, but not much more. The sounds of booted
feet, clanking armor, clattering weapons, and low conversations echoed from all
around him. He guessed anywhere from ten to fifty militants moved throughout
the building.


Too
many to make a break for it. If
he tried anything now, he’d be captured immediately. They’d probably shatter a
few limbs to make him docile for whatever horror awaited him in Groebus’
laboratory. 


Best
bide my time until I’ve got a better chance to escape, he decided.


At the bottom of the grand staircase,
his captors dragged him into another gold-and-black-tiled room, then down a
narrower, lamplit hall. The fancy flooring gave way to bare stone as he was
hauled down another set of steps, below the level of the street. Kodyn
suppressed a shiver—he’d spent enough time in House Scorpion to know that
underground laboratories tended to be gloomy, poorly lit, foul-smelling places.



His captors descended two full flights
of stairs. The light changed from the soft orange glow of lanterns to a harsher
white that could only come from alchemical lamps. Hard stone met his gaze, but
his ears picked up few sounds of movement from below. 


Perfect!



Once he reached the quiet of the
subterranean room, he might have a chance of breaking free quietly enough that
the militants above wouldn’t hear. Sneaking through all the commotion would be
tricky, but if he was lucky and cautious, he could manage it.


A thick wall of caustic stench told him
they’d reached Groebus’ laboratory. The noxious odors of alchemical potions
twisted his nostrils and set his stomach churning as his captors dragged him
through a doorway and into a new room with stone floors. Through his peripheral
vision, Kodyn caught sight of the legs of tables and stools along one wall.
Along the other, glass bottles and jars, clay urns, and leather pouches adorned
wooden shelves.  


Suddenly, Kodyn was falling, dumped by
his captors onto the floor. It took all his self-control not to use his arms to
break his fall. His head struck the stone and sparks danced before his closed
eyes. 


“Still out, eh?” came one man’s voice.
“Musta hit him harder than you thought.”


“Youngsters.” The second gave a derisive
snort. “I was taking hits twice that hard from my father when I was half his
age.”


“Sure you were.” The first man’s feet
moved away. “Now keep an eye on him and make sure he doesn’t try anything.”
Keys jangled from the far side of what sounded like a fairly spacious room.
“Once he’s taken the draught, I want to get him in with the herd quickly. I’ve
seen enough mutations for one lifetime, thank you very much.”


Kodyn cracked an eyelid. One of his two
captors stood over him, sword point held a finger’s breadth from his throat. If
Kodyn tried anything, he’d end up bleeding out in an instant. 


The other man stood before a heavy
wooden door, with a key inserted into what appeared to be a solid deadbolt
lock. 


The lock clicked and, as the man swung the door open, a strange gurgling
sound—like the rattling of sodden cloth flapping in a heavy wind—echoed from
within. The militant holding the sword took his eyes off Kodyn for an instant
and glanced toward the noise.


Kodyn attacked. His right hand slapped
the blade aside, his left flashing out to seize the man’s ankle. His leg snaked
around behind the militant’s knee, breaking the man’s balance. Kodyn pulled and
the man fell hard. Kodyn rolled out from beneath the collapsing militant, tore
the dagger from his right boot, and struck out. The sharp blade punched through
leather armor and slid between ribs. The man coughed, spraying blood, and
fumbled at the hilt of the blade embedded in chest.  


At that moment, the second militant
turned toward Kodyn. He stopped, stunned, and his eyes flew wide at the sight
of his dead companion. “Wha—?”


But Kodyn was already moving. He scooped
up the fallen man’s sword and leapt toward the last captor. Too far for a
proper attack, he struck low, driving the blade into the man’s leg. Bone crunched beneath the thrust and the sword
sliced through tendons and ligaments. The man fell with a high-pitched cry of
agony. Kodyn hacked at the man’s neck, cutting off the wailing shriek. 


The battle ended in the space of three
heartbeats. Kodyn scrambled to his feet, heart hammering, his eyes fixed on the
two dead bodies. A tense, almost breathless silence hung thick in the lab. 


Kodyn’s ears pricked up for any sounds
of alarm as he scanned his surroundings. It was definitely a laboratory,
complete with heavy-laden shelves overflowing with alchemical ingredients both
familiar and strange, a stool next to the table, which was cluttered with glass
vials, beakers, pestles, mortars, and a host of metal tools. 


The room stretched for twenty paces to
his left, with row after row of shelves standing between him and the far wall.
Alchemical lamps hung on the wall, their bright white light glittering off
thousands of bottles filled with liquids of every conceivable hue.


Kodyn’s eyes snapped back to the heavy
door as the strange rattling sound echoed from within. He had no idea what the
sound could be, and the room within was dark. 


Yet a shout from up the stairs drove all
thoughts from his mind. The sound of racing footsteps grew louder. Kodyn had a
single heartbeat to think, to find someplace to hide. He had little doubt the
militants would search the rows of shelves, and he couldn’t fight his way
through scores of enemies.


He had just one choice. 


Heart pounding, he raced toward the door
and pulled it open. Thick, all-consuming darkness met his gaze, and only that
strange rattling sound echoed within. As the thumping of boots on the staircase
grew louder, he slipped into the door and pulled it closed behind him. 


Not a moment too soon. Through the
grille, he had a clear view of the half-dozen or so militants that raced into
the lab, swords drawn, eyes scanning the shelves. 


“Fan out and find him!” shouted one.
“Rudis, Vysur, Keyth, check the shelves. You two, you’re with me! If he’s
headed down the escape tunnel, it’s up to us to cut him off!” 


The six men immediately raced out of
sight. Yet their words filled Kodyn with hope. Escape tunnel? It sounded as if there was another way out, one that
didn’t involve climbing those stairs.


Then the strange gurgling, rattling came
from behind him again, louder this time, just a pace behind him. Something
slithered down his side. A hand, with grasping fingers that tugged at his
clothing. Sharp nails dug into his flesh and he hissed. Another hand, then a
third, and still more.


Keeper’s
teeth!


Horror thrummed within Kodyn and he
shoved against the door, pushing it open. He leapt into the laboratory and
spun, skin crawling from the strange sensation.


The sight of the thing that emerged from
the room froze Kodyn’s blood in his veins. 


 


 


 












Chapter Twenty-Nine
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“Issa!” 


The sound of her name brought Issa
whirling around in time to see Evren burst from the shadows and thunder toward
her. 


“There’s a mob on its way!” he shouted.
“We’ve got to get out of here!” 


Fear spiked Issa’s pulse. That was
precisely what she’d feared. She and thirty Indomitables couldn’t fight off a
throng of armed and angry rioters. Especially not with her prisoners. She
turned back to the nine bound Ybrazhe thugs kneeling on the ground. Evren’s
words had filled their eyes with a bright, defiant glare. The rioters were on
their side. They believed they were about to be rescued.


Not
a chance I’m letting that happen!


“Get them on their feet!” Issa barked at
her Indomitables. “We’re moving out!”


None of the soldiers needed to be told
twice; they’d all heard Evren’s warning and knew the danger if they didn’t make
themselves scarce.


The Ybrazhe thugs, however, refused to
cooperate. All nine of the heavily-muscled men struggled against the soldiers
hauling them to their feet. One even managed to shout, “Indomitables, over
here!” before a Dictator silenced him with a blow to the gut.


Issa’s jaw tightened. She couldn’t fight
her own people, nor put her Indomitables at risk. There was only one solution. 


She raised her flammard high and fixed
the man with a hard glare “For crimes against the city of Shalandra and its
people, I, Issa of the Keeper’s Blades, sentence you to die.” Black steel
flashed in the light of the burning building, blood sprayed, and a head rolled.



All eyes locked on her. The Indomitables
appeared stunned, but not half as shocked as the Ybrazhe thugs. Their surprise
turned to horror as Issa strode on to the next Syndicate brute. “For your
crimes, I sentence you to death.” Her sword flashed again and another headless
torso thumped to the street.


Fear and panic twisted the face of the
third man in line, a smaller, wiry thief. “For your crimes against the city, I
sentence you to death.”


His defiance cracked and he cowered as
she raised the sword. A grim satisfaction filled Issa. She had him.


“Unless, of course, you are willing to
provide evidence of your complicity with the Keeper’s Council.” She spoke in a
hard, cold voice. “If you are willing to give a sworn testimony before the
Pharus, your sentence will be commuted to life in prison.”


The thief’s eyes widened. Issa saw the
hesitation written there as he wrestled with the choice. Life in a cell or
death on the streets? For a self-serving Syndicate crook, the decision was
clear.


“I will speak!” he shouted. “I will tell
you everything, just don’t kill me!”


A couple of his comrades growled insults
at his cowardice, but most added their voices to his offer of cooperation. 


Issa’s jaw clenched as she pointed to
the last two defiant thugs. “Kill them.” 


She steeled her face, hiding a wince as
the Indomitables put an end to the Syndicate brutes. She had no desire to kill
them, especially not here, not like this—it felt like murder, even after all
they’d done. Yet in the battle for survival and for the sake of the city, she
had no choice.


“Let’s go!” In the thirty seconds it had
taken to crack the Ybrazhe’s resolve, the sounds of the approaching mob had
grown louder. “Get them to the passages!” She turned a hard gaze on the Ybrazhe
captives. “You are all sentenced to death. My soldiers will not hesitate to
carry out your execution on the spot if you do anything that puts us in
jeopardy. Your only hope of having your sentence commuted is to reach safety with
us.”


Resignation filled the eyes of the five
remaining captives. 


“This way!” Evren waved her north,
toward the wall. Issa had seen him sneak through the streets; if anyone could
get them out of harm’s way, it would be him.


She couldn’t help noticing the look he
gave her before turning away. It held no recrimination there, simply a deep
sadness. As if he acknowledged the necessity of her actions but hated the
brutality. 


The
time will come when I am asked to give answers to the Long Keeper for what I’ve
done here. Her
cold-blooded actions brought a rush of acid to her throat, yet she knew she’d
done the right thing. The end of the Syndicate meant peace in Shalandra. Those
deaths had been crucial to restoring order and putting an end to the riots. And
her men counted on her to get them to safety.


They raced through the streets, hauling
the captive thugs along between them. One tried to take advantage of the haste
to make a break for it. Issa cut him down without a second thought. After that,
the remaining four showed little sign of resistance. They ran as fast as their
thick legs could carry them. 


“Go!” Evren thrust a finger down an
intersecting alley, one that led north toward the cliff face. The roaring of
the crowd echoed loud from a street a few hundred paces south.


Issa and her Indomitables hurried past,
but Evren remained behind, likely to watch for any signs of pursuit. Issa led
the way toward the looming wall, her heart hammering a desperate beat against
her aching ribs. The wounds in her legs had stiffened, the ache intensifying
with every step. Gritting her teeth, Issa forced herself to keep moving. Now
wasn’t the time to give in to pain.


Sounds of looting and the glimmer of
torchlight ahead sent Issa racing down a back lane two streets from the cliff
face. Their path led farther west, toward the secret entrance, but they had to
skirt whoever lay ahead. Better the detour than risk a fight. It would take
just one shout to bring the throng rushing in their direction.


Something moved in the shadows to her
right. Issa’s head whipped around, her eyes scanning the darkness. She blew out
a breath as Evren appeared around a corner and sprinted toward them.


“We’ve lost them for now,” he hissed,
“but we’ve got to hurry! They could turn this way at any moment.”


“Go!” Issa thrust a finger ahead. “Get
the tunnels open.”


With a nod, Evren dashed ahead and
ducked into the alley that led north, toward freedom. By the time she and her
Indomitables rounded the corner, he had reached the wall and was fumbling along
its surface for the Serenii symbols that marked the opening. Relief flooded her
as the door slid open, revealing the passages into darkness. 


One of the Ybrazhe thugs gave a
terrified yelp as the Dictator shoved him into the opening, but none of the
others made a sound. The sight of the glowing gemstones and the strange
markings carved into the wall shocked them into silence. 


Issa only relaxed when Evren slipped
into the tunnel at the rear of their line and the stone door rumbled slowly
closed behind him. They were safe, with prisoners, and the threat of the
Ybrazhe was all but ended. A good night, by any measure.


That didn’t mean she’d take any chances
with her captives. “Any of these bastards makes a move,” Issa growled to the
Protector leading the Indomitables, “put a blade in them. We only need one of them to talk.” The order felt
cruel, harsh, like a command Invictus Tannard would give. But in times of
war—and Issa knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Shalandra was at war, with itself and threats
within its own walls—drastic actions often proved necessary.  


“Please!” begged one, the thief that had
been first to crack. “We’ve already surrendered and agreed to speak. We won’t
do anything.”


“Tell that to your comrade back there,”
Issa snarled at him. “He put my men in jeopardy, trying to run like that.”


 “We’re only following orders,” protested the
man. “Blackfinger’s—”


“Blackfinger has been dealt with.”
Evren’s voice cut in. “Your Syndicate is broken.”


“And unless you wish to have your heads
adorning spikes in Murder Square, you’ll tell us everything you lot have planned
for the city.” Issa loomed over the man and her voice dropped to a growl. “Everything.” 


A desperate light shone in the man’s
eyes. His eyes darted toward his comrades and he opened his mouth, but no sound
came out. 


Issa pressed the curving edge of her
flammard against his throat. “Speak!”


“I…” The thief hesitated, his eyes again
flitting to the other captives, and he licked his lips. “I-I don’t know much.
I’m just a Crewman.” He tilted his head toward the man nearest Issa. “But
Taghban, he’s a Crew Leader and—”


“Nahril, you craven bastard!” snarled
the man. “I should have slit your cowardly throat years ago when—”


A meaty thump echoed off the tunnel walls as an Indomitable silenced
Taghban’s tirade with a mailed fist to the face.  


Nahril turned back to her, his eyes
pleading. “I swear, by my eternity in the Long Keeper’s arms, Taghban’s the
only one left who knows the full truth of Blackfinger’s deal with the High
Divinity. But I’ll tell you anything else you want to know. Just don’t kill
me!” 


The man’s words sent a chill down Issa’s
spine. The…High Divinity? She’d known
the Ybrazhe had deals with the Keeper’s Council through Angrak, a highly placed
Necroseti. But High Divinity Tinush, the highest-ranked priest of the Long
Keeper? A dagger of dread twisted in her gut.


Words poured from Nahril’s mouth as he
spilled everything he knew about the Syndicate’s plans. Yet Issa heard none of
it through the swirling chaos in her thoughts. 


“Sir?” The quiet question snapped her
back to reality. She turned to find the Indomitable Protector standing beside
her. “Orders, sir?”


Issa cocked her head. “Orders?” She
blinked at the man, her mind reeling. The discovery of Tinush’s treachery had
knocked her off-balance. 


 “To do with them.” The Protector motioned to
the three remaining captives, including the bloodied, glaring Taghban. “As he
said, we only need that one alive.” He drew his belt dagger and waved it at the
thugs. “The city would be better off rid of these scum. They’ve plagued the
lower tiers for long enough.”


Nahril’s pleas for mercy only grew
louder. The three burly thugs, however, remained silent, a defiant light in
their eyes. If death came for them, they would face it on their feet. 


“No.” Issa felt suddenly drained,
exhaustion and pain washing over her. “We promised they would live. We take
them to Lady Callista. She will decide their fates.”


She shouldered her way to the front of
the column, Evren beside her. As he passed, she caught a glimpse of his
expression. The approval in his eyes filled her with surprising warmth. 


Yet as she marched up the passages, that
warmth turned to a cold, hard anger that formed in the pit of her stomach.
Taghban the Crew Leader would give her what she needed to point Lady Callista
at the Keeper’s Council, and the Lady of Blades would bring the Necroseti down
once and for all. With her mission fulfilled, Issa would be free to go help her
grandparents. 


I’m
coming, Saba and Savta. The
bloodstained, helmeted face of her grandfather flashed in her mind’s eyes. I’ll save you so you can finally tell me the
Keeper-damned truth!


 


* * *


 


“What do you mean, she’s not here?” Issa
snarled.


The Indomitable Sentinel retreated
beneath the intensity in her voice. “Lady Callista was summoned to the palace
by the Pharus on a matter of urgency.” 


Issa bared her teeth. “What could be
more urgent than the fight to save the city?” 



“An attempt on the Pharus’ life.” A new
voice echoed in the room. Issa turned to see Invictus Dyrkton stride into the
room. “The Pharus demanded that she personally see to his protection.”


Anger surged within Issa. Now wasn’t the
time for the Pharus to pull rank. Lady Callista was needed here, on hand, to
deal with the riots. And she had to be here when Taghban gave up the Keeper’s
Council. 


“I will see to the questioning of your
prisoners personally,” Dyrkton said. “We will extract the answers from them and
see that Lady Callista is informed of everything we learn.” He rested a
gauntleted hand on her shoulder. “Your actions are to be commended, Prototopoi.
Archateros Hykos relayed Ormroth’s report to us as the Ypertatos went off to
join the battle.”


“Sir, if I might—” Issa began.


“Your part is done, Prototopoi.” The
Invictus shot her a stern glare. “You will do no good to anyone if you're too exhausted
and wounded to fight. Go, refresh yourself and rest. We will call upon you at
first light.”


Issa’s jaw muscles worked. She couldn’t
come out and tell him that her grandfather was a Keeper’s Blade, holed up in
Killian’s smithy and fighting for his life. The Invictus would never believe
her. 


Yet, he’d ordered her to rest, so he’d
demand answers if she marched out the front gate. To get to her grandparents,
she had only one choice: the secret tunnel in the Fortress. She might not have
Hykos’ headband, but from what she’d seen in the palace, the door opened from
inside even without a special stone. 


Issa straightened and saluted. “Yes,
Invictus.” Turning on her heel, she strode from the War Room. Her steps led to
the staircase that would bring her up to the room with the secret tunnel.
Exhaustion tugged on her muscles and the pain of her wounds hadn’t faded, yet
there was no way she could rest, not while her grandparents were in
danger.  


A glimmer of happiness sprang to life
within her as she caught sight of a familiar figure sitting in a room on the
upper floor. Hykos’ eyes were closed, his head leaned back against the wall,
and his chest rose and fell in the steady rhythm of sleep. A thick bandage
wrapped his injured knee, but his face showed no signs of pain.


Rest
well, Hykos. The time
would come when she, too, would find a chance to close her eyes, but not yet. First, I’ve got to save my grandparents.


A figure detached from the shadows of
the hallway opposite the room she sought. Issa tensed, but relaxed as she caught
sight of Evren. 


“You’re going after him, aren’t you?”
Evren asked before she could speak. “The High Divinity.”


Issa’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you say
that?” His question caught her by surprise; in her worries for her
grandparents, she’d pushed the Ybrazhe’s revelation to the back of her mind.


Evren nodded. “I’ve seen that look on
your face before, the one that looks like you’re about to do something stupid.”



Issa’s jaw clenched. “Don’t try talking
me out of this.” She wasn’t going to find the High Divinity, but he didn’t need
to know that. She faced a desperate battle to get to her grandparents. Her
armor and flammard protected her, but he’d never keep up with his daggers and
simple street clothing. No way she’d risk him getting hurt in the skirmish. 


Evren gave her a wry grin. “I’m not here
to stop you, just to…” He pursed his lips. “…make sure you don’t get yourself
killed, I guess.”


Issa’s eyebrows rose in surprise. He
cared enough to want to keep her safe? She’d thought of Kodyn, Aisha, and
Briana more as friends, but Evren had always hung back, remained more guarded. 


Evren’s lips quirked into a crooked
smile. “Hey, I’ve been there myself, dead set on doing something dumb for the
right reasons. Sometimes, when things are at their worst, you’ve got to take a
big risk. But every time I did, I nearly got myself killed.” He shrugged. “I’d
just hate to see you wind up dead. After everything you’ve done to help us, I
figure it’s time we had your back.”


An involuntary smile spread across
Issa’s lips. The way he talked, it almost sounded like they were friends.


Yet her smile faded a moment later. A true friend wouldn’t lie like this. If
he planned to come with her, he needed to know—


“I know how hard you’ve been fighting to
bring down the Keeper’s Council.” Evren seemed not to notice her inner
struggle. “Now, with the proof that Tinush is the link to the Ybrazhe, it means
the Council is directly responsible for everything that’s going on right now. I
want to be there when you haul him in front of Lady Callista. The look on his
face is going to be absolutely priceless!” 


Though he spoke in a lighthearted tone,
an earnest seriousness shone in his eyes. He, too, had suffered at the hands of
the Ybrazhe. Putting an end to the Syndicate—and, through them, the Keeper’s
Council—meant one less threat to his life. No wonder he was dead-set on
marching into the Hall of the Beyond to arrest Tinush!


A war of indecision raged within Issa.
More than anything, she wanted to race to the Artisan’s Tier and fight her way
to her grandparents. Yet she had sworn to serve Shalandra, not just herself.
Saving her grandparents would be selfish and self-centered, given the turmoil
gripping her city. The right choice, the choice she had vowed to make the day
she took the oaths of the Keeper’s Blades, would be to go after Tinush.


She felt torn in two. Desire battled
duty, and love for her family struggled against her loyalty to the Keeper’s
Blades and what they stood for. If she chose her grandparents, her city
suffered. If she chose her city, what would happen to Saba and Savta? Could
they hold Killian’s smithy much longer? Or were they even now being overrun by
rioters? Even without leadership, the Ybrazhe thugs besieging the smithy
wouldn’t stop until they completed their objective—likely the murder of Killian
and anyone else within the forge.


Issa knew what she had to do. The
decision was crystal clear in her mind, but it took all of her willpower to
actually reach it. Shalandra comes first.
Three simple words, barely formed into a thought, yet they left her as
exhausted as if she’d just run the Blades’ Two Hundred. But they were the right ones. She had vowed to
serve, to sever all ties to her past. Though she could never truly give up her
grandparents—they were her only family—she could carry out her sworn duty to
the city. Shalandra needed her more.


“Let’s go, then.” She nodded, though her
head felt heavy. “Another pair of hands will make hauling Tinush into the
palace a whole lot easier.”  


“And, all geared up like that, you’re
about as sneaky as a thunderstorm in the desert.” Evren tsked. “I figured you’d
need an expert to help you find a secret way into the Hall of the Beyond.”


“You’d be wrong on that!” Issa grinned.
“When it comes to sneaking into the Keeper’s Temple, I’ve already got that
covered.” 


 


 












Chapter Thirty
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Evren had to admit he’d been wrong about
Issa. She could be far stealthier
than he expected. Despite the fact that she wore full plate mail, helmet, and
that bloody huge sword, she made only fractionally more noise than him as they
ran through the Serenii tunnels. Something about her armor made it eerily
silent. 


She also moved with caution, placing
each step precisely. Though she lacked the skills of a thief like him, she’d
clearly spent a great deal of time sneaking around. He thought of one of the
few conversations he’d shared with her—before her acceptance into the Keeper’s
Blades, she’d been an Earaqi and lived on the Cultivator’s Tier. Who knew what
she’d been forced to do in the name of survival? 


Seems
there’s a lot I don’t know about her. 


Upon their first meeting, he’d seen her
as nothing more than who she appeared to be: a stern, straight-laced soldier
serving her Pharus. Yet each subsequent encounter had given him a deeper
glimpse into the woman beneath. An orphan raised by her grandparents. A
low-caste laborer that had dedicated herself to lifting her family out of their
squalor. A dutiful warrior loyal to her commanding officer, too honest to spy
on Briana and the rest of them.


The way she’d panicked when hearing of
the threat to Killian’s life and the way the blacksmith had greeted her—with
familiarity and warmth she’d reciprocated—revealed another layer beneath. She
had known where to find his strongbox, the secret of that black book of his. 


Now, faced with the chaos and
destruction of her city, Issa was torn between two loyalties: one to the Earaqi
she had lived with her entire life, one to Lady Callista and the rule of order.
She had killed her own people to protect the men under her command.


Evren had no trouble understanding why
she’d made the choice to kill the Ybrazhe thugs. They were the cause of the
chaos, the ones responsible for the deaths of so many on both sides of the
battle. A battle between people of the same city, Shalandrans one and all,
Issa’s fellow Earaqi and fellow soldiers. The situation had demanded expediency
and Issa had responded with warranted ruthlessness. Thanks to her actions, her
people had gotten out alive. Better yet, the Syndicate thugs were talking. 


She had changed since the day they met.
Still the same soldier, yet she had a new hardness within her, one born of
necessity. Her city was ablaze, awash with bloodshed, chaos, and death. Her
life had gone up in flames. That would harden anyone.


Yet a part of him still watched her with
wary eyes. She’d made the choice not to
kill the remaining Syndicate thugs, but by the look on her face, it had almost
gone the other way. A part of him suspected that she would do whatever she had
to for the sake of her people, no matter how ferocious


And doing so could cost her soul. 


Evren had lived with the guilt of
Lectern Uman’s accidental death, even though he’d fought back in the name of
survival. The things he’d been forced to do while living on the streets of
Vothmot, he’d never be able to shake some of those memories. If going with her
meant he could help her avoid adding more stains to her conscience, he’d take
the risk.


Even
if that means we’re sneaking into the belly of the beast.


How they’d pull that off remained to be
seen. Issa seemed confident in her ability to get them into the Hall of the
Beyond without the need for a lockstone like the one Kodyn carried. Evren
retained a healthy dose of skepticism that she could manage it, though she
deserved a chance to try.


“This way,” he said, pointing toward a
passage, a movement that sent a twinge through his aching shoulder. “This one
gets us out as close as possible to the Keeper’s temple, just like you asked.”


“Good.” Issa nodded, her teeth shining
bright in the crimson glow of the gemstones. “Once we’re out, I’ll lead us to
the way in.”


Evren accepted this in silence and led
them toward the blank wall at the end of the tunnel. He triggered the gemstones
and the stone slid aside. The cool darkness of the starry night awaited them
outside. Midnight would be upon them in an hour or two, giving them perhaps six
hours to get into the Hall of the Beyond and snatch up Tinush before the rising
sun made their job substantially more challenging. 


As Issa slipped out into the night ahead
of him, Evren searched the dark sky for the Hall of the Beyond. West of their
position, seven black shapes thrust upward from the Keeper’s Tier, the spires
of the Seven Faces blocking the stars. 


To Evren’s surprise, Issa turned east,
away from the temple. Biting down on his confusion, he followed her without
question. If she said she knew the way in and it happened to be somewhere else,
he’d give her a shot. 


Their journey lasted only a minute
before Issa slipped into the open gate of a mansion that appeared abandoned.
Crumbling stone walls, shattered glass windows, and unkempt gardens met his
eyes. Curiosity furrowed his brows. This
is the way in?


Issa strode into the house, through the
grand hall, and down a smaller passage that led to a set of stairs cut into the
stony ground. Before descending, Issa reached into a small cubbyhole next to
the staircase and drew out an oil lantern. It seemed the mansion wasn’t
abandoned as he thought.


The lantern had a strange self-lighting
mechanism of flint and steel, triggered by a small lever set into the metallic
base. The fire was small, barely more than a flickering flame the size of
Evren’s fingernail, but the polished metal mirrors amplified its brightness to
illuminate the staircase. 


Two floors down, Evren found himself
staring down a narrow tunnel that had been crudely carved out of the stone. As
far as the lantern light revealed, no more than ten or twenty paces, it ran
straight toward the Hall of the Beyond. 


“Well, this is interesting,” Evren
whispered as they slipped down the tunnel. “This gets us in?”


Issa nodded. “I’ve been told it’s for
the Necroseti that want to slip in and out of the temple unseen.” Her face
screwed into a frown. “Likely for those too low-ranked in the priesthood to
know about the Serenii passages.”


“Yeah, the Secret Keepers say that’s a
secret reserved for only a few outside the Keeper’s Council.” A question formed
in his mind. “But how, exactly, did you say you found out about this?” 


She, an Earaqi, shouldn’t know about
something like this. 


Issa shot him a glance, a strange
hesitance in her eyes. “I used it to sneak into the Crucible.”


Evren raised an eyebrow. “Crucible?” 


“Right, I forgot you’re not from here.”
Issa gave him a smile. “All Shalandrans undergo certain tests during their
years of education at the Institutes of the Seven Faces or the Academies of the
upper tiers. Those selected by the Necroseti as potential Blades undergo the
Crucible, a test to determine if they are worthy of serving the Long Keeper.”
She gestured to the sword on her back. “We must fight to claim these blades.
Yet even winning the battle is only the first step. Only those blessed by the
Keeper himself are worthy to wield the swords.” 


“But why did you have to sneak into the
Crucible?” Evren asked. “Were you too old to take the tests or—?” 


“My grandparents refused to let me
train.” Issa’s jaw clenched and her expression grew suddenly tight. “They
didn’t want me to fight, though they never explained why. I had to
learn…elsewhere. Someone else who cared about what I wanted.”


The anger in her voice surprised Evren,
but another part of what she’d said leapt out at him. The way she spoke about
that “someone else”. Evren had a
memory of a dusty training yard surrounded by wooden weapons racks behind a
smithy on the Artisan’s Tier. 


His eyes flew wide. “Killian trained you?” 


Issa remained silent, but the surprise
on her face all but confirmed his supposition. 


Suddenly, the relationship between Issa
and Killian made sense. They were more than simple acquaintances. The way the
two had greeted each other after the battle with the Ybrazhe had struck Evren
as strange at the time, but now he understood. The way Killian had fought the
Syndicate, Issa was lucky to have him as an instructor. 


“Damn! Ever since we rescued him, I’ve been
trying to figure out the connection between the two of you.” Evren fixed her
with a curious stare. “For a minute, I thought you might have been one of his
Mumblers, but…”


“No.” Issa shook her head. “He never
pressed me to join.” Her expression grew puzzled. “I even asked him about it
once, why my training was different from the others he recruited to his
Mumblers. He just said it was ‘a necessary precaution’. I still don’t know what
that means, and he never bothered to explain. Eventually, I stopped asking. All
that mattered was that he was training me to become this.” She gestured to her
armor and sword. “To fight for my city and...” Again, that strange pause. “…my
family.”


The words hung in the air, something
heavy with a meaning that was lost on Evren. 


A moment later, Issa’s eyes narrowed.
“How do you know Killian?” 


Evren grinned. “That’s one hell of a
story. Let’s just say we’ve each got a vested interest in helping each other
out.”


“Doing what, exactly?” Issa cocked her
head, suspicion written in her eyes.


Evren’s gut tightened at the question.
Something told him she wouldn’t be as accepting of his mission to steal the
Blade of Hallar as Killian or Briana. He could explain to her the truth of
Kharna, the Serenii, and the Devourer of Worlds, but that seemed a little too
monumental a revelation for a time like this. Yet he had to give her an answer.



“I’m here for Hailen.” The best
fabrications were built around a kernel of truth. “Getting him into Suroth’s
household was a step toward helping him discovering his powers.” Issa had been
present when Hailen explained what his blood could do with the Serenii
artifacts.


Understanding dawned on Issa’s face.
“And Killian was the one to put you there.” A statement, not a question. 


“Yes,” Evren said. Clearly she knew at
least some of what the blacksmith
did. “And thanks to that, I’ve ended up in the Ybrazhe’s sights. I’ll be glad
when we’re finally rid of the bastards once and for all.”


“Like you said, the Syndicate is
broken.” Issa’s eyes darkened. “Blackfinger is in chains, along with most of
his thugs. Angrak is dead. All that remains is to deal with Tinush and anyone
else on the Keeper’s Council that’s in league with them.” She clenched her
mailed fists so hard her gauntlets creaked. “Then we can return our attention
to restoring order to the city. Shalandra will finally be rid of the Ybrazhe.”


Leaving
only the Gatherers, Hallar’s Warriors, and anyone else who’s stirring up
trouble, Evren thought.
But, at least with one problem out of the
way, maybe there will be a chance to bring peace. Ending the riots would be
the first step toward a brighter future in Shalandra. 


Before he could continue the line of
questioning, the passage ended at a door. Made of heavy oak banded with iron,
it had a finger-thick locking bar to hold it shut. To Evren’s relief, the
deadbolt had been left unlocked by whoever passed this way last. 


