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      When her life is torn apart by sorcery and murder, young Caina Amalas joins the Ghosts, the legendary spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar. She learns the secrets of disguise and stealth, of assassination and infiltration.

      But even that might not be enough to save her.

      For the evil that destroyed her family seeks to devour the entire world...

    

  


  
    
      Copyright 2011 by Jonathan Moeller

      Ebook edition published May 2011

      Some cover images copyright Carlos Caetano | Dreamstime.com & Illustration 79323234 © Bezimeni Bezimenkovic | Dreamstime & Photo 110150939 © Wisconsinart | Dreamstime.com.

      All Rights Reserved

      This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the author or publisher, except where permitted by law.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            The Ancient Scroll

          

        

      

    

    
      Caina loved her father’s library. 

      It had high windows, with a fine view of the town and rippling Bay of Empire beyond. Her father’s desk stood by those windows, covered with papers and books and curiosities he had picked up over the years. Count Sebastian Amalas worked there in the evenings, writing and sealing letters with his heavy gold signet ring. Caina liked to sit on the nearby couch, reading as he wrote.

      He had taught her to read when she was three or four years old. First in the High Nighmarian tongue, as befit the daughter of an Imperial Count. Then in Caerish, the commoners' language, and then in the tongues of the eastern Empire; Saddaic, Disali, Kagarish, Cyrican and Anshani. His library held books in all those languages and more, and Caina devoured them, working her way through his oak shelves over and over again, reading new books as her father bought them from printers in the Imperial capital. Sometimes she spent all day in the library, and old Azaia the cook brought her meals, and Caina read as she ate. 

      “You read too much, daughter,” her father said, with a slight smile.

      “No, I don’t,” she answered. “If you’re meeting with the town's decimvirs, you should just tell me to use another room.”

      Count Sebastian lifted an eyebrow. “And just how do you know that I’m meeting with the decimvirs?”

      “Because,” said Caina. “You always meet with petitioners at your desk. You don’t care if I overhear those. But if you’re meeting with the decimvirs, that means you’re discussing criminal cases, which don’t want to discuss in front of me.” She stood from the couch. “I’ll go read in the solar.”

      Sebastian laughed, leaned down, kissed her forehead. “Why do I even try to keep secrets from you, my clever child?” 

      Caina smiled, picked up her book, and left the library, her skirts whispering against the polished marble floors of the villa's corridors. Busts of long-dead Emperors stood in niches, gazing down with stern marble eyes. Sebastian was a Loyalist, and so he had busts of Emperors like Soterius, who had ended slavery in the Empire, or Helioran, who had forced the magi to abide by Imperial law. Caina had read about them in her father’s books of history.

      She opened the solar door and stopped.

      Her mother stood at the windows, gazing down at the sea with a scowl.

      Caina slipped away before her mother could notice her.

      She loved her father’s library. It gave her a place to hide from her mother. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Caina was eleven years old, and she could not remember ever hearing a kind word from her mother. 

      Countess Laeria Amalas was the opposite of her husband, short where he was tall, slender where he was thick. She had long black hair and icy blue eyes that seemed to burn when she was angry.

      And she got angry a lot.

      Caina’s earliest memory was her mother’s fury. She had been no more than two or three, so young that she had not yet learned to read. Her mother had been alone in the dining hall, practicing simple sorcery - making a goblet float, summoning light from her fingers, conjuring gusts of wind. 

      Caina blundered into her, disrupting her concentration. The goblet fell from midair and shattered against the floor.

      "You stupid girl!" screamed Laeria. Her backhand sent Caina to the floor atop the shattered goblet. "Useless brat!" She started to kick. "I wish I had never borne you! I wish had I never met your father! Get out of my sight! Get out of my sight! If you interrupt my concentration again, I'll beat you so bloody that..."

      Caina fled, wailing, and hid herself beneath the table.

      Her father came, and Sebastian and Laeria shouted at each other. After Laeria stalked from the room, Sebastian carried Caina, still weeping, to her bed. 

      "Why does she hate me so much?" whispered Caina.

      Sebastian hesitated before he answered.

      "I don't know."

      She spent much more time with her father after that.
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      But her mother still did things to her. 

      Laeria knew a spell that let her reach into another's mind. And she used it upon Caina whenever she had the chance, digging through Caina's thoughts and turning her into a puppet. Caina hated it, hated the feeling of her mother's thoughts digging through her mind like wet, groping fingers. She loathed how the spell forced her to do without question whatever Laeria commanded. 

      And she grew to hate her mother, the rage becoming hard and sharp.

      One day when Caina was seven, Laeria held her immobile in the grip of her sorcery. 

      "Do you know," murmured Laeria, taking Caina's chin in her hand, "why I had you?" 

      Caina said nothing. She couldn't, not with Laeria's spell wrapped about her mind.

      "I wanted to go back," sighed Laeria, black hair sliding over her pale face. "They put me out, only four years into my novitiate. They said I wasn't strong enough, that I could never wield the power of a full magus. But if I had a talented child...then the Magisterium would have to take me back."

      She growled and slapped Caina across the face.

      "But you're useless," she said. "Not a spark of arcane talent. Utterly useless. How I wish I had never had you. I should have purged my womb of you, spared myself the bother." 

      Caina's fury writhed inside her like something alive.

      "And your father," said Laeria. "I cannot believe I let myself be chained to that sniveling weakling. It is not fair! I was meant for so much more. For greater things than to waste my life with a useless child and a pathetic weakling of a husband..."

      Caina's rage flared.

      And she felt her mother's spell shiver.

      "Don't talk about him like that!" Caina shouted. "He's better than you!"

      Laeria flinched as if she had been slapped.

      "Don't talk!" she said, making a clenching gesture, the chains of her will tightening against Caina's mind. "I command you not to talk!" 

      But Caina's anger could not be denied, and she thrust it against her mother's will. 

      The spell shivered again, and then shattered. Laeria stumbled back, eyes wide with shock, and perhaps a touch of alarm.

      "I hate you!" said Caina, clawing at her mother's skirts. "I hate you, I hate you, I hate you..."

      "Get off me!" said Laeria, shoving, and Caina fell to the floor.

      "What is this?"

      Sebastian hurried towards them, expression thunderous.

      "Husband," said Laeria, voice heavy with contempt. "You've returned early from town. I suppose the rigorous duties of the Count of the Harbor cannot fill your entire day."

      "You were casting spells on her again, weren't you?" said Sebastian, placing himself between his daughter and his wife. 

      Laeria lifted her chin. "What if I was? The little whelp is useless for anything else." 

      "Enough," said Sebastian, voice quiet. "That is the last time you will cast spells upon her."

      Laeria laughed. "Or what?"

      "Or I'll report you to the Magisterium for practicing unlicensed sorcery," said Sebastian.

      "You wouldn't," said Laeria. "You're a Loyalist, not a Restorationist or a Militarist. You hate the Magisterium, and won't have anything to do with it."

      Sebastian took a step towards Laeria. "Cast a spell my daughter again, and you'll find out just what I'll do."

      Laeria met his gaze for a moment, and then stalked away.

