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​​Chapter One

Crouching low in the snow, ignoring the wetness clinging to the soles of her boots, Jenur Takren, former member of the Dark Tigers' Guild of Ruwa, drew her white coat more tightly around her body as a freezing cold wind blew through the valley. Her stomach growled, but she ignored it as she peered out from the boulder which she hid behind. Her prey was not yet here, but she had studied the habits of this particular pale deer for days and had only set up the perfect trap to capture it when she was confident that she memorized its habits.

Of course, if this fails, Dad and I will go hungry again, Jenur thought. For the third time this week.

Jenur tried not to think too much about that. Ever since she and her adoptive father, Quro, who was also a former member of the Dark Tigers' Guild, had come to the Great Berg—a massive cold land located far to the north of the much more temperate Northern Isles—they had struggled to meet their basic daily needs. There was only one town here on Urma, one of the very few islands in the Great Berg that was capable of supporting human life, and the town—known as Yurima—was miles away from where Jenur and Quro had set up their home, which was why they had to rely on hunting and fishing to feed themselves.

Maybe we should have rethought asking Skimif to send us to the Great Berg, Jenur thought, rubbing her gloved hands together to generate warmth. About the only good thing about this place is that the Dark Tigers don't ever come here. Still, would it really be so hard for Skimif to give us a warm summer every now and then?

Of course, Jenur knew that Skimif was too busy in his new role as the God of Martir to cater to her and her father's every need, no matter how pressing it may have been. Jenur had long ago learned that you couldn't rely on the gods for everything, that if you wanted anything in this life, then you had to get it yourself.

Which was why Jenur was out here, in the middle of a steep valley known for its avalanches, keeping as quiet as possible, waiting for the pale deer she had been stalking for the past few days to show itself. Any minute now, she knew, the pale deer would appear at the west end of the valley and walk down to the valley floor, where it would attempt to get a drink of water from a small stream that flowed through the place. Once it stopped by the stream—and always in the same spot, as pale deer were creatures of habit and predictability, rarely ever straying from routine except in dire circumstances—it would step on the wooden trap that Jenur had devised.

Though the device was currently covered under a thick layer of snow—which Jenur had done herself, to prevent the pale deer from seeing it—she had no trouble remembering what it looked like. She had modeled it after the jaw of a baba raga, wide and strong, though she had to make the two sharp, wooden stakes that would cut straight through the pale deer's neck short in order to hide them under the snow. Assuming it all worked out correctly, the pale deer would die in an instant, Jenur could clean its body, and she and Dad would be eating well that night. As this particular deer was rather fat in comparison to its fellow deer, it might even give them enough meat to last two days.

At that moment, the pale deer—her prey and future dinner—appeared on the ridge to the west. Trying to keep her mouth from watering, Jenur remained as still as she could, watching the pale deer walk down the valley. To her knowledge, this pale deer was a loner, which was unusual as most pale deer tended to travel in packs. She suspected it may have been the lone survivor of a pack of pale deer that had been slaughtered by a group of baba raga a while ago, as the first time Jenur had seen this deer, it had been sleeping among the corpses of several other deer. This deer may have been traumatized by the attack and so had never tried to join up with any other deer pack, even though there were plenty around and most were generally willing to accept new deer into the fold.

Why am I analyzing a pale deer's psychology? Jenur thought. None of this will matter when he steps into my trap and, later, into my stomach.

The pale deer made its way down the slope easily enough and walked directly to the stream of water, which shone in the sunlight. The pale deer didn't even look around at its surroundings, which meant it must have been very thirsty. It licked its lips, its eyes focused solely on the stream flowing before it.

Jenur rested her hand on her knife. The pale deer was only feet away from the trap now. Once it unknowingly rested its two front hooves on the pressure-sensitive trap, the trap would shut around its neck and kill it. The crunching of the snow under its hooves as it walked just made Jenur all the more impatient to eat.

Then a smell like fried fish entered her nostrils. It was a familiar scent, one that stirred Jenur's memories. The smell reminded her of Ruwa, her home island and the headquarters of the Dark Tigers. The Dark Tigers had almost always had fried fish for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, but that didn't explain why she suddenly smelled it now. Was she so hungry that she was beginning to imagine the scent of fried fish?

Then the sound of a knife being drawn—its blade cutting slightly against its leather sheath—made Jenur whirl around just in time to see a long, silver blade come at her face. Jenur ducked her head to avoid getting stabbed in the face, but then another knife came at her, forcing her to jump back—awkwardly, due to the fact that she was still crouching—and roll backwards to avoid the second one.

Jenur shook her head and dusted the snow off her shoulders as she looked at her attacker, saying as she did so, “What the—”

Standing before her was a tall, bulky aquarian wearing the black robes and tiger mask that all Dark Tigers wore. The assassin carried two long, silver blades in her fishy hands, her yellow eyes glaring out from the eye holes in the mask. Jenur at first thought it might have been her father, Quro, playing a practical joke on her, but one glance at the assassin's prominent breasts told her that her attacker was indeed another Dark Tiger, which made no sense at all.

“How did you—” Jenur stopped mid-sentence when she heard the sound of hooves beating against the snow. A glance to the right told her that the pale deer had either seen or heard their fight because it was now sprinting back up the slope in an effort to escape the valley.

“Oops,” said the Dark Tiger, her gurgle-y aquarian accent making it difficult to understand her at first. “Did I scare off your dinner? Sorry. I didn't mean to.”

The Dark Tiger's voice was eerily familiar to Jenur, prompting Jenur to say, “Wait a minute ... Kura? Is that you?”

“So the child finally recognizes me,” said the Dark Tiger, immediately confirming her own identity. “I was wondering when you would show the intelligence of your father. Guess all those years of raising you finally paid off.”

“How did you even find us?” Jenur said, drawing her own knife out of its sheath at her side as she spoke. “No one knows we're out here.”

“A client hired me to kill you two,” said Kura. She raised her blades. “Of course, I would have done it for free, seeing as you and Quro broke the Rules, but getting paid to do something you want to do is just as good as doing it for free.”

Jenur's stomach growled, but again she ignored it. She knew just how vicious Kura could be. Back when Jenur had been a member of the Dark Tigers, Kura had gained a reputation among the others for the absolute cruelty she showed