The door opened with only a tiny creak
of hinges, revealing a dark stone staircase beyond. Issa went first, holding
the lantern high as she climbed. The stairs only rose one floor before
splitting off into three passages that ran north, east, and west. 


“Which way?” Evren asked in a whisper.


“That way’s the Crucible,” Issa replied,
pointing west. “But if we’re looking for Tinush, we’ll want to check the temple
itself.” She gestured down the northern passage. “My guess is this way.”


“Your guess?” Evren’s eyebrows shot up. “I thought you said you knew!” 


“No, I said I knew a way into the Hall
of the Beyond!” Issa’s face hardened. “We’re in the temple, so now we’ve got to
figure out where to find the High Divinity.”


Evren threw up his hands. “Keeper’s
teeth, you could have told me that before we left. We could have at least
gotten a basic layout of the temple, figured out where we’re most likely to
find our target. Instead, we’re going in half-blind?”


Lines of tension appeared around Issa’s
eyes and mouth, as if she bit back words that ached to burst free of her lips.
After a long moment, she shrugged. “We’re here now, so we figure it out.” 


With a sign, Evren nodded. “So be it.”
He glanced down the three passages. “So that north one leads us to the main
temple buildings?”


“I think so.” Issa inclined her head. “I
mean, I’m pretty certain.”


Evren snorted. “Hooray.” 


Fire flared in Issa’s eyes. “You’re welcome
to go back,” she snarled. “But I’m not leaving until I’ve got Tinush in
custody. I’ll haul him in front of Lady Callista even if I have to throw him
over my shoulder.”


It sounded so strange to hear someone
like Issa speak thus about a priest, especially one as high-ranked as Tinush.
Like so many other cities on Einan, the culture of Shalandra revolved around
religion—in this case, exclusive worship of the Long Keeper, god of death. They
had bred into the people an innate reverence for the Necroseti, his priests on
Einan. For many, raising a hand in violence or even speaking against a priest
like the High Divinity would be paramount to heresy.


Then again, the men who served the Long
Keeper had done a great deal to poke holes in her faith. The Keeper’s Council
and their underlings had proven themselves as susceptible to the failings of
humans as everyone else on Einan. Greed, ruthlessness, spite, and enmity drove
their actions. Issa’s belief in both the Long Keeper and those who claimed to
serve him would have been shaken by everything she’d witnessed—just as Evren’s
faith had been shattered by Lectern Uman and his fellow Lecterns. 


Sometimes, it proved impossible to
believe in any sort of divinity when its servants inflicted such horrors on the
world.


“Fine,” Evren said. “Let’s go. We’ll
never find him if we just stand here.” 


Shaking his head, he strode down the
passage she’d indicated. A heartbeat later, her boots clacked behind him,
moving fast to catch up.


A tense silence descended over them as
they hurried through the underground tunnel. The lamplight revealed rough-hewn
walls and ceilings that lacked the elegance and precision of the Serenii-made
passages. This corridor, like the escape tunnel, appeared to have been carved
by human hands. 


Issa extinguished the light a few
minutes later, and Evren caught sight of the starry night at the end of the
tunnel. Moonlight shone on the monolithic stone structure of the Hall of the
Beyond. The sheer scope of the temple stole his breath. The building stretched
a thousand paces east to west, and easily half that distance north to south.
High stone walls ringed the temple grounds, which appeared to occupy fully a
quarter of the Keeper’s Tier. 


Bloody
hell! Evren stifled a
silent curse. How are we ever supposed to
find one man in a place like this?


He glanced at the sky. They’d be lucky
to find Tinush before sunrise, but they needed to be gone from the temple long
before dawn. He doubted the Keeper’s Priests would be thrilled to find them
sneaking around the temple grounds.


Better
hurry up and start looking, then.


He scanned the huge temple itself,
searching for anything that could give him an idea of where to begin his
search. He lacked Kodyn’s expertise at breaking into fine mansions and estates,
but he knew enough about priests to have a clue. The Grand Lectern of Vothmot
and his High Lectern underlings occupied the highest rooms in the opulent
Master’s Temple. Wealthy merchants, noblemen, kings, and caliphs tended to
choose a lofty viewpoint from which to look down on the world around them.


That
top floor seems as good a place as any to start.


His eyes traced the outline of the
temple until he found a balcony jutting from its western face, near the
southern corner of the highest floor. Anyone standing up there would be able to
see over the sandstone walls ringing the Hall of the Beyond and the Keeper’s
Tier. They’d have a clear view of the tiers below and the farmlands that
surrounded Shalandra to the south. 


Yeah,
that’s definitely where we want to look.


“How about there?” he thrust a finger at
the balcony.


Issa studied it with a frown. “Worth a
try.”


Evren drew in a deep breath. Finding it is the easy part. Let’s hope
getting onto the balcony isn’t as hard as it looks. Though the temple stood
only half the height of the seven huge spires, they’d still have to climb six
floors to reach that balcony. Whether they scaled the exterior or found a way
up through the inside of the temple, they’d be in for a bloody difficult time.


Thankfully, they had plenty of cover to
get them within spitting distance of the temple. The passage they’d used to
enter the Hall of the Beyond opened into a lush garden filled with tall trees,
thick shrubs, and solid hedge walls. The light of lanterns, torches, and oil
lamps flickered in the myriad gazebos, stone circles, and wooden arbors that
dotted the estate, but their illumination made it easier for Evren to pick his
way through the gardens. It seemed the Necroseti had little fear of intruders;
not a single patrol of gold-armored guards appeared to stymie their efforts to
reach the main building.


The gardens actually grew right up to
the base of the temple, broken only by a narrow walkway surrounding the
building. Evren and Issa didn’t even need to break cover to approach the
southern wall. A bushy beech tree gave them ample concealment. 


That
was too easy. Nervous
tension knotted his shoulders. Could the Keeper’s Priests be so secure in their
power that they had no need to protect themselves from outside threats? Given
the way they’d manipulated the Ybrazhe—and likely the Gatherers and Hallar’s
Warriors—they probably were. 


Not
for much longer. A
fierce grin split his face. Tinush is in
for one hell of a surprise. 


He scanned the area, searching for a way
to reach the sixth-floor balcony. It, too, appeared a nauseatingly simple task.
The same beech tree that sheltered them actually spread its thick, leafy
branches up to the fifth floor level, offering an abundance of easily-reached
handholds. From there, it would be a simple, if slightly more challenging task
to scale the rough-hewn stone and clamber onto the balcony.


Simple for him, at least. He shot a glance at Issa. With all her heavy armor
and that huge sword on her back, she might not be able to make the climb.


She seemed to read his thoughts. “Let’s
do this.” Her face hardened. “There’s no way you’re going without me.”


“Suit yourself.” With a shrug, Evren
clambered up into the lowest branches and began the five-story ascent of the
beech tree.


Despite the aches in his still-tender
ankle and shoulder, he found the climb surprisingly enjoyable. The tree’s bark
had a smooth texture that made for easy gripping, and the thick branches
provided solid hand and footholds. The ascent proved as simple as the trek
across the temple grounds. 


Yet it was the act of climbing a tree
that brought a smile to Evren’s face. Long ago, he’d loved climbing the few
acacia trees that grew in the barren, rocky soil of Vothmot. His mother had
laughed, clapped, and tried her best to conceal her worry as Evren scrambled up
the sparse, spindly branches. She would climb as high as she could and sit with
him, sharing a sparse meal.


Those days were long behind him, his
mother and his childhood both laid to rest years earlier. But the smell of green
leaves and wood bark, the wind blowing in his hair, and the exertion of hauling
himself higher brought back a sense of wonder he hadn’t felt in years. In the
midst of the chaos and violence gripping Shalandra, the simplicity of the climb
brought back an almost childish sense of joy.


Then he caught sight of the temple above
and the heavily-armored warrior below, and the joy faded. He and Issa were here
on a mission to capture Tinush. First they had to find the High Divinity, then
figure out how in the bloody hell to get him out of the temple without raising
alarm. No easy task, but one problem at a time.


Sweat dripped down his brow and soaked
through his shirt by the time he reached the highest branch of the tree. He
walked cautiously toward the wall, his arms outstretched to hold his balance.
To his relief, Issa waited before he grabbed on to the sandstone façade of the
temple before following him.


The next part of the ascent proved a bit
trickier. Darkness made it difficult to find easy hand and foot-holds, and
though the elements had worn away at the smooth stone surface, sandstone had a
tendency to crumble. To make the climb, he had to find that perfect balance
between haste and caution—the longer he clung to the wall, the greater the risk
he’d lose his footing or grip and take a long, shattering plunge. 


His gut tightened as stone cracked and
fell away beneath his right hand. He threw himself upward, just in time to
close his fingers around the railing of the sixth-floor balcony. Heart
hammering, his mouth suddenly dry, he hauled himself over the balustrade and
onto the smooth tiled floor.


He lay there a long moment, his breath
coming in ragged gasps. A tremor ran through his hands and knees—not just from
exertion, but from fear. That was too
bloody close!


Yet as he climbed to his feet, the view
from the balcony proved absolutely worth the effort. Moonlight shone on the
city spread out below him and the flat farmlands around it. From this height
and distance, the lights shining below—the fires rampaging the Artisan’s Tier
and the flickering dots of a hundred torches carried by rioters—mirrored the
stars shining above. None of the roaring or shouting reached up this high, only
the gentle breeze that caressed his ears.


A part of him suddenly understood how
the Keeper’s Council could permit such violence and turmoil in their city. This
balcony rose high above the chaos, just as the Necroseti stood so high above
the lower castes. Anyone that stood up here would be removed from the glaring
truth experienced by the people below. This perspective diminished everything
beneath the Keeper’s Tier until the rest of Shalandra appeared miniscule and
unimportant. 


A grunt
from below him snapped him from his thoughts. Right, Issa! 


He had just leaned over the railing to help
her when a sound echoed from behind him. Voices, locked in a quiet
conversation, approaching. 


“Someone’s coming!” he hissed.


Issa froze in place, clinging to the
wall three paces below the balcony. Her black armor hid her from plain view,
yet Evren knew that she could only hold on for so long before her muscles gave
out or the wall crumbled away.


He had no time to help her. A door
behind him opened and lamplight spilled across the balcony toward him. 


In desperation, he cast about for a
hiding place. A single stone bench stood on the far side of the balcony—he
threw himself toward it and slithered out of sight, hoping that the newcomers
didn’t look toward him. 


Evren risked a glance at the men. One
was a man with prim lips, a hooked nose, and a build on the wrong side of
obese; the second was old, easily in his ninth decade, with a thin face,
sagging skin, and a chest far too bony for his protruding gut. Both wore golden
headbands and an almost comical-looking bejeweled white crown. Evren had never
seen any of the Keeper’s Councilors before. He’d gamble his life that these men
were definitely them.


“…heard anything from the vermin,
Tinush?” the younger of the two asked. He set the simple oil lantern onto the
railing of the balcony—just above where Issa clung to the temple wall. 


“Not since just before noon.” The older
man’s voice had the quaver of his advanced age, tinged with a strong note of
disdain. “I did, however, receive confirmation that our order to bring down
that accursed stronghold has been delivered. Our confederates will stir up the
crowd and unleash them shortly before dawn.”


Confederates. A chill ran down Evren’s spine. They have to be talking about the Ybrazhe! What
the stronghold was, he couldn’t be certain. There were many places around Shalandra
the priests could be referring to. Perhaps they’d say something to reveal their
true goal, and that would point him in the right direction. If he knew what
they wanted, he could find a way to stop them. 


After they hauled Tinush out of the
temple, of course. He just had to wait for the other priest to leave and he
could make his move. 


“I’m not pleased with this, Madani.”
High Divinity Tinush’s voice took on a somber note. “The situation has
escalated beyond our expectations, and far beyond our control.” 


“I’m not thrilled, either,” Madani said,
his tone heavy with worry. “But there’s no turning back now. We are committed.
It is simply our good fortune that the foolish Callista wastes her men on the
Halls of Bounty. The stores within could only feed the people for a day or two.
When we bring out the food we have collected, they will fall in line and follow
our commands. Especially our confederates inciting hatred toward the Pharus.”


Blackfinger’s speech to the Earaqi had
dripped vitriol, all directed at Shalandra’s ruler. His guess that the Council
was using the Ybrazhe to overthrow the Pharus had been correct. 


“Restoring the city will cost far more
than we anticipated,” Tinush said. “Our coffers will be all but empty.”


“And we will quickly refill them once we
have full control over the city and the shalanite mines,” Madani replied.
“Besides, what is gold in the face of a true Shalandra, a Shalandra once more
devoted to proper worship of the Long Keeper? The people have ignored our
teachings for too long, and it has turned them godless and ignorant. We must
restore devotion to the Long Keeper before the Final Destruction comes.”


Evren’s jaw dropped at those words. From
the beginning, he’d believed the Keeper’s Priests driven by the usual motives:
greed, corruption, a desire for power. Yet Madani actually seemed to believe
his words. All this, in the name of worshipping the Long Keeper. 


A
god that doesn’t even exist. That
cruel truth made the actions of these men even worse. Everything they’d done to
“restore devotion” to their deity had been for nothing. There was no Long
Keeper, no god of death. Simply an ancient being that people had once, long
ago, worshipped as such. There would be no divine judgement, no bliss in the
Long Keeper’s arms. Evren had never given much thought to the afterlife—he’d
stopped worrying about it the day he started fighting to survive—but it
certainly wasn’t whatever these men envisioned.


“You are right,” Tinush said. “With the
restoration of faith and a devout population, we can usher in the glorious,
enlightened future that Hallar envisioned for Shalandra. Still, though this
sacrifice is necessary to bring about such change, I find myself wishing there
had been another way, one that led to fewer deaths.”


“They go to the Long Keeper and his
Sleepless Lands.” A note of zeal echoed in Madani’s voice. “Theirs is the
better fate. The rest of us must continue to toil in honor to our god until he
calls us to his arms. Death is a gift that awaits all of us at the end of a
life of service. Some are simply chosen to receive that gift sooner than
others.”


Evren’s gut clenched as Madani turned
and leaned over the railing. Issa!


The priest’s gaze was fixed on the city,
his eyes roaming the darkness below. But if he looked down, the lamplight would
outline the form of Issa clinging to the wall. 


Don’t
look down, don’t look down! 


Madani looked down. 


He sucked in a breath and recoiled, his
eyes flying wide. His mouth opened to cry out alarm.


Evren moved. He leapt across the balcony
and drove a clenched fist into the base of Madani’s jaw, knocking the priest
senseless before he could cry out. Madani sagged and hit the tiled balcony with
a meaty thump. His head cracked against the golden tile hard.


A gagging, gasping sound echoed beside
him. He turned, fists raised to defend himself, and found the aged Tinush
staring at him in stunned surprise. The priest’s face had gone as white as the
crown atop his head. His mouth hung agape and his hand clutched at his chest. 


Evren tensed in expectation of a cry,
yet none came. Tinush staggered backward, his face twisted in pain, a single
ragged breath escaping his lips. Then his legs struck the low railing, his body
tipped backward, and he plunged over.


Horror froze Evren in place for a single
heartbeat. He threw himself toward the falling priest, hand outstretched. Too
late. His fingers brushed black and gold cloth as Tinush plummeted into the
darkness. Long seconds later, a dull thump
echoed from below.


“What did you do?” Sweat streamed down
Issa’s face from the effort of clinging to the wall, but she looked up at him,
wide-eyed.


“Nothing!” Evren protested. “He
just…fell!” He stared, stunned, into the darkness below. 


“Evren!” Issa hissed. “We need to get
out of here, before he’s discovered.”


Evren cast a glance at the
still-senseless Madani. They’d come all this way to capture the High Divinity,
but now that Tinush was dead—


“Evren, now!” 


The words snapped him from his stupor.
He slithered over the railing and began the climb downward. The sound of
rustling leaves from below told him Issa had reached the safety of the beech
tree. He had to move slowly to pick solid hand and footholds, but the urgency
burned brighter in his mind with every passing second. Issa was right. If
someone discovered Tinush—


A shout of alarm echoed from the
darkness below. Even as Evren jumped onto the thick branch of the beech tree,
lights appeared in the gardens from all around. He raced across the swaying
limb and threw himself down to the branches below. In minutes, the lights would
converge around Tinush’s body. If he and Issa were caught in that tree, there’d
be no escape.


“By the Keeper!” came the cry from below
him. “It’s High Divinity Tinush! He’s dead!” 


Evren’s gut clenched. Shite, shite, shite! 


The lights approached faster, dozens of
them. As he and Issa drew nearer the ground, the clatter of armor and the thump, thump of booted feet grew louder.


Instead of clambering straight down the
trunk, Issa leapt to the branches of another tree. The sturdy oak only stood
half as tall as the beech, but its limbs spread out away from the spot where
Tinush’s body lay. The spot that would be flooded with guards and priests any
second.


Good
thinking! Evren vaulted
to the tree after her. Branches whipped at his face and tore at his clothing,
but he had no time to slow. They had less than a minute to reach the ground and
melt away into the shadows of the vast gardens.


Issa dropped the last five paces to the
ground, her boots making a soft thump on
the grass. Evren was seconds behind her. His feet had barely landed before he
was off and running, his steps heading back the way they’d come. 


Lanterns, torches, and lamps bobbed in
the darkness all around him, accompanied by shouts of alarm and confusion.
Evren raced ahead of Issa, ducking through the thick bushes, slipping behind
hedges, and clinging to the shadows of the trees. He scanned the gardens ahead,
trusting Issa to watch their backs. He just had to get to that tunnel they’d
used to get into the temple and they’d be safe.


His muscles ached from the climb up and
down and his breath burned in his lungs, but he refused to stop or rest. He
only paused when the approaching lights threatened to reveal his position. The
gardens gave him ample cover, but his heart hammered so loud he feared it would
give him away. 


Yet the Necroseti’s guards were so
focused on reaching their dead High Divinity that they paid little heed to the
shadows around them. It took Issa and Evren the better part of half an hour to
reach the tunnel. Relief flooded him when he finally saw the dark opening.
Without hesitation, he raced into the sheltering darkness of the underground
passage. Issa plucked the lantern off the wall where she’d hung it but didn’t
light it until they had left the opening far behind. 


He and Issa leaned on the wall, gasping
for air. Fear set Evren’s knees shaking and drenched his clothes in nervous
sweat. Bloody hell! He let out a
shaky breath. That was too damned close!


“What in the Keeper’s name happened back
there?” Issa hissed. “Did you kill Tinush?”


Evren shook his head, too winded to
speak. 


“So how the hell did he—?”


“His heart,” Evren gasped. “I-I
think…the surprise, his heart.” His mind raced, his thoughts a chaotic, panicked
jumble. “Madani! He saw you! Do you think…” He swallowed, caught his breath.
“Do you think he recognized you?”


“I…” Issa hesitated. “I don’t think so.
It was dark and my helmet…” She let out a long breath. “Keeper’s teeth, Evren!
We just killed Tinush!”


Guilt nagged in the back of Evren’s
mind. He hadn’t intended to kill
Tinush; bloody hell, they needed the old priest alive. He had been their only
link to the Ybrazhe, as evidenced by the words of the thief, Nahril. Madani
clearly knew the ins and outs of the treacherous plot, but without that
connection to Tinush, he wasn’t certain Lady Callista could make a move against
the Council.  


He replayed the conversation in his
mind, trying to recall anything else he could use, any more threads to follow. Something
Tinush said leapt out at him.


“I
did, however, receive confirmation that our order to bring down that accursed
stronghold has been delivered. Our confederates will stir up the crowd and
unleash them shortly before dawn.”


Stronghold. That word echoed over and
over in his thoughts. It sounded wrong, as if it didn’t belong.


What
stronghold could he be talking about? The Fortress? The Citadel of Stone? Both seemed unlikely targets for
Syndicate thugs. Perhaps the Halls of
Bounty? The Ybrazhe could want access to the food. Then again, if the
Council had stockpiled foodstuffs as Madani said, they wouldn’t need to control
the Halls of Bounty.


The memory of steel spikes, barbed wire,
and stone walls slammed into his mind. No!


The Ybrazhe had concentrated their
efforts around one place, after more than a week of concerted threats against
the same man. It made no sense and yet Evren couldn’t deny it. 


Realization froze his breath in his
lungs. “They’re going after Killian!” he said. “The Syndicate is going to storm
the smithy!” 


 


 












Chapter Thirty-One
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The sight of Hallar’s Warriors entering
Imbuka’s house froze Aisha in place. She stood in the middle of the street, too
stunned and confused to move. 


What
in the fiery hell? The
question rocked her to the core. What are
they doing?


The spirit of Shishak the Queenslayer
flared within her, the sudden burst of heat snapping her from her trance.
Instinct kicked in and she ducked into the shadows of a nearby house. With wary
caution, she slipped toward the small, decrepit building. Her ears pricked up
for any sounds of nearby threat. Silence hung in a thick blanket over her,
almost deafening compared to the chaos flooding the rest of Shalandra. 


Again, Shishak’s spirit burst to life as
the doorway opened. The two men that had entered moments earlier appeared once
more. Aisha flattened herself against the walls, her heart hammering, eyes
fixed on the bundles in their arms. Yet these stolen swords, the black steel
flammards of the Keeper’s Blades, no longer glowed with the blue-white light of
the Kish’aa. They were inert metal
once more. 


Aisha’s eyes flew wide as the truth
slammed into her. Imbuka is absorbing the
power! 


The whirlwind of confusion once again
gripped her mind. Imbuka, a Spirit Whisperer, was in league with Hallar’s
Warriors. They had brought him the swords so he could absorb the Kish’aa bound to the blades. Yet the why
of it escaped her. She couldn’t understand why he, a Ghandian and Umoyahlebe, would have any reason to
take part in the Shalandran power struggle.


The spirits of the Keeper’s Blades
within her pulled on her limbs, beckoning her to approach. Shishak filled her
mind with an overwhelming desire to charge into battle, to bring down her
enemies in a glorious blur of steel and death. Yet beneath the lust for battle,
Aisha felt a deep sense of loyalty emanating from the spirit. Shishak wanted to
reclaim her sword so she could return to her final resting place and fulfill
her final mission as a Keeper’s Blade. Duty above all.


Aisha touched the pendant at her throat
and Shishak’s voice in her mind sharpened. I
must return! I must stand guard before the Tomb of Hallar. I swore an oath.


One
I will help you fulfill,
Aisha told the voice. I will restore you
to your place of honor. But we must be cautious.  


Sometimes,
caution must be thrown to the wind in the name of duty!  


Shishak filled her mind with images of
battle: a lone figure in black, spiked armor charging a shield wall; a bloodstained
woman laughing as she laid about her with a spear, striking down enemies until
the bodies piled high; a desperate fight in the stone halls of the Palace of
Golden Eternity. 


But
not here. Aisha shoved
back against the strength of the Blade’s demands. From the fragments of
memories, she could sense that Shishak had been determined, an unstoppable
force of willpower. Her strength of spirit persisted even in death.


Yet Aisha matched the woman’s will with
her own, hardened over years of suffering, determination, and loyalty. She
stood her ground, refusing to yield to the insistent pull on her body, the
urging in her mind. Perhaps there need
not be a battle.


She didn’t know why Imbuka had aligned
with Hallar’s Warriors, but she could give him a chance to explain. 


Breaking cover, she hurried the short
distance to the shaman’s house and pushed through the open door. 


The short, dark-skinned shaman stood at
the far end of the small chamber, his shoulders hunched and the light of a
small lamp shining off his round, bald head. “More already?” he asked without
looking up. His gnarled hands ran over the black steel swords laid out on the
counter before him and the blue-white lights of the spirits bound to the blade
winked out as he absorbed them. Now he looked up. “I still haven’t—” His words
died and his lone remaining eye flew wide as he recognized her.


Aisha sucked in a breath. His eye, once
a deep, dark brown, now shone bright with the sparkling, sizzling light of the Kish’aa. How much power had he absorbed?


“Aisha.” Horror echoed in his voice,
twisted his wrinkled face into a dismayed, sorrowful frown. “You shouldn’t be here,” he said in
Ghandian. 


Dread sank like a stone in her stomach.
“What have you done, Imbuka?” she
demanded, also in her native tongue. 


“What
I must!” Fires of anger
flashed in his eye, the intensity brightened by the brilliance of the spirits
crackling within him. “It is the only
way!”


“The
only way to what?” 


“To
save the Umoyahlebe!” He
fixed her with a wide-eyed stare. “To
save all of them. People like me, like your father.” His voice dropped to a
desperate whisper. “Like you!”


Aisha’s brow furrowed at the words. What is he talking about?


He slipped around the counter, his
brightly colored shuka robes flowing
around his hunched and emaciated frame.


“The
man of iron offered me what I needed to save our people.” Words poured from
his mouth, a pleading tone to his voice. “He
offered me the secrets of the Serenii, the secrets of that pendant you wear.”


Aisha’s hand went to the necklace. He knows?


“I
sensed it when you came to see me.” Imbuka’s glowing eye dropped to her
throat. “It is the only thing that will
stop the Inkuleko, the one thing that will save me!” 


Aisha took an instinctive step backward.
“But you said the Shadow Root—”


“Offers
a final escape.” Fear
and panic tinged his voice. “But for
those of us who want to use their powers, those like you and me, it does
nothing. I have spent the last decades of my life trying to find a cure, a
solution, anything to stop the Unshackling. I left my home and family to come
here in the desperate hope of finding a way. And I did!” He thrust a finger
at the pendant. “You wear it now!” 


Aisha’s jaw dropped. She could find no
words.


“Don’t
you see?” Imbuka’s words burst out in a frenzied shout. “The ancient Serenii found a way to harness
the power of the Kish’aa, to channel the spirits as we do. You can see it in
the door to the Vault of Ancients. The spirits open the way! And within, there
are many more Dy’nashia like the one you wear!” 


Aisha’s brow furrowed. “How do you know all this?” Such
knowledge was carefully guarded by the Secret Keepers.


“The
Iron Warlord,” Imbuka whispered the name with a mix of reverence and fear.
“He knows secrets lost to the ages,
secrets not even the Secret Keepers know. He offered me what I need to save my
Umoyahlebe brothers.” Again, he thrust a crooked finger at Aisha’s pendant.
“He promised me hope.”


“In
exchange for what?” Aisha demanded. “Opening
the Vault of Ancients for him?” The previous night, as she stood outside
the vault, she had seen what happened when the Serenii-made door absorbed the
spirits of the dead. 


Imbuka nodded. “Once I have opened it, he swore that I would have all the Dy’nashia
within.” He dropped his voice to an awe-filled whisper. “Think about it, Aisha! Hundreds of those
artifacts, all ours to bring home to Ghandia, to deliver to the Umoyahlebe! We
could save all their lives. And not only theirs, but those of their children,
and their children’s children. Dy’nashia passed down from generation to
generation, a shield against the madness of the Unshackling!” 


The thought froze Aisha in place. The Dy’nashia could have saved her father.
If he’d had one of these pendants, her life would have been so different. He
could have explained the truth of the Spirit Whisperer abilities, prepared her
for this gift she now had to discover alone. She wouldn’t have had to watch him
descend into madness, lose his mind to the Kish’aa
one day at a time. She’d give anything to have him back. 


No, not anything. She had lines she would not cross. 


“Look
at all these Hallar’s Warriors have done!” Aisha protested. “How can you stand by and watch it happen?
Even worse, be a part of it?”


“If
it means my brothers will live, I would do it a thousand times over!” Defiance sparkled in Imbuka’s eye. “I watched my brother wither away before my
eyes. Shadow Root and Whispering Lily left my father a husk, an empty shell
where once there had been such strength. At his funeral, I swore I would do
whatever it took to find a way to cure the Inkuleko. And now, finally, after
all my years of searching, I have finally found it!” His triumphant shout
echoed off the stone walls of the small house. “I am so close, Aisha. We are
so close. Once I have gathered enough power of the Kish’aa, I will be able to
open the vault.” He reached a hand out for her. “Together, we will save our people!”


A part of Aisha ached to accept his
offer. If it was the truth, the Vault
of Ancients held the salvation for every Umoyahlebe
in Einan. No longer would people like her father suffer because of this
gift. She could make a difference—not in one life, but in the lives of Spirit
Whisperers for generations to come. 


Yet something stopped her. The Iron
Warlord, the man who had ushered in violence and death on such a massive scale,
couldn’t care what happened to a handful of Ghandians halfway across Einan.
Someone like that, someone who treated human lives like copper bits to spend
and discard as he pleased, he wouldn’t hesitate to use Imbuka. He had only to offer
the Umoyahlebe the thing he sought.
Imbuka’s desperation made him the perfect mark.


No, the Iron Warlord cared about one
thing: the Final Destruction. All of his plans revolved around opening the
Vault of Ancients and accessing whatever lay within. He’d kill whoever stood in
his way, take whatever he pleased, even turn a city against itself. 


Such a man could never be trusted.  


“No.”
The word came out quietly, a little half-gasp. Aisha stepped backward,
widening the gap between her and the wizened Ghandian. “You cannot.”


Imbuka’s wispy eyebrows shot up. “What?”


“Look
around you, Imbuka!” Aisha’s voice rose to a shout. “Look at the chaos and violence that surrounds you. Can you truly
believe the man that could orchestrate that would ever honor a bargain with
you?” She shook her head. “He
manipulates you for his own ends. The promise of your dreams fulfilled blinds
you to the truth!”


“He
will honor his word!” Imbuka’s
voice rose to a frantic shout, yet it echoed with more than just human power.
The Kish’aa amplified the volume and
resonance of his voice. The blue-white glow in his eye brightened to a
near-blinding brilliance, but more threads of light began to shine through his
skin as energy crackled through his veins. 


“When
you have spent all your power to open the vault,” Aisha said, “how will you make certain of that? Or will
he simply stab you in the back or discard you once he has what he wants?”


She had no idea what the Iron Warlord truly wanted, but she had spent enough
time in the Night Guild to recognize a deceiver. Devious bastards who said
anything, told any lie to get what they wanted, consequences be damned.


“What
choice do I have?” His words echoed off the walls, rattling Aisha’s
eardrums. The light pouring from his skin grew brighter, as if leaking from
cracks in his flesh. “There is no
escaping the Inkuleko. I can flee it no longer. This is my only hope of
survival. But by doing this, I can save all of Ghandia!” 


Sorrow thickened Aisha’s throat. “By doing this, you unleash suffering on the
world. But it’s not too late. Release the Kish’aa, return them to their resting
places and their duties, and turn your back on the Iron Warlord.” She held
out a hand. “Or give them to me and I
will do it for you. The spirits must find their rest. As Spirit Whisperers, it
is our duty to—”


Imbuka’s hand whipped forward so fast
Aisha barely had time to react. Light burst from his gnarled fingers—not just
tiny sparks, but twin barrages of brilliance that crackled like lightning—and
streaked toward her. She threw herself to the side and the power slammed into
the wall behind her with a concussive blast. The entire wall blew outward with
a loud whomph, spraying dust and
shards of sandstone. A tapestry woven with rich, colorful Ghandian threads
burst into flame, the dried fabric catching alight in an instant.  


“If
you will not help me,” Imbuka shrieked. “then I will do it alone, as I have all these years.” He held out
both hands toward her and light surged toward Aisha. “Your Dy’nashia will save us all!”


Twin streaks of lightning arched from
his outstretched hands. Aisha leapt out of their path, but one caught her heel.
Pain flared up her leg and she fell hard to the floor. 


Again, Imbuka lifted his hands. Aisha
staggered upright as he summoned the blue-white light to his fingers. Cracks
appeared in his palms, his arms, his face, his wide-open mouth. Light spilled
out of the fissures and a scream of pain and rage burst from his lips. 


Aisha lurched to the side as the stream
of power surged toward her, but Imbuka anticipated her movement. His hands
tracked her desperate movements and a bolt of lightning slammed into her leg.
The impact hurled her from her feet and slammed her into the stone wall. She
crashed into the hard ground, striking her head, and the world spun around her.
Agony flared through every fiber of her being, a heat that burned like the sun
and chilled like winter’s deepest frost, the power of the Kish’aa ravaging her flesh.


An eternity passed in a heartbeat. The pain
receded as the flow of lightning from Imbuka’s hand slowed. 