      Sebastian sighed and scooped up Caina. "Did she hurt you?"

      "She didn't hit me," said Caina. 

      He carried her to the library, sat upon the couch. Caina leaned against his shoulder, crying softly. 

      "Why does she hate me so much?" said Caina at last. 

      "I suppose you're old enough to understand now," said Sebastian. "Do you know what the Imperial Magisterium is?"

      Caina had read about it. "It's...the brotherhood of the magi, the sorcerers. The only ones allowed to use sorcery inside the Empire."

      Sebastian nodded. "Before I met your mother, she was a novice of the Magisterium. The novices take a seven-year course of study before they become full magi. The Magisterium expelled your mother in her fourth year. She was simply not strong enough with sorcery to become a full magus. When she married me, I thought she had gotten past that, but I was...I was wrong."

      "Why did she marry you," said Caina, "if she hates you as much as she hates me?"

      "She thought I was a different kind of man than the one I really am," said Sebastian. "I am the Lord of House Amalas, and a Count, besides. Do you know the difference between a Lord and a Count?"

      Caina thought back to her reading. "A Lord is a noble of the Empire," she said, remembering. "But a Count...a Count is a noble appointed to an office by the Emperor himself."

      "I was already appointed Harbormaster of Aretia when I met your mother," said Sebastian. "I think she hoped that I would rise higher, become the commander of a Legion, or maybe the Lord Governor of an important province."

      "Someone powerful enough to force the Magisterium to take her back?" said Caina.

      "Yes," said Sebastian. "Very good. But I am not that sort of man, Caina. I have no stomach for Imperial politics. Aretia is my home, and I am content to stay here." 

      "And Mother hates it here," said Caina.

      "Yes," said Sebastian. "She would rather return to Artifel and the Motherhouse of the magi, but they will not take her. So she takes her frustrations out upon me...and upon you." 

      "Do you wish you had never married her?" said Caina.

      Sebastian smiled. "How could I," he said, touching her hair, "for without her, I never would have gotten you."

      Caina smiled. 

      "But this has gone on for too long," said Sebastian. "I am ashamed that I let it go on for so long. If she strikes you again, tell me and I will put a stop to it. And if she uses her sorcery against you, tell me...and I will go to the Magisterium."

      "I don't think she will," said Caina. "I made her stop. I got angry and pushed her out of my head." 

      "You did?" said Sebastian, surprised. "That takes great mental strength."

      "She said bad things about you," said Caina. "I got angry."  

      "You defend me more than I deserve," said Sebastian. "But if Laeria lifts hand or spell against you, tell me. I will not let it pass."
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      But her mother left them alone after that.

      Perhaps Sebastian's threat daunted her, or Caina's unexpected resistance alarmed her. After that day, Laeria ignored them, spending almost all her time shut away in her rooms, practicing her spells, or corresponding with the few magi who did not ignore her. She emerged only to appear with Sebastian and Caina at public functions, and left as soon as possible.

      As Caina grew older, more than once she wondered why her father simply did not divorce Laeria. The gods knew he had endured enough. Perhaps he thought Laeria could change. Perhaps part of him still loved her. 

      Caina did not love her mother, not even a little.

      Eventually, she realized that her father preferred reading and thinking and writing to any sort of action, and would put off confronting Laeria as long as possible.

      She loved him nonetheless. 

      But Laeria left them alone, and Sebastian continued with his duties and his scholarship, and Caina worked her way through his library. Sebastian hired new tutors for her, and she began learning new languages. 

      It was a pleasant enough life.
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      Night had fallen by the time her father finished meeting with the decimvirs, the ten magistrates who governed the town of Aretia. 

      Caina let herself into the library after they left. A bright fire crackled in the fireplace, covered by a bronze screen to protect the books and the carpet from any sparks. Sebastian sat at his desk below the windows, fiddling with a pen, his expression distant. 

      He smiled as she approached.

      "How was your meeting with the decimvirs?" she said.

      "Simple enough," said Sebastian. "Not a major criminal matter, thankfully. A smugglers' ship ran ashore a few miles south of here, and the smugglers fled before the militia could take them in hand." 

      "What were they smuggling?" said Caina. "Not slaves?" Slavery had been banned in the Empire for a century and a half, since the War of the Fourth Empire, but Istarish slavers still sometimes raided the coasts. 

      "No, nothing so grim," said Sebastian. "Spices, mostly, from the Cyrican plantations. Some Anshani silks. And scrolls."

      "Scrolls?" said Caina.

      He beckoned her closer. "Come look at this." 

      A tattered scroll lay across his desk, the thick papyrus yellow with age. An intricate diagram filled most of the scroll, an elaborate sigil of swirling lines and crossing circles. Lines of strange characters filled the rest of the scroll, the symbols resembling birds and animals and men.

      "I think it is a Maatish scroll," said Sebastian. "What can you tell me about the land of Maat?"

      Caina smiled. Her father was a scholar at heart. Had he not wed, she supposed, he would have been quite happy as a priest in the Temple of Minaerys, tending to the collections of books and scrolls the priests kept in Minaerys' honor. 

      "Maat was called the Kingdom of the Rising Sun," said Caina, thinking. "Its pharaohs ruled a great empire long before our Empire arose. The Maatish priests were all powerful sorcerers and necromancers, but grew too proud, and destroyed the Kingdom of the Rising Sun in their folly."

      Sebastian nodded. "Much as our Empire's own magi almost did, during the War of the Fourth Empire. Caina, I think this is a genuine Maatish scroll." 

      Caina blinked. "But...I read that the Kingdom of the Rising Sun fell thousands of years ago. All that remains are stone ruins in the desert. For a scroll to have survived..."

      "It is rare," said Sebastian. "And incredibly valuable. The smugglers must have looted it from a Maatish ruin and hoped to find a buyer for it within the Empire." 

      "What will you do with it?" said Caina.

      "I will study it, make certain it is authentic," said Sebastian. "If it is...I think I shall make a trip to the capital, to the priests of Minaerys at the Imperial Library."

      Caina's eyes widened. The Imperial Library was the Emperor's own library, the largest collection of books in the Nighmarian Empire. 

      The thought of all those books made her hands tremble.

      Sebastian laughed. "Would you like to accompany me?"

      "Yes," whispered Caina. "Yes, I would."

      "Then it is settled," said Sebastian. "If the scroll proves authentic, we shall go to the capital and the Imperial Library. Now get some sleep, daughter. You're still too young to stay up half the night reading."

      "You do, father."

      "Yes, but I'm old enough that it doesn't matter. Now, off to bed."

      Caina smiled, kissed his cheek, and left for her bedroom. Though she doubted she would be able to sleep. The Imperial Library!

      She entered the hallway, and stopped.

      Laeria stood at the end of the hallway, staring at her.

      Caina stopped and stared back, readying herself to fight, if her mother tried to invade her mind.

      But Laeria only smirked, and walked away without another word.
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      Sebastian spent over a week closeted with the scroll, pouring over his books and scribbling into a notebook. Caina realized that he was attempting to translate it, converting the Maatish hieroglyphs into legible Caerish. She read in the library, but otherwise let him work in peace. When the scholarly fit came upon her father, nothing could distract him. 