Aisha coughed, weak. “Don’t…do this!” she gasped in her native
tongue. Her leg felt on fire and frozen at once, paralyzed by the torment of
the spirits’ power. “It’s not…too late…to
stop it!” 


“Forgive
me, little sister.” Remorse
twisted Imbuka’s face and sorrow darkened the light shining in his eye. “I have given my life to this search. I
cannot stop this close to finding hope.”


Again, the spirits glowed bright in his
fingertips and palms. Pain rooted Aisha to the ground, rendered her helpless.
She could do nothing but watch in horror as scores of spirits, all taken from
the looted swords of the slain Blades, answered Imbuka’s call. Cracks appeared
around his body, the light streaming through his clothing and the fissures in
his dark skin.


Power burst from him in a solid wall of
blue-white that hurtled straight for her chest. White-hot agony consumed her
world.


 












Chapter Thirty-Two
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Panic clutched at Issa’s heart. No!


Yet, she couldn’t deny what she’d heard,
or the conclusion Evren had reached. The Keeper’s Council had ordered the
Ybrazhe to bring down the stronghold—Killian’s fortified smithy. They wanted
the wealth in coin and secrets he had stored within. 


“We have to go!” Her words echoed off
the stone walls of the passage. “Now!”


“Us?” Evren demanded. “Just two of us?
There’s no way we’ll—”


“You don’t understand!” Fear drove her
voice to a shout. “My grandparents, they’re in Killian’s smithy!” 


Evren’s eyes flew wide. “What?”


“We don’t have time for me to explain!”
Issa whirled toward the passage that would lead them out. “They’re attacking
before dawn. That means we’ve got an hour or less to get there!” 


She had no time to wait. She’d put aside
her grandparents’ safety for too long already, for the sake of restoring order
to Shalandra. But at that moment, she couldn’t care about the city. All that
mattered was her Saba and Savta. 


Through the hammering of her pulse, Issa
heard footsteps echoing in the passage behind her. Evren caught up and kept
pace at her side, a determined look on his face. 


Gratitude surged within Issa. It wasn’t
his fight, but he’d chosen to stand by her side. She wouldn’t face this
desperate battle alone. 


She had underestimated the young man with
the darting eyes of a thief. He’d never trusted her fully, so she’d never
allowed herself to trust him. Yet he had been the one to guide her to the
Ybrazhe’s hideout, and he’d helped her rescue Killian. He’d fought to give the
rescued Indomitables time to get to safety, then raced back to save Hykos’
life. 


His words in the Fortress rang in her
mind. “After everything you’ve done to
help us, I figure it’s time we had your back.” He’d been the one to find
the way up to the balcony. His words of caution had stopped her from leaping
over the railing and attacking Tinush and Madani for their treachery. Because
of him, she had overheard the threat to her grandparents and Killian. She could
save them. 


Please
let me be in time!


She raced down the stone steps, through
the crude stone passage, and back up into the abandoned mansion beyond. Her
boots thundered across the tiled floor as she sprinted through the crumbling
estate and out the open gate. She refused to slow, to hesitate, despite the
darkness of the night beyond. She had no time for delay. The Ybrazhe would
storm the smithy at any moment. It didn’t matter that her lungs ached, her legs
burned, and pain radiated through her bruised ribs—even a single heartbeat of
weakness or fatigue could mean her Saba and Savta’s death.


The burden of guilt grew heavier with
every frantic heartbeat. She had made
the choice to join the other Keeper’s Blades in their mission to save the city
rather than going back to rescue her grandparents. Even after ending the
Ybrazhe threat, she had chosen to hunt down Tinush. All for the sake of her
city and her oaths.  


But would those choices cost her the
only family she had? Would their lives be the price she paid in the name of
Shalandra’s future?


No!
She shoved back against
the acid that surged to her throat. It is
too high a price!


Evren raced ahead to open the Serenii
passages and, side by side, they raced down the sloped tunnels toward the
Artisan’s Tier. The glowing gemstones flashed by in a blur of crimson. Darkness
pressed in around Issa, filled her mind with images of the Ybrazhe thugs
breaking down the walls of Killian’s smithy, flooding into the forge, and
wreaking havoc. The red light in the passages turned to blood—the blood of her
grandparents. 


She ran until she could run no longer.
Fatigue, too many days without sleep, hunger, and the pain of her wounds turned
her limbs to lead. She tripped, fell hard, and crashed into the wall with
jarring force. Agony flared through her sides, fire lancing up her legs.


Stifling a groan, she tried to struggle
upright.


“Hey!” Evren was suddenly beside her,
his face a mask of worry in the crimson glow. “Hey, pushing yourself is just—”


“My grandparents!” Issa’s voice came out
in a hoarse croak. She couldn’t remember the last time food or drink had passed
her lips. “Have to…save them!”


“You’ll be no good to them if you die of
exhaustion.” Evren pressed her back down. “Here, take this.” From within his a
pouch, he produced a crust of flatbread. “At the very least, you need to eat.”


Issa hesitated a moment, but the
growling of her stomach made the decision for her. She grabbed the scrap of
food and wolfed it down in two big bites. 


“I’d offer you water, but I don’t think
that’s a good idea right now.” Evren gave her a wry grin. “Not since the Gatherers
poisoned it.”


Issa’s eyes widened, but she had no time
to question. The small morsel of food drove back her fatigue...barely, yet just
enough that she felt she could run again. 


“Tell me about it later,” she said.
“We’ve got to get down there!”


Evren tried to protest. “Issa, it’s just
the two of us, against—”


“They’re all I have!” Issa’s shout set
the walls shaking. “They’re my only family. I can’t let anything happen to
them, Evren.”


“So be it.” Evren responded in a quiet
voice. “Family’s worth fighting for, always.” He held out a hand. 

“I’ve got your back.”


Issa’s throat thickened, but she reached
up and clasped his hand, pulled herself upright. “Which way?”


Evren took off down the tunnel ahead of
her, leading the way through the darkness. For what seemed an endless eternity,
they raced down the dimly-lit passages, Issa following Evren through the maze
of twisting and turning corridors. She didn’t know how he knew his way around
nor did she care. Nothing else mattered but reaching Killian’s smithy before
the Ybrazhe stormed it. 


Then they were rushing toward a blank
wall—the end of the passage, and the way out. Issa’s heart leapt as the stone
wall slid aside and the first gust of night wind blew into the tunnel.


The wind carried the smell of smoke. The
Artisan’s Tier burned. 


Fire ravaged houses to the east and
west, thatched roofs ablaze as the Earaqi, Kabili, and Mahjuri torched the
homes of the Intaji and Zadii. The crackling of flames nearly drowned out the
shouts and cheers of the mob rampaging through the Artisan’s Tier, the screams of
pain, terror, and confusion of those caught in the blaze. 


Horror and fear froze Issa in place. The
light of the burning city illuminated dark figures racing in all directions.
Families fled their homes, clutching children and what pitiful valuables they
owned to their chest. Looters followed hot on the heels of their victims or
burst into homes not yet caught up in the conflagration. Gangs of armed men
surged through the streets, filling the smoky night air with their chants of
“Death to the Pharus!” and “Bring on the Final Destruction!” 


“Come on!” Evren slithered around her
bulky, armored frame and slipped out into the night. “This is the fastest way
to reach Smith’s Alley.”


Issa followed him, half in a daze. The
city—her city—had been swept up in
violence, bloodshed, and death. The Keeper’s Council had their wish. What the
fire didn’t cleanse, hunger and illness would. When the Necroseti came with
food and supplies to the starving, suffering people of the lower tiers, they
would be met with open arms. The people blamed the Pharus for their misery.
Madani and his cronies would offer them a solution: remove the Pharus and let
the wise, generous priests of the Long Keeper control the city.


It was too perfect. Disgustingly,
cruelly perfect. A plan that condoned the death of thousands, the destruction
of Shalandra.


And Issa was too late to stop it.


She had fought to prevent the
Indomitables from taking out their anger on the Mahjuri and Kabili, but far too
many had died or suffered in the turmoil. She had tried to dissuade Lady
Callista from carrying out the Council’s orders to execute Aterallis. Yet
ultimately she’d followed orders, even knowing that his death would rile up the
people. When she had found the Ybrazhe attempting to whip the Earaqi into a
frenzy, she had pleaded with her people for peace. 


Failure. Time and again, she had failed.
She’d thought she could make a difference in the city, thought she could
prevent the hardship and suffering witnessed every day of her life. Yet now, as
Shalandra burned around her, it seemed her actions had done nothing.


She’d saved the Pharus’ life, but what
of the lives of every man, woman, and child that now lay dead on the Artisan’s
Tier? She’d rescued Killian from the Ybrazhe, so why couldn’t she rescue the
Earaqi, her people, from their manipulations? 


The burden weighed on her shoulders, so
heavy it threatened to drag her down. The cold, hard words of Invictus Tannard
echoed in her mind. “The blade chose you
and the Long Keeper marked you, but you must prove your worthiness to serve him
every day. Through your deeds, your dedication, your determination. Every time
you fail, every time you falter, you insult the Long Keeper and prove yourself
unworthy.”


She felt a fraud. She’d stolen into the
Hall of the Beyond to join in the Crucible. It didn’t matter that the trials of
steel and stone marked her as blessed by the Long Keeper. Through her failures,
she had proven herself unworthy to be a Keeper’s Blade. 


She was just one person fighting to save
a city that could never be saved.


Two faces flashed through her mind: a
man’s face, with dark eyes, strong features, and a beard long gone
silvery-white; a woman with kindness written in the deep lines around her
smiling mouth. 


She had failed so many others, but she
couldn’t fail them. The two people
that mattered to her more than anything. 


She’d thought joining the Keeper’s
Blades was important. A life of service to Shalandra, the Pharus, and the Long
Keeper had seemed far more glorious than the meager existence of an Earaqi. Yet
in that moment, the thought of a life without her Saba and Savta filled her
with horror. The armor, sword, and Dhukari rank of a Keeper’s Blade meant
nothing if she had no one to share it with.


She’d joined the Blades to give her
grandparents a better life. She’d sworn to serve Shalandra knowing that it
would be her way to ensure that the wisdom they’d imparted, the honor they’d
emulated every day of their lives, continued on long after their deaths. 


But her decision to join the Keeper’s
Blades suddenly took on a new light. Because of it, she could save them. Even if
she’d failed in so many other things, she could prove herself worthy of service
by protecting them. To her, they were
the Shalandra that mattered more than anything else.


That thought spurred her to run faster.
Her heart leapt, vitality flooding her exhausted limbs. Just a few more steps,
one more corner until—


A thunderous roar echoed from the street
ahead. Issa and Evren sprinted into full view of the smithy, just in time to
see the Ybrazhe and their mob attack the wall. Forty men wheeled their
improvised cart-turned-battering ram, driving it straight toward the section of
stone they had weakened earlier that day. Somehow, her grandfather and Killian
had managed to reinforce the wall with wooden beams and supports, but that
improvised obstacle wouldn’t hold out beneath the onslaught. 


No!
Fear froze the blood in
Issa’s veins as the cart crashed into the makeshift barrier. Wood splintered and stone collapsed with a terrible rumble, spraying dust and debris into
the smithy. The crowd let out a cheer and, with the Ybrazhe thugs driving them
on, raced toward the newly-made opening in the wall. 


“NOO!”
A howl of rage burst from deep within Issa’s chest. She roared into the night,
a wordless cry, guttural and growling, like a beast of prey begging to be
unleashed. Her hands moved of their own accord, drawing her huge two-handed
sword. Raising the flame-shaped blade high, she charged.


She crashed into the rear of the crowd,
an unstoppable tide of armor, black steel, and fury. Hacking, slashing,
chopping, her blade never stopping as she cut down men and women, Syndicate and
rioter alike. Fear for her grandparents imbued her sword with power, fueled the
strength of her arms. She no longer tried to pull her blows to spare her
enemies. Those before her had chosen to
attack, to threaten her grandparents.


She’d kill them all to save her family. 


Somehow, Evren managed to keep up with
her. He fought with bared teeth and drawn daggers, two steps to her left, just
out of striking range of her huge sword. Though far shorter than her and
lacking armor, he was a whirlwind of violence, all flying fists and flashing
steel. He clung to her shadow, darting in to strike and leaping back to make
way for her sword. 


With a roar, Issa fought her way toward
the opening. In the seconds it had taken her to reach the wall, more than a
dozen rioters and Ybrazhe had spilled through. Those attempting to follow were forced
to turn and meet Issa’s charge, raising swords, clubs, and daggers in a
pathetic defense against her bloodstained flammard. 


Yet she faced scores, perhaps even
hundreds of enemies. A flurry of blows rained on Issa from all sides, but she
was beyond caring. Steel clanged off
her armor, wooden clubs thwacked against
her sword, and men screamed as she cut them down. She drove toward the wall, a
relentless battering ram that hammered through the ranks just as she’d fought
her way through the ranks of Tannard’s Indomitables in the training yard. But
now she didn’t fight for a flag or to satisfy the Invictus’ cruelty. She fought
to save her grandparents, and nothing would stand in her way.


Then she was at the wall, the last of
the rioters and their Ybrazhe inciters falling back before her. Without
hesitation, she leapt onto the tongue of the cart battering ram, scrambled down
the pile of rubble and crumbled stones, and into the training yard behind
Killian’s smithy. 


There he stood, her grandfather,
impossibly tall and strong, clad in the black, spiked armor of a Keeper’s Blade
and wielding a huge two-handed flammard. Steel sang the song of death as he
battled the men that had surged through the gap in the wall.


“Grandfather!” The scream burst from
Issa’s throat. “I’m coming, Saba!” 


She fought her way to his side, her huge
sword carving destruction into the backs of the rioters and Ybrazhe. A few
turned to engage, only to fall with their limbs crushed, heads split, and
chests slashed open by the power of her huge sword.


Her grandfather cut down his last
opponent, but he had no time to pause. He raced past Issa to engage the next
wave of enemies climbing through the gap. 


Issa raced to his side and, dropping her
sword, seized the yoke of the wagon. Every shred of strength went into the
effort, but instead of trying to shove it outward and into the crowd, she
pulled it farther into the training yard. Issa roared with the effort of
dragging the heavy burden. But slowly, wooden wheels scraped on rubble and the
cart pulled toward her, blocking the gap in the wall.


The crowd outside shouted their
collective rage, and boots thumped on
wood as men clambered onto the wagon bed to attack from above. Issa retrieved
her sword and prepared to meet the charge. 


“Go!” Her Saba shouted over the roaring
of the crowd. “I’ll hold them here. Go find your grandmother!”


Issa wanted to protest, wanted to stay
by his side, but she couldn’t let anything happen to Aleema. With his heavy
suit of armor and his impossible skill with a flammard, he had a better chance
of survival. 


“Where is she?” Issa screamed. 


“The front entrance, beside Killian!”
her grandfather called back, hacking down an enemy with a sweeping blow. “Keep
her safe, at all costs!”


Issa had no time to question; the thrill
of battle hummed through her body, flooding her muscles with vigor and pushing
back her fatigue. Whirling, she raced through the corpse-strewn, bloodstained
training yard and into the smithy. 


The light of lanterns and the fire
burning in Killian’s forge guided her steps. She charged through the low
doorway, around the huge anvil, and across the narrow room toward the front
entrance. A few youths—Killian’s Mumblers, none older than twelve or thirteen
and some as young as five and six—crouched in the shadows of the forge. They
gripped daggers, handheld crossbows, slings, and short swords, their faces
white. 


The sight at the front entrance stole
her breath. Killian stood clad in the armor of a Keeper’s Blade, a black steel
flammard clutched in his hand. At his side, Aleema wore the black, spiked plate
mail as well. She, too, wielded the sword of a Keeper’s Blade with skill that
rivaled Killian’s. 


The two of them moved in tandem, with
the easy familiarity of soldiers that stood in a battle line. Killian struck
high and Aleema stabbed low. When Aleema ducked a high slash, Killian finished
off the attacker with a vicious thrust to the face. Aleema knocked aside a blow
aimed at Killian’s exposed side, drove a boot into the man’s chest, and cut
down another enemy while Killian finished off the fallen man.


It was a dance of death, as breathtaking
and elegant as it was lethal. Blood and the screams of the wounded and dying
hung thick in the air.  


A few of Killian’s older Mumblers fought
as well, firing handheld crossbows or darting in with razor-sharp daggers. Yet
the blacksmith with the crippled leg and Issa’s white-haired Savta held the
doorway against all enemies. Two Keeper’s Blades, side by side, a wall of steel
and determination.


Issa’s gut clenched as an enemy slipped
through their line and managed to get around behind the two warriors. With a
vicious snarl, he raised his sword to strike at Aleema from the side. 


Issa was there, her sword driving before
her in a vicious thrust. Her flame-shaped blade punched through his chest and
out his back, slicing flesh and ravaging his organs. The man coughed, spraying
blood on her face. Issa tore her blade free and shoved the man backward into
his companions, sending them stumbling.


“For Shalandra!” The cry burst from her
lips as she leapt into the fray beside her grandmother. Her black steel sword
chopped, cut, and slashed in a blurring wall of steel, bringing down the
attackers with deadly force. 


“Evren?” came Killian’s voice from
beside her. “What in the Keeper’s name are you doing here?”


“Saving your ass again, it seems!” Evren
called out. “Now get the hell out of the way if you don’t want to get burned!” 


A hand seized Issa’s gorget and hauled
her backward, just in time to avoid being knocked over by a metal cart filled
with glowing coals and molten metal. Evren drove the handcart straight into the
nearest rioters, releasing it at the last second. Red hot liquid and burning
embers sprayed across the enemies, showering them with sparks. Screams of pain
filled the air.


“Help me get that door shut!” Killian
shouted. He leapt forward, his metal-shod boots kicking up coals and bubbling
metal. Issa and Aleema charged beside him. Together, the three of them barreled
into the staggering, shrieking rioters and Ybrazhe, driving them back. 


Foot by foot, one hammering heartbeat at
a time, until the enemy once more stood outside the front door. Issa and Aleema
leapt back as Killian slammed the huge steel door shut. The metal had been
dented and twisted, but it still held firm as Killian dropped the locking bar
into its cradle. 


“Keeper’s teeth!” Killian fell against
the door, gasping for breath. “It’s been too long since I’ve had to fight like
that!” The huge sword drooped in his massive hands, yet he fixed Issa and Evren
with a massive grin. “Nice of you to show up like that. The bastards managed to
get that door open for their comrades outside before we could stop them. Had
you arrived any later…” He shrugged. “Let’s just say you’re right on time.”


“Glad to be of service.” Evren swept a
mocking bow. 


“I-Issa?” 


All thoughts of battle fled from Issa’s
mind as she heard the familiar voice from her side. She turned to face
Savta—the woman that looked like her
Savta, yet stood clad in the armor of a Keeper’s Blade, just like Killian. Blood
stained her face, gauntlets, and the huge flammard in her hand. Yet there was
no mistaking the smile of relief that shone on her grandmother’s face as she
threw her arms around Issa.


“I can’t believe it!” Aleema hugged her
tight, with surprising strength. “I was so worried for you.”


“You, worried about me?” Issa pulled out
of the hug roughly. She stared open-mouthed at her Savta. “What…what is all
this?”


Aleema’s brow wrinkled into a worried
frown. “There’s no time to explain.” She made to march past, but Issa grabbed
her arm.


“Savta!” Confusion and anger churned
within Issa. “What is—”


“Not now!” Aleema’s eyes blazed. “The
time for explanations will come later, after
the battle.” She tore her arm free of Issa’s grip and raced through the
smithy toward the training yard. “We have to help your grandfather!”


Issa sucked in a breath. Saba! She rushed after her Savta and out
into the yard. The light of the burning city illuminated the broad-shouldered
figure of her grandfather. Saba faced the enemy clambering over the wagon,
bloodstained sword in hand, a wall of solid black that would not be moved. His
flammard wove a deadly blur of steel, cutting down his enemies. Blood turned
the soil around his feet to a muddy crimson. Bodies piled high to his right and
left. A heartbeat from being overwhelmed, yet he fought on, never giving
ground. 


Then her grandfather gave a little grunt and his sword froze in midair.
Horror gripped Issa’s heart in a vise as she caught sight of the Ybrazhe thug
pulling a blade free of her grandfather’s side. Blood stained the dagger’s
edge—the long, curved blade had slipped through the segments of mail and found
flesh and organs beneath. A gush of crimson slithered down his black armor.


A scream tore from Issa’s throat.
“Grandfather!” 


With a shout of triumph, the Ybrazhe
thug waved his comrades forward. “Kill them all!” 


Rioters and Syndicate brutes scrambled
over the wagon. Issa watched, helpless, as her grandfather toppled to the
ground and was swallowed beneath the surging crowd. 


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Three
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A creature of nightmare shambled into
the light of the alchemical lamps. It had once been a man—Mahjuri, judging by
the black rope headband encircling its forehead—but there was nothing human
about the lurching husk that staggered through the door. Its eyes had rolled
back into its head until only the whites remained and its skin had gone pale,
waxy, as if it had died long ago, but its body refused to accept that. The
thing moved with jerky movements, its limbs uncoordinated. 


Acid rose to Kodyn’s throat. What in the fiery hell? 


Then another appeared, and a second,
filling the air with that gurgling, rasping sound. Eyes wide in horror, Kodyn
retreated from the monstrosities until he backed into the wooden table, hard
enough to set glasses clinking and
metal tools clattering. 


That sound brought a desperate idea to
his mind. 


Years earlier, during his training with
House Scorpion, he’d had the misfortune to knock over a glass vial containing a
particularly volatile chemical. The resulting explosion had nearly deafened
him, and his eyebrows had taken three months to grow back.


He stood in a laboratory filled with
alchemical potions and concoctions. There had
to be something flammable within reach.


Seizing a jar, he flung it at the shambling
creatures. Glass shattered against the floor and bright yellow liquid splashed
across their feet. A noxious smell filled the air, the biting stench twisting
Kodyn’s stomach, but nothing happened. 


He didn’t stop. Kodyn hurled bottles as
quick as he could reach them. The third one finally held what he sought. The
moment the dark green liquid touched the foul mixture covering the ground, a
loud bang echoed in the laboratory.
Fires sprang to life, consuming the shambling creatures. The smell of burnt
flesh, clothing, and hair thickened the air, and the gurgling, rasping cries
rose to a frenzied pitch.


“He’s still in the laboratory!” The
shout from down the tunnel sent Kodyn’s heart into his throat. He cast around,
looking for anywhere to hide. The militants had run toward the back of the
room, but their eyes would be fixed on the fire. In the shadows of one large
shelf in the farthest corner of the room, he’d be out of their line of sight.


He’d barely ducked into cover when a
half-dozen armed militants rushed into the room. They froze at the sight of the
burning creatures and the foul wall of stench thickening the air.


“Fire!” shouted one.


“The herd’s loose!” echoed another. 


“Get them back into the cage, damn it!”
A third, evidently in command in Groebus’ absence, raged at the others. “And
for the Keeper’s sake, get this damned fire under control!” 


The six men scrambled to comply. Four
threw buckets of sand at the fire in an effort to contain it before it reached
the wooden shelves and the contents of the glass jars and vials stored around
the room. One cut down the two burning creatures and shoved the others that had
emerged from the chamber back through the doorway. The monstrosities fought
back, their grasping hands tearing at the clothes, armor, and flesh of the
militants. One cried out as a sharp fingernail laid open his cheek to the bone.


As the six men wrestled with the fire
and monsters, Kodyn searched the laboratory for the escape tunnel Hallar’s
Warriors had mentioned. Sure enough, it stood at the rear of the chamber,
previously blocked from his view by a heavily-laden shelf.


His heart leapt. The way out! 


He shot a glance back at the
militants—they were too consumed by the blaze and creatures to notice him
crouching in the shadows. He could make his move.


Yet as his feet began to move, his gaze
fell on something sitting on one of the shelves: a glass bottle, the size of a
large wine jug, filled with a purple liquid that seemed to glow in the light of
the fire. 


Kodyn’s brow furrowed. Can it be?


He hesitated mid-step. He couldn’t be
certain—many alchemical potions had similar ingredients, and thus appeared
nearly identical—yet he’d never seen anything else like the  distinctive
incandescent violet. Only the strange vial of liquid Ennolar had shown him in
the Temple of Whispers. 


It
can’t be a coincidence! He
had just one way to find out.


Drawing in a deep breath, Kodyn darted
out of his hiding place. Silent as a shadow, he leapt toward the table,
snatched up one of the smaller vials resting on the shelf beside the glass jug,
and fled toward the tunnel at the back of the room. No shouts to “Stop!” or
“Get him!” echoed behind him; Hallar’s Warriors were too busy fighting the fire
to care. 


Relief surged within him as he ducked
into the dark hallway. Alchemical lanterns hung at intervals along the crudely
carved stone passage, giving him light to see as he ran. Forty paces, sixty, a
hundred, the ground sloping up toward the level of the ground. And, at the far
end, a door that he could only hope led to freedom and the Keeper’s Tier. 


Kodyn’s gut tightened at the sight of
two militants standing guard before the door. Their swords remained sheathed
but they remained wary, their eyes fixed on the passage. Kodyn hesitated only a
moment—he had only one way out, even if that meant fighting through these
bastards.


He tightened his grip on the long sword
he’d taken from the militant—no telling what they’d done with his sword, but the edge was sharp and
the blade balanced—and poured on the speed. If he could hit them before they
had time to draw their blades, he might—


One man’s eyes snapped toward him, a
scowl darkening his face. “There he is!” 


Keeper
take it! Kodyn gritted
his teeth as the two men unslung huge two-handed blades—the same blades he’d
seen Issa carry. The flammards were made of black Shalandran steel, stronger
than Voramian metal. The weight and reach would work against him, reduce the
effectiveness of his stolen long sword. The militants made no move to attack;
they knew he’d come to them, and they had the advantage. 


Yet he never slowed. Behind him lay only
death and horror. Through that door, and the two militants that guarded it, lay
escape. Freedom, and perhaps a chance to connect Groebus to the Heartspring.
The small glass vial in his pocket could be the crucial piece of evidence to
point the finger at the hunchback. 


Ten paces closed to five, then three.
One of the militants stepped forward and executed a perfect lunge. Even
expecting it, Kodyn barely had time to deflect the savage thrust. The long sword
he’d taken off one of Hallar’s Warriors had a greater heft than his blade and
the weight dragged on his arm, slowed his movements. Yet his sword clanged off the flame-shaped blade and
knocked it aside, just enough that he could slip past its razor sharp edge.
Before the man could recover and bring the sword back for another strike, Kodyn
brought his long sword whipping around. The blade crunched into the side of the man’s neck and opened his throat. 


The narrowness of the corridor saved him
from being cut down in that instant. The second militant had scant room to
maneuver his huge sword, forcing him to commit to an overhanded chop. Kodyn
threw himself to one side and the descending blade whistled a hair’s breadth
past his left shoulder. Pain flared in his right arm and the side of his head
as he rebounded from the stone wall with jarring force. 


He managed to recover and regain his
balance in time to dodge the next blow, a vicious disemboweling slash. The
sword cracked off the wall and flew
wide, knocking the militant off-balance. In that instant, Kodyn threw himself
toward the man, thrusting out with the dagger in his left hand. Steel pierced
the flesh of the man’s thigh as Kodyn’s shoulder slammed into him. The two of
them fell heavily to the ground. 


The man’s screams of pain set Kodyn’s
ears ringing, yet the militant wasn’t out of the fight yet. Releasing his
sword, he closed fingers around Kodyn’s throat and squeezed. Kodyn tried to
break the man’s crushing grip, but he could have been grasping at a hand of
iron for all the effect it had. Finally, he resorted to a tactic he’d learned
in House Fox: he brought an elbow crashing around into the man’s face and a
knee into the fork of his legs. Foxes always fought dirty—survival above
everything else. The twin blows dazed the man, brought him hunching over his
aching groin. As the grip around Kodyn’s throat weakened, he tore his dagger
free of the man’s leg and drove it into the side of his neck, just above the
collar of his leather armor. 


The militant gave a weak, gurgling gasp
and fumbled at the wound in his throat. Crimson gushed over his fingers,
spilling onto the ground. His eyes flew wide in horror as the life slowly
trickled from his body until, with one last wet croak, he slumped and lay
still.


Kodyn sucked in great, deep breaths.
Pain flared through his shoulder and his throat felt bruised, though thankfully
not crushed. With a grunt, he pushed himself up off the dead man and clambered
to his feet. His head pounding, shoulder aching, he moved toward the exit. A
twinge ran down his right arm as he struggled to lift the heavy locking bar
from its cradle. Gritting his teeth against a cry, he heaved against the solid
wooden beam. One finger’s width, two, then three, until finally he lifted it
just enough to drop it to the ground with a mighty crash. He threw his left shoulder against the door and burst out
into the cool evening.  


A gust of wind brought air that tasted
fresh and clean after the foul stench of the laboratory. The first evening
stars already shone in the eastern sky, and the sun had just disappeared behind
the horizon. 


Kodyn stumbled away from the door and
down the narrow back lane, his mind racing. What
the bloody hell do I do now? 


The vial in his pocket served as proof
of Groebus’ complicity with Hallar’s Warriors. If he got it to the Secret
Keepers, Ennolar and his priests could verify that it was the same poison the
militants had tried to use in their attack on the Heartspring. They might even
be able to study its components and find out what it did. That knowledge could
offer the first true insight into what Hallar’s Warriors had in mind. And it
would be all they needed for Ennolar, appointed by Lady Callista as
Arch-Guardian and an official member of the Keeper’s Council, to order Groebus’
arrest. 


Yet his heart stopped cold at a flash of
movement far down the street. A palanquin, illuminated by the light of four
lanterns that hung from its posts, disappeared into the darkness of the night a
few hundred paces east of where he stood. Kodyn would recognize that
litter—silk curtains, ornate mandalas carved into the frame, and the seven
faces of the Long Keeper etched in black and gold into the four posts—anywhere.



He’d seen it outside Briana’s house the
day the Keeper’s Council stripped her of her rank and banished her from the
Keeper’s Tier. 


Anger flared bright and hot within
Kodyn. Groebus had been there, watching it all happen. He’d likely been the one
to orchestrate it at the command of his master, the Iron Warlord. And now the
bastard was getting away.


Not
a Watcher-damned chance I’m letting that happen!


He took off down the alley, racing as
fast as his feet would carry him in pursuit of the litter. Eight Kabili slaves
carried the palanquin, but Groebus only had four guards in attendance. If Kodyn
could catch up, he could cut down the guards and get rid of the traitorous
Keeper’s Priest once and for all. After everything Groebus had done—from
causing Suroth’s death to sending the Gatherers after Briana to poisoning
innocent Shalandrans to ordering his men to give Kodyn something that would
doubtless transform him into one of those horrible creatures in his lab—he
deserved a painful death. Kodyn would settle for putting a sword in the man’s
heart himself. 


He shoved down the worry from his mind
and kept up his desperate dash. He ran unencumbered while the litter traveled
only as fast as the Kabili slaves that bore it. Every hammering heartbeat
brought him one step closer to his target. Three hundred paces turned to two
hundred, then a hundred and fifty. 


His gut clenched as the palanquin
disappeared around a corner, heading south toward the wall bordering the
Keeper’s Tier. Damn it! 


He raced toward the corner where the
litter had turned, barely in time to see it rounding another corner a hundred
paces away. By the time he reached that intersection, the slow-moving palanquin
was only fifty paces ahead of him. Gripping his blade tighter, he poured on a
final burst of speed to close the distance.


Kodyn was just twenty paces away from
the rearmost guard when the gates of a nearby mansion swung open. Twenty armed,
armored Hallar’s Warriors emerged and marched toward the palanquin.


No!
Kodyn leapt into the
shadows. His heart hammered against his ribs, his breath came in great gasps, and
his legs burned from the effort of running, but an overwhelming anger and
frustration overrode all those sensations. He was so close, only to be stopped!



The curtains twitched aside as the
leader of the militants approached. Lantern light shone on two figures in the
palanquin: the masked Iron Warlord and the hunched, twisted figure of Groebus. 


A furious growl escaped Kodyn’s lips. He
tried to slip closer, to get within striking distance of the palanquin. He just
had to wait until the militants left before making his move. He could put an
end to both Groebus and his master in one swift attack, then disappear into the
night before the militants knew what hit them.


Yet as he drew closer, he heard the tail
end of the conversation between Hallar’s Warriors and their leaders. 


“Get into that temple, at any cost!” The
Iron Warlord’s growling voice echoed in the night. Something about the bestial,
cruel edge of his words sent a shiver down Kodyn’s spine. “Only with that key
can we get our hands on the Crown and Blade.”


The words froze Kodyn in place. He had
no doubt that the Iron Warlord spoke of the Temple of Whispers. Briana and
Hailen were in danger! 


The twenty militants slipped into the
night, disappearing into the shadows of a nearby alley. At a barked command
from the Iron Warlord, the palanquin moved toward the now-open gate of the
mansion from which Hallar’s Warriors had emerged. 


For an instant, indecision rooted Kodyn
in place. 


Less than thirty paces from where he
stood, Groebus and the Iron Warlord were vulnerable, caught in the open. Kodyn
could slip up, cut them down, and melt into the shadows. Their deaths would put
an end to so much of the chaos gripping the city.


Yet the attack wouldn’t be without
immense risk. Four heavily-armed militants surrounded the palanquin. Through
the open gates, Kodyn could see at least a dozen more milling about within the
mansion. If his attack failed, he could find himself surrounded by fifteen
armed warriors intent on killing him. Even if he managed to get away, he’d
waste long minutes trying to shake his pursuers.


And in that time, the twenty Hallar’s
Warriors would slip away from him. 


He had no idea how the militants planned
to attack the Temple of Whispers, but Groebus and the Iron Warlord had proven
far too cunning to leave something like this to pure chance. They would strike
at the Secret Keeper’s temple and kill anyone that stood between them and their
target: the artifacts in Briana and Hailen’s room.


Kodyn grappled with the choice. Anger
and hatred at the suffering in Shalandra filled him with a burning desire to
kill Groebus and the Iron Warlord now. Yet doing so could mean that he failed
to stop Hallar’s Warriors from attacking—or, at the very least, bring warning
of the intended attack. 


A sense of hopelessness washed over him.
Fear for his friends and uncertainty held him frozen in place. What the bloody hell do I do? 


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Four
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An eternity of torment passed in an instant.
Agony consumed Aisha to the core of her being, the wall of blue-white light
sizzling through her body. It felt as if every nerve and muscle fiber burned,
turned to ash by the power of the Kish’aa.


Yet, to her surprise, it passed as
quickly as it had come. She gasped for breath as the pain receded, the
lightning’s power spent. No, not spent. Consumed.
The pendant around her neck sucked the power from her body with the force
of a tornado, drew the crackling energy into its black depths. The fire in her
limbs faded, the molten heat retreating, until Aisha could once again feel her
body. 


Imbuka’s eyes widened. “What?” he shrieked. He stared at her in
shock. 


Aisha, too, was stunned by what had
happened. She’d been a heartbeat from death one moment, then unharmed the next.
She could move her arms, her legs, could draw breath unhindered. She hadn’t
been burned to cinders by that terrible wall of power.          


Her eyes dropped to the pendant around
her neck. The stone and its silver setting felt hot against her chest. When she
drew it out, the black gemstone had brightened to a brilliant blue-white that
flooded the interior of Imbuka’s shop with a glow, pushing back the shadows.
The power coursing through the stone nearly staggered her. 


“No!” Anger flared in Imbuka’s eye—an eye
that had lost some of its brightness as he used up the power he’d absorbed from
the stolen swords. Light glowed from the fissures in his hands, arms, and face
as he summoned another wall of power. 


Aisha gritted her teeth in expectation of
agony. The power slammed into her, nearly knocking her from her feet. Lightning
sizzled down her arms, through her chest, dug fingers of pure light into her
brain. Yet once more, the pain dimmed and retreated an instant later. 


This time, she could more than move her
body. The power absorbed into the pendant pushed back against her fatigue,
soothed the pain, flooded her muscles with vigor.  


“Imbuka,
stop this!” She climbed to her feet “It’s
not too late to help me, to help us stop the Iron Warlord. We can find another
way to save our people, to save you, a way that doesn’t involve giving evil men
the power to destroy Shalandra.”


Aisha recoiled as she met Imbuka’s eye.
Cracks appeared all through his face, like glass shattering beneath a storm of
power. When his mouth opened, light streamed from his throat.  


“You’re
wrong.” His voice
resonated with impossible strength, but it was no longer his alone. The voices
of dozens of others—men, women, children—tinged his words. “There is no other way. If there was, I would have found it.” Light
leaked from hundreds of fractures around his body, pierced his clothing, poured
from his hands as he hurled one final wave of power at her. 


Aisha braced her feet as the power
struck, ready for it this time. She gritted her teeth against the surge of
pain, but it passed quickly, the lightning absorbed into the pendant. The stone
glowed so bright it rivaled the stars in the night sky. 


Imbuka slumped against the counter, his
shoulders drooping and his face slack. His eye grew blank, a vacant stare. 


Horror brought a rush of acid to Aisha’s
throat. She’d seen that before. The same look had filled her father’s eyes as
he lost himself to the madness of the Kish’aa.
The Inkuleko had claimed Imbuka, and
his mind was Unshackled.


“I
must have it,” he babbled, the voices of the dead adding to his. “It is the only way!” 


He turned a hollow, empty eye on her
pendant. Imbuka closed gnarled fingers on one of the swords that lay on the
counter. The black steel was inert, the bond with the spirits shattered, but
the sharp metal could still kill. 


“Don’t
do this!” she shouted
in Ghandian. “Please, Imbuka!” 


“It
is the only way!” He raised the sword and lunged toward her. 


Aisha’s throat grew thick. “Forgive me.” She thrust her right hand
out and drove the blade of her assegai into his chest. Steel pierced
bright-colored shuka robes and the
bony flesh beneath. The force of the blow stopped Imbuka in his tracks, rocked
him backward. He staggered, coughed, and collapsed against the counter once
more. The upraised sword slipped from weakening fingers and clattered to the
floor beside him. He went to his knees, blood gushing from the wound in his
chest. Yet it was no mere crimson—liquid light, the blue-white of the Kish’aa stained his robes.


Aisha leapt toward the falling shaman
and caught his emaciated, twisted form before it struck the ground. “It is done, elder brother,” she said,
using the Mhambi word for elders. “Go with the Kish’aa, and may you find the
peace and joy of Pharadesi forever more.”


Imbuka lay in her arms, gasping,
bleeding that strange blue-white blood. “It
is…the…only way!” The words poured from his mouth, faint, growing weaker
with every beat of his dying heart. He stared up at her yet looked through her, his eye vacant and
unseeing. A stream of liquid light streamed from his eye and slipped down
cracked, weathered cheeks.  


Aisha cradled him as he died. Silent,
with only a little gasp of breath, and the light leaking from his body dimmed
to darkness


For long minutes, she could only sit
there, clutching his lifeless body. Sorrow rose in her chest, forming a lump in
her throat. I’m sorry. She closed her
eyes but didn’t stop the tears from flowing. I’m sorry for your pain. 


The gift of a Spirit Whisperer was a
double-edged sword. Everything Imbuka had done had been out of fear—the same
fear she felt when she used her Umoyahlebe
abilities. In the end, it had cost him everything. 


Little
sister. A familiar
voice echoed around her—not in her ears, but in her mind. Little sister, do not weep for me. 


Aisha opened her eyes and found herself
staring at a blue-white form hovering in the air. The same figure cradled in
her arms, clad in the same orange, red, and blue Ghandian shuka robes. 


Reaching out, Aisha summoned his spirit
into herself. The sudden flare of power sent lightning crackling through her
limbs and stole her breath. 


Imbuka appeared before her again, yet he
seemed younger. No, not younger. His face still bore the lines of age, his
shoulders hunched and fingers gnarled. Less burdened, Aisha realized. Death had
lifted the weight from his body and wiped the shadows from his face.  


I
owe you much, little sister. A
bright smile broadened Imbuka’s ghostly face. Pharadesi and my final rest awaits. But before I can pass on, I have
one last task to fulfill. 


Aisha nodded. The Kish’aa always remained until their final mission had been
completed, their bonds to the mortal world severed. 


To
make certain our people, the Umoyahlebe are saved? His desire to help Spirit Whisperers
flooded her, overpowering, a burden that had weighed on him in life. And now,
in death, it passed to her.


That.
Imbuka bowed his head. And to give you the advice I should have
offered in life.


Confusion furrowed Aisha’s brow.


There
is something you must know about this place. Imbuka’s eyes locked with hers. The gift we share was first harnessed by the Ancient Ones that built
Shalandra. The power of the Kish’aa was instrumental in the city’s creation,
and in its future. 


The revelation stunned Aisha. The
Serenii were Spirit Whisperers? It seemed impossible, yet she’d seen it for
herself at the Vault of Ancients. 


But his final words leapt out at her. What do you mean, instrumental for the
future of Shalandra? 


The
Final Destruction. Imbuka’s
spirit filled her with a sense of foreboding. Or was that urgency? She couldn’t
understand it, but there was no mistaking the ominous feeling emanating within
her mind. That is why the Iron Warlord
wanted me. He thrust a gnarled finger toward her chest. And you, if he ever learned the truth. 


Aisha recoiled. What for?


Imbuka seemed not to have heard her. I did not tell him about you, little sister.
But you must keep your gift a secret. For he will come for you. You are
critical to his plans.


What
plans? Aisha demanded. Why would he want me? She knew it had
something to do with getting into the Vault of Ancients, but she needed to know more.


I
have told you all I can. My time has come to go to Pharadesi. Imbuka’s spirit fixed her with a bright
smile. Until we meet in the beyond,
little sister.


He turned away and drifted toward the
door. The blue-white light began to fade, his form dissipating into mist.


Wait!
Aisha called. 


The faint, glowing remnants of Imbuka’s
spirit faced her. 


What
about Hallar’s Warriors? The
militants had left his shop mere minutes earlier. Can you tell me what they are doing with the swords?


A small voice whispered in her ear. The blades of the anointed are to be
unleashed against those guarding the South Gate. 


Gratitude surged within Aisha. Thank you, elder brother! She bowed her
head in reverence. May you find peace in
the arms of your ancestors.


And
may the spirits guide your steps and fill your mouth with wisdom. 


With those final words, Imbuka’s spirit
faded, his spark of life fading until only darkness remained. Aisha was once
more alone in the ruined house, kneeling on the floor, the shaman’s emaciated
body in her arms. 


She set him gently down and climbed to
her feet. Imbuka had gone to Pharadesi,
but many more spirits remained within Aisha, stored in the pendant. Hundreds,
thousands of those slain by the black steel swords and the Keeper’s Blades
themselves.


As Aisha’s eyes fell on the swords atop
the counter, scores of Kish’aa flared
to life within her. Their pleas and demands to be restored flooded her mind.
Striding over to the weapons, Aisha stretched out a hand and summoned the
spirits from the pendant.  


Sparks of blue-white light sizzled
through her veins, racing down her arms and dancing between her fingers.
Shishak’s spirit was the first to burst free, filling the night with a blinding
brilliance as she leapt toward her sword. The black steel blade absorbed the
spark and once more began to glow—a faint light, visible only to her eyes.


Ten more spirits leapt from her fingers,
all Keeper’s Blades rejoined with the swords they’d been bound to in life and
death. 


Yet the spirits of those slain by the
swords were no longer bound. Their sparks danced between Aisha’s fingers,
crackling like brilliant lightning, before once again settling back into the
pendant. Imbuka had shattered their tether and set them free, but they had not
yet found peace. They filled her mind with their insistence; they wanted
vengeance against the ones that had disturbed them. 


Aisha would give it to them.


Sheathing her assegai, Aisha turned and
raced from the ruins of Imbuka’s shop. Her steps led westward, through the back
alleys, toward Trader’s Way. The back alleys of the Cultivator’s Tier were all
but empty at this late hour, yet Aisha could feel the tension thick in the air.
She kept a wary eye on her surroundings as she ran; rioters and looters could
appear at any moment, and she’d be damned if she let them slow her.


She had to reach the South Gate in time
to stop Hallar’s Warriors. There, the spirits would be avenged.


The power of the Kish’aa flooded her tired body with energy, fueled her muscles to
greater speeds as she ran. The darkened alleys and lanes flashed by in a
shadowy blur. The Earaqi not consumed by the violence huddled in their homes,
too terrified to light lamps or candles. 


She could feel the tug of the spirits,
pulling her down toward the Slave’s Tier. She had no need for their guidance,
not when she knew where Hallar’s Warriors would strike. She simply had to be
there, and they would come to her. The dead would have their vengeance, but it
fell to Aisha to save the living. 


Down Trader’s Way she ran, her legs
pumping, her hair flying in the breeze behind her. The blue-white lights of
spirits—those slain by the Indomitables, fallen in the riots, and claimed by
the Azure Rot—brightened the night and guided her steps. 


Her gut twisted as she reached the Way
of Chains and found Kish’aa clustered
by the thousands. Bodies lay strewn all across the streets—some clad in the
ragged clothing of the low-castes, others in the leather armor of Hallar’s
Warriors. Many wore black steel armor, their khopeshes or flammards nowhere in
sight—likely ripped from their lifeless fingers by the rioters. Blood turned the
dust of the streets to a grisly ochre mud. 


The cluster of corpses grew thicker as
she approached the South Gate. Hundreds lay across heavy barricades—overturned
wagons, shattered carts, hay bales, furniture, and more—that had been erected
to bar the road. The South Gate had been built to keep enemies out, but the
battle had raged against enemies from within. 


“Stop where you are, in the name of the
Pharus!” came a shout. A dozen black-armored figures rose from behind one
barricade and pointed drawn khopeshes at her. 


Aisha slowed but didn’t stop until she
stood five paces from the first barricade. “Wait!” She raised her hands high,
showing them empty. “I come in peace, bearing a warning of impending danger.” 


Low mutters echoed from among the
Indomitables behind the barricade. 


A new figure stepped into view. Tall,
broad-shouldered, with a thick beard and angular face, he wore the spiked plate
mail of a Keeper’s Blade. “What warning?” His voice was as cold and hard as the
glare he leveled at her. 


“Hallar’s Warriors are planning to
attack at any moment!” Aisha replied. “They’ve armed themselves with swords
looted from the tombs of the Keeper’s Blades and they’re on their way here
right now!”


The Blade’s eyes narrowed. “How do you
know this?” 


Aisha ignored the question. “You need to
get your men ready for an attack! The enemy could—”


“I said, how?” The man cut her off with a shout. “Prove that you’re not just
here to deceive us, and maybe we could…” He trailed off as a new sound filled
the night. Chanting, shouting. 


“Bring on the Final Destruction!” The
words grew louder with every heartbeat. “Bring on the Final Destruction!” 


Pain flared within Aisha as the spirits
burned bright. The dead clamored for vengeance with such intensity her head
threatened to burst. 


Aisha spun in time to see a wall of
torch-bearing, armed men marching down Trader’s Way toward the South Gate. Even
as she reached for her weapons, more enemies boiled from the shadows of the
nearby alleys and raced toward her. 


The attack on the South Gate had begun,
and she stood alone, trapped between the Indomitables and the enemy.


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Five
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A wordless cry of rage and grief tore
from Issa’s throat as the crowd trampled her grandfather. Raising her flammard high,
she charged the throng of rioters and Ybrazhe flooding the training yard. Her
sword flashed in the darkness, a glimmer of black steel that blurred through
the night, too fast for any mortal eye to follow. She cut down her enemies with
great, hewing blows that lopped off heads, severed limbs, and hacked through
flesh and bone. 


The thrill of battle sang in her veins,
a song of death that drowned out all rational thought. Men leapt toward her,
swinging swords. Steel clanged off
her armor and helmet, hard enough to set her head ringing and bruise her flesh.
Yet she felt none of it. She felt nothing but white hot rage that scoured every
shred of pain from her body. 


Her enemies died by the dozen. Their
blood stained her face, splattered her armor, turned the ground beneath her
boots to mud. Bodies piled high around her. Yet still she fought on, hewing
down one after another, a whirlwind of destruction that could no more be
stopped than the Four-Bladed Winds that ripped through the Yawmani Mountains. 


The blood rushing in her ears drowned
out the shouts of her foes, rendered the cries from all around her inaudible.
None of it mattered. Ybrazhe thugs hacked and chopped at her, but she was a
wall of death and flying steel. All that mattered was to get to her grandfather’s
side.


She never saw her enemies’ determination
break. One moment, a wall of solid flesh and edged blades faced her, foes
attacking from all sides. The next, her swinging flammard met only empty air as
the rioters fled her wrath.


Issa hated them for fleeing. She wanted
to keep killing until every one of the cowards lay dead. She hacked down those
trying to escape, not caring that she struck them down from behind. Those few
that faced her died just the same. Blood slid down her arms, soaked into the
cracks in her armor, and turned her grip slick. And still her arms moved, her
sword rising and falling in the steady rhythm of a farmer scything wheat.


Suddenly, there were no more. The last
Ybrazhe thug fell to her huge blade. The last rioter fled and disappeared
beyond the smithy’s wall. Issa stood alone before the wagon, with only her
rage, hate, and pounding heart for company.


The battle rage receded slowly, leaving
her trembling, gasping for air. She blinked and staggered, her mind reeling.
Her sword seemed to have grown too heavy to lift and dragged down her arms. She
had no strength left. 


She didn’t dare turn; she couldn’t face
the sight of her grandfather lying dead. Yet she had to see him. 


Hope burst to life within her as she
caught sight of her grandmother sitting beside her grandfather. Saba’s face had
gone white with pain and blood loss, but he clutched Savta’s hand in a strong
grip.


Issa’s sword fell from numb fingers.
“Saba!” She raced toward them on leaden legs and threw herself to her knees
beside her prone grandfather.


“Issa, nechda.” A smile split Nytano’s bloodstained face. “The Long Keeper
smiles on us again. He has brought you safely back to us.”


He reached a gauntleted hand toward her,
and she took it, squeezing so tight the metal creaked. Yet the sight of his
bloodstained armor, helmet, and sword brought back the questions she’d pushed
from her mind. 


“How…?” Confusion and fatigue stole her
breath, rendered her mind sluggish. “What…?”


She could find no words. The evidence of
her eyes seemed impossible. Her grandparents wore the armor and wielded the
sword of Keeper’s Blades, but how? They were Earaqi, simple farmers and
servants. It made no sense to find them thus, to witness their breathtaking
skill with weapons they should never have
wielded. Weapons reserved for servants of the Long Keeper. 


Her Saba’s eyes went to the woman
cradling his head. “Aleema, we must tell her.” 



“Hush, Nytano.” She pressed a hand
against his side to stanch the flow of blood. “It is not the time for—”


“For me, there will be no more time.” He
reached a hand up to stroke his wife’s face, pushed aside a lock of her hair.
“The Long Keeper comes for me.”


“No!” Aleema’s jaw took on the stubborn
set Issa knew so well. “Do not speak so, my love.”


“The truth must always be spoken, qamari.” A weak smile split his lips.
“And I will not go to the Keeper’s embrace without our nechda knowing what we have kept from her.” 


Aleema gave only a weak protest. Tears
streamed down from her eyes; she, too, knew the inevitable approached.


“Issa, nechda, for almost eighteen years, I have dreaded this day.” His
voice had begun to grow weak, losing its rich timbre, its confident strength.
“The day you learn the truth and I see that look of betrayal in your eyes. But
know…” He groaned, and pain twisted his face for long seconds. When he spoke
again, his voice had grown weaker still. “…know we loved you. That one truth
will never change.”


Issa looked between her grandparents,
her confusion mounting. “What truth?” She struggled to form the words. 


Saba started to speak, but Savta pressed
a kiss to his forehead. “Hush, Nytano, save your strength. I will tell her.”


Nytano smiled up at Aleema. “In this, as
in everything else, I yield to you, qamari.”



Aleema forced a smile, but pain etched the
deep lines of her face. She turned to Issa. “Though we have loved you as our
own for these seventeen years, the truth is that we are not your grandparents.”


Issa’s brow furrowed. Her mind struggled
to comprehend the words.  


“For years, we have concealed our true
identities, at the request of one we loved as the daughter we would never
have.” She squeezed Nytano’s hand. “Yet now, you must know who you truly are.”


A chill numbness descended over Issa and
she found herself unable to speak; what could she possibly say in the face of
this revelation?


“Your parents still live.” Aleema met
her eyes. “Mother and father both. You know them as Callista Vinaus, Lady of
Blades, and Amhoset Nephelcheres, Pharus of Shalandra.”


Issa felt as if a charging horse had slammed
into her gut. Her lungs refused to draw breath and her heart seemed frozen
between beats. Again, the words seemed an impossibility.  


“Your mother, Lady Callista, loved you
more than life itself, which is why she had
to give you up.” Aleema’s voice had grown somber, a solemn look in her dark
eyes. “For if her enemies knew of your existence, they would not stop until you
were dead. Nothing, not even all of the Keeper’s Blades, could keep you safe.
Only we could.”


She smiled down at Nytano, who returned her
smile. “Your grandfather and I. There was a time when we, too, served the city
of Shalandra, as Ypertatos of the Keeper’s Blades. We could never have
children, but the young Callista became as our daughter. Your Saba was Lady
Callista’s Archateros, then her mentor as she rose in the ranks to finally
become Lady of Blades.”


Issa couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. She
remained rooted in place; the truth had shattered something within her. 


“And when the day came that Callista
came to us with the truth of her pregnancy, we were overjoyed for her.”
Aleema’s face fell. “Until she told us who the father was.”


“The…Pharus.” It seemed so strange to
say the words aloud.


Savta nodded. “Amhoset was still young,
his power not yet consolidated. His father had ceded too much of the Pharus’
power to the Keeper’s Council. If anyone found out he had an illegitimate
child, and with the Lady of Blades no less, that child would become a weapon in
the battle for power. Lady Callista chose to give you up to save your life.”


The words washed over Issa like a tidal
wave. She struggled to breathe, but the truth threatened to drown her. “How?”
was all she could manage. “You’re…Earaqi!” 


Aleema smiled. “The best disguise we
could conceive of. No one would think to look for two Keeper’s Blades or the
daughter of the Pharus on the Cultivator’s Tier. Lady Callista could be certain
that you were safe, occasionally send her people to keep an eye on you. But she
knew she couldn’t shield you directly. Obscurity was your best shield against
those who would use you, or kill you.”


The
Keeper’s Council. Issa
knew that beyond a shadow of doubt. The Necroseti would have used her, would
have killed her without hesitation. Anger flared bright within her, pushing
back at the numbness that had settled into her limbs. Because of them, I had no parents. Because of them, my entire life was
a lie! 


“Forgive us, nechda.” Nytano’s voice was little more than a whisper. His eyelids
grew heavy, the color leaching from his face. “For all our mistakes.”


Issa drew in a ragged breath. Sorrow and
confusion thickened her throat, made it difficult to speak. Yet even if she’d
had the strength to force out words, she wouldn’t have known what to say.


“We did everything we could to keep you
out of the Necroseti’s notice,” Aleema said, a remorseful tone to her words.
“Refused to let you train, or to enter the Crucible. If you had received the
Long Keeper’s blessing from your mother, you would have passed the trials of
steel and stone.” Her eyes darkened. “You would no longer be able to escape the
Council’s notice. We couldn’t risk someone learning the truth.”


Issa’s eyes widened a fraction.
Suddenly, she understood her grandfather’s anger at the news of her triumph in
the Crucible, her acceptance into the Keeper’s Blades. With one action of
defiance, an action she’d done for their sakes, she had rendered their lives of
sacrifice a waste. 


A sob burst from her throat. “Oh, Saba,
forgive me!” She threw her arms around his neck and buried her face in his
armored chest, heedless of the blood staining its metallic surface. “If I’d
known you were trying to protect me—”


“No, nechda,”
he said, his voice little more than a faint whisper. “You…chose well.” 


Issa pulled from his embrace, tears
slipping down her face.


Nytano beamed up at her. “You…are a
true…servant of…the Long Keeper.” A gauntleted hand pressed to her cheek. “And
I…am proud…to know…you followed…in our footsteps. And to call…you my nechda.”


Sobs shook Issa’s shoulders, tears
choking off her words.


“Before…I go…to my final…rest,” he said,
“one final…word of advice.”


“Yes, Saba!” Issa managed to get out. 


“Forgive…her.” He fixed her with a
piercing gaze. “She did…what she thought…best.” A ghost of a smile tugged at
his lips. “And always remember…strike first…”


“Strike true,” Issa finished.


Nytano’s eyes brightened even if smiling
proved too much effort. “Farewell…nechda.”
His gaze went to Aleema. “And you…qamari.
Until…we meet…in the…Sleepless Lands.” His eyelids drooped, and his hand tightened
around Aleema’s.


Savta pressed a gentle kiss to his
forehead. “Until then, rohi.” 


Closing his eyes, Nytano relaxed in the
arms of his beloved Aleema for the final time.


 


* * *


 


Issa hadn’t budged from her
grandfather’s side for hours, or it could have been days. She couldn’t move,
couldn’t release her grip on Saba’s hand. Even as the brightening sky washed
his bloodless face in a pale light, she couldn’t tear her eyes away. 


A part of Issa wanted to scream, to
wail, to pound at his chest and demand he open his eyes and see her once more. Just once more, please. Yet he looked so
calm, so peaceful, she couldn’t disturb his rest. 


He had earned his place in the Sleepless
Lands. A true servant of the Long Keeper. 


Bone-deep weariness permeated every
fiber of her being. It went beyond the exhaustion from the previous days’
exertion—the weight of loss had come crashing down onto her with far more force
than she could ever have anticipated. The gravity of what her Savta had said
only added to the burden. Her mind felt shattered, the fragments of her
consciousness too scattered to think clearly. She could only stare numbly at
the corpse that had once been the strongest, bravest, wisest man she’d ever
known.


“Nechda.”
Her grandmother’s voice echoed from beside her. Quiet, gentle, yet firm as
ever. “Come away from here. Let us—”


Issa shrugged off her grandmother’s
hand. She didn’t want to leave her grandfather’s side. He was gone—she knew it,
even if her mind struggled to accept it. Yet when she left him, she would never
see him again. He would be interred in the crypts, his body set to guard the
Tomb of Hallar like all the other fallen Blades. But if she remained by his
side, she’d have him for just a few moments more. 


The sound of clattering metal, groaning
wood, and scraping rock sounded from somewhere behind her. Booted feet tromped over the ground toward her, but
she couldn’t bring herself to look up. 


“What are you doing?” Her Savta’s shout
echoed nearby. 


“Issa of the Keeper’s Blades.” 


The stern voice speaking her name
pierced Issa’s consciousness. She managed to tear her eyes away from her
grandfather and look toward the man who had spoken. He wore a burnished steel
breastplate, black robes, and carried a spear. Twenty armed and armored men of
the Necroseti’s private guards stood arrayed in a solid wall behind him. 


The Necroseti guard fixed her with a
solemn glare. “By order of the Keeper’s Council, you stand accused of the
murder of High Divinity Tinush and the attempted murder of Councilor Madani!”
He snapped his fingers. “Arrest her!”


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Six
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“Any day now!” Evren grunted beneath the
weight of the heavy beam. “Here I thought you smiths knew a thing or two about
hammering.”


Killian only grunted and pounded faster,
driving the finger-length nails through the locking beam and into the wooden
door frame. The thump, thump of the
improvised battering ram jarred Evren with every blow, but at least the steel
door was holding firm. If only Killian
could get the damn nails in place!


“That’s one done!” called the blacksmith.
“Get that other hammer and help me here, damn it!” 


Evren cast around until he found the
tool indicated—a miniature version of the smith’s hammer Killian
wielded—scooped it up, and set about pounding nails into the opposite side of the
beam. The ache in his right arm, courtesy of a Ybrazhe club, grew with every
strike. But given the alternative of the thugs and their angry mob breaking
through the front door again, Evren chose to push through the pain and keep
hammering.


Finally, the last nail had been driven
into the beam, and Killian’s Mumblers raced forward with wooden support beams
scrounged up from somewhere within the forge. Remnants of shattered, cracked,
and splintered wood around the entrance were all that remained of the previous
defenses.


“Serias, take Evren and do a perimeter
check,” Killian ordered. “Make sure there are no other weaknesses.”


“Yes, Killian!” The boy nodded.


Evren recognized the youth— a few days
earlier, he’d freed Serias from Annat, a particularly nasty Syndicate thug. The
swelling in the boy’s split lip had gone down, but it would be days before the
bruise around his right eye would disappear.


“This way!” Serias beckoned.


Evren hesitated, glancing at the
training yard, where Issa and the white-haired Keeper’s Blade fought. He saw no
sign of the man that had been holding the yard when they entered. 


Her
grandparents, huh? The
thought boggled Evren’s mind. And here I
thought she was just a simple Earaqi before being chosen as a Keeper’s Blade.


Yet at that moment, with the battle
raging all throughout the smithy, he had no time to ponder the question. He
followed Serias through the forge, around the glowing furnace, and down a side
corridor that led around the opposite side of the building. There, he found three
Syndicate thugs sneaking through a back entrance.


The three froze at the sight of him and
Serias, but recovered a moment later. Raising their swords and clubs, they
charged.


Serias whipped out a pair of throwing
darts and, in the space of a heartbeat, threw both. The hand-length missiles
punched into the throat and chest of the foremost thug. The man went down,
hard, and didn’t get back up.


“Get behind me!” Evren shouted and leapt
ahead of the Mumbler. His jambiyas flashed in the darkness of the corridor,
twin edges razor-sharp and flying with blurring speed. Evren ducked a
decapitating strike and lashed out with two quick strikes that severed the next
thug’s tendons, just below both knees. He drove his daggers into the man’s
throat. Blood gushed over his hands.


The last thug tried to strike past his
sagging friend, but the narrow corridor hampered free movement. His sword clanged off something metallic hanging
over his head. A heavy iron wheel rim fell from its perch above the doorway and
thumped off his bare skull. The thug
staggered, dizzy, his eyes crossed. Evren finished him with a dagger thrust to
his gut. 


“We need to bar the door!” Serias was
rushing past, a dagger in his hand. He reached the doorway just as a Syndicate
thug stepped through it. The man leered down at the small boy and brought his
club around for a skull-crushing blow.


Evren snagged Serias’ robes and dragged
him backward, just in time to avoid being brained. The thug’s club struck empty
air and he stumbled forward. Right into Evren’s fist. The over-the-shoulder
blow crashed into the man’s jaw and knocked him to the ground.


Evren’s eyes went wide as he recognized
the man. Houl! Even dazed, the man’s
face appeared creased in a permanent scowl. As he struggled to push up to his
hands, Evren brought his dagger across in a vicious slash. Steel parted flesh
and carved a hole through gristle. Houl fell, hands clasped to the wide tear in
his throat. 


“Help me shove him out the door!” Evren
called. He seized Houl’s tunic and struggled to drag him out the back entrance.
Houl stood nearly twice his height and could easily be thrice his weight, but
the clash of steel, the screams of pain, and a wordless roar filled Evren with
a sense of urgency. If any of the thugs or rioters got past Issa and the Blade
guarding the training yard, they could get in the back. 


I’ll
be damned if I let that happen! 


With effort, he and Serias managed to
half-drag, half-shove Houl’s huge corpse clear of the doorway. Together, they
hauled the heavy door shut and nailed the wooden locking bar into place. The
effort drained the last of Evren’s strength. He’d run too much, fought too
hard, and on too little food, water, and rest. He needed a break.


“Come on!” Serias beckoned. “We’ve got
one more window to check.”


Groaning, Evren followed the young boy
into the smithy’s back room—Killian’s bedroom, judging by the mess of blankets,
straw-tick mattress, and stuffed down pillow. The window there had been
smashed, but it was too narrow for any but a child or very small man to fit
through. It took less than five minutes to board it up. 