      So when she got hungry, she visited the servants.

      Caina got on well with her father’s servants. They had always been kind to her, even during her mother’s rages. As Caina got older, she realized that they felt sorry for her, and feared and detested Laeria. She knew that some nobles treated their servants badly, but her father always said that the true measure of a man was how he treated his servants, or those who could not hurt him or repay him. 

      So Caina tried to repay the servants' kindness in turn. The gods knew they took enough abuse from Laeria, after all. 

      Caina wandered into the villa's kitchen, looking for Azaia, the old Saddaic cook who prepared the family's meals. The kitchen had four large ovens and a dozen tables, but Count Sebastian rarely entertained guests, and Azaia and her few helpers never lit more than one oven.

      "Azaia?" Caina called to the empty kitchen. "Are you there?"

      Her voice echoed off the stone walls.

      Caina blinked in surprise. Where was Azaia? She usually had breakfast ready by now. 

      But the ovens were dark, and the kitchen quiet and empty.

      "Azaia?" called Caina again, looking around. Had the old woman overslept? That seemed inconceivable. Or maybe she had gotten sick, and hadn't told anyone? Caina made up her mind and headed to the kitchen's back door. Azaia lived in a small room behind the kitchens, and Caina would see if she had fallen ill...

      She stopped.

      There was a strange smell in the air, something metallic. 

      She turned, frowning.

      Something dark and wet trickled down the wall, leaking from the leftmost oven. Had Azaia left something in there? That, too, seemed out of character. Caina walked to the brick wall, gripped the iron handles, and pulled the metal door open. 

      Azaia stared at her from within the oven, dead eyes glassy, torn throat covered in blood.

      The scream ripped out of Caina like something alive. 
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      Her father's seneschal Morus found her, drawn by the screams, and almost started screaming himself. He shouted for the rest of the servants. Eventually her father arrived and pulled her from the gruesome scene. 

      "What happened?" said Sebastian.

      "I...I don't know," said Caina, trying to talk through the tears. She had read about violence, of course, but to see it with her own eyes was something else. "I came down for some food, to see if Azaia was cooking breakfast. No one was around, so I looked for her, and I saw the...I saw the blood leaking from the oven..." 

      Sebastian looked stricken. He had known Azaia for longer, after all, before Caina had even been born. 

      "Who could have done this?" said Caina.

      "I don't know," said Sebastian, voice quiet. He fiddled with his heavy signet ring. "But we're going to find out, Caina. I promise you that. Whoever did this will be brought to account." 

      He stared at the bloodstain, his expression grim.

      "Why would anyone kill Azaia?" said Caina. "She is...she was...so kind. Who would have hated her enough to do this?"

      "I don't know," said Sebastian. "Azaia had no money, no influence. There was no reason for anyone to kill her. No reason at all. No reason to spill her blood." He sighed and rubbed his forehead. "Except for the blood itself."

      He said the last so quietly she almost didn't hear it. 

      "You...know, don't you?" said Caina, puzzled. "You know who did this?"

      "Maybe," said Sebastian. "I hope I'm wrong." He closed his eyes. "But if I'm wrong...then I've been blind. A blind fool." He opened his eyes. "I'm going to need help with this. Morus!" 

      The seneschal hurried over, face pale. 

      "Lord Count?" he said.

      "Stay here," said Sebastian. "Don't let anyone inside."

      "Where will you go, my lord?" said Morus.

      "To town," said Sebastian. "I will inform the decimvirs of the murder, and...arrange for additional assistance." He took Caina's hand. "Come with me. Quickly."

      They hurried through the villa's hallways and entered the library. The Maatish scroll still lay upon the desk, held open by two heavy books. Sebastian knelt behind the desk, opened the bottom drawer, and reached inside. He drew out a small wooden box and unlocked it.

      Inside rested a single tarnished silver coin, its inscription and portrait worn with age.

      "That's...the Emperor Cormarus, isn't it?" said Caina, curiosity overriding her fear. 

      "It is," said Sebastian, picking up the ancient coin. 

      "I've never seen him on a coin," said Caina. The Emperor Cormarus had ruled millennia ago, during the age of the Second Empire. Most of his coins would have been lost or melted down long ago. "Why would you need such an ancient coin?"

      "I don't," said Sebastian, sliding the coin into a coat pocket. "The coin itself has no value. But it will send a message to the right people." He took Caina by the shoulders. "Stay in the library until I return. It shouldn't be long."

      "I don't want to be left alone," said Caina. She remembered Azaia's dead eyes. "What if...what if the man who killed Azaia comes for me?"

      Sebastian looked away. "I don't think he will. But I will have Morus send one of the maids to keep you company." He kissed her forehead. "I will be back."

      Then he left. Caina walked to the windows, and in a few minutes saw her father on horseback, riding towards Aretia. Galloping, actually.

      He rode through the town's gates and vanished from sight.

      Caina turned towards the shelves, running a finger along the leather spines of the books, but her mind was in too much turmoil to read. Why would anyone want to kill Azaia? Had thieves done it, perhaps? But why hadn't they tried to break into her father's strong room, or the library? Maybe the smugglers had returned to reclaim their Maatish scroll?

      But the scroll sat untouched on Sebastian's desk. Caina doubted that Azaia had even known about it. And it was just a dusty old scroll, written by people long dead. It couldn't be worth spilling blood over. 

      All that blood, dripping down the wall...

      No reason to kill her except for her blood itself. That was what her father had said. But that made no sense. Why kill Azaia for her blood? What use would her blood be to anyone?

      Caina turned and flinched.

      Her mother stood in the library doorway. Laeria Amalas wore an elaborate gold gown, the drooping sleeves and the skirts slashed with black. As usual, her hair was coiffed and arranged, jewels glittering on her fingers and ears.

      Laeria never let anyone see her the slightest bit disheveled, even when angry.

      They stared at each other for a while.

      "So," said Laeria, walking towards the desk. "I suppose you came here to weep over that lazy cook?"

      "This is Father's place," said Caina, voice low. "You shouldn't be here." 

      Laeria sneered at her. "I am the Countess of House Amalas. I may go wherever I please in this house, girl." She stopped and looked at the desk, staring at the ancient scroll. 

      "That belongs to Father," said Caina, worried that Laeria would tear it up out of spite. She had done such things before.

      "Is it?" said Laeria. "Everything that is his is mine. Including this. I would put it to far better use than the fool ever could."

      "Doing what?" said Caina. "You'll sell it and spend the money on jewels? Or wine, perhaps? Or maybe you'll bribe the Magisterium to take you back?"

      No sooner had the words come out of her mouth than she realized they had been a mistake. She would send Laeria flying into a rage.

      But her mother only smiled.

      "You'll find out soon enough," Laeria said. "Because you are mine, child. Mine to do with as I please."

      "No," said Caina. "I hate you and I don't want anything to do with you." She glared at her mother. "Someday I'll have my own children, and I'll be a better mother to them than you ever were to me." 