Finally, the job was done—and, it
seemed, the sounds of battle had fallen silent. Relieved, Evren clambered off
the bed. An overwhelming urge to lie down and sleep filled him; he fought it
off with a heroic effort of will. He reached for the food he’d tucked into his
pouch, only to remember he’d given it to Issa a few hours earlier. She’d needed
it more than he at the time.


Now, however, he wasn’t certain he could
go on without something to eat or drink. Relief flooded him as he spotted a
bottle of wine sitting on Killian’s nightstand. He took it without hesitation
and emptied its contents, little more than a mouthful. If the blacksmith complains, I’ll remind him that I just finished
saving him. Again.


Evren’s stomach chose that moment to
growl. 


Serias eyed him. “Hungry?” 


“Famished.”


The boy nodded. “Be right back.” 


Evren sagged to a seat in the hall,
weariness and hunger turning his limbs to lead. Serias returned a minute or so
later, carrying a small morsel of cold sausage and white cheese wrapped in
herbed flatbread. Nothing had ever tasted so good!


The Mumbler disappeared at some point in
the meager meal, but Evren didn’t move from his seated position until every crumb
had been eaten, every scrap of herb and flour licked from his fingers. Between
the wine and the food, he actually felt as if he could stand once more. His
muscles still ached from the fight, especially his right shoulder, but at least
his legs held him upright as he stood. 


“So, you’re still alive, eh?” Killian’s
voice drifted down the corridor. He strode down the hall toward Evren, his limp
returned and more pronounced than ever. Indeed, he seemed to wince with every
step. “Can’t say I’m surprised, though you look like you’ve been trampled by
every mule in Shalandra.” 


“Your city can’t kill me that easily,”
Evren shot back. Despite his irreverent tone, Evren felt a surge of relief to
find the blacksmith alive. He’d actually worried for Killian—a part of him had
come to respect, even like the old
man.


Then
again, given what he’s wearing, there’s a lot I don’t know about him. Like who
in the fiery hell he really is. 


He studied the man from helmeted head to
booted toe. The snarling lion helm made his somber, bearded face seem somehow
more warlike and fierce, and the spikes on his shoulders and elbows added to
his already impressive breadth. Then there was the matter of that great bloody
big sword he carried. He’d wielded it with skill that far surpassed anything
Evren had expected; if it wasn’t for his leg, he might actually give the Hunter
a run for his money. But the blacksmith’s armor had one addition none of
the others’ did: reinforced bands around his right knee to support his weight.


“You going to explain what this is all about?” Evren gestured to
Killian’s armor. 


Killian shot him a wry grin. “If you’re
not clever enough to figure it out by now, you don’t deserve an explanation.” 


“A Keeper’s Blade, eh?” Evren cocked an
eyebrow. “The way you fight, makes sense.” He glanced over the bloodstained
armor and sword. “Though as for the rest, the Mumblers and the spying and all,
that doesn’t seem like the sort of thing a Keeper’s Blade would do.”


Killian tapped the steel brace on his
leg. “Former Keeper’s Blade.”


“How’d it happen?” Evren asked. 


“I took an Eirdkilr arrow to the leg.”
Killian winced at the memory. “Some of those barbarian bastards coat their
arrows in dung or poisons. The wound festered and turned bad, destroyed my
knee. Nearly lost the whole leg. Hells, I was lucky to escape that battle in
one piece!”


“The Keeper’s Blades would let something
like a busted knee stop you from serving?” Evren pursed his lips. “Seems a
pretty cruel thank-you for your years of service.”


“Not exactly.” Killian shrugged. “Some
of us have to find other ways to serve our city. For me, that meant keeping an
eye on the other side of things.
Things that can’t always be dealt with through swords and battles.”


Evren nodded understanding. Suddenly,
Killian made a lot more sense to him. “Are you even a blacksmith, then? Or is
this all just a front?” 


“I might not be the best artisan on
Smith’s Alley,” Killian said with a wry grin, “but I’m not the worst, either.”
He tapped his leg brace. “Designed and forged this myself. And everything you
see in here, too.”


For the first time, Evren got a good
look at the room. Aside from the bed, the chamber held a large wardrobe—now
empty, likely where Killian’s armor had hung—and a chest that stood open,
revealing an assortment of long swords, daggers, and a pair of flammards. All
of the weapons within had been made from black Shalandran steel. “Are those…?”


Killian followed his gaze and hurried
over to tip the chest’s lid closed. “Nothing for you to worry about. I always
learned to be prepared for the worst.” He gestured around him. “Seems like I
was right.” 


Evren nodded. “How are your Mumblers?” 


“Alive, and mostly unharmed.” A frown
furrowed Killian’s brow. “Those not claimed by the Azure Rot managed to get
here before the worst of the riots. A couple were wounded in the battle, but
nothing too serious.” He clapped Evren on the back. “But I heard what you did
to the Ybrazhe hideout a few hours ago. Good thinking, smoking the bastards out
like that.”


“What?” Evren’s eyebrow shot up. “How
did you hear about that, trapped in here?” 


Killian grinned. “You really think I’ve only got one or two
ways out of this place?”


Evren found himself speechless for a
long moment. Finally, he threw up his hands. “So if you had a way out, how come
you didn’t run?”


“Because I couldn’t let the Syndicate or
their Necroseti masters get their hands on everything I’ve squirreled away in
here.” Killian fixed him with a piercing gaze. “Trust me, I’d have died before
I let those bastards in.”


“At least you could have sent your
Mumblers to safety,” Evren protested. “They’re just kids!” 


“I tried.” Killian shook his head.
“Straight-out ordered them to leave, but they all developed a sudden case of
deafness.” Despite his dour expression, a hint of pride shone in his eyes.
“Trust me, I’d have faced this battle alone, but they insisted.”


Evren wanted to retort, but he couldn’t
fault the blacksmith. If he were in the same situation, he’d have risked his
life to fight for someone that had treated him as Killian treated the Mumblers.


“But it was worth it, in the end.”
Killian nodded, his expression satisfied. “With the thugs we took down here,
that ought to be all but the last of the Ybrazhe. A few more scattered around
the city, but for all intents and purposes, the Syndicate is no more. Largely
thanks to you.”


A contented smile spread Evren’s face.
“About bloody time.” The Ybrazhe had been a pain in his arse since his first
day in Shalandra. Yet as he thought of the last of the Syndicate, his mind
flashed to a conversation he’d overheard mere hours earlier. “I just wish we
had a way to tie them to the Keeper’s Council properly.” 


Killian’s brow furrowed. “What do you
mean?”


Evren told him about Nahril’s confession
and their subsequent visit to the Hall of the Beyond. 


“Tinush, dead?” Killian whistled.
“Keeper’s teeth, that’s a dark turn of things!” He stroked his black beard with
a gauntleted hand. “I bet it felt good to take a swing at that prick Madani,
though.”


Evren couldn’t help grinning. “Damned
right.” His smile faded a moment later. “But according to the Ybrazhe thug we
captured, Tinush was the one coordinating the Syndicate’s efforts in the city.
If he’s dead—”


“Madani, Natoris, and the others can
wash their hands of him, like they did with Angrak.” Killian’s bushy eyebrows
furrowed, his eyes darkening. “Unless…”


A hint of hope sprang to life within
Evren’s chest. “Unless?”


Killian’s brow furrowed. “Give me a
minute.” He stumped back down the corridor toward the smithy’s main room. 


Evren followed out into the corridor,
though he waited for Killian’s return. The blacksmith had already revealed many
of his secrets; Evren would honor his desire to guard the rest. 


Killian stumped back up the hall a
couple of minutes later. “I didn’t think much of this at the time, but now…” In
his hands, he held his little black book. His mailed gauntlets made it nearly
impossible to open the pages, but that didn’t stop him from trying—and growing
frustrated as he failed. 


“Here, let me.” Evren took the book from
him and thumbed through it. The pages within bore rows of strange, illegible
symbols—symbols that bore a suspicious resemblance to those in Suroth’s
journal. 


A random thought flashed through his
mind. Do the Keeper’s Blades learn Secret
Keeper script? It didn’t seem likely, given the priests’ secretive nature.
Then again, considering the extent of Killian’s relationships with seemingly everyone in Shalandra, he might have
convinced one of the Mistress’ clerics to teach him.


“There!” Killian thrust a finger toward
the book, almost striking Evren in the face. “That page.”


Evren opened the book wider and held it
up for Killian to read. 


“Yes!” Killian’s eyes sparkled. “A
member of the Necroseti, a man by the name of Groebus, has been collecting more
food than is allotted most members of the Dhukari caste. However, he’s always
shown orders signed by High Divinity Tinush, so no one has thought to question
it.”


Evren frowned. “Tinush knew this riot was going to happen.” He
replayed the conversation on the balcony of the Keeper’s Temple. “Madani, too.
And they ordered this Groebus to stockpile food so they could have it to
distribute to the people to calm the riots.”


His eyes flew wide as he remembered
where he’d heard the name. “And Groebus was working with the Gatherers as well,
and Hallar’s Warriors!” He explained what they’d learned from the militant
they’d captured. 


“So all along, the Council has been
manipulating events, using the Gatherers, Ybrazhe, and Hallar’s Warriors to stir up the city?” Killian whistled.
“Keeper’s teeth, that’s brazen, even for them.”


Evren’s mind raced. “But you have proof
that Groebus was stockpiling food, right? On Tinush’s orders?”


Killian nodded. “One of my contacts at
the Hall of Bounty on the Keeper’s Tier thought I might find it useful.”


“Good!” Evren’s heart leapt. “If I can
get it to Lady Callista, she’ll have what she needs to move against the
Keeper’s Council for real.”


Killian’s eyebrows shot up. “Damn, so
she will!”  


Evren’s hope faltered. “I can get up to
the Keeper’s Tier, but I’m not sure how to get into the palace to reach her.”
He didn’t have Suroth’s lockstone, and he very much doubted any of the Keeper’s
Blades would be willing to part with their sigils. That meant he’d have to try
to walk through the front gates. “With all that’s going on, the Indomitables
aren’t just going to let me into the Palace of Golden Eternity.”


“Ah, but they might.” With an enigmatic
grin, Killian beckoned for him to follow. The two of them strode toward the
smithy’s main room, where Killian knelt and retrieved two items from his
strongbox. “This will be the proof you need,” he said, handing Evren a
rolled-up document bearing the official seal of the Keeper’s Council. “And this
will get you into the palace.”


Evren took the silver coin from Killian.
One side bore the Pharus’ face, but the other had an “X” etched into the smooth
metal. “Just show anyone the coin?”


Killian shook his head. “Find the
servants with silver braided into their white-and-gold headbands,” the
blacksmith said. “They are Lady Callista’s eyes and ears in the palace. They
will make sure you reach her immediately.”


With a nod, Evren pocketed the coin.
“I’ll get it to her at once. But first…” He glanced outside, and a frown
twisted his face. Issa knelt over the lifeless body of the man she’d greeted as
“Saba” when they arrived at the smithy. Her grandfather’s face was pale beneath
the bloodstains, his eyes closed, his face limp.


Sorrow clutched at Evren’s heart. The
moment she’d mentioned her grandparents in the smithy, he’d realized the truth
of what she’d intended to do as he caught her sneaking out of the Fortress. She
hadn’t been on her way to arrest Tinush, as he’d believed. She’d intended to
rescue her grandparents. 


And
yet she made the choice to put Shalandra before her own needs? Evren couldn’t help admiring the young
Blade for that decision. Yet his admiration turned to guilt a moment later. He had, in a way, talked her out of
going to help her grandparents. He’d made her realize the importance of
arresting Tinush, and had indirectly pushed her toward the Hall of the Beyond
when she should have come to fight
beside her grandfather.


A cold realization struck him. If I hadn’t been there, hadn’t talked to
her, would her grandfather still be alive?


“That’s a hard loss, even for someone as
strong as her.” A shadow flashed in Killian’s eyes. He placed a hand on Evren’s
shoulder. “She’ll need friends to get through it.”


The blacksmith must have misinterpreted
Evren’s look as pure commiseration for Issa over her loss. He couldn’t
understand the real reason for the darkness on Evren’s face. Guilt for his part
in Issa’s grandfather’s death.


He tried to swallow the regret, distract
himself and Killian with conversation. “What’s the deal with you two?” He finally
asked the question he’d been dying to ask. “And don’t give me some horse shite
answer. I saw how she reacted when the Ybrazhe was torturing you, and then
there’s that secret of your strongbox.”


A long moment of silence passed before
Killian finally spoke. “I trained her,” he said, quietly. “In secret, against
her grandparents’ wishes. For five years.”


Evren cocked an eyebrow. “And why’d you
do that?” Issa had explained why she had
chosen to go against her grandparents’ wishes, but he wanted to know why
Killian had agreed to train her. 


“Call it another service to the city.”
Killian’s expression grew suddenly guarded. “Someone needed to do it, and I
figured I was best-suited to do it.” 


Sorrow darkened the blacksmith’s eyes.
The man had clearly come to feel affection for Issa. Given Killian’s status as
a former Blade and the apparent connection to Issa’s grandparents—also
evidently Blades, though he’d have to get more details on that one later—Evren
could understand that. Yet he still wasn’t satisfied with Killian’s answer. He
wanted to know what had incited the man to agree with Issa’s wish to defy her
grandparents. 


“Go to her,” Killian said. “I doubt
Aleema will let me within speaking distance of her right now, but maybe your
presence will give Issa some comfort.” He sighed. “The Council can wait a few
minutes.”


With a nod, Evren slipped through the
smithy and out into the training yard. The burden of guilt grew heavier with
every step he took to Issa. The sight of the bloodied, lifeless body on the
ground beside the kneeling Blade drove a dagger into Evren’s gut. He tried to
tell himself it wasn’t his fault—the
Ybrazhe killed him, not me—but the words rang hollow in his mind. 


Issa’s grandmother saw him coming, but
gave a little shake of her head. Evren slowed and stopped. He understood that
Issa needed a few minutes alone to grieve. He shifted from foot to foot,
uncertain what to do or say. At that moment, he didn’t know if any words or
actions could comfort Issa. 


A memory flashed through his mind, one he’d
thought long locked away: a young boy
knelt on sandy ground, watching as the haggard, pale-faced woman on the simple
bed took her final breaths.


He’d sat by his mother’s bedside as she
died, had held her hand until the flesh grew cold, stiff, her features slack.
He understood the pain Issa felt—he could do nothing but offer the consolation
of his presence. Yet he feared that if she looked in his eyes, she would
realize that he was to blame, at
least in part, for her grandfather’s death. 


Movement at the gap in the wall caught
his eye. His head snapped up in time to see the wagon being dragged out of the
way, and spearmen in black robes and silver breastplates appear in the opening.



What
in the fiery hell? Evren
had never seen these men before. Yet their corpulent figures, the richness of
their robes, and the golden bands around their foreheads screamed Necroseti. 


No!
Evren’s gut clenched . It can’t be!


Issa’s grandmother stood. “What are you
doing?” she shouted. 


The leader of the group stepped forward
and fixed Issa with a hard glare. “Issa of the Keeper’s Blades, by order of the
Keeper’s Council, you stand accused of the murder of High Divinity Tinush and
the attempted murder of Councilor Madani!” He snapped his fingers. “Arrest
her!”


Issa looked up at the man, her face
slack with grief, her eyes unseeing. 


Anger darkened the woman’s red-rimmed
eyes. “Like hell!” The Keeper’s Blade drew her sword, still crusted with dried
blood, and stood between the spearmen and Issa. “You will not take her.”


The guard leader paused, but numerical
superiority bolstered his arrogance. “Stand aside, Blade, or we will have no
choice but to arrest you as well.”


“Try it, you bastards!” At that moment,
dressed in armor and stained with blood, her white hair and weather-worn face
appeared anything but old. Fire burned in her eyes and she held her sword ready
for battle. 


Without hesitation, Evren drew his
daggers and stepped up beside the white-haired woman. The two of them stood
little chance against twenty spearmen, but he’d be damned if he let them arrest
Issa without a fight. He’d been the
one to attack Madani, to give Tinush his heart attack. He wouldn’t let Issa
suffer for his actions. 


“No!” Panic tinged Issa’s shout. She
threw herself to her feet and leapt between her grandmother and the spearmen.
“No more.” 


“Nechda—”
Issa’s grandmother began.


“Please, Savta.” Issa’s face grew white.
“I can’t…” Her voice cracked and tears streamed down her face. “I can’t lose
you, too,” she whispered. 


The woman hesitated and she, too, began
to weep. Yet she lowered her sword, though the glower on her tear-streaked face
somehow made her even fiercer. 


Issa’s eyes turned to Evren. Evren
flinched beneath the sorrow burning there. He wanted to shout at her, to
apologize for what he’d done, but he couldn’t. All he could do was lower his
weapons and step back.


With a numb expression, Issa stepped
toward the guards and held out her wrists. Three silver-armored men rushed forward
and bound Issa’s hands roughly. Evren gritted his teeth and stepped forward,
but an iron grip on his shoulder stopped him. 


“Don’t!” Killian hissed in his ear.
“You’ll just get yourself killed for nothing.”


Evren wanted to argue—he couldn’t let
Issa be hauled away—but the remaining spearmen kept a close eye on the three of
them. Helplessness flooded him as Issa was marched through the gap in the
smithy wall and disappeared from sight. 


The moment the soldiers were out of
sight, Killian released his grip on Evren’s shoulder. “Go!” the blacksmith
said, urgency ringing in his tone. “I don’t know how the Necroseti’s spies
found you here so quickly, but there’s no time to worry about that. Get to Lady
Callista or the Pharus before it’s too late!” 


Evren took off without hesitation,
sprinting toward the gap in the wall and leaping over the debris. 


As he raced into the alleys of the
Artisan’s Tier, Killian’s voice rang out behind him. “Only you can save Issa
now!”


 












Chapter Thirty-Seven
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Kodyn had an instant to make a decision.



Aisha’s words echoed in his thoughts. “From the moment we left Praamis, you’ve been
rushing into every fight, heedless of the risks. Every chance you get to play
hero, you take it. And doing that is exactly how you wind up dead!”


If he attacked Groebus and the Iron
Warlord now, he’d prove her right. He’d already nearly gotten himself killed
trying to assassinate Groebus. He had to be prudent, had to think beyond his
anger. He knew where to find Groebus and the Iron Warlord; he’d be able to deal
with them later. 


Something the Ghandian said came back to
him. “We’re facing enemies on all sides.
Enemies far more powerful and numerous than us. If we don’t fight together, we
die alone.” 


Briana and Hailen were alone in the
Temple of Whispers. The Secret Keepers would fight to protect them, but only if
they knew they were under attack. Kodyn had to get to the Mistress’ priests to
warn them. If he didn’t, his friends could die alone, locked away in that
lightless stone chamber. 


Saving Shalandra would mean nothing if
his friends ended up dead. 


Growling a silent curse, he sheathed his
dagger, tucked the stolen sword into his belt, and hurried after the departing
militants. He had to backtrack a few paces and duck into an adjoining alley to
follow them without passing the still-open gates of the mansion, but he had a
pretty good idea which way they’d gone. Hallar’s Warriors knew the secrets of
the Serenii tunnels beneath the city. They’d likely use them to reach the
Artisan’s Tier, then find their way into the Temple of Whispers. 


That made Kodyn’s task far easier. He
simply needed to wait until the militants left the tunnels, and he could use
the passage that led directly into the Secret Keeper’s temple. Once he gave
warning of the impending attack, he could return to the Keeper’s Tier and plan
how best to take on the Iron Warlord, Groebus, and the militants still guarding
the mansion. 


He reached the southern wall of the
Keeper’s Tier just in time to see the last militant ducking into the passage.
Darkness gave him ample cover as he slipped toward the wall, waited a
breathless minute, and triggered the opening stones. Sliding into the shadows
of the dimly lit tunnels, he listened for any signs of the men he sought. From
fifty or sixty paces ahead, he caught the quiet scuff of boots on stone and the clank
of armor.


A fierce grin split his lips as he
followed. He couldn’t move too quickly for fear of overtaking them or letting
them catch sight of his shadow outlined by the red-glowing gemstones. Thankfully,
he had a fairly good idea which path the militants would take to reach the
Artisan’s Tier—only one tunnel led directly from the western side of the
Keeper’s Tier to the Temple District. 


He moved as quietly as he could manage
while still keeping pace with the militants. He could just see the dark outlines far ahead of him, just within eyesight
yet far enough ahead that they wouldn’t see him if they happened to glance
behind. 


Nervous tension tightened his shoulders
and knotted the muscles of his back. Sweat soon streamed down his face from the
effort of running in silence. He had to keep a tight grip on his sword to stop
it from thumping against his leg, and
the moisture of his palms soaked into the weapon’s leather wrappings.


Down he went, past the Defender’s Tier,
never slowing his cautious pursuit of the men that planned to attack his
friends. Relief flooded him when he finally reached the Artisan’s Tier. At any
moment, the militants would reach the passage that led out into the Temple
District, and he could slip past them to—


His brow furrowed. What in the bloody hell?  


Hallar’s Warriors didn’t take the way
out. Instead, they turned west, continuing down the passage that led past the
Temple District to the last exit in the Keeper’s Crypts. 


That made no sense. He understood why
they’d use the crypts to get around Shalandra unseen—the tombs were all but
abandoned, visited only by those burying or honoring the dead. But if they
planned to attack the Temple of Whispers, they had no reason to travel that far
west. Unless there was some other way, deeper underground, he didn’t know
about.


His answer came a moment later when they
stopped at a blank section of wall. One produced a glowing object from within
his pouch and held it up to the stone.


Kodyn’s breath froze in his lungs as the
mandala pattern of glowing runes lit up on the wall. A moment later, the same
man pressed his hand against the center of the light and the wall rumbled
aside. 


Keeper’s
teeth! Horror thrummed
through Kodyn’s veins. They have a
lockstone! 


Somehow, Hallar’s Warriors had gotten
their hands on one of the stones that gave them access to the most secure
locations in Shalandra. Likely from Groebus, the same traitor that had opened
the way into the Terrestra. 


Kodyn’s heart hammered a frantic beat
against his ribs. They can get into the
Temple of Whispers! 


One by one, the militants slipped into
the tunnel. Kodyn raced toward the opening, but it rumbled shut before he could
reach it. Heart hammering a frantic beat, he drew out his lockstone and
triggered the secret mechanism. 


It seemed an eternity passed before the
lock thunked within the wall and the
section of stone slid open. Within, the light of the white gemstones shone on
twenty figures rushing toward the blank wall at the far end of the tunnel. Even
as Kodyn pounded down the passage, the foremost militant held up the glowstone
and the lighted runes sprang to life. The rumble of stone on stone echoed
terribly loud in his ears as the way to the Temple of Whispers opened.


Ice froze in Kodyn’s veins. He stood
alone against twenty militants, but if he didn’t raise a warning, the Secret
Keepers would be caught off-guard. He just needed to slow Hallar’s Warriors
down for a few seconds until the priests discovered they were under attack from
within their own halls.


It’s
now or never, he
realized as the last of the militants slipped up the staircase and disappeared
into the Temple of Whispers.


Drawing his sword, Kodyn charged up the
passageway as fast as he could manage. His boots hammered on the stone steps
and he threw himself through the opening just before it rumbled shut. A
wordless battle cry burst from his lips as he fell upon the rearmost militant.


The man died before he could turn,
Kodyn’s sword chopping into the base of his neck, severing his spine. The
second militant spun and brought his sword up to meet Kodyn’s slash, but the
high strike was just a distraction. Kodyn ripped his dagger free of its sheath
and swiped it along the man’s forearm, slashing from wrist to elbow. The
left-handed blow caught the armored man off-guard. Pain twisted his face and he
dropped his sword, gasping as blood welled from the deep gouge. His free hand
went to the wound in a vain attempt to stanch the gush of crimson.


Kodyn locked blades with the third man
before the first two fell. The militant proved skilled with his stolen
flammard, turning aside Kodyn’s flurry of blows with sword and dagger. He
retreated a step, trying to widen the gap between them so he could swing his
huge sword. Kodyn pursued, knocked aside the desperate swipe of the black steel
blade, and followed up with a lightning thrust. The narrow tip of his long
sword carved a gaping tear through the side of the man’s neck. 


The gagging, gasping militant tried to
slow him down, but Kodyn batted away his feeble attack and raced on to attack
the fourth man. He had no time to delay. The foremost Hallar’s Warriors had
already slipped through the open door and entered the temple. 


“We’re under attack!” Kodyn shouted,
desperation ringing in his voice. He didn’t know if the Secret Keepers could
hear him through the walls of solid stone but he had to try. 


The fourth militant died quickly,
Kodyn’s dagger driven into his chest. But when he tried to withdraw it, the
blade caught on a rib and refused to budge. Kodyn struggled to jerk the dagger
free, but had no choice but to abandon the weapon when the next two Hallar’s
Warriors came at him simultaneously. He gripped his long sword in two hands and
braced himself to fend off their attacks.


His sword wove a blur of steel, its
razor edge glinting in the faint glow of the temple’s lampstones. The clang of clashing blades sang out in the
stone room, a cacophony that rang off the walls with jarring force. 


One strike got through Kodyn’s guard. A
line of fire opened along the side of his face and cheek, and hot blood slid
down his neck. Kodyn hissed against the pain but couldn’t afford to slow his
desperate strikes, blocks, and parries. Against the two huge flammards, even a
single moment’s delay or hesitation could cost him his life. 


The cries of wounded men echoed loud in
the tunnels around him, accompanied by the thump
of fists striking bodies and the crack
of shattering bone. Yet Kodyn also heard the meaty sound of blades rending
flesh. The Secret Keepers fought empty-handed, facing armed men wielding
massive swords. But he had no time to worry for the priests’ welfare; he was in
a desperate fight for his own life.


Another sword slipped through his guard,
this one opening a long, shallow cut in his leg. With a growl, Kodyn retreated
a step backward, forcing the men to pursue him. The Mistress’ luck smiled on
him. One of the militants splashed into the puddle of blood leaking from his
comrade’s slashed forearm and his foot slipped. He wobbled, off-balance for a
moment. His sword flew wide, striking the man beside him in the arm. The blow
barely sliced cloth and flesh, but it sufficed to throw the militant off his
pattern of strikes and counterstrikes. In the instant his gaze snapped to his
flailing comrade, Kodyn buried his sword in the man’s gut.


Before he could take advantage of the
stumbling man, another militant took his fallen comrade’s place. The room in
the Temple of Whispers was narrow and long, forcing them to come at him in
pairs, crowded together, with no real room to swing their huge swords. Yet he
also fought alone—one against far too many. If he fell, Briana and Hailen died.


Gritting his teeth, he tightened his
grip on his hilt and swung an overhand chop. Backed by the strength of his
rage, it battered at the militant’s grip, slamming the crossguard into his
face. Dazed, the man staggered backward and collided with his companion. The
pair fell in a tangle of limbs, cloth, and steel. Kodyn dispatched the first
with a quick thrust.


And nearly lost his head in the process.


Another militant had seized the
opportunity to get in place, waiting for his perfect opening. He swung at
Kodyn, a horizontal chopping blow that would have severed his neck. Only
instinct and well-honed thief’s reflexes saved him. Kodyn dropped into a
crouch, off-balance, then threw himself backward to avoid the follow-up blow.
His heel struck something solid and he fell, crashing to the ground with jarring
force. The fall saved his life. A sword clanged
off the wall where his head had been a moment earlier. Steel struck sparks
and carved a deep gouge into the stone, but the impact sent the sword
rebounding, almost knocking it from the man’s grip. The militant took only a
second to recover, but that gave Kodyn enough time to scramble upright and
regain his footing.


“Come on, you bastard!” he howled. One
last attempt to raise the alarm and warn those within the Temple of Whispers. 


The man charged, and Kodyn met his rush
with a wall of steel. He knocked aside the blow, ducked a high slash, and came
up in a high thrust that sliced open the man’s throat. Crimson splashed the
golden sandstone wall as the militant fell, gurgling and gasping for breath,
drowning in his own blood.


Kodyn stood alone, his heart pounding,
blood staining his face and clothing. Horror thrummed within him as he fixed
his eyes on the bodies littering the floor. He’d dispatched less than half the
enemy; the rest had disappeared from view within the temple’s corridors.


“Briana! Hailen!” the shout burst from
his throat as he raced toward the now-closed door and triggered it with
Suroth’s lockstone. 


A scene of chaos gripped the Temple of
Whispers. Four Secret Keepers locked in bare-handed combat with the remaining
dozen Hallar’s Warriors. In the spacious corridors, the sword-wielding
militants could swing their heavy, stolen flammards with ease. The Secret
Keepers fought empty-handed, with breathtaking skill, but their brown cloth
robes did little to turn aside sharp steel.


With a shout of rage, Kodyn fell onto the
remaining militants from the rear. He hacked down one, hamstrung a second, and
drove his sword into a third’s side. Even as the second man sagged on his
now-useless leg, Kodyn brought his heavy blade whistling around in a powerful
horizontal chop. Steel sheared through flesh, bone, and gristle. The man’s head
flew from his shoulders, bounced off the wall, and rolled to a stop above his
headless body.


The remaining Hallar’s Warriors fell
within seconds—either at the edge of his blades or the flashing fists and
flying feet of the Secret Keepers. 


Silence echoed in the corridor, broken
only by Kodyn’s ragged breathing and the quiet drip, drip of blood sliding off his sword. Suddenly, a wave of
fatigue came crashing down atop Kodyn. He hadn’t rested or eaten since the
night he’d stalked Handsome; the exertions, excitement, and emotions of the
previous days flooded him with an overwhelming desire to lie down and sleep for
a week. The ache in his forearms and the fire racing through the wounds in his
face and leg asserted themselves, the pain impossible to ignore. 


He leaned against the wall, scanning the
hall. Three of the four Secret Keepers still stood, though all bore injuries.
The fourth lay still, his head hacked open by one of the flammards, gore
leaking onto the bare stone floors.


As one of the three priests
straightened, Kodyn recognized him as the man that had stood guard at the front
entrance. 


“Not
this again!” signed the man, a wry grin on his dark face. “I’m getting sick of having to thank you for fighting
in our defense.”


“Let’s hope it’s the last time!” Kodyn
gasped.


At that moment, the opposite wall slid
open and a half-dozen Secret Keepers flooded the hall. They stopped at the
sight of the bodies and the blood covering the floor, and Kodyn standing with a
drawn sword. 


The man that had addressed Kodyn turned
to the newcomers. “Summon the
Arch-Guardian.”


Kodyn breathed a silent sigh of
relief—after everything he’d endured that day, he wasn’t certain he could take
another battle, even a battle of wills with the mute priests. 


As the Secret Keepers hurried away to
call Ennolar, Kodyn scanned the bodies ahead of him. His eyes fell on the one
that had been in the lead, a tall man with a bright red Earaqi headband, heavy
leather armor, and a black steel flammard. He lay sprawled at a gruesome angle,
his neck, arms, and back shattered by bare-handed strikes. 


Kodyn had eyes only for his right hand. Bloody hell, the ring! The militant wore
a black stone ring identical to the ones Ennolar and the other Secret Keeper’s
wore. So that’s how they got in! The
question is where they got it from.


A shadow fell over him, and Kodyn
glanced up to find the bald Ennolar frowning down at the bodies strewn around
the temple. Behind the Arch-Guardian, Uryan, Thevoris, and the other five
Guardians issued terse, silent orders in their hand language. 


“See this?” Kodyn lifted the man’s hand.
“This is how they got in.”


Ennolar’s lip curled into a snarl. “I recognize this ring!” his hands said.
“It is one of those given to the Keeper’s
Council.” He crouched and glared down at it. “I’m almost certain it belonged to Councilor Madani.”


Kodyn‘s jaw clenched. “Then that
confirms what we suspected. Groebus is the
one behind it. And I’ve got the proof.” From within his robes, he drew out the
vial with the glowing purple liquid. “Recognize this?”


Ennolar sucked in a breath. “Where did you get that?” 


“From the sinister underground
laboratory in the mansion where I found Groebus and someone calling himself the
Iron Warlord. Creepy-looking fellow, wears an iron mask to hide his face.”


A sharp hiss sounded from behind
Ennolar. The Arch-Guardian shot a glance back at Tianath, the Guardian with
purple hair and eyeshadow to match.