      "You won't," said Laeria, voice quiet. She laughed. "Have you been crying over that cook? Why? She was old and fat. Utterly useless."

      Tears rose in Caina's eyes. "She was better than you."

      Laeria laughed again. "Then you are as stupid as I always thought. I was a student of the Imperial Magisterium, a wielder of arcane science..."

      "You were a novice for four years," said Caina, "until they threw you out because you were too weak. And useless."

      Laeria's blue eyes blazed, and Caina knew that she had pushed her mother too far. 

      "Am I?" said Laeria. "Tell me again if I am weak."

      She lifted her hand, palm out, fingers spread, whispering an incantation under her breath. Caina braced herself, expecting her mother to reach into her mind.

      But instead, invisible force slammed into Caina, throwing her across the room and into a shelf. Books fell around her, bouncing off her head and arms. She struggled to regain her balance, to get away from the shelf, but the invisible force held her in place like a giant unseen hand.

      Laeria had never been able to do anything like that before. 

      “Still think I am weak?” said Laeria, her face flushed, her eyes wide with something like ecstasy. 

      Caina struggled against the invisible force. Strain came over Laeria’s face, beads of sweat rising on her forehead. Then the force sputtered and vanished, and Caina fell hard to the floor, rolling over the carpet. She staggered back to her feet, breathing hard, back and shoulders aching from the impact. 

      Laeria sneered again, and took a step forward, but had to grab the edge of the desk for support. Whatever she had done, whatever spell she had cast, had exhausted her. 

      “You belong to me,” said Laeria. “Never forget that, you worthless, useless brat. You belong to me…and I will do with you what I please!”

      “My lady?”

      Caina and Laeria looked to the door. One of the maids, a young Caerish woman named Gwen, stood in the hallway, looking back and forth.

      “What?” said Laeria.

      “Morus sent me,” said Gwen in Caerish, “said that I was to…”

      “Be silent! Or speak High Nighmarian in my presence, rather than the babble of commoners” said Laeria, turning away with one last glower at Caina. “Never forget, girl. You are mine to do with as I please.”

      Laeria stalked from the library without sparing Caina another glance. 

      Caina let out a long breath. She was shaking, her hands clenched into fists, tears trickling down her cheeks. 

      “My lady?” said Gwen. “What…what should I do?”

      Caina closed her eyes. “Help me clean up these books.” 
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      It did not take long to clean up the books, and afterwards Caina sent Gwen away. She was not afraid that Azaia’s murderer would come after her.

      She was afraid that her mother was the murderer. Or that Laeria knew who had done it. 

      Caina spent the day leafing through books, her eyes moving over the pages without seeing anything. Again and again she looked towards the window, hoping to see her father riding back from Aretia.

      He did not come. 

      Eventually Caina fell asleep on the couch by her father's desk. She dreamed of the kitchen, of Azaia's dead eyes gazing at her. She fled, screaming, but the dead woman lurked in every door, reaching for her with pallid, lifeless hands.

      Caina awoke with a start, her heart racing. 

      She heard shouting. A man's voice, and a woman's, both raised in anger. 

      Her mother and father. 

      The voices came from the hallway. Caina rose and crept towards the door.

      "Don't take that tone with me," said Laeria, her voice full of contempt. 

      "Tone?" said Sebastian. "One of my servants lies butchered in her own oven, and you're worried about my tone?"

      "Simply hire another one," said Laeria. "The woman's cooking was deplorable. Aretia is thronged with idle commoners. You should have no difficulty replacing her."

      "She was murdered!" said Sebastian. 

      "What of that?" said Laeria. "Commoners murder each other for the stupidest reasons."

      "I think the reasons had nothing to do with Azaia, or any other commoner," said Sebastian. 

      There was silence for a moment.

      "So you are blaming me?" said Laeria, laughing. "You think I snuck down to the kitchens in the dead of night and cut the fat old cow's throat? Yes, indeed, that is how I like to spend my evenings."

      "Not you," said Sebastian. "Your friends."

      "My friends?" said Laeria. "Yes, dear husband, I have so many friends worthy of my attention, living in this miserable backwater." 

      Her voice had grown shriller.

      "You know what friends I mean," said Sebastian. "Your correspondents. The sorcerers."

      Laeria sniffed. "If I choose to correspond with the magi of the Imperial Magisterium, then that is my own affair..."

      "The Imperial Magisterium is a collection of fools, tyrants, and murderers," said Sebastian, "but even they know better than to have anything to do with you. They cast you out after four years, after all."

      Caina could just imagine Laeria's expression at that. 

      "Do not think to insult me," said Laeria, voice cold. "If I..."

      "You've been writing to...other sorcerers, haven't you?" said Sebastian. "Not the magi?"

      Laeria said nothing. 

      "The outcasts and the criminals," said Sebastian. "The sorcerers outside the Magisterium, the ones who practice forbidden sciences." 

      Laeria still said nothing.

      "Tell me that I'm wrong," said Sebastian. 

      "You've been reading my letters?" said Laeria. "Such a worthy pursuit of a nobleman..."

      "It wasn't necessary," said Sebastian. "I know you, Laeria. I know what sort of woman you are, even if I didn't when we first met. You only want power. That's all you've ever wanted. You thought the Magisterium would give you power, but they rejected you. So you've turned to outlaw sorcerers instead."

      Laeria said nothing. 

      "Tell me that I'm wrong," said Sebastian. 

      "You are a narrow-minded fool," said Laeria.

      "Damn it, woman," said Sebastian. "Necromancers? Are you insane?"

      "You are as blind as the Magisterium," said Laeria. "They could not appreciate my talent, my potential. But the outlaws can. They understand me. Why should I not associate with them?" Her voice dropped, so quiet that Caina could barely hear it. "And not all the Magisterium thinks as you do. There are magi who appreciate the potential of necromancy and the other banned arcane sciences. They would see the magi rule the Empire again, and the glory of the Fourth Empire restored." 

      "The Fourth Empire was built upon the blood of the innocent and the sweat of slaves," said Sebastian. "I will not have anyone in my house associate with necromancers! Not even you, Laeria. If need be, I will stop this."

      Laeria laughed. "You are a weak and craven man. How will you stop me?"

      "I will contact the Ghosts."

      Laeria's laughter redoubled. "The Ghosts are a myth. A story fools use to excuse their failures."

      "I will not tolerate this, Laeria."

      Again she laughed at him. "And how will you stop me, dear Sebastian? You are a coward. You always have been a coward. Even now you are afraid of me. Stay out of my way, little boy, and perhaps you will not be hurt."

      Her heels clicked against the floor. Silence hung over the library for a moment. Then the door opened, and Sebastian walked into the room. He looked tired and disheveled, his clothes rumpled and his thinning hair sticking up at odd angles. He crossed to the desk, reached into a drawer, drew out a dusty bottle of brandy, and poured himself a glass. 

      Only then did he look up and see Caina.

      "Daughter," he said. "What are you doing here?" 

      "I fell asleep on the couch," said Caina. 

      Sebastian gave a distracted nod. "I'm sorry. My business in town took...longer than I anticipated. I should have been back sooner."

      "What were you and Mother fighting about?" said Caina.

      Sebastian closed his eyes. "You heard?"

      Caina nodded. 

      "The same thing we always fight about," said Sebastian.

      "It didn't sound like it," said Caina. 

      Sebastian sighed. "This...was not something I wanted to discuss with you, Caina. But..." He sighed again, and took a sip of his brandy. "I suppose it cannot be kept from you." One more sip of brandy, and he looked at her. "Tell me about the Imperial Magisterium."

      Caina shrugged. "The magi of the Magisterium oversee the use of sorcery in the Empire."

      Sebastian nodded. "Go on."

      "They all learn to use the sorcery of the mind," said Caina, remembering how her mother had dug into her thoughts. "They can also learn to control the elements of earth, wind, and water."

      "But not fire," said Sebastian. "Why not?"

      "Because using fire sorcery drives the wielder insane," said Caina. "They're also forbidden to use necromancy."

      "Why?"

      "Because," said Caina, thinking back to the books she head read, "because...other kinds of sorcery draw their power from the mind, or the elements. Necromancy draws its power from death, from blood, and...and..."

      She remembered Azaia's corpse, all that blood dripping down the wall...

      "Azaia?" whispered Caina.

      Sebastian sighed and nodded.

      "Some...some necromancer killed her?" said Caina. 

      "The Magisterium," said Sebastian, his voice heavy, "would have us believe that they have total control over sorcery in the Empire, that the forbidden arcane sciences have been stamped out. But that's not true. Bands of rogue sorcerers have operated within the Empire for years. And many brothers and sisters of the Magisterium are...sympathetic, to say the least. And some of the nobility, for that matter. They would see the magi rule the Empire once more, would see the forbidden sciences restored, and slavery reestablished in all the provinces." 

      "What has that to do with Mother?" said Caina.

      "Your mother," said Sebastian, tugging at his signet ring, "has been corresponding with one of these outlaw sorcerers." 

      "Why?" said Caina.

      "The Magisterium rejected her," said Sebastian. "Perhaps the outlaws will not. Never mind that necromancers fuel their powers with the blood of the innocent. Your mother, Caina...your mother would not scruple at any crime, if she thought it would give her power." He shook his head. "I had thought better of her. I had...I had hoped to think better of her." 

      "What will we do?" said Caina.

      Sebastian looked out the windows, at the moonlight rippling on the sea. "The Ghosts."

      "Ghosts?" said Caina. "Will the necromancers call up spirits?"

      Sebastian smiled, briefly. "Not quite. Most people think the Ghosts are only a legend. But they're very real. They are the Emperor's spies, his eyes and ears. And occasionally his assassins. And they are bitter enemies of the magi, and all who practice forbidden arcane sciences. If any one can deal with your mother's 'friends', the Ghosts can." 

      "Or with Mother herself," said Caina.

      Sebastian shook his head. "Your mother is...brittle, Caina. She's..." His voice trailed off. "There are bruises on your face. Did she hit you?"

      "No," said Caina, touching her cheek. It still hurt, come to think of it. "No...she did something. Some kind of spell. She pushed out with her hand, and this...invisible thing hit me. It threw me into the bookshelf."

      Sebastian frowned. "She's...never been able to do anything like that before." He looked at her, at the shelves, and then back to her. “She didn’t have the power. That is why the Magisterium put her out…she simply wasn’t strong enough to become a magus.”

      “Then how did she get so much stronger?” said Caina.

      Blood. Her father had said that necromancers used blood to fuel their powers. To make themselves stronger. And Laeria had become stronger. Caina had watched her practice sorcery for years, and Laeria had barely been able to lift a goblet into the air with her powers.

      And now she had the strength to throw Caina across the room with a single gesture. 

      “Oh, gods,” whispered Caina. “She killed Azaia, didn’t she?”

      Sebastian said nothing, but his sickened expression told Caina everything. 

      “What are you going to do?” said Caina, her voice shaking with panic. “She’s going to kill us. She’s going to kill me, she’s going to kill me, she’s…”

      “Caina!” Sebastian stood, took her by the shoulders. “I will not let her hurt you.” 

      “How?” said Caina.

      “I will confront her with the truth,” said Sebastian. “She was right about one thing. I have been a coward, and I have put this off for too long. I will give her one chance to leave with her life. If she is still here when the Ghosts arrive, they will kill her.”

      Caina grabbed his hand. “No. Don’t. Don’t! She’ll kill you.” 

      “She won’t,” said Sebastian. “Bad enough that she killed a servant. But if she kills an Imperial Count, she knows that the Ghosts will never stop hunting her.”

      “Don’t,” said Caina, her fingers squeezing his hand. “Please, don’t do this.”

      “I have to,” said Sebastian. “It is the right thing to do.” 

      “She murdered Azaia!” said Caina. It was the first time she had ever shouted at her father. “How is giving her a chance to run the right thing to do?”

      “Because,” said Sebastian. “She is still my wife, and I swore before gods and men to be faithful to her until death. And even if I hate her, even if we haven’t spoken a civil word to each other in ten years…she still gave me you, Caina.” 

      Caina had no answer for that. Yet every nerve in her body screamed that warning Laeria was a mistake, that Sebastian should contact the Ghosts at once, that he should avoid Laeria until the Ghosts arrived to deal with her. 

      But she could find no words to articulate her desperate fear. 

      "Don't," she whispered.

      "I must," said Sebastian, squeezing her hand. "Go to bed, Caina. This will all be settled in a few days, I promise you."

      Caina didn't believe him. But he was her father, and she trusted him. So she nodded and let him lead her to her bedroom. He lifted her, kissed her on the forehead, and placed her upon the bed.

      "Good night," he said. "I love you."

      "I love you, too," said Caina.

      Sebastian smiled and left.

      Caina lay alone in the darkness.

      The shadows seemed to swallow her, and at last she fell into a feverish, dream-haunted sleep.
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      Caina awoke from a nightmare, her heart pounding. In the dream, she had seen her mother standing over Azaia, a shining knife in her hands. Azaia screamed and pleaded for her life, to no avail, while Laeria laughed and laughed. 

      Caina rolled out of bed, shivering.

      It was still dark out. Only a glimmer of moonlight came through her bedroom windows. Silence hung over the villa, complete and unbroken. 

      Something was wrong.

      Caina could not say what it was. Yet she was afraid, more afraid than she had ever felt in her life. Even the worst of Laeria's rages had never frightened her so badly. 

      She wanted her father. 

      Caina pushed open the bedroom door.

      It struck something. Caina blinked in surprise and looked into the darkened hallway.

      A body lay upon the floor.

      It was Morus, the seneschal, flat upon his back, arms flung to either side. A scream rose in Caina's throat, but then she saw his chest rising and falling, and all at once she felt foolish. Had he gotten drunk? Or had he fallen sick, and collapsed outside her door?

      Caina stepped over his outstretched legs and stopped.

      His eyes were open, staring at her. He did not move, did not blink. Caina hesitated, then stooped over him and waved a hand in front his face.

      He blinked, once, but otherwise did not move. A foul smell struck her nostrils, and she realized that Morus had soiled himself. 