Curiosity flared to life within Kodyn.
“You know that name?” 


“The
name, no.” Tianath’s fingers moved, and her gaze shifted from Kodyn to
Ennolar. “But the iron mask, yes.”


Ennolar raised an eyebrow. “You speak of Tethum?”


Tianath nodded. “Who else could it be?”


“Tethum?” Kodyn cocked his head. “Who’s
he?” 


“Truth
be told, no one in Shalandra knows who he really is or where he came from.” Ennolar’s
eyes darkened. “We only learned of his
presence a few years ago, and it seemed he’d been in the city for little more
than a year or two before that. He is a recluse who spends all of his time shut
up in his mansion on the Keeper’s Tier.”


“How
he managed to live among the Dhukari as an outsider is just one of the
mysteries surrounding the man,” Uryan
put in. 


“Our
attempt to learn his secrets have proven unsuccessful.” Ennolar’s face
soured at the words. “We have been unable
to learn anything more than the fact that he came from somewhere to the north,
and he is never seen without that iron mask.” 


Kodyn’s mind raced. An outsider would
never be given power in Shalandra, unless he somehow managed to take it. The
fact that he called himself the Iron Warlord and used Hallar’s Warriors to his
own ends hinted at a greater plan, but what it was, Kodyn couldn’t figure out.


“I
will have my people dig into this Tethum,” Ennolar’s fingers said. “But what matters most right now is this.” He
took the vial from Kodyn with the caution of someone picking up a coiled
serpent. “This is black alchemy, no doubt
about it. And very likely the same poison intended for the Heartspring.”


“Which means Groebus is the one behind the Azure Rot.” Anger
flared within Kodyn, momentarily pushing back his exhaustion. “He’s the one
that killed all those innocent people, and he’d have killed more if we hadn’t
stopped him.”


And
there I was, close enough to kill him! He knew he’d made the right choice, but the fact that
Groebus had escaped punishment rankled. 


“But
now that we have this,” Ennolar hefted the vial, “we can break it down, analyze its components and determine its true
nature. Already, examination of the sample taken from the Heartspring has
yielded some preliminary findings that hint at truly foul villainy.” He
placed a hand on Kodyn’s shoulder. “Thanks
to you, by the time the sun sets tomorrow night, we will have the tools to
defeat whatever wicked plan Groebus and this Iron Warlord have devised. Your
actions tonight could very well have saved Shalandra once more.”


 


 












Chapter Thirty-Eight
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Blood turned to ice in Aisha’s veins at
the sight of hundreds of enemies racing toward her. Armed rioters and militants
spilled form the side streets and back alleys, a black tide of shouting people
and torches that burned as bright as the crowd’s fury. Most carried swords,
clubs, daggers, farm tools, and torches, but here and there among the crowd, she
caught sight of huge two-handed swords. Hallar’s Warriors didn’t lead the
charge but hung back to drive the people onward.


Aisha had no time to rush to safety. The
nearest rioters would reach her long before she could make the safety of the
barricades. Even if the Indomitables let her through, she’d be cut down from
behind as she climbed over.


Her only hope of survival lay in
fighting. One against thousands, she stood no chance. Not with mortal weapons.
Wood, steel, and sinew could only keep her alive for a few seconds, then she’d
be overwhelmed. 


She needed the power of the Kish'aa.


Her left hand went to the pendant at her
throat, her right reaching out toward the onrushing mob. Reaching deep down to
the core of her being, Aisha summoned the spirits she had absorbed—the fallen
Blades and their slain victims. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of souls, their
lives snuffed out before their time, the sparks burning within them begging for
vengeance.


But not against the people of Shalandra.
Those nearest Aisha were blown backward by a giant, invisible hand that slammed
them to the ground. The wall of blue-white light washed over them, leaving them
unharmed. The Kish’aa had no desire
for vengeance against their fellow low-castes, those that had done no wrong.
The Earaqi, Mahjuri, and Kabili had fallen victim to the guiles and treachery
of duplicitous men.


The same men that desecrated the graves
of the Keeper’s Blades, disturbed the spirits surging from within Aisha.


Fifty blue-white sparks detached from
the mass of light and zipped through the crowd, straight toward those wielding
the stolen flammards. All throughout the mob, men wearing the armor of Hallar’s
Warriors fell to the ground, where they lay twitching, jerking, writhing in the
grip of the lightning that coursed through their veins. The rioters nearest
them drew back in shocked surprise. Horror and shocked surprise stalled the
charge for a heartbeat.


Suddenly, Aisha no longer stood alone.
Ten black-armored Indomitables appeared at her side. Their man-sized iron shields
formed a solid wall of steel between her and the crowd. A strong hand grasped
her wrist and hauled her backward, behind the barricades. Before the rioters
could renew their attack, the soldiers retreated to safety once more.


Aisha regained her balance and tore her
arm free of the grip, suppressing a shudder at the unwanted touch. She glared
her defiance up into the cold, hard eyes of the Keeper’s Blade.


“How did you know this attack was
coming?” he demanded. The questions came fast and furious. “How much can you
tell me about the enemy? What are their numbers? Where are they coming from?”


“I don’t know!” Aisha growled. “But I do
know Hallar’s Warriors have raided the tombs of your fellow Blades and are
arming themselves with your swords.” She gestured to the huge flammard that
hung in its sheath on his back. “There are at least a hundred in the crowd
there.” 


Though the Kish’aa had only taken down a third of their number, Aisha hadn’t
yet exhausted the reserve of spirits within her. The spirits she’d absorbed as
Imbuka tried to kill her. Pushing back on the painful memory, she focused on
the voices echoing in her mind. She could feel the tug on her body; the souls
of the dead cried out for vengeance, pulling her toward those that had wronged
them. 


“I can find them in the crowd,” she told
the Blade. “I can point them out to—”


“You’ve done your part, girl!” growled
the hulking man. “Now it’s time you get out of the way and let the real
soldiers handle this.”


He spoke as if he hadn’t just seen her
stop a charging mob with nothing but her empty hands. Perhaps he hadn’t seen it, or he simply didn’t know
what to make of it. Normal people had no capacity to understand things like the
power gathered from the dead.


She had no time to explain the truth to
him. The crowd hadn’t yet fully recovered from seeing their front ranks knocked
back by an invisible hand, or their leaders writhing and twitching on the
ground, slain by some unseen power. They milled about, their momentum
shattered. Angry shouts echoed from the throng as the militants tried to whip
them back up. 


The hard-eyed Blade turned back to his
men and began shouting orders. “Re-form that front line! Get those defenses
shored up. Pull in tight on the left flank before they attack!” 


The cries of Hallar’s Warriors grew
louder, more impassioned. Slowly, the Earaqi at the front of the mob began to
regain some semblance of cohesion. 


“Get ready!” The Keeper’s Blade unslung
his massive sword. “They’ll hit us any second, but…”


Aisha never heard the rest of his words.
The moment his black steel blade cleared its sheath, she caught sight of the Kish’aa bound to his black steel blade.
Dozens of them, their blue-white forms lighting up the darkness. They turned
empty eyes on her, their mouths open in wordless cries.


One spirit in particular drew her eye:
tall, with an innate nobility in his eyes and a confident smile on his handsome
face, yet he wore the simple robes of a low-caste, his head bared. 


Aisha sucked in a breath. She’d seen the
man once before, heard him speak to crowds on the Cultivator’s Tier. The one
the crowd had called “Child of Gold, Child of Spirits, Child of Secrets”. Aterallis!


Aisha’s eyes snapped to the sword and
the man that held it. This Keeper’s
Blade was the one that had executed Aterallis. 



Imbuka’s words slammed into her mind. “And may the spirits guide your steps and
fill your mouth with wisdom.” The memory of the ethereal voices speaking
through the Spirit Whisperer’s mouth, his words echoing with supernatural
power, had been burned into her mind. It seemed impossible to even consider,
yet how could she not? Hours earlier,
she had seen through the eyes and heard through the ears of the spirits.


Can
I do this, too?


Aterallis’ eyes fixed on her, his
expression pleading. Yet not for vengeance. A single word echoed within her
mind. Peace.


For the sake of Shalandra, Aisha had to
try.


“Sir!” she leapt forward and seized the
Blade’s arm. “We don’t need to
fight!” 


The heavily-armored man whirled on her.
“Get the bloody hell off me!” He tried to shrug her off, but Aisha refused to
be shaken. She clung to his arm with a grip as hard as the steel beneath her
fingers. 


“Let me talk to them!” she demanded. “I
can calm them down, restore peace.” The plan sounded insane, but the only other
alternative was battle, the death of hundreds of Shalandrans on both sides of
the barricade.


“You’re mad, girl!” the Blade snarled.
“You’ve already nearly gotten yourself killed once. Isn’t that enough?”


Aisha met his disdain with burning
defiance. “Are you willing to let your men die?” She thrust a finger toward the
crowd, which seemed to have regained some of its earlier confidence and now had
resumed their march on the barricades, albeit more slowly. “Give me a chance to
speak and this could all end now!” 


The Blade snarled a curse at her, but he
didn’t yet order an attack. 


Keeper
take him! Aisha had no
more time to try and convince him. With her left hand, she reached for the
flame-shaped blade. The moment her fingers closed around naked black steel, the
voices of the spirits bound to the sword slammed into her. So many voices, so
many slain by this Blade. 


Gritting her teeth, Aisha pushed back
against the voices, fought them to silence. She needed just one. 


Come, she beckoned to Aterallis. Come help me save your people.


Energy crackled through her veins as she
pulled the man’s spirit through her fingers. An audible snap echoed in her mind, a sudden tug on her thoughts, and
Aterallis’ voice echoed in her thoughts as clearly as if he stood beside her.  


“What are you doing, you damned fool?”
The Blade’s growl echoed in her ear, and he tore the sword from her grip. Aisha
barely released it in time to avoid having her fingers severed. 


The man’s brow furrowed as he hefted his
sword, as if testing an unfamiliar weapon. His eyes snapped to her. “What did
you do to my blade?” he snarled. “Dictator Jaksin, arrest her at—”


Aisha shoved off the armored man and
sprinted toward the barricade, vaulting over in a single bound. The crowd
tensed at her approach, men and women raising weapons in anticipation of an
assault. But Aisha ground to a halt before them and raised her empty hands
high. 


“People of Shalandra!” Her voice echoed
up Trader’s Way, reverberating from the stone houses bordering the avenue.
“Listen to me, for the sake of the one you loved. Hear the words of Hallar
Reborn!” Those were her words, yet
she’d had to find some way to stall the people.


It worked.


The front ranks of the mob slowed, their
weapons faltering. In the distance, the shouts of Hallar’s Warriors echoed
among the throng as the militants tried to drive home the attack. Yet the sight
of Aisha and the still-smoking bodies on the ground gave them pause. The scent
of charred flesh still hung in the air. 


Aisha brought her left hand up to the
pendant around her neck. Instantly, the voices in her mind sharpened to crystal
clarity. The fallen Blades and those once bound to the looted swords clamored
for vengeance against the militants still in the crowd.


Yet at that moment, Aisha needed only one
voice. The voice of peace. 


Please, begged Aterallis. Help me put an end to the violence and bloodshed. Help me restore unity
to my people.


He had spoken of peace, yet violence
consumed Shalandra. The chaos had all begun with his death, but perhaps through
her, he could undo the damage. Or, at the very least, put an end to the
suffering. 


Aisha hesitated a heartbeat. When she’d
used the Kish’aa to spy on the
militants, she had nearly lost her mind to the realm of spirits. The Inkuleko had claimed Imbuka when he gave
in to the power coursing through him. If Aisha allowed Aterallis to speak
through her, to take control of her, she might become Unshackled.


Yet, as she stared at the people around
her, the hatred and resentment that twisted the hungry, gaunt faces, the fire
burning in those dark eyes, she knew she had to take the risk. If she didn’t,
too many more would die. 


Speak
your words, she told
the spirit. I will be your voice. 


“Blessed are you, children of eternity!”
Her voice echoed with impossible strength, ringing out all along Trader’s Way
so even those in the rear of the crowd could overhear. “You who suffer, who
know misery in this life. For in the life beyond, in the arms of our blessed
Long Keeper, you will be rewarded. Every act of kindness, compassion, of
restraint will be judged and you will be
given justice for all that you endured.”


Eyes flew wide all around the crowd. The
Earaqi, Kabili, and Mahjuri recognized the message, if not the voice.
Aterallis’ presence within Aisha bolstered her confidence, filled her with a
calm sense of certainty. She knew that
the people could find peace. She simply had to help them find the path.


“Look at those who stand in your midst,”
she shouted. “Those who wear the guise of your brothers, who speak pleasant
words, but who seek to twist your faith and trust in the Long Keeper.” She
thrust a finger toward the nearest militant. “Behold, the guilty!”


All eyes turned on the man, whose face
went white in stunned surprise and nervous panic. He gripped his stolen flammard
tighter and tried to shout a retort.


“The guilty sought to use your faith
against you.” Aterallis’ voice through Aisha drowned out the man’s words, yet
they lacked the strength and conviction of a moment earlier. Instead, they were
tinged with Aisha’s anger against the men that had wreaked such havoc in the
city. Aterallis had preached peace, but to put an end to the suffering, Aisha
had to resort to violence. “Yet their guilt is not yours to determine. Their
judgment is not yours to mete out. Let the Long Keeper’s justice be served!” 


Hand held high, she tapped into the
spirits stored in the pendant at her neck. Go!
She commanded them, pulling them from deep within the black stone and
pushing them toward her upheld fingers. Find
those who desecrated your tombs and stole your swords. Punish the evildoers and
defend your city, as you swore to do in life and in death. 


Hundreds of blue-white sparks shot from
her fingers. Though the power of the Kish’aa
was visible only to her eyes, all in the crowd saw their effects. The
lights shot through the darkness and struck the militants still in the crowd.
Some were hurled from their feet and sent flying through the air, the anger of
the slain Blades knocking them about with the force of a hurricane. Others simply
collapsed where they stood. They jerked and writhed on the ground, screaming,
lightning crackling through their bodies. The stench of burning flesh rose
thick in the air as a hundred militants died, slain by the spirits they had
provoked to wrath. 


“They have been judged!” Aisha’s
spirit-enhanced voice boomed out over the throng. “Let the peace of the Long
Keeper be restored once more. Let us seek not anger and violence, but the path
of righteousness, of justice, and virtue.”


“Virtue?” spat one man. “Easy for you to
say, but we’re bloody starving! How can anyone be virtuous or peaceful when
they’ve nothing to put in their bellies or that of their children?”


“You speak the words of Aterallis,”
cried another, “yet where were you when they executed him?”


“The people must rule!” A third voice
added in, and was quickly joined by scores more. “The people must rule!” 


“You wish to rule?” Aisha’s voice
thundered up Trader’s Way. “Or, is what you truly wish justice, the right to
choose your own paths, to give your loved ones the lives you desire?”


The chants and cries fell silent. Faces
grew pensive as the words settled over them.


“Power is a burden reserved for those
blessed of the Long Keeper,” Aisha called. “Not the ones who elevate themselves
to positions of power of their own greed and selfish ambitions, but those truly chosen to rule. The men and women
who seek to bring order, peace, and plenty to this city. Our city.” 


This seemed to both anger and mollify
the crowd at once.


“The Long Keeper has chosen a path for
each of us.” Through Aisha, Aterallis fixed each of those in the crowd with a
solemn gaze. “For some, it is to toil, to till the earth, to produce an
abundance that brings life until the hour of our deaths. For others, it is to
work with our hands, to create the beauty that honors our god long after we are
gone. Many are called to battle, to war and blood, while others are called to
peace.”


The words confused Aisha. It almost
seemed as if Aterallis was agreeing with
the caste system that had condemned some to lives of misery while others basked
in grandeur and opulence. 


“Every man, woman, and child is given
their places in this world,” Aterallis continued. “It is up to us to make peace
with our stations, to embrace the paths chosen for us, to walk them with
gladness in our hearts. To do that is to honor the Long Keeper’s will, to bow
to his wisdom. When the time comes that we stand in judgement before him, will
he bless you for acceding to the destiny laid out for you, or will you tell him
that you defied his commands and chose your own path?”


Silence hung over the crowd, a thick
blanket unbroken even by the sounds of shuffling feet or rattling weapons.


“Our actions in this life dictate our
fate in the next.” A deep-rooted sense of joy hummed within Aisha. Aterallis
had lived and died by the faith that drove him, a faith he sought to encourage
in the people before him. “Blessed are you, children of eternity, for your
choices. Your choice to bring peace even when violent men seek to drive you to
anger. To seek the face of the Long Keeper even when it feels too distant, too
impossible. To you will be given blessings not only in the next life, but this
one as well.”


“Damn blessings!” shouted the first man.
“We want food!” 


“And so you shall have it,” Aisha called
back. “But not through violence and death. How much of your brothers’ food have
you stolen? How many of your sisters have you killed as you stole their
property? Yet you remain hungry. Peace is the only means to achieve your
desires.”


Murmurs ran among the crowd, and anger
darkened the eyes of those around her.


“Speak to the Pharus, the servant of the
Long Keeper, and he will listen.”
Aterallis’ voice rang with such confidence, as if he somehow knew that Pharus
Amhoset Nephelcheres would cede to the crowd’s demands. “But only if you lay
down your weapons. As the Long Keeper has chosen him, so too, you must choose
those among you to raise their voice before the Keeper’s servant. Together, we will
entreat the Pharus, beseech him in the name of the Faces of Justice and Mercy.
Peace is the only way.” 


“We lay down our weapons, the
Indomitables will just arrest us!” growled the one who had spoken. “We’ll be
executed, every man, woman, and child. Our weapons are the only things to keep
those who rule over us in check. They protect us!”


“Those weapons do not protect you,”
Aisha called back. “They do not guarantee your rights, and they will convince
no one to listen to you. All they bring is more bloodshed. But lay down your
arms, surrender to peace, and your voices will be heard. This, I swear, in the
Keeper’s name and my eternity in the Sleepless Lands.”


This brought a chorus of surprised
mutters from the throng before her. No Shalandran would swear such an oath
lightly. 


Aterallis tugged on Aisha, turning her
to face the Keeper’s Blade behind the barricade. “Servant of death, chosen of
the Long Keeper, do I have your solemn vow that you will not arrest any who lay
down their weapons?”


Anger flashed in the man’s dark eyes and
his face deepened to a scowl.


“Peace, at the price of your oath!”
Aisha thrust a finger at him. “Or are you truly the evil they perceive you to
be? A man so married to violence and death that nothing else will satisfy you?”


After a long, tense moment, the Blade
lowered his sword. “By my eternity in the Long Keeper, any man or woman that
sets down their weapons will leave this place unhindered.”


“And the ones chosen to raise voice to
the Pharus,” Aisha persisted. “They will be escorted to the Palace of Golden
Eternity to parlay with the Word of Justice and Death, and thence allowed to
return home unhindered.”


The Keeper’s Blade clenched his teeth,
but nodded. “It shall be so.”


Aisha turned back to the crowd and
lifted her empty hands. 


“The choice is yours, people of
Shalandra.” Aterallis’ spirit flared bright within her, the power of his
confidence echoing in her words. “Do you choose the way of peace or violence?” 


Silence met her ears. Not a soul moved.
Thousands of angry Earaqi, Mahjuri, and Kabili stared at her, a war of
indecision raging in their eyes.


A sword thumped to the mud. Another clattered on stone, followed by a
third, a fourth, and more. All throughout the crowd, weapons dropped from
unclenching fingers, a veritable hailstorm of steel and wood that sounded
deafening in the silence. Slowly, one at a time, the raging mob began to
disperse.


The crowd had chosen.


 












Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Darkness shrouded Evren like a cloak as
he sprinted through the back alleys of the Artisan’s Tier. Dawn lay just an
hour or two off, but he’d spent enough time on these streets to pick his way
through the early morning shadows. 


A single thought pounded in his mind,
pulsing in time with his hammering heart. Get
to Lady Callista and save Issa!


He had no idea how the Necroseti had
found them so quickly—doubtless, Madani, infuriated at Tinush’s death, had
flooded the streets with his spies. But how had the guards broken through the
riots gripping Death Row? Perhaps they hadn’t. The tense silence that hung over
the Artisan’s Tier seemed almost eerie after the chaos and bedlam that had
gripped the city only moments earlier. Something had changed. Perhaps the
Ybrazhe’s failure had shattered the rioters’ spirits. Or the Indomitables, led
by the Keeper’s Blades, had succeeded in restoring order. Whatever had
happened, the storm sweeping Shalandra seemed to have stilled…for now. 


Yet that only made Evren’s task all the
more difficult. The Necroseti guards had reached the smithy and found Issa,
which meant the way would be clear back up to the Keeper’s Tier. A nagging
doubt told Evren that the guards wouldn’t take Issa to the palace. After
Tinush’s death and his assault on Madani, the Keeper’s Priests would doubtless
be holed up in their temple stronghold.


All
because of me. The
burden of guilt weighed heavy on Evren’s shoulders. He had been the one to attack the priests. Tinush had died of shock
and fear at being surprised. It didn’t matter that Evren hadn’t pushed him; the
old priest’s death would be ruled a murder. And Issa was taking the blame for
it. Madani had seen her clinging to
the wall, had recognized her. Evren’s sneak attack from the back had only
delayed the inevitable.


He ran, not for himself or for
Shalandra, but for Issa. She deserved better than to die at the hands of
treacherous men. Men that had used criminals, cultists, and militant fanatics
to usurp the Pharus’ rule and take control of the city for themselves. Turning
Killian’s evidence over to Lady Callista—or, if he couldn’t find the Lady of
Blades, the Pharus directly—would be the final piece she needed to clap the
Council in chains.


Or so Evren hoped. With Blackfinger’s
testimony, there was a chance that they could bring down the Keeper’s Council
once and for all.


But only if he reached the palace and found
Lady Callista. To do that in time to save Issa, he’d have to hurry. The
Necroseti guards had moved with haste, as if they knew that they could only
succeed in dragging Issa into the Hall of the Beyond as long as none of the
Keeper’s Blades raised a hand to stop them. With all of the Blades concentrated
on recapturing the city gates and the Elders locked away in the Fortress, there
was no one to stop them.


Evren clenched his teeth. Lady Callista will stop them! The Pharus
had summoned her to the palace to protect him after an assassination attempt.
Evren simply had to find her in the palace and deliver the document sitting in
his pocket. 


He tightened his grip on the coin
Killian had given him. The strange silver disc, with the “X” etched into the
reverse, would give him access to the palace, but only if he found the right servants—one with a thread of silver in
her gold-and-white headband. A faint hope, but he had no other choice. Issa’s
life hung in the balance.


It felt strange to be so concerned with the
Keeper’s Blade. He’d never felt any sort of kinship with soldiers, warriors, or
anyone on the right side of the law before. His years as a thief had made him
wary, suspicious of anyone in power. But over the last few days, he’d seen a
new side to Issa. What surprised him most was that he’d come to think of her as
something of a friend. The thought of her being executed or imprisoned in the
Hall of the Beyond drove an icy dagger into his gut.


After all she’d lost—her parents at a
young age, and now her grandfather—she deserved better. Evren knew the pain of
those losses. He had seen his mother die before his eyes, lived a life without
ever knowing his father. That had formed a strange sort of kinship between
them, at least in his mind.


So he’d fight to keep her alive, just as
he had with Hailen, with Daver, with all of his friends. If there was one thing
Evren knew how to do, it was fight. He would run until his feet fell off,
would shout until his throat burst, if it meant he could save a friend.


He slowed as he approached the sandstone
cliff, his eyes scanning the shadows for the entrance to the secret tunnels.
His questing fingers found the notches in the stone and he triggered the
concealed opening without hesitation. The wall had barely rumbled open before
he squeezed through the narrow gap and raced up the dimly light corridor. 


The tunnel flew by in a blur of black
and red, the sound of his pounding boots echoing off the low stone ceilings.
His heart hammered against his ribs, his legs burned from the exertion, and his
lungs begged for air, but he forced himself onward. 


He had to reach the palace before the
Necroseti guards dragged Issa into the Hall of the Beyond.


The guards would have to march east
along the Artificer’s Courseway, up Death Row, then west along the Path of
Gold. Thanks to the Serenii tunnels, Evren had a more direct route to the
Keeper’s Tier. Yet without Kodyn’s lockstone, he had no way to sneak into the
palace. His only hope lay in talking his way past the guards. 


Sweat streamed down his face, his neck,
soaked into his tunic. He ran until his muscles gave out and his lungs
threatened to burst. Finally, he had to stop for a break. He leaned against the
wall, his breath coming in ragged gasps. The steep incline sent fire racing down
his lower back and legs, and he’d only reached the Defender’s Tier. His parched
throat begged for water, wine, ale, even that horrible uzum—anything to quench his thirst. The morsels of food he’d eaten
in Killian’s smithy could only sustain him for so long. 


Yet after only a few moments of rest, he
shoved off the wall and lurched up the tunnel. His feet ached and his legs
protested with every step, but slowly his shambling walk grew faster to a slow
jog, then a run. Gritting his teeth against the pulsing pain in his body and
the growling of his now-empty stomach, he forced himself to keep moving. 


Up the hill he raced, through the
darkened tunnels, with only the pounding of his heart and the crimson light of
the glowstones for company. He heard nothing through the blood rushing in his
ears; he could be surrounded by enemies, yet he’d never know it. His eyes fixed
firmly on the passage ahead.


I’m
coming, Issa! 


Reaching the level of the Keeper’s Tier,
Evren turned right and dashed east along the dimly lit tunnels. He had only a
few hundred paces to go, but it felt as if he raced across the Whispering
Wastelands. Yet instead of thunder and boiling black stormclouds, Evren faced
only dark emptiness. The utter stillness of the underground passages mocked his
exhaustion and urged him to greater speeds. 


It seemed an eternity before he reached
the passage that would lead him out of the tunnels and onto the Keeper’s Tier.
Hope surged within him, momentarily driving back his pain. He called on the
last of his depleted reserves of strength and raced the thirty paces up the
passageway toward the blank wall and slammed his palm into the gemstone that
triggered the opening.


He nearly collapsed as the stone slid
aside and spilled him onto the Keeper’s Tier. A cool breeze and the faint glow
of twinkling stars greeted him as he staggered up the alleyway, heading north
toward the Path of Gold. 


The tunnels had opened just west of
Death Row, just a hundred paces from the broad gate that barred entry to the
Palace of Golden Eternity. Evren shot a desperate glance south toward the gate
that led toward the Defender’s Tier. Relief flooded him; he saw no sign of the
silver-armored spearmen marching through the walls of Indomitables holding the
entrance. All he saw were servants erecting a pavilion tent. Forty Indomitables
and a handful of Keeper’s Blades stood nearby, forming a protective circle
around a smaller tent. 


What’s
that all about? 


He had no time to wonder. He’d reached
the Keeper’s Tier ahead of them, but that was just the first difficulty to get
past. He still had to find a way into the
palace. And, with the assassination attempt on the Pharus, he was all but
certain the guards would carefully scrutinize anyone trying to enter the palace
without good cause. With his plain Earaqi clothing, the
mere sight of him would raise the guards’ suspicion.


He racked his brain for the best
approach to get through the Indomitables holding the gate. He still had the
red-and-gold headband he’d been given upon acceptance into Suroth’s household,
which marked him as the servant of a Dhukari. His ragged, torn, filthy clothes
marred the appearance, but with enough bravado, he might be able to pull it off.


For
Issa’s sake, I’ve got to try! He left the Dhukari headband in his pocket, for now. He’d have to approach this another way.


Leaning into a limp, he stumbled up
Death Row toward the Palace of Golden Eternity.


“Please!” he called out as he approached
the closed gate. “Help me!” 


A postern gate appeared and two
Indomitables stepped through the narrow opening. “Stop where you are!” shouted
one. The two vertical silver stripes that cut through the blue Alqati band on
his spiked helmet marked him as a Dictator. “Unless you’re here on urgent
business, the palace is—”


“Yes!” Evren gasped. “Most urgent
business!” He lurched forward as if a heartbeat from collapse, barely catching
himself on the soldier’s arm. “My master….sent me…with a message!”  


“What message?” the Dictator snapped. He
shook Evren off and took a step back. “And who is your master, Kabili?”


“Not Kabili.” Evren winced as he drew
out the strip of red-and-gold cloth. “Earaqi…personal manservant…to Omvoris.” He
pulled the name out of thin air; he gambled that the low-ranked Indomitable
wouldn’t know every Dhukari that occupied the Keeper’s Tier. The headband was
what mattered most. 


Evren leaned on his knees, drawing in
theatrically large breaths. “My master…trapped in the Slave’s Tier…rioters
attacking his house!” He filled his voice with panic. “He sent me to…beg Lady
Callista…for help.” 


The Dictator and his companion exchanged
skeptical glances.


“Please!” Evren clung to the soldier’s
breastplate as if for dear life. “I barely made it through the riots with my
life, only by hiding who I truly was. My master can’t hold out much longer. If
he dies and I failed to deliver his message, I will be put to death for my
incompetence!”


The soldier’s eyes dropped to the
red-and-gold cloth in Evren’s hand. A battle of indecision warred in his mind.
He’d doubtless seen the callous cruelty of Dhukari; slaves and servants were as
mistreated in Shalandra as anywhere else on Einan. Evren’s bruises and split
lip added to the argument. The very convincing desperation in his eyes and the
panic tingeing his voice went a long way toward making up his mind.


With a grunt, the Dictator shoved Evren
away. “Yerrit!” he barked. “Take him where he needs to go.” 


“Sir!” The Indomitable behind him
snapped a salute. 


“Thank you!” Evren squeezed out a tear,
a brilliant smile creasing his face, and slipped past the soldier toward the
open gate.


“Watch him.” The Dictator’s low murmur
to his companion reached Evren. “And find out who this Omvoris really is.”


Evren’s gut clenched. Suspicious bastard. Then again, it was
the Dictator’s job to be wary, especially of strange-looking young men in
ragged clothing telling fanciful tales. 


But that fanciful tale had worked. He
was inside the palace. Now I just need to
find one of Lady Callista’s private servants.


Evren half-ran, half-stumbled across the
broad plaza that stood between the wall and the palace. He paid no attention to
the ornamental details of the colossal building or the stone-carved face of Hallar
above the palace. All that mattered was finding Lady Callista before it was too
late to save Issa.


Armor clattered and weapons clanked as
the Indomitable hurried to keep pace beside him. Evren was tempted to break
into a run and lose his lead-footed shadow, but that would get him nowhere.
He’d simply raise suspicion and get himself clapped in irons. The only way to
get to Lady Callista would be to continue playing the ruse. 


“What’s his business, Yerrit?” called
one of the ten black-armored Indomitables stationed at the front entrance. 


“Servant of some Dhukari named Omvoris,
here to see Lady Callista.” Yerrit slowed as he approached the double doors.
“Says his master’s in trouble down on the Slave’s Tier.”


“Rough for him.” The Indomitable—his
single horizontal silver stripe marked him as a Sentinel—shrugged. “Lady
Callista’s got the palace buttoned up tighter than a miser’s bunghole. No one’s
in and out, save for Indomitables, Blades, and palace servants.”


Evren’s gut tightened. “Please!” He
poured a healthy dose of panic and fear into his words. “My master—”


“Your master’s not the only person in
the city suffering,” growled the Sentinel. “Now, give me the message and I’ll
see it relayed to Lady Callista. After that, turn around and go back the way
you’ve come.” The man loomed over Evren. “Got that, Earaqi?”  


A cold, analytical calm descended over
Evren. His eyes darted to the man’s jaw, right where the bone connected with
his skull. One hard blow would bring the Indomitable down. But then he’d have to
face the other ten. No way he’d get through.


Despair flooded Evren. He couldn’t fight
his way past, and his lie had failed. He was out of options.  


Clenching his teeth, Evren shoved back
against his mounting despondency. He couldn’t give up, not so close to his
destination. Issa was counting on him. He had
to try, had to get through to Lady Callista. If he didn’t, the Keeper’s
Council would lock Issa up, likely execute her in the Hall of the Beyond. Even
if Madani let her live, he’d likely use her as leverage against the Lady of
Blades. 