      What had happened to him?

      Her father, she needed her father.

      Caina broke into a run, and almost tripped over another body. It was Gwen, the maid who had helped her clean up the books. Like Morus, she was still alive. And like Morus, she stared unseeing at the ceiling. 

      What had happened to them?

      Caina ran through the hallways. More of the servants, men and women she had seen every day of her life, lay open-eyed and immobile upon the floor. Caina pushed at some. She shouted at others, tugged at their ears, tried to get them to wake up.

      They did not respond. 

      At last Caina came to her father's bedroom. He and Laeria did not share a bedroom, had not shared a bedroom for years, and kept their rooms on opposite sides of the villa. Sebastian's room had more bookshelves, of course, and numerous curios and relics from the Empire's history. 

      His bed lay empty.

      Caina stared at it panic, breathing hard. He had gone to confront Laeria. Had Laeria hurt him, or killed...

      No. No. He would be upset after fighting with her, he would have gone to the library to settle his nerves. 

      Caina raced out of the bedroom, hurrying past the servants lying motionless in their own waste. The library doors stood open, a glimmer of moonlight spilling through the windows, and a dying fire crackled in the fireplace. Sebastian sat at his desk, and relief surged through Caina. He would know what to do, he would know how to help the servants...

      "Father?" said Caina. 

      She skidded to a stop before his desk.

      He stared at her.

      Unblinking. 

      "Father?" said Caina.

      He wasn't sitting in his chair, she saw. He was slumped against it, his limp arms hanging over the sides, his heavy signet ring gleaming on his finger. 

      "Father!" shouted Caina.

      He did not respond. 

      She rushed around the desk, shook him. He blinked a few times, but did not otherwise react. 

      "Wake up," she said, starting to cry, "wake up, wake up, wake up..."

      He did not. He gave no sign that he heard her. Her father started to slide out of the chair, and she pushed him back into place, hoping to keep him from falling to the floor. 

      Someone laughed. 

      Caina whirled.

      Laeria Amalas walked into the library, smiling. She looked...energized. Stronger, somehow, stronger than Caina had ever seen her. Radiant, even. 

      Caina walked around the desk, hands curled into fists. 

      "You did this," she whispered, "didn't you?"

      Again Laeria laughed at her. 

      "Your father," said Laeria, looking at Sebastian. "He said he knew what I had been doing. Who had been teaching me. He would give me one chance to flee before the Ghosts came." She stepped behind the desk and slapped him. His head turned with the blow, but his blank expression did not change. "The fool. He did not understand what I have become. What the Master has taught me."

      "What did you do to him?" said Caina. 

      "The Master desires secrecy," said Laeria. "So I thought to reach into their minds, to erase their memories of the old woman's death." Her smiled widened. "Except...I'm afraid I didn't quite master the spell. I wanted to erase a few days' worth of memories. I wound up destroying their minds." 

      “You…you killed them,” said Caina.

      “Not quite,” said Laeria. “Living blood is the fuel of necromancy, and the Master might yet have a use for their lives. I merely erased their minds. They are little more than vegetables, now. They will lie there and drool in their own waste until they finally die of thirst.” 

      She crossed to the desk and ran a finger over the ancient Maatish scroll, smiling. 

      “Why?” whispered Caina, tears trickling down her face. 

      “Why?” echoed Laeria, mocking her tone. “Because the Master will not take me as a disciple unless I show my worthiness. First by ridding myself of the attachments of family. And then by offering a gift.”

      Her hand strayed to the ancient scroll again.

      “The scroll?” said Caina.

      Laeria looked at her, eyes narrowed. “How did…yes, child. The scroll. Dear Sebastian didn’t know what he had found. This scroll is a spell of Maatish necromancy, ancient and powerful. The Master desires it. I offered it to him, in exchange for his teachings, and he agreed to take me as a disciple.” 

      “That’s it?” said Caina. “You did…did this to my father for some stupid old scroll?”

      “The Master desired one other thing, as the price of my discipleship,” said Laeria, her smile widening. “You, my dear child.”

      “You hurt Father,” whispered Caina, “for that?”

      “I told you that you would be of use to me yet,” said Laeria. “The blood of a virgin has power…power that can fuel the most potent spells of necromantic science. The Master will make good use of you, child, better use than you could have ever achieved with your worthless waste of a life."

      "You hurt Father!" said Caina, her voice rising to a scream. 

      Laeria scowled and strode around the desk, and Caina backed away until she bumped into the fireplace. "And I wish I had done it years ago. I loathed you both, you and your worthless craven of a father. At least I shall find some use for you in the end. Though I wish I had never met your father!" She smirked. "No, that's not quite true. I wish I had killed him ten years ago..."

      Caina screamed. Rage drowned both her fear and pain alike. She wanted nothing more than to make Laeria pay, to smash the gloating smirk from her face. 

      Her hand closed about the fireplace poker.

      Laeria laughed at her. "Weep for him all you want. You are weak and useless, and I shall..."

      Caina screamed again and swung the poker with all her strength. It raked across Laeria's face, sent her stumbling. Laeria's feet tangled in the heavy skirts of her golden gown, and she lost her balance and fell backwards.

      The back of her head bounced off the corner of Sebastian's desk with a sickening crack. Laeria hit the floor and did not move.

      Caina cringed against the fireplace, clutching the poke. She had yelled at her mother, fought with her...but Caina had never dared strike Laeria Amalas before. Surely Caina had gone too far. Surely Laeria would rise in wrath and beat her senseless, or unleash her sorcery and twist Caina's mind into nothingness, as she had done with Sebastian and Morus and Gwen...

      But Laeria did not move.

      In fact, she wasn't even breathing.

      Caina stared at Laeria, frozen. After a long time she mustered the courage to move closer. Still Laeria did not move. At last Caina stood over her mother, gazing down at her.

      At the puddle of blood spreading beneath her head.

      Her blue eyes stared unblinking at Caina. Even in death, they still seemed to burn with hatred and contempt.

      The poker fell from Caina's hand and struck the floor with a clang. She backed away, breath keening through her lips.

      "Oh gods," whispered Caina, "oh gods, oh gods, oh gods..."

      She had just murdered her mother. 

      Caina stared at the corpse, panic threatening to overtake her. She had hated Laeria, hated her for years, but to have actually killed her...no. Matricides were accursed, everyone knew that. 

      Caina didn't know what to do.

      Her father would know. 

      She hurried to his chair, shook him.

      "Wake up," she said. "Wake up, wake up, please, please wake up."

      Sebastian did not answer. He blinked, once or twice, but did not move, his breath steady and shallow. 

      "Please!" shouted Caina, shaking his collar.

      Sebastian slid forward, falling upon the desk, his cheek resting against the ancient Maatish scroll. His outstretched hand overturned a pewter inkwell, the ink dripping down the front of the desk to mingle with Laeria's blood. Sebastian was fastidious with his inkwells. He never spilled ink, not ever.

      Whatever Laeria had done to him, he really was gone.