What could he do? 


At that moment, the double doors opened
and a pair of palace servants emerged, carrying wineskins and a cloth sack
heavy with what appeared to be food. 


“Dinner, lads,” called out one, a
grey-haired woman with a white-and-gold headband and deep smile lines around
her mouth and eyes. “Nothing fancy, but—”


Evren froze as he caught sight of the
second servant. A smaller woman, younger, with five black beauty marks dotting
her angular cheeks and sharp chin. Yet his eyes rose to the cloth band
encircling her forehead, where a single thick thread of silver interlaced with
the gold-and-white fabric. 


His heart leapt. One of Lady Callista’s servants! 


Before the Sentinel could react, Evren
threw himself around the soldier and lunged at the younger servant. “Please!”
he begged. “My master, Omvoris, needs help!” 


The woman recoiled, staggering backward,
her face twisted in shock. Yet recognition glimmered in her eyes as Evren
opened his palm to reveal the coin face with the “X” etched into its surface. 


Strong hands seized Evren and dragged
him away. A blow to his gut doubled him over and drove the air from his lungs.
He gagged, gasped, and tried to wrestle free. In the space of two heartbeats, he
was thrown to the ground, his arms wrenched behind his back, and his face
ground into the stone. The weight of a knee pressed into his spine
painfully.  


“Wait!” A woman’s voice echoed from
above behind him. “Lady Callista will want to see to this traitorous spy personally.” 


“What?” Yerrit’s words came out in a
panicking half-shout. “You think—”


“Of course!” the woman snapped.
“Masquerading as a Dhukari servant, even carrying this headband.” 


The fabric of cloth was torn from
Evren’s hand. 


“But Lady Callista will see to his
questioning.” The woman’s voice deepened to an angry snarl. “She’ll find out
who sent him soon enough.”


A tense, nervous silence hung in the air
for a moment. Evren struggled to breathe, his face crushed against the hard
sandstone of the entrance.


Finally, the Sentinel’s voice pierced
the stillness. “As you say, Ivita.” His words rose to a barked order. “You
four, haul this treacherous filth before Lady Callista. He tries anything, put
a dagger in him.”


“Yes, Sentinel!” Four mailed fists
pounded on steel breastplates.


Evren was hauled roughly to his feet and
dragged westward into the palace. Two Indomitables kept a firm hold on his arms
while the other two marched behind him. The servant called Ivita led the way
through the gold-and-silver-tiled halls and high-arching corridors. Evren’s
heart hammered; every second’s delay could cost Issa her freedom, but he had to
go along with the ruse. Or what he hoped was
a ruse. Ivita could very well be marching him to the dungeons and his
execution. 
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Exhaustion settled onto Kodyn’s
shoulders as he followed the brown-robed Secret Keeper down the plain stone
corridor toward Briana and Hailen’s room. He hadn’t had a chance to sleep since
the night he stalked Handsome—too much had happened for him to enjoy the luxury
of sleep. Now, he felt ready to collapse beneath the weight of fatigue. 


He’d done his part. The Secret Keepers
had the black alchemical poison and they would discover its true purpose.
Groebus had escaped to safety, but he and his master wouldn’t be going far. The
attack on the Temple of Whispers had failed. He had stopped them. That had
to have earned him a few hours of sleep before he dove back into the fray.


Aisha would tell him to rest. She’d say
something like, “You stop thinking smart
when you’re tired.” And she’d be right. The incessant activity of the
previous days—bloody hell, since he left Praamis—had drained him in mind, body,
and spirit. He needed to close his eyes, to take a few moments to recover from
his exertions. Maybe then he’d be able to get past the anger and hatred he felt
toward Groebus and the Iron Warlord, the true culprits behind all the misery in
Shalandra. He needed to think straight to come up with a plan to deal with
them.


He let out a long breath as the stone
door slid open and he stepped into the familiar room. The sparse furnishings,
unadorned walls, and bare floors were a welcome change. Here, he could be safe
among his friends, if only for a few minutes.


Hailen and Briana sat hunched over the
desk, intently studying Suroth’s journal. Briana glanced up at the sound of his
entrance. Her tired, red-rimmed eyes flew wide as she recognized him.


 “Kodyn!” She leapt to her feet and raced
toward him, throwing her arms around his neck. 


Kodyn grunted at the impact but returned
her tight hug. It felt good to once more be with his friends. He needed it,
needed the peace and comfort of their presence. 


Briana clung tightly to him, almost
desperate, a tremor running through her petite form. “When none of you returned
after yesterday morning, we were getting worried.” Emotion thickened her voice.
She pulled away and quickly scrubbed moisture from her cheeks.


 “Us?” Kodyn forced a light, dismissive laugh.
“We’re not that easy to get rid of.” Yet his airy tone belied his true
emotions. Over the last few days, he’d come close to death too many times to
count. 


“We have so much to tell you.” Briana’s
eyes sparkled. “But first, what’s been going on outside?” Worry darkened her
eyes. “The city—”


Kodyn shook his head. “Is still in
chaos. But hopefully order will be restored soon.”


He recounted everything that had
happened since seeing them last: the discovery of Hallar’s Warriors on the
Keeper’s Tier, their link to Groebus and the Iron Warlord, and his foiling the attack
on the temple. He chose to leave out the bit about his captivity and
near-death, as well as his encounter with the hideous creatures. Briana and
Hailen had enough to worry them without adding monsters to their list. 


“One thing I know for sure.” His eyes
went to the artifacts spread out on the table. Only a handful of Suroth’s
original collection remained, among them the long, cylindrical black stone
Hailen had been holding in the Arch-Guardian’s study. “The Iron Warlord needs these things. Something about
these artifacts and the secrets in your father’s journal are critical to his
plans.” 


The man with the bestial voice and the
iron mask had insisted that the success of his villainous plans hinged on some
“key”, which opened the way for him to get his hands on the Crown of the Pharus
and the Blade of Hallar.


“Kodyn?” Hailen’s voice echoed from
where he sat at the table. “Have you…” The boy hesitated a moment. “Have you
seen Evren or heard anything about him?” Worry sparkled in his eyes.


A shadow flashed across Briana’s face at
the mention of Evren. It seemed she, too, worried about the thief. For a
moment, Kodyn actually felt a hint of envy—had they been as concerned for his
safety? 


He pushed it aside. That sort of
pettiness reminded him too much of Bryden. Briana’s relief at seeing him alive
had been all the proof he needed that he mattered to them. 


“Last I saw, he was headed off to hunt
down the Ybrazhe thugs stirring up the riots.” He shot the boy a crooked grin.
“Knowing Evren, he’s probably finished off the Syndicate and is now
single-handedly putting an end to the riots.” 


That seemed to comfort Hailen a little.
“Yeah,” he said, nodding. “Yeah, that sounds like him.” The anxiety faded from
Hailen’s face, replaced by a shaky grin, clearly forced. 


Kodyn, too, couldn’t help sharing their
worry. He hadn’t heard from Aisha since before sunset, when she went off to the
Keeper’s Crypts alone. To face the dead and the militants desecrating the
tombs. He had to trust that she was unhurt, but he wouldn’t rest easy until he knew she was safe. 


But at least for now, it was enough to
know Briana and Hailen were safe. He’d arrived in time to protect his friends.
He could rest easy and enjoy their company. 


“You said you have a lot to tell me?” He
cocked his head. “That means you’ve found something in your father’s journals?”


“Yes!” An eager glint sparkled in
Briana’s eyes, excitement momentarily pushing back her worry. “I think we just
found out why this Iron Warlord wants so desperately to get his hands on the Crown
of the Pharus and the Blade of Hallar.”


Kodyn’s eyebrows shot up. “Tell me!” 


Briana held out a hand to Hailen. “Here,
let me show you instead.” 


Hailen placed a piece of paper in her
hand, and she handed it to Kodyn. Upon it, she had written out that strange
poem inscribed in her father’s journal.


When sword and scepter align

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 sew the final destruction from midnight eyes


He read it in silence, then looked up at
her. “The Prophecy of the Final Destruction?”


“Yes.” Briana nodded her head eagerly.
“Read the first line again.”


“When sword and scepter align,” Kodyn
read aloud. He cocked an eyebrow. “I know I’m missing something. Mind clueing
me in?”


“Remember when I said that the Pharus
receives two items upon his ascension?” Briana asked.


Kodyn nodded. “The Crown of the Pharus
and a scepter.” His brow furrowed. “You said they both date back to the days of
Hallar, right?” 


“Right!” A bright smile split Briana’s
face. “Back when we first started working on the prophecy, we were pretty sure
that somehow the Blade of Hallar could be physically aligned with the scepter.
Even if we were right, we had no idea what it would do. Until now.”


Excitement mounted within Kodyn. He’d
come to Shalandra to steal the Crown of the Pharus, but had to put his mission
on hold. First to help Suroth protect Briana, then to aid Briana in her quest
for vengeance against the Keeper’s Council. The assassination of Angrak, the
threat of the Azure Rot, and the discovery of Hallar’s Warriors had pulled him
away from his Undertaking time and again. Now, it seemed, everything would come
full circle.


“You remember that passage I was
struggling with a few days ago?” Hailen asked. “The one about ‘the room of
waiting conceals the secret of black eyes’?”


Kodyn scrunched up his face; he had a
faint memory of the boy’s frustration, though the specific words he’d been
working on had fled his mind. “Sure.”


“Something about that phrasing bothered
me.” Hailen’s mouth drew into a frown. “Suroth seemed to emphasize that the
‘room of waiting’ was important. And that it had something to do with the Vault
of Ancients.”


“O…kay.” Kodyn still had yet to see
where they were going with all the information, but he trusted they’d get there
eventually.


“What if the Vault of Ancients is the ‘room of waiting’?” Hailen spoke
in a conspiratorial whisper, excitement in his voice. “What if something within
the vault ‘conceals the secret of black eyes’?”


Kodyn’s mind raced. Something about the
way Hailen spoke of “black eyes” held a great deal of meaning, but he didn’t
quite understand. The only black eyes he’d seen in the city were—


“The Face of Hallar?” An image flashed
into his mind: a stern, frowning visage stared down from the golden sandstone
of Alshuruq’s peak high above the Palace of Golden Eternity. 


Hailen and Briana exchanged excited
grins. “What if there’s something inside that
face?” Briana said, her words pouring out in a breathless rush. “The secret of
black eyes? Just like the tombs in the Keeper’s Crypts hold the bodies of the
dead, there’s something hidden inside the Tomb of Hallar!” 


Kodyn’s brow furrowed. The Vault of
Ancients stood a few dozen paces from the blank stone wall of the Tomb of
Hallar. It wouldn’t be a stretch for there to be some sort of connecting
passage or tunnel that led from the vault inside the tomb.


Could
it be? Hallar wouldn’t
be the first powerful man to take secrets to his grave. Literally. If he had
something he wanted to conceal—such as his blade, a weapon actually a powerful
artifact capable of feeding the Serenii that all on Einan knew as Kharna—an
impenetrable tomb with no opening seemed the ideal place to put it.


If Hallar had intended for the secrets
to remain buried with him forever, he would have ensured that his tomb could
never be opened. But if—and this felt like a big if—the Iron Warlord had somehow found out the way to access those
secrets, it would explain why he had made such a concerted effort to capture
Suroth’s artifacts. 


Artifacts like Aisha’s pendant, which
stored the power of dead spirits—power
that had triggered something in the vault door. Or the long, cylindrical stone
that Hailen had discovered was, in fact, a key.


He sucked in a breath. “What if…” He
trailed off. It seemed impossible; Suroth had insisted that the vault only opened once every three months. Yet if
the Arch-Guardian had underscored the importance of these passages and kept
these artifacts close at hand, maybe, just maybe, he’d suspected the same thing
Briana and Hailen did.


“What if there’s actually a way to open
the vault?” Kodyn’s words came out slowly. “Not just wait for it to open, but to get it open before the self-locking mechanisms trigger it?”


Hailen and Briana exchanged grins. “We
came to the same conclusion!” Briana said.


“And somehow, the Iron Warlord found out
about it, so he’s coming after the artifacts so he can use them to get the
vault open and access whatever power Hallar locked away in his tomb?” Hearing
the words aloud suddenly made them more real. He knew it ought to sound
impossible, yet he’d witnessed far too many impossibilities in the last few
weeks to discount anything. “He sent Angrak and the Necroseti guards to steal
them from your father’s study. When they failed, he sent the Gatherers after
you. Once you were safely locked away in the temple, he had no choice but to
unleash the crowd on you, using the cover of the riots to send his militants in
to take them. And now, again, with this final desperate attempt.” 


Briana’s brow furrowed. “One man
controls both the Gatherers and Hallar’s Warriors?”


Kodyn nodded. “And the Ybrazhe as well.
Through Groebus, the high-ranked Necroseti we suspected was behind it all.”


Briana sucked in a breath. “By the
Keeper!” Her face went pale. “All this chaos, all this violence, it was all so
the Iron Warlord could get his hands on these artifacts?”


“And whatever they’re keeping locked
away safely.” Kodyn’s mind was working now. “Hallar had to know that the Vault
of Ancients would open every three months, so anything he stored in there would
be vulnerable. He had to lock his
secrets away in his own tomb, the only place he’d know for sure no one could
get at them.” He glanced toward the artifact in Hailen’s hand. “Unless they had
the right key and the secrets of how to get in!” 


Excitement set his heart hammering as
pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place. “Your father, Briana, spent his
life studying the secrets of the Serenii. What if he stumbled onto the vault’s
secret? He learned that something within the vault opened the way to the Tomb
of Hallar, so he collected these artifacts so he could find how they worked!”


Briana and Hailen’s eyes fell onto the
four stone objects sitting on the table. 


Kodyn thrust a finger at the stones.
“Somehow, he discovered that those artifacts
are somehow connected to the Tomb of Hallar and the Vault of Ancients. Is there
anything in his notes to give a clue as to what or how?”


Briana shook her head. “Nothing we’ve
found yet.” Her face darkened. “Truth be told, we’ve gone over every page. I’m
certain he’s hidden a few things using codes within codes, but from what we can
tell, he didn’t find out anything much about the artifacts. To him, they were
little more than inert stones.”


“But didn’t he mention something about
wanting to test them at the Anointing?” Hailen piped up. 


“Oh, yes!” Briana’s eyebrows rose. She
snatched the journal from the desk and flipped through the pages until she
found what she sought. “You’re right.” Her gaze lifted to Kodyn. “One entry
spoke of putting the artifacts to the test next time the vault opened.”


“A week from now, at the Anointing of
the Blades.” 


Briana nodded. “Exactly.” She squinted
down at the page. “It says something here about ‘finding the founder’s secret’.
So maybe he did know that there was
something hidden in the vault!” 


“But the Iron Warlord knows, too.”
Kodyn’s lips curled into a snarl. “The bastard’s been stirring up trouble in
Shalandra all so he can get his hands on these artifacts and use them to get at
Hallar’s secrets.”


His jaw clenched. “And it’s up to us to
stop him. Not just take down his militants or foil his plans to destroy the
city.” His gaze flashed between the two of them. “If we want to save Shalandra
from whatever the Iron Warlord’s got planned, we need to get into the vault
first.”


Hailen and Briana exchanged curious
glances. “You think we can open it?” Hailen asked. 


“Using that key, Aisha’s pendant, and
whatever the rest of these things can do, yes.” Kodyn nodded. A confident smile
split his lips. “We can’t let the Iron Warlord get his hands on whatever’s in
the Tomb of Hallar. So we’re going to get the vault open and steal it
first!”  


 


 


 












Chapter Forty-One


 


[image: Evren1 Small]


 


Relief washed over him as his captors
hauled him into a small chamber. A handful of Indomitable Executors stood
beside three Keeper’s Blades, including one that Evren recognized from the
Fortress as an Elder—Dyrkton, I think his
name was.  


Lady Callista stood over a table,
issuing terse orders to her men, her face tight with strain and fatigue. She
might have been summoned back to the palace to oversee the Pharus’ protection,
but she seemed determined to command the battle for Shalandra no matter where she
was. 


Ivita slipped up beside Lady Callista.
“My lady, we’ve caught a spy!” She gestured toward Evren. “One I believe you’ll
want to deal with immediately.” 


The Lady of Blades looked up and her
eyes widened a fraction as her gaze rested on him. Without any hint of
recognition or acknowledgement, she beckoned to two Blades standing behind her.


“Take him to the antechamber.” Her voice
was cold, hard. “I will see to his…questioning.”


The soldiers surrendered Evren to the
Blades without question. Gripping his arms tight, the two warriors led Evren
toward a door in the far side of the room. 


“You are to be commended, gentlemen,”
Lady Callista told the four Indomitables. “It takes a keen eye and a sharp mind
to…” Her voice grew faint as Evren was hauled roughly into the back room.


The room was sparse, with little more
than a comfortable chair, a wooden table, and a locked wardrobe. The Keeper’s
Blades shoved Evren into the chair and stood watching him, eyes wary for any
sign of movement. 


A moment later, the door opened and Lady
Callista marched into the room, the servant Ivita on her heels.


“Evren?” Lady Callista demanded. “What
are you doing here?” Her gaze dropped to his hand. “And how did you get that—?”


“It’s Issa!” Evren threw himself to his
feet. 


The two Blades seized him, but Lady
Callista’s sharp “No!” stopped them from pummeling him or snapping his arms or
neck. 


“Tell me, Evren,” the Lady of Blades
commanded. Worry sparkled in her eyes. “What happened to Issa?”


“The Keeper’s Council, they’ve arrested
her!” The words burst from his mouth.


Lady Callista’s face went white and she
actually seemed staggered by the news. She recovered a moment later. “Leave
us!” she snapped to the two Blades. 


The pair hesitated only an instant
before saluting and marching from the room.


Lady Callista turned back to Evren.
“Now, tell me everything!” she hissed.


“They’re accusing her of murdering
Tinush and assaulting Madani.” He hesitated only a moment. “But she’s innocent
of it. I’m the one that did it.”


Lady Callista narrowed her eyes.
“Explain.”


Evren quickly recounted the events,
including the details of Tinush and Madani’s conversation. “Then there’s this!”
He reached into his pocket and drew out the document Killian had given him.
“This comes from a reliable source, and it proves that they stockpiled food
before the riots. They knew the riots
were coming because they were the ones stirring the people up. First with the
Azure Rot and the food shortages, then with Aterallis’ death. They used the
Ybrazhe, the Gatherers, and Hallar’s Warriors to turn the people against the
Pharus so they could take over.”


Lady Callista’s face darkened, anger
blazing in her eyes. “Traitors!” She slammed a gauntleted fist into the stone wall.
“I knew they were angling for power, but I never imagined they could stoop this
low!” She shot him a glance. “Good work, Evren.” 


Evren nodded. “And Issa?”


“I’ll be damned if I let the Keeper’s
Council harm a hair on her head!” Rage clouded her eyes and turned her voice
razor-sharp. “Those bastards have made their last mistake.”


Lady Callista rounded on Ivita. “Go,
summon every Blade from the West Wing, bring them here at once!”


“Yes, Lady Callista.” Ivita bowed
quickly and hurried out a side door that led deeper into the palace.


The Lady of Blades stormed into the
small chamber. “Irian, Akheem, take two companies of Indomitables and get down
to Death Row. Protect the Pharus, at any cost!”


The words raised Evren’s eyebrows. The Pharus? The image of the
heavily-guarded pavilion flashed through his mind, and ice slithered down his
spine. But if he’s afraid for his life,
why would he be out there, surrounded by so few guards? 


He hurried through the door after her,
just in time to see the two Blades racing away. 


“The rest of you,” Lady Callista barked,
“I want you marching toward the East Wing and rounding up all the Keeper-damned
Necroseti in the palace. Every scribe, every under-priest, even the Divinities
themselves. Bring me the Keeper’s Council dead or alive! Let none of them
flee!” 


A flurry of activity suddenly seized the
room as the Executors and Blades rushed off to obey the order without question.



Evren shot the Lady of Blades a curious
look. “I’m assuming you’ve got a plan?” 


“I’ve had a plan to deal with the
Keeper’s Council since the first day I was Anointed Lady of Blades.” Fury
echoed in Lady Callista’s voice and her fists clenched and unclenched, as if
aching to draw her huge flammard. “But it only works if they’re in the palace.
The Necroseti have a small army of guards protecting the Hall of the Beyond. If
they close their gates, there’s no way we’ll get at the Keeper’s Council
without a bloody fight. And given how thin we’re stretched, we just don’t have
enough men to get in. Not until order is restored in Shalandra.”


Evren’s gut clenched. “But we can at
least stop Issa from being arrested!” 


“Bloody right!” Lady Callista’s face
hardened. “I’ll be damned if I let them lock her away!” The Lady of Blades’
voice echoed with a fury—not the anger of a commander concerned for her
subordinate, but something deeper, more personal. Her voice dropped to a harsh
whisper. “Not after I just got her back.”


The words made no sense to Evren, but he
had no time to question her. A dozen Keeper’s Blades rushed into the room and
came to stand before Lady Callista. 


“Sir!” they saluted in unison. 


“The Keeper’s Council has taken one of
our own.” The Lady of Blades spoke in a cold, harsh voice. “We’re going to stop
them, no matter what.”


“Yes, sir!” The men didn’t so much as
blink. If anything, their expressions grew eager, a glint of delight shining in
their eyes. 


Lady Callista unslung her huge sword and
marched out of the room, heading east toward the front entrance and the way
out. Evren had to hurry to match her furious, driven pace, but he didn’t mind.
They’d have to move quickly to intercept the Necroseti guards before they
reached the Hall of the Beyond.


Please
let us be in time! 


The palace around him seemed to have
transformed in the space of a few minutes. Scores of black-armored Indomitables
raced through the corridors, the sound of their pounding boots, clattering
armor, and shouted orders echoing off the high-vaulted ceilings and tiled
floors. Lady Callista, however, strode through the chaos, her stride unbroken,
an island of fury and determination. 


A storm of fury brewed in Lady
Callista’s eyes as she marched through the halls. Her boots clacked on the tiles so hard Evren
thought the ornate marble would shatter beneath her feet. 


Suddenly, a man barreled around the
corner and raced toward them. The man wore the gold-and-white headband of a
palace servant, but as he drew closer, Evren caught a glimpse of silver
threading the cloth. 


“My lady!” The man slowed and bowed to
her. “I’ve just received word from the Indomitables at the gate. Ten minutes
ago, a company of Necroseti guards was on the Path of Gold, dragging one of
your Blades with them into the Keeper’s Temple.”


Horror thrummed within Evren. No! He felt as if someone had punched
him in the gut, knocking the breath from his lungs. 


The news could only be about one Blade.
He’d failed Issa. 


The servant’s words poured out in a
rush. “The Dictator on duty didn’t know which, but…” He trailed off, confusion
wrinkling his face. “My lady?”


Lady Callista had gone pale, all traces
of fury burned from her eyes. She seemed to deflate, her towering presence
diminished as worry, fear, and horror dawned on her face. “You’re certain?” she
said, her voice barely more than a whisper. 


The man’s brow furrowed. “Yes, my lady.”



“Go.” Lady Callista’s gasp sounded
hoarse, faint. She turned to the Keeper’s Blades. “Go, protect the Pharus.” 


The twelve black-armored men exchanged
glances, as surprised by her reaction as the servant. Yet they were soldiers,
professionals, and Lady Callista was their commander. “Yes, Proxenos,” they saluted, and hurried
away.


Before they’d disappeared, one of the
Indomitable Executors marched up the corridor. “Lady Callista, we have the
Necroseti under guard, but the Keeper’s Council was not in attendance at the
palace.”


Evren’s gut clenched. The bastards had
locked themselves in the Hall of the Beyond. And they had Issa with them. 


“Thank you.” Lady Callista nodded, her
expression seeming dazed, as if someone had knocked her unconscious.  


When she said no more, the Executor shot
her a confused look. Finally, after long seconds, he turned and marched away,
leaving Lady Callista and Evren alone in the corridor.


Evren swallowed hard, tried to find
something to say to the Lady of Blades. It had been his fault that Issa was
arrested, and now he’d failed to save her in time. What could he possibly offer
that—


“No!” With a roar, Lady Callista whirled
and drove her mailed fist into the wall. Gold-and-silver tile shattered beneath
the blow, spraying shards and fragments in all directions. “No, no, no!” With
each shout, she punched the wall.  


The reaction stunned Evren. Such strong
emotions were uncharacteristic of the Lady of Blades. When her blows finally
stopped, she stood gasping for breath, her fists clenched so tight her mail
creaked. 


“They can’t have her,” Lady Callista
whispered, her lips trembling. “I just got her back.”


“Surely there’s something you can do!”
Evren insisted. “Send in the Blades or—”


“Or what?” Lady Callista’s eyes flashed,
her face burning and furious, and she shook her clenched fist. “I want nothing
more than to storm into the gates of the Hall of the Beyond and give Madani a
taste of Shalandran steel up his backside. But…I can’t.” A note of horrible
finality echoed in Lady Callista’s voice, a dread mirrored in her horrified
expression. “There are too many Necroseti guards to fight through, and I have
no more men to spare. Protecting the Pharus and restoring order to the city is
my duty, above all others. I cannot sacrifice the future of Shalandra for…” Her
words trailed off. 


After long seconds, Lady Callista lifted
her gaze to his. “It is too great a risk.” Tears sparkled in her eyes, but she
brushed them roughly away. “The Keeper’s Council has her. Nothing short of an
army will get her out, and my army is trying to save Shalandra. No, I can’t
make a move, not until I find a better way to get to her without storming the
Hall of the Beyond.” Her brow furrowed in contemplation, her eyes dark, filled
with a storm of emotions. 


An idea slammed into Evren’s mind, the
memory of a crudely carved stone passageway. 


He hadn’t
failed. Issa might be prisoner of the Keeper’s Council, but he’d be damned
if he let her rot in the Hall of the Beyond.


“You don’t need an army,” he said.
“You’ve got me.”


Lady Callista turned to him, eyebrow
arching. “You?”


“Yes, me.” Evren straightened. “I may
not be a Keeper’s Blade or swing one of those great big bloody swords, but I’m
all you need.” A fierce smile split his lips. “I’m going to break Issa out of
the Keeper’s Temple!” 


 


 












Chapter Forty-Two
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Fight!
A tiny voice screamed
in the back of Issa’s mind. Twenty Necroseti guards surrounded her, spear tips
mere inches from her face, chest, sides, and legs. Even her heavy Shalandran
steel armor couldn’t turn aside so many blades. The spearmen would kill her if
she tried to break free. 


Better
death than surrender! 


Sorrow drowned out that defiant voice.
She would die—one of the spears would
slip through the gaps in her armor and she’d die, just as her grandfather had.
The loss of her Saba—the Keeper’s Blade that had played the role of her
grandfather her entire life—weighed on her, sapped the vitality from her limbs.
A numbing chill permeated every fiber of her being, rendering her helpless. 


She had no more strength to fight. 


It had nothing to do with her wounds—the
Keeper’s blessing had already begun healing the cuts and bruises she’d
sustained—or the fatigue of battle, hunger, thirst, or too many sleepless
nights. The death of her grandfather, coupled with his deathbed revelation to
her, had shattered her to the core. 


Her listlessness didn’t prevent the
silver-armored guards from keeping a wary eye on her as they marched her up
Death Row and onto the Keeper’s Tier. The world passed in a featureless,
noiseless blur, an utter vacuum devoid of any life outside her thoughts. 


Issa saw only the pale, lifeless,
crimson-splattered face of her Saba lying on Killian’s training yard. Black
Shalandran steel armor, spiked at the shoulders and elbows, his lifeblood
mingled with the blood of his slain enemies. Beside him, a huge sword, its
flame-shaped blade still glistening with gore and mud. 


Her Savta’s words rang in her ears. In
the strange stillness of the pre-dawn city, she could hear nothing else.


“Your
parents still live. Mother and father both. You know them as Callista Vinaus,
Lady of Blades, and Amhoset Nephelcheres, Pharus of Shalandra.”


Lady
Callista and the Pharus. My parents.
Even in her thoughts, the words sounded so strange, so impossible. She had
spent her life wondering about her mother and father, who they’d been, what
they’d accomplished, and how they’d died. She had dreamed of the day she passed
into the Long Keeper’s arms. In the Sleepless Lands, she would finally meet
them. Death would reunite them, and they would spend eternity as a happy
family. 


Reality was far crueler than her dreams.
She had met her parents. Both, at the
same time, the day she’d been accepted into the Keeper’s Blades. She had spoken
with them on multiple occasions over the last few weeks. All that time, she
hadn’t known the truth of who they were.


The truth drove an icy dagger into her
gut. But Lady Callista knew.


The Lady of Blades had known, perhaps
from the very first moment she laid eyes on Issa. All those strange, meaningful
glances, those long pauses heavy with implication. She had to have known. It
was the only explanation that made sense.


Then
why didn’t she say anything?
Every time they’d spoken, every word they’d shared, why had the Lady of Blades
chosen to conceal the truth from her? 


“Lady
Callista chose to give you up to save your life.” Savta’s words rang in her
mind. “Obscurity was your best shield
against those who would use you, or kill you.”


But was that truly the case? Lady
Callista had embraced Issa as a Keeper’s Blade, had taken her into her
confidences and her war on the Keeper’s Council. The Lady of Blades trusted her. 


Or so she’d thought. All this time, the
woman had concealed the biggest truth of all: the secret of her blood.


That realization struck her the heaviest
blow. The truth hadn’t relieved her burden, it had simply added to it. The
death of her grandfather had been the final weight to shatter her will. Her
life had changed too much, too quickly. She had lost a grandparent and gained
two parents in the space of a few minutes. The Keeper-damned Pharus of
Shalandra and the Lady of Blades, of all people. Everything she’d known was a
lie.


All that remained was the question. What now?


The discovery of her parentage couldn’t
just be ignored or forgotten, no matter how much Lady Callista wished it to be
so. Endless possibilities whirled in Issa’s mind. What would the Lady of Blades
say when Issa confronted her with the truth? Would she deny it, maintain the
lie, all in the name of trying to protect her? Would she break down and beg for
Issa’s forgiveness? Or, and this thought proved the most horrifying of all,
would she do nothing at all? There existed a possibility that too much time had
elapsed; Lady Callista could simply not care. 



The burden of truth weighed heavy on
her, dragged at her limbs. Her mind acted automatically, placing one foot after
the other to match the pace of her captors. Confusion, uncertainty, and sorrow
drowned the voice in her mind, the one that told her to fight back, to break
free. 


One moment she was stumbling up Death
Row, the next it seemed she marched into the huge gate and through the Hall of
the Beyond. The towering spires of the Seven Faces cast a deep, dark shadow
over her, sending a shiver down her spine. 



For the first time, Issa’s world swam
into focus. She stood within the massive stone-walled arena, once more on the
sands of the Crucible. The place where it had all begun. The place where she
took the first step toward the death of her grandfather and the discovery of
who she truly was.


The gates boomed shut behind her, echoing off the arena’s walls with a
terrible sense of finality. Yet Issa couldn’t bring herself to care; she felt
nothing but a deep emptiness. 


Torches ringed a circle of figures that
stood in the heart of the Crucible, just in front of the wooden platforms that
Issa had scaled to claim her place as a Keeper’s Blade. The sight of the
Divinities—Madani, Natoris, and all the rest. All save the white-haired,
age-stooped Tinush. 


Anger twisted the rotund,
cosmetic-covered faces of the men arrayed before her. Madani’s eyes, as dark as
the six black spots tattooed onto his face, narrowed to angry slits. 


“We chose you to serve the Long Keeper,
raised you to a position of prominence, and this is our reward?” Madani’s voice
rose to a furious shout. “Desecrating these hallowed halls with your treachery?
Murdering his servant in the dead of night?” 


It
wasn’t me! The voice in
the back of Issa’s mind shrieked, but too faint for the words to form on her
lips. She could only stare, empty-eyed, her mind numb, at the priests before
her.


“A Keeper’s Blade is meant to be an
example for Shalandrans to aspire to, not assassins for hire!” Madani stepped
toward her, a snarl twisting his fleshy lips. “You are servants of Shalandra,
protectors of all that is holy in our city. And you desecrated that with your
cowardice!” 


The words snapped something loose in
Issa’s mind. Cowardice? A fist of
iron slammed into her gut, sucked the breath from her lungs. Yet it also stole
the chill from her limbs. 


Madani ranted at her, shouting and
gesticulating furiously, but Issa had stopped listening. 


She was no coward. No matter what insults
he heaped on her head, that one accusation would never ring true. 


A coward would never make the choice to
place the city of Shalandra above all. A coward would be incapable of placing
the wellbeing of strangers over the safety of family and friends. A coward
would never risk everything for the
sake of the greater good.


Issa had done all that. Even when every
fiber of her being ached to race to her grandparents, she had set aside her own
desires out of loyalty, in service of the oaths she’d sworn. Even when it had
cost her one of the only people in the world that loved her, that truly knew
her, she stood by the choice. 


The same choice her grandparents had
made all those years ago. They had given up their Dhukari caste, their
positions of prominence in the Keeper’s Blades, everything, all in the name of
serving Shalandra. They’d made the decision long before they came to love Issa.
And, even to the end, her Saba hadn’t regretted it.


Neither should she. It would take time
for her to be free of the burden of guilt over the choice she’d made, yet deep
down, beneath the sorrow and pain of loss, she knew it had been the right decision. Her grandparents would have
done the same. And following in their footsteps was the best way she could
honor them. 


Madani had finally wound down from his
tirade. He drew himself up to his less-than-impressive height. “In the name of
the Long Keeper, you are hereby stripped of your title of Keeper’s Blade, your
rank of—”


“No.” It was all she could manage. A
single word, quiet and pained. 


Madani’s words cut off mid-sentence, his
mouth agape. “What?” He seemed taken aback.


From somewhere deep within her, Issa
summoned the strength to stand upright. “You did not choose me.” Her throat
felt thick, her voice hoarse. She swallowed hard and fought back against the
chill in her limbs. “The Long Keeper himself chose me, right here on these very
sands.” She lifted her bound hands and pointed a finger to the top of the
Keeper’s Steps. “I serve him, not
you.”


Outrage twisted the faces of the priests
before her. 


“We are his voice on Einan!” Madani
thundered. “Vested with his authority, as his Divinities.” 


Issa shrugged. “Then take it up with
him.”


The voice within her, the one that
screamed at her to fight, echoed loud in her mind. She would not give up. Her
grandfather had stood firm in Killian’s smithy, battling to his last breath
against overwhelming enemies. Just as so many Keeper’s Blades had before her. 


Her thoughts flashed to her visit to the
Keeper’s Crypts. Tannard had taken her there to rub her nose in her failure,
but the sight of all those caskets standing silent vigil before the Tomb of
Hallar had filled her with a fire. 


Saba had been a servant of the Long
Keeper, even if he hadn’t worn armor or swung a sword for nearly two decades.
He, and Savta with him, had chosen to defy the will of greedy, grasping,
treacherous men—men like the gold-and-black-robed priests snarling at her. She
had sworn to protect Shalandra from any and all enemies, outside and inside its
walls. Until she broke those oaths, she would be a Keeper’s Blade, no matter
what men like Madani said. 


She straightened. “I am a servant of
death, chosen of the Long Keeper. You may speak the words, but you will never
strip me of that.”


“You defy the voice of our god?”
Madani’s face purpled. “By spitting in our faces, you spit in the face of the
All-Seeing One! Your heresy shall not go unpunished.” He again tried to draw
himself up to a lordly height, but his paunchy gut spoiled the effect. “For
your blasphemy and your affront against the servants of the Long Keeper, we,
the Keeper’s Council, condemn you to death!” 



“So you’ll execute me just as you
executed Aterallis, an innocent man?” Issa’s voice rose to a shout. “I am proud
to share his fate. And when the time comes, I will stand before the Long Keeper
with my head held high! Tell me, priests,”
she spat the words like a curse, “can you say the same?
If you are truly in service to the Long Keeper, how do you justify the
slaughter that has taken place in our city—a slaughter orchestrated by you? This is beyond evil.” 


“Take her away!” shrieked Madani. “Lock
her up in the darkest cell, there to await her execution.” A cruel sneer split
his fat lips. “After sunset. You will
never receive the rites to be interred in the Keeper’s Crypts. Your soul will
languish in the forgotten hells for all eternity.”


Issa’s gut clenched, but she refused to
show them her fear. “Remember this, Divinities. The Long Keeper comes for all.
Even you!” 


“Insolent child!” Madani snapped. “We
have given our lives in service to the Long Keeper. Everything we’ve done is in
service of his greatness.”


At his dismissive wave, the Necroseti
guards dragged her away. 


“Then I trust you have peace in your
hearts.” Issa called out. “I just hope the Long Keeper will accept the
explanation for all the blood on your hands!”


Anger drove the last of the chill from
Issa’s limbs as she was marched toward a nearby doorway—the same one from which
the contestants in the Crucible had emerged. The darkened hall beyond ran for
ten feet before opening into a dark stone chamber. The light of the lamps
burning there revealed row after row of cells with iron grates, heavy locks,
and thick metal shackles anchored to rings set in the stone walls. 


Lady Callista’s words from outside the
Vault of Ancients sprang to Issa’s mind. In the days of Hallar, ancient
Shalandrans had fought to the death in the Crucible, a primitive, barbaric
system of justice by the people. These cells had likely been used to hold the
prisoners awaiting trial by combat. It seemed the Keeper’s Priests had
maintained them in the millennias since.


“Strip her!” came the call.


Issa was shoved face-first against the
wall. She grunted and tried to resist, sharp spear tips pressed against the
back of her head. The Necroseti’s guards weren’t taking any chances with her. 


Rough hands tugged at the buckles,
clasps, and belts that held her armor in place. The guards made no effort to be
gentle; they hauled at the segmented plate mail hard enough to send spikes of
pain radiating through Issa’s bruised ribs and wounded legs. She growled as
wandering fingers slipped beneath her jerkin and groped her breasts, her sides,
slid down to her pants. She’d die fighting before she allowed anyone to defile
her like that.


“Shackle her,” came the order. 


The spear points never wavered as the
guards pulled her away from the wall, spun her around, and shackled her hands.
All twenty of the silver-armored spearmen remained wary-eyed, hesitant. They
might not know she was simply a prototopoi, and the Blades’ reputation had been
earned through countless battles in the past. 


“In!” The leader of the company, the one
that had arrested her and dragged her away from her grandfather’s side, thrust
his chin toward the nearest cell. “Chain her hands to the wall.”


Issa bit down on the surge of fear. She
couldn’t break free now, but perhaps she could find a way to slip her bonds.
The chains were heavy but perhaps the Keeper’s blessing would aid her. Head
held high, she marched into the cell. She’d bide her time until a chance came
to escape. The sun had just begun to rise over the eastern horizon, and she had
plenty of time before her scheduled execution.


The spearmen didn’t lower their weapons
until she had been firmly shackled to the wall. Even when they did, the wary
nervousness burned bright in their eyes. They backed out of the cell one at a
time, their gazes never leaving her.


“Enjoy the hospitality,” sneered the leader.
“Perhaps a bit of hunger and thirst will sap some of that defiance against the
Keeper’s chosen.”


Issa gave him a cold, hard smile. “I am the chosen. The men you serve are
nothing but greedy, traitorous cowards hiding behind their titles.”


“Blasphemer!” The guard spat. He whirled
on his heel and strode out of the underground chamber. His men trooped out
behind him. 


The sound of their booted feet slowly
faded, leaving Issa alone in the cell. She gave her shackles an experimental
tug, then another, harder. Even when she threw all her weight against them,
they refused to budge. 


Next she tried the cuffs encircling her
wrists. They proved a bit more promising, as they were large enough for her to
fit part of her hand through. However, unless she snapped one of her thumbs,
there was no way she could scrunch up her palm enough to slip it out.


Let’s
save that plan for a last resort.


She scanned the cell, searching for
anything she could use to escape. A long, slim stone lay on the ground a few
feet away. 


Stretching to the length of her chains,
she managed to hook a boot around the stone and pull it closer. She picked it
up and studied it. Evidently someone had passed the hours spent imprisoned here
trying to chip at it. One side had almost
been honed to a crude edge. 


Issa stepped close to the wall and set
to work trying to sharpen the rock. She knew it would be next to useless—what
could a stone do against spears? But at the moment, she needed a distraction,
something to occupy her mind. Killian had trained her to always look for another weapon, whatever it took to win the battle.


The matter of Killian brought back
thoughts of her grandparents. The blacksmith had also worn the armor of a Keeper’s Blade, and he swung that flammard
with far more expertise than Issa expected, even after years spent training
with him. She’d wondered how he had obtained his skill with weapons, but she’d
never imagined he was a Keeper’s Blade. An Indomitable, at most, and a battle
wound could explain his lame leg easily. 


Tonight had revealed a great many
truths: about Killian, about the people she had called her grandparents, about
her true parents, and about herself. 


And she’d be damned if she went to her
grave without finding out more. She had to demand an explanation from Killian, her
Savta, Lady Callista, even the Pharus. She had to be there when her
grandfather’s body was consecrated in the Citadel of Stone and laid to rest in
the Keeper’s Crypts. 


Chains or not, death sentence or not,
she would have answers. She wouldn’t stop fighting until she was dead. That was
how she would honor the man that had raised her.


Gritting her teeth, she leaned into the
effort. The scrape, scrape of stone
on stone filled her world for what felt like hours. Sweat soon streamed down
her face, her back, and her hands. The moisture on her palms rendered the stone
slick. It slipped, and her hands ground against the hard wall. 


Issa hissed as the stone clattered to
the floor. Blood welled from the scrapes, but she ignored the throbbing in her
fingers. She had no time for pain if she wanted any chance of breaking free.


As she stooped to recover the
half-sharpened stone, a sound caught her ears. Quiet footsteps, slipping down
the tunnel, coming toward her. The early morning light flooded the passage and
cast a shadowy figure across the stone floor. 


The lamplight shone on the face of a
silver-armored man, one of the Necroseti guards that had arrested her. Issa’s
brow furrowed; the Necroseti wouldn’t bother with food or water, so what in the
bloody hell was this man doing here, alone and without his spear?


Slipping toward her cell, the man
produced a key and inserted it into the lock. The door clanked loudly and swung open with a groan of rusted hinges. He
slipped into her cell, his movements furtive, his eyes darting. Steel glinted
in the dim light of the lamps; a dagger, short and sharp, held by the man’s
side, ready to strike. 


“Tethum wanted you alive,” the man
hissed. “But he’ll settle for your death!”


 


 












Chapter Forty-Three
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The sun had just begun to peer over the
eastern horizon as Aisha led the crowd’s chosen spokespeople up Death Row
toward the palace. 


Five men and two women strode beside
her: a Kabili husband and wife respected among those working the shalanite
mines; a white-haired Mahjuri herbalist and soothsayer, accompanied by one of
the men that had followed Aterallis’ teachings; and three Earaqi farmers from
the most prosperous of the Shalandran fields. They had been selected as the
delegation to present the lower castes’ demands to the Pharus. 


Tens of thousands of eyes watched in
utter silence as the procession marched along the broad avenue, escorted by a
company of thirty black-armored Indomitables. The soldiers’ khopeshes remained
sheathed, but the rigidity of their postures and the tension knotting their
shoulders spoke of their fear at being surrounded by so many people—people that
had wanted them dead mere hours earlier.


The Invictus, Tannard, marched at the
head of the column, a solid presence of steel and confidence. He ignored the
crowds, almost disdainful, instead keeping his eyes fixed on the road ahead. 


The spirits within Aisha hummed to life
for a moment, tugging her attention to her left. She caught a glimpse of ten
Indomitables hurrying along the Artificer’s Courseway, heading west toward the
Keeper’s Crypts. They carried the stolen flammards to their final resting
place—and the Kish’aa, once more
bound to the swords, to their eternal duty.


The souls of the fallen Blades had been
returned to their blades, but the pendant around Aisha’s neck still held dozens
more. The spirits of those slain by the strange black steel blades. Imbuka had
shattered their bonds, severing the connection to their swords that had once
held them prisoners in death. Their spirits buzzed with confusion, uncertain
what to do with their freedom.


Aterallis, however, burned bright within
her, a brilliant intensity that filled her with determination and resolve. He
ached to bring peace to Shalandra—his mission in life, and now he would fulfill
it in the beyond.


The guards at the gate to the Defender’s
Tier saluted the Invictus and parted to make way for the procession. They
stared at Aisha and the people behind her in a mixture of reverence, awe, and
worry. News of the final battle must have traveled fast, yet the soldiers
seemed unable to believe that the violence had ended. Many refused to release
their swords, though they made no move to attack.


The riots had been put to rest, for now. If the Pharus didn’t grant some of
the peoples’ concessions, the situation could get out of hand once more. 


Trust
in Amhoset. Aterallis’
voice echoed in her mind. He cares for
his people.


The sight that awaited her on the
Keeper’s Tier drove the belief home in her mind. A pavilion tent of
gold-and-white cloth had been erected on Death Row, a few hundred paces south
of the Path of Gold. Within the tent stood a table surrounded by a dozen
chairs, all plain, straight-backed wooden seats with soft cushions. Tannard’s
messenger had only been dispatched a few hours earlier; the Pharus had put this
all together in haste, doubtless intended to prove the earnestness of his
desire to see peace. 


Aisha saw no sign of Lady Callista,
though close to twenty Blades joined the hundred or so Indomitables that formed
an honor guard around the pavilion. Around them, thousands of Dhukari and
Alqati crowded the lane, eager to take part in the historic moment, even as
simple spectators.


A flash of recognition surged Aterallis’
spirit as Aisha saw the Pharus. Amhoset Nephelcheres stood in the center of
Death Row, clad in a pure white shendyt and tunic, a plain golden circlet
around his forehead. The simplicity of his garb only enhanced his regal bearing
as he stepped forward. 


“Distinguished representatives of the
Earaqi, Mahjuri, and Kabili, we greet you in the name of the Long Keeper.” The
Pharus didn’t bow, but inclined his head—the greatest respect a monarch could
show his subjects. “We are honored that you have chosen to sue for peace and
put an end to the bloodshed. It is our greatest desire that order is restored
to our city.” 


His eyes darted to Aisha, then quickly
back to the delegation behind her. Aisha’s eyebrow quirked up slightly. Had the
messenger told him of the role she’d played—or Aterallis, through her? 


“We, too, desire nothing more than a
peaceful resolution to this conflict.” He placed his hand to his heart and, for
the first time, spoke without the royal “we”. “I, Amhoset Nephelcheres, swear
by the Keeper and my eternal rest in his arms that I will give your requests
due consideration.”


“Requests?” One of the Earaqi farmers
stepped forward. “This ain’t no trade negotiation. You need us to tend the
farmlands, work your mines, build your walls. You want us to work, and we want
to eat. We were promised a chance to voice our concerns, and that’s what we
came here to do. Either you give us what we want, or—”  


“Ware your words!” snapped the Invictus.
“Remember that you address your Pharus, chosen of the Long Keeper, rightful
ruler of Shalandra.”


“Aye, so we do!” Another man stepped
forward, the Kabili miner. “The same Pharus that permitted us to starve while
the Dhukari grew fat on fancy feasts. We scratch out a living in the deepest,
darkest corners of Alshuruq while he basks in wealth and power.” His lip curled
into a snarl. “A man that condemns his people to such suffering is not worthy
of our respect.”


Aterallis’ spirit flared bright within
Aisha, bringing to her mind the image of what she’d seen in the militants’
hideout. “But what if the Pharus can offer you food aplenty?” Aisha spoke up
now. “Enough to feed your families and stock your larders?”


All eyes turned toward her. Even the
Pharus looked her way, though he managed to conceal his surprise. 


Aisha smiled and bowed. “As per your
instructions, Bright One, I tracked down those truly responsible for all of the turmoil.” Aterallis’ words flowed
through her lips. “And, as you predicted in your wisdom, they have been
hoarding food.” She turned to the delegation. “Food, clothing, blankets, all
that belongs in the hands of your people.”


The Pharus’ rigid expression cracked and
a hint of a smile tugged at his lips, as if he understood what she was doing.
But she could take no credit for the plan; Aterallis had been born and raised
Dhukari, lived the life of politics in high society. 


Stunned surprise greeted her statement.
The seven low-caste delegates exchanged curious glances.


“Thanks to your foresight, we know that
the ones to blame are those ones that call themselves Hallar’s Warriors, and the
Ybrazhe Syndicate.” Aisha shot a glance at the Pharus. “Blackfinger himself has
confessed to his crimes, is that not so, my Pharus?”


“It is so.” This time, his expression
revealed no surprise. Aisha had gambled that Lady Callista had clued the Pharus
in on the results of her interrogations of Blackfinger and the other prisoners
they’d brought. “The ones who call themselves Hallar’s Warriors are guilty of
murdering the Keeper’s Blade and the Indomitables, and they planted the evidence that led the Keeper’s Council to convict
Aterallis of the crime. They, together with the Ybrazhe, armed your young men
and women, drove them to raise their hands in violence. All under the orders of
the Keeper’s Council.” 


Angry murmurs echoed among the
Indomitables behind the Pharus, as well as the Dhukari and Alqati onlookers
lining Death Row. 


“You expect us to believe the Keeper’s
Council is really behind this?” asked the Earaqi farmer, suspicion plain on his
face.  


“We can offer proof that the Divinities
conspired with the Gatherers, Ybrazhe, and Hallar’s Warriors to stir up unrest
in our city, to incite you good people to anger. To steal your food, to poison
your water, to inflict you with the pestilence known as the Azure Rot.” Sorrow
lined the Pharus’ face. “To think that those who call themselves your fellow
Shalandrans and servants of the Long Keeper could take such appalling action
brings us immeasurable grief.” He bowed his head and closed his eyes, silent
for a long moment. 


The delegates’ expressions changed, softened.
A few even mirrored the Pharus’ posture.


When the Pharus straightened, his face
had once more grown confident. “But we cannot let the actions of a few outliers
cause suffering for the rest of our fair city. We desire nothing more than to
see the wicked punished, but the innocent have endured enough already.” He
raised his hands. “The past cannot be undone, just as the dead cannot rise from
their graves. Yet perhaps, by the grace of the Long Keeper, we may be able to
move toward a brighter tomorrow.”


The Earaqi seemed to accept the Pharus’
words, even welcome them, but the Mahjuri and Kabili proved less tractable.


“If
you can prove the Keeper’s Council is behind all this,” said the miner in a
slow voice, “we will try to look past all that your Indomitables have done.” He
glared at the soldiers lined up behind the Pharus; the Mahjuri had suffered
most at the Alqati’s hands. “But not without reparations made!” 


The Pharus inclined his head once more.
“You have our word as Pharus, servant of the Long Keeper, chosen of Hallar,
that we will do everything in our power to ensure such tragedies never occur
again. And that the future of all Shalandrans
offers far more hope and promise than our past.” 


The seven delegates exchanged glances.
Even the Kabili and Mahjuri seemed to accept the Pharus’ statement. 


The Pharus gestured toward the pavilion.
“You speak of a better Shalandra, the same one your Child of Gold preached.
That begins here, now. Not with swords and bloodshed, but with words and
honor.” A smile broadened his handsome face. “Come, my friends, let us begin to
build the city of tomorrow.” 


The delegates hesitated, uncertainty in
their faces. The Mahjuri moved first, husband and wife striding toward the tent
and taking their seat in the cushioned chairs. The Earaqi moved next, with the
Kabili bringing up the rear, the miner offering a hand to escort the aged
soothsayer to her seat. 


Aisha made no move to enter. Her part in
this matter was done. 


Yet at the Pharus’ beckon, she moved
forward to stand before Shalandra’s ruler. 


“I don’t know what you did or how you
did it,” the Pharus whispered, no longer speaking with the royal “we”, “but all
of Shalandra owes you a debt, one I fully intend to repay.”


“Not me, Bright One.” Aisha smiled. “You
have Aterallis to thank.” 


The Pharus smiled, yet a hint of grief
shadowed his eyes. “Even from beyond the grave, my good friend offers one
parting gift.”


Had she not already felt Aterallis’
flare of recognition as she approached the Pharus, the words would have caught
her off-guard. Even still, it seemed strange to imagine the Pharus friends with
the man that had preached bareheaded and barefoot in the streets. 


The Pharus’ expression grew wistful. “I
was happy to see him cast off the shackles of his family, and of Dhukari
society. He was always happiest when free of the trappings of wealth.” He shook
his head sadly. “It will forever be my greatest regret that I could not prevent
the Council ordering his execution.”


Aterallis’ feelings surged within Aisha,
and words poured from her mouth with a force beyond her control. “He has the
peace he desired, his rest in Pharadesi.”
A rush of emotions thickened her throat. “I think he’d want you to know that he
did his best to honor your friendship. His words of peace were his way of
showing you he cared.” 


For a heartbeat, the Pharus seemed too
stunned to react. His brow furrowed and his eyes narrowed. “Indeed.” He
appeared lost in a memory, torn by grief. Yet he recovered a moment later.
“Thank you.” With a nod, he turned to enter the pavilion and join the
delegates.


Heat flared within her veins and energy
sizzled up her arm. Aterallis’ form materialized before her, a bright smile on
his face.


Thank
you, he whispered in
Aisha’s mind. For bringing peace, and
allowing me to bid my oldest and closest friend farewell. 


The man’s memories flashed before her
eyes: two young boys laughing and playing in the Terrestra, chasing each other
through the Palace of Golden Eternity. Young men sharing a silent drink, one
offering the comfort of his presence as the other wrestled with the burden of
his destiny. Whispered secrets of hidden love, of hearts broken. Aterallis and
Amhoset Nephelcheres before he donned
the robes of the Pharus. Simpler times, the best of friends.


Aisha felt herself drawn deeper and
deeper into the visions, until she began to lose sensation in her legs. Her
body seemed to float free, weightless. 


Sorrow surged within her as she knelt
beside the deathbed of a woman. Love mingled with the grief, and she held her
mother’s hand as she breathed her last. The woman’s final words echoed in her
mind. “Peace and safety in the Long Keeper’s arms.” Aisha was gripped by an
overwhelming urge to collapse, to break down weeping. She felt her heart
shattered into a million pieces as she mourned her mother.


No,
not me. The thought
sounded faint, distant, as if it came from somewhere else outside her mind. Aterallis. 


With effort, she pushed back against the
visions. She forced herself to concentrate on the feeling of solid flesh. The stones
beneath her feet. The breeze on her face. The thump, thump of her heart. The sound of people around her.


She came out of it with a gasp, her legs
trembling. The memories and feelings hadn’t been hers, but they’d been so real
she had nearly lost herself in them.


Peace
be unto you, child of spirits. Aterallis
gave a little bow and, with a smile, dissipated in front of her. The blue-white
light of his spirit faded, leaving only the rosy glow of dawn around her. 


Aisha struggled against the pull of the
ethereal, fighting to regain her grasp on her body. A shudder ran down her
spine. She struggled to collect her thoughts—she had nearly lost herself once
more, and only barely escaped the Unshackling.


I
have to be more careful, else I’ll lose myself like my father and Imbuka. 


A presence to her right snapped her from
her thoughts. She turned to find Invictus Tannard standing beside her, his
perpetual scowl twisting his lips. “These supplies you spoke of, they’re real?”
he demanded, his voice cold and hard.


Aisha nodded. “As real as you and I.”
She gave him directions on how to locate the militants’ hideout and the
stockpiled food. “You may find the last of Hallar’s Warriors as well.”


“Good riddance to them!” Tannard
snorted. For a moment, his expression softened a fraction. “Whoever you are,
well done.”


With that, he turned on his heel and
strode away, barking commands to the nearest Keeper’s Blade. In the space of
less than a minute, a full two dozen Indomitables set off to the west, heading
toward the militants’ hideouts. Tannard himself led the company, with three of
his Blades in tow. 


Aisha turned back toward the pavilion,
where the Pharus sat in negotiation with the seven delegates from the lower
castes. Though the Earaqi farmers hadn’t lost their scowls, they hadn’t yet
stormed out of the pavilion. Given the fact that they’d been a heartbeat from
slaughtering Indomitables a couple of hours earlier, Aisha counted that as
progress.


Long minutes passed as Aisha watched the
negotiation. Though Aterallis’ spirit had gone, released from this world upon
the completion of his mission, his emotions remained. Aisha felt compelled to
remain nearby, to ensure that his final request would be carried out. She had
to be certain he would have the peace he sought.


Slowly, the Earaqi’s scowls softened,
their frowns fading as the negotiations progressed. Aisha couldn’t hear
everything, but the general tone of the proceedings sounded positive. The
Pharus’ strong voice rang with earnest sincerity. He, too, wanted an end to the
hostility. Aisha got the sense—not only from Aterallis’ spirit, but from her
few interactions with the man—that he genuinely cared for his people. That had
filled her with the confidence to speak to the rioters, to offer them a chance to
try for peaceful resolution.


Heat flared within her, bright and hot
like a river of molten lead that sizzled through her veins. Warning shouts
echoed in her mind with such force that they set her skull shattering. Her hand
flashed to her pendant and the voices sharpened, until she could hear their
cries.


Danger!
Their shrieks rang in
her thoughts. Danger!


Aisha was instantly on full alert, her
right hand dropping to her assegai. She scanned Death Row for any sign of
peril, yet she saw nothing.


But the spirits hadn’t been wrong yet.
They had warned her of the attack on Suroth’s mansion, then again in Briana’s
house on the Artisan’s Tier. Their cries had saved her life time and again.


Suddenly, black-armored figures appeared
west on the Path of Gold. Indomitables raced toward Death Row. Even from this
distance, Aisha could see the fear and panic in their wide eyes, pale faces,
and frantically pumping limbs.


“Protect the Pharus!” came the shout
from the foremost of the soldiers. 


The Indomitables standing guard around
the pavilion scrambled to form a defensive line between the tent and Death Row,
professional and alert.


“Where’s the enemy?” one called back.


“Everywhere!” The desperate cry echoed
along the broad avenue.


Behind the last of the soldiers, Aisha
caught sight of three figures locked in battle. Invictus Tannard and two of his
Keeper’s Blades fought a desperate retreat, their huge swords swinging in a
blur of steel. No sign of the fourth Blade. 


Even as Aisha raced up Death Row toward
the battle line, one of the Blades fell beneath the surging tide of enemies. He
gave a shrill cry of pain, silenced a moment later as the wave of death rolled
over him. 


Aisha squinted down the avenue, trying
to see what new foe they faced. The light of the rising sun shone on a scene of
utter horror. 


The creatures that staggered up the Path
of Gold might have been human, but all semblance of humanity had drained from
their slack features, deathly pale faces, solid white eyes, and slavering
teeth. A horrible gurgling, rasping sound echoed in the morning air as
hundreds, then thousands of the monstrosities appeared, flooding from every
alleyway and side street. They shambled, lurched, and stumbled along, their
movements slow, yet they came on in a solid wall, inexorable in their approach.


Right toward the pavilion where the
Pharus and the delegates of the lower castes attempted to broker peace. 


 


End of
Book 4


----


 


Kodyn, Aisha, Evren, Hailen, Issa, and
Briana’s epic journey continues in: 
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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










Secrets of Blood Characters


Listed according to appearance/mention


 


Issa:
17 year-old Earaqi, chosen
to serve as a Keeper’s Blade, resilient, strong-willed, determined (Chapter 1)


Aleema: Issa’s Savta (grandmother), maid in the
house of a Dhukari (Chapter 1)


Nytano: Issa’s Saba (grandfather), laborer in
the farmlands outside of Shalandra (Chapter 1)


Issumo and Poltana:
neighbors to Issa’s
grandparents, slain in riots (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)


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 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)


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)


Blackfinger:
Leader of the Ybrazhe
Syndicate, not a very friendly man, arrested by Issa and Evren in Storm of Chaos (Chapter 1)


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, executed in Storm of Chaos (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)


Killian:
blacksmith, leader of
the Mumblers, Issa’s trainer, surprisingly well-connected, cunning, more than
he appears (Chapter 1)


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) 


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 2—see Darkblade
Justice) 


Sid: a young Hawk apprentice from Praamis, Kodyn’s protégé in the Night Guild, nearly killed
by Gatherers in Darkblade
Justice (Chapter 2)


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 2)


The
Hunter of Voramis: legendary assassin, half-demon, wielder of Soulhunger (Chapter 2— see Darkblade
Assassin and the Hero of Darkness series)


Thimara: spirit of a dead Secret Keeper, speaks
to Aisha in Crucible of Fortune, saves
Kodyn’s life in Storm of Chaos (Chapter 3)


Uryan:
sharp-faced, high-ranking
Guardian of the Secret Keepers, has a link to the spirit of Thimara
(Chapter 3)


Ennolar:
high-ranked Secret
Keeper, member of the Venerated, lover of banquet delicacies, provides Kodyn
and Aisha a map of the Serenii tunnels, set to
replace Suroth as Arch-Guardian (Chapter 3)


Thevoris: tall, dark-bearded Secret Keeper,
administers “torture” potion to captive Hallar’s
Warrior (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 in Crucible of Fortune (Chapter
6)


Handsome:
assassin, responsible
for murdering Councilor Angrak, bad-ass, slain by
Kodyn in Storm of Chaos (Chapter 6)


Bryden: Master of House Hawk in the Night Guild,
Kodyn’s House Master, petty bureaucrat, vengeful, hates Kodyn’s mother (Chapter
6—see the Queen
of Thieves series)


Groebus: nom-de-guerre “Dayblood”,
hunchback, priest of the Long Keeper, mastermind orchestrating the chaos
(Chapter 7)


Madani: high-ranked priest of the Necroseti,
most powerful member of the Keeper’s Council, cunning and deceitful, smug
bastard (Chapter 7)


The
Black Widow: one part
spymistress of Shalandra, one part information broker, and four parts deadly
when crossed (Chapter 7)


Hykos:
veteran Archateros of the Keeper’s Blades of
Shalandra, Issa’s trainer, friendly and welcoming, two years older than Issa,
handsome (Chapter 8)


Desenne: Secret Keeper, accompanied Kodyn and
Aisha to the Palace with their prisoner in Storm of Chaos (Chapter 10)


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 13)


Nessa:
Steward in
Arch-Guardian Suroth’s household, Intaji caste, elderly, slain by Gatherers in Crucible of Fortune
(Chapter 15)


Rothin: the captain of Suroth’s
household guards, slain by Gatherers in Crucible of Fortune
(Chapter 15)


Tannard:
commanding Invictus of the Keeper’s Blades of
Shalandra, commandeered Issa’s training, cruel, ruthless, callous (Chapter 17)


Chirak: veteran Archateros of the Keeper’s Blades of Shalandra, Etai’s
trainer, woman of few words, inhumanly strong (Chapter 17)


Dyrkton: Invictus, Elder of the Blade (Chapter
17)


Mosai: tall, rail-thin Executor of the Indomitables, dour (Chapter
17)


Ormroth:
high-ranked Ypertatos of the Keeper’s Blades of Shalandra,
experienced warrior, saved Kodyn, Aisha, and Briana from bandits, escorted them
to Shalandra in Trial of Stone (Chapter
17)


Taghban, Drull,
Vorbus, Houl: Syndicate thugs, not too bright (Chapter
18)


Shishak: Queenslayer,
Keeper’s Blade fallen in battle, helps Aisha fight Hallar’s
Warriors (Chapter 23)


The
Iron Warlord: Groebus’ master, true power behind the attacks
and chaos in Shalandra, covers his face with an iron mask (Chapter 24)


Etai: Issa’s fellow Blade-in-training, born of the lowest-ranked Mahjuri caste, a proud warrior (Chapter
27)


Imbuka: Ghandian shaman, Umoyahlebe, Spirit Whisperer, provides Aisha information about her
gifts, secretly working with the Iron Warlord (Chapter 27)


Tinush: High Divinity, oldest member of the
Keeper’s Council, a priest of the Necroseti, servant to the god of death
(Chapter 29)


Serias: one of Killian’s Mumblers, clever and
street-savvy (Chapter 36) 


 


 










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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