      Caina wept, grabbing the heavy chair for support. In the past, she had always gone to her father for help. But he sat empty-eyed and limp in his chair. She could have gone to Morus, or old Azaia, but Morus lay motionless in the hallway, and Azaia in her own oven. Caina was alone, and she didn't know what to do. 

      Time passed. Caina could not have said how long. She stood over her father's chair and cried. 

      A single footstep cracked against the floor.

      Caina looked up, blinking.

      A gaunt old man stood in the library doors, looking at her. Pale white hair seemed to float around his head, one gray eye glinting in the glow of the fireplace, the other hidden beneath a strip of black cloth. He wore a fine black coat that hung to his knees, black trousers, and a white linen shirt. The leather of his boots gleamed, and a jeweled dagger rested in a sheath at his belt. He leaned upon a polished black cane in his left hand. 

      He looked...kindly. Almost grandfatherly. 

      "Child, child," said the old man, smiling at her. He spoke High Nighmarian with a calm stateliness. "Why do you weep?" 

      "My father," said Caina. "He's...he's..."

      "His mind has been wiped, yes," said the old man, taking a step into the library. His one eye flicked over the scene.

      "Can you help him?" said Caina. The old man had seen what had happened at once. And if he knew what it was, then perhaps he would know how to reverse it.

      The old man chuckled. "No, I am afraid not. The mind is rather like a mirror. Or a vase, perhaps. Once shattered, it cannot be remade."

      Caina bowed her head. 

      "Tell me," said the old man. "Who did this to your father?" 

      He took another step closer. He had a limp, and leaned upon the black cane for support. Something about him, something about his unwavering gaze, frightened Caina. 

      She felt as if something watched her from behind the black cloth covering his left eye, something cold and terrible and alien. 

      "My mother," said Caina. "I...I...."

      The old man glanced over Laeria's body, prodded it with the cane. "Ah, Laeria. Clumsy to the end. A capable practitioner could have removed the necessary memories and left the victims none the wiser. Instead, she used a hammer when a needle would have served. Incidentally, how did she die?"

      "I killed her," whispered Caina.

      For the first time, the old man looked surprised. "Did you, now? Did you indeed?" He looked at her, at the poker lying discarded on the floor, and back at her. "How amusing. Laeria thought of herself as a master magus, a brilliant flower crushed by the tedium of her surroundings. And so she was killed by a scrawny eleven-year-old girl with a poker. Appropriate, really." He laughed aloud, and beckoned.

      More men came through the doorway behind him, hard-faced men in leather armor. Swords rested in their belts, and they carried ropes and chains. 

      "What?" said Caina, backing away in fear. "Who...who are they?"

      "No one of importance," said the old man. "Tell me. You are...Caina, I believe that was the name, yes? Laeria's daughter?"

      Caina nodded. "Who are you?"

      The old man smiled, the skin around his good eye crinkling. "You can call me Maglarion, if you wish." He peered at the desk for a moment, his smile widening as he saw the ancient papyrus scroll. "Ah. Yes. You know, I have been seeking this for a very long time." He rolled up the scroll and tucked it into his coat. "A very long time, indeed. I was even willing to teach your mother, blockheaded fool that she was, in order to obtain it. She is dead now, true, but I have made the long journey to Aretia, and I am entitled to my payment, am I not?"

      "You were the one who taught her necromancy," whispered Caina, backing away from him.

      A woman entered the room, and the men made way for her. She was tall and slim, with white hair, despite her youthful face. Like the men, she wore leather armor, but only bore one weapon, a single black dagger at her belt.

      Her expression was blank. Utterly blank. Like there was nothing behind her eyes at all. 

      Maglarion blinked. "Yes. A most perceptive child, you are. A pity you have no arcane talent. I suspect you would have made a far better student than Laeria ever would. Still, I shall take the second half of my payment."

      "What's that?" said Caina.

      Maglarion grinned, and for the first time Caina realized how cold that gray eye was, like a disk of ice glinting in his face. 

      "Why, you are, my dear. Laeria assured me that you were virgin, and I have much need for a virgin's blood in my work."

      Caina ran for the door.

      Maglarion laughed and crooked a finger. 

      And his will fell upon her mind like a thunderbolt. Her mother's will had been a slender hand, groping and clawing its way through her thoughts like a shuffling rodent. But Maglarion's will was a mailed first, an iron hammer, and he beat through her resistance with ease. Caina went rigid, every muscle locked in place by the power of Maglarion's sorcery. She struggled against his grip, but it was like trying to fight a stone wall. 

      Even with the aid of stolen blood, Laeria had never been able to do anything like that. 

      "Still fighting?" said Maglarion. "You are strong. A pity, indeed, that you do not have any arcane talent." He looked away from her. "Ikhana?"

      "Master?" said the tall woman, stepping to Maglarion's side. 

      "Gather up Laeria's victims and take them to the sanctuary," said Maglarion. "The foolish woman broke their minds, so they will be useless as slaves...but I still have a use for their lives. And so might you, come to think of it."

      For a brief moment something almost like a smile flickered across Ikhana's face, her eyes kindling.

      "Also, secure the child," said Maglarion. "Have her bound and hooded, and taken to the sanctuary as well."

      Ikhana turned to the men. "Do as the Master bids."

      "Why?" said an unshaven man with ragged hair.

      A hushed silence fell over the others.

      Maglarion looked at him, a bland smile on his face.

      "Why?" said the unshaven man, glaring at Ikhana. "I signed up for profit. And there's no profit in selling drooling idiots as slaves."

      Slavers, Caina realized. The men were slave traders. Sebastian had told her how sometimes Istarish and Alqaarin slavers raided the Bay of Empire, capturing women and children to sell in the markets of Istarinmul and Nhabatan. 

      "We won't get much profit with one little girl," said the unshaven man. "So let the old man use his witchery to keep her bound. I'm not lifting another finger until I get paid."

      Maglarion crooked his finger, his smile never wavering. 

      For the briefest moment, something like green fire flickered beneath the cloth covering his left eye. 

      And the unshaven man's throat exploded in a crimson spray. He fell to his knees, choking and coughing, blood pouring down his chest, and then toppled onto his face.

      "Does anyone else," said Maglarion, "have any objections? Anyone? No. I thought not."

      "Do as the Master bids," repeated Ikhana. 

      The slavers hastened to obey. Some hurried into the hallway, while two stepped around the desk and picked up Sebastian. Maglarion released his mental grip on Caina, and she turned to run. But the slavers were faster. Two of them seized her arms, while a third pressed a rag over her face.

      A strange, chemical stink filled Caina's nostrils, and everything went dark.
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      Caina awoke in darkness, her cheek against a rough stone floor. 

      For a moment she thought she had rolled out of bed in the night. Then she remembered Maglarion and his sorcery, Ikhana and her empty eyes, and the slavers.

      She remembered her father slumped motionless in his chair. 

      Caina scrambled to her knees in sudden terror.

      She was in a cell, the stone walls rough and glistening with dampness. A massive iron-banded oak door sealed the cell, a strange blue glow leaking through the barred window. The walls and floor were icy, and Caina started to shiver. 

      What were they going to do with her?

      Boots clicked in the hallway, and a key rattled in the door's lock. The door started to open, but got stuck against the frame. Someone cursed and kicked it, and the door swung open with a shriek of rusted hinges.

      Ikhana stood in the corridor outside, two of the Istarish slavers besides her.

      "Good. She is awake," said Ikhana, fingering the black dagger at her belt. "The Master requires her now. Take her."

      Caina pressed herself against the far wall, heart hammering with dread. The men reached in the cell, seized her arms, and dragged her out. Caina fought, or tried to, but the men held her fast.

      "Also, gag her," said Ikhana, her face expressionless. "If she disrupts the lesson, the Master shall be wroth."

      One of the men nodded, produced a length of rag, stuffed it into Caina's mouth, and tied it behind her head. Then they carried her out the corridor and up a flight of stairs. Ikhana opened another door, and they stepped into an vast stone room, dozens of square pillars supporting a vaulted ceiling. More strange blue light filled the room, coming from glowing glass spheres upon iron stands. The Magisterium manufactured and enspelled those spheres, Caina remembered, selling them by the thousands. 

      A dozen men and women stood near the far wall, speaking in low voices. Unlike the slavers, they wore ornate black robes, tied about the waist with crimson sashes. Magi, Caina realized, brothers and sisters of the Imperial Magisterium. 

      A metal table stood before the assembled magi, its corroded surface marked with dark stains. The slavers wrestled Caina onto the table and shackled her wrists and ankles to the corners. The metal felt very cold through her clothes, and even colder against the bare skin of her wrists and ankles. 

      A cane tapped against the flagstones, and the assembled magi felt silent.

      Maglarion limped between the table and the magi, leaning upon his cane, his white hair ghostly in the pale light, his good eye hidden in shadow.

      "Welcome," he said, speaking in High Nighmarian. "Welcome." He smiled and spread his hands. "Do you know why you are here?"

      "This had better be worth the risk," said one of the magi, a sullen man with a square jaw. "The practice of necromancy carries the death sentence. If the high magi or the Ghosts get word of this..."

      "Nothing is accomplished without risk, Kylan," said Maglarion. "If you are too timid to face that, then you may leave. But if you are strong enough to stay, then you will indeed see the power that lies within reach of the strong."

      Kylan scowled, but said no more.

      "You are here," said Maglarion, "because you are wiser than your peers. You realize that the Emperor's ban against the necromantic sciences is foolish and short-sighted. In the days of the Fourth Empire, when the magi ruled, the Empire was strong. The commoners knew their place, and the magi used the blood of slaves to fuel mighty spells." 

      The magi nodded in agreement.

      "And I am here," said Maglarion, "because of my mastery of the necromantic sciences, and I mean that in the most literal sense. For I was born four hundred years ago, during the War of the Fourth Empire, and I studied at the feet of the great masters of those days, whose like cannot be found in the Magisterium today. And it is through necromancy that I have done what every god has promised, but cannot do - I have transcended death through my skill, attained immortality through my power. And you, too, may attain immortality - if you are strong enough." 

      "And how did you attain this?" said Kylan, still dubious. 

      "Power is the essential principle of sorcery," said Maglarion. "Or, more precisely, the source of a spell's power. A magus can draw upon his mind to empower a spell," he gestured, and his cane floated into the air, "or upon the elements of earth, wind, and water. And the necromantic sciences draw their power from death, from the consumption of life. Just as burning coal produces light and heat, so also does the destruction of life produce necromantic power. Observe."

      He turned towards Caina, a glittering dagger in his hand. 

      Caina shrieked and fought the restraints, her wrist and ankles scraping against the steel. Maglarion cut open the bottom of her shirt, revealing her stomach. 

      "And blood," said Maglarion, "is the foundation of necromancy."

      He drew the tip of the dagger across Caina's stomach, slicing the skin and opening a long cut below her navel. 

      Caina screamed into her gag, but the shackles held her fast.

      "Come now," said Maglarion, digging the dagger deeper, hot blood welling over her chilled skin. "I wouldn't thrash about. You will only do further damage to yourself." 

      A chuckle went through the magi.

      It hurt worse than anything she had ever known. Caina lay trembling and helpless, sobbing into the gag, as Maglarion sawed the dagger back and forth. Finally he grunted in satisfaction and produced a small silver cup, its sides black with age and tarnish. As her blood drained into grooves on the metal table, he held the cup below it, catching the crimson droplets. 

      "Observe," he said, lifting up the cup. "A virgin's blood. It can be used for a variety of useful necromantic applications, but the most potent is that of a bloodcrystal." 

      He whispered an incantation, green flames snarling and crackling around his fingertips. Again emerald light flickered beneath his eye patch. Caina felt a sudden sharp tingle, in addition to the pain, and for a moment her stomach clenched with nausea.

      That only made the gash on her stomach hurt worse. 

      Then the green fire faded, and Maglarion reached into the cup.

      "Behold," he said, holding out his hand. "A bloodcrystal."

      A black gem perhaps the size of Caina's thumb rested in his hand. It was the exact color of dried blood, yet looked as hard and as sharp as obsidian. 

      "It stores the force, the raw life energy, that was latent in her blood," said Maglarion, gazing into the crystal's black depths. 

      "Fascinating," said another of the magi. "So the power can be stored for later use?"

      "Yes," said Maglarion. He paused for a moment, as if just remembering something, and tucked the bloodcrystal away in a pocket of his coat. "Any blood can be used, of course, but the best results are obtained from the blood of a virgin."

      "Then you'd best make as many as you can now," said Kylan. "The way the child is bleeding, you won't have the opportunity."

      Caina sagged against the cold metal table, the room spinning around her. Her emotions numbed, and so did her pain. She was going to bleed to death, she realized. That thought did not trouble her. 

      At least she would be free of this place, and these men.

      Maglarion chuckled. "Not yet. I still have a use for her, you see."

      He made a slashing motion, and again green flame erupted around his hand. He dragged his glowing fingers across Caina's wound, and fresh pain exploded through her, worse than before. She screamed again, and Maglarion's hand burned like ice against her skin. 

      Then the pain faded, leaving only numbness. The cut on her stomach had vanished, leaving a ugly crimson scar. 

      "Necromantic power can also be used to heal," said Maglarion. He ran a finger along the new-made scar. "Though the experience is often...unpleasant." 

      "Why not simply kill her outright, and use all her blood at once?" asked another magus.

      "No need to be wasteful," said Maglarion, flexing his fingers. "With proper care, we can continue to bleed her for several months yet. Once she has her first menstrual cycle, then I'll kill her. The womb of a virgin contains tremendous potential for necromantic energy. Think of all the children that might have grown there, the lives that might have begun within her...then imagine all that potential power consumed and used to your ends. The womb of a virgin can be used in the most powerful workings of arcane science. Though, alas, the process of removing it is almost invariably fatal." 

      "Fascinating," said Kylan. He seemed intrigued, even excited. "The Empire is filled with useless mouths. If their blood were harnessed to empower mighty spells...think of all that we could accomplish. We could restore the glory of the Fourth Empire. We could surpass the glory of the Fourth Empire!"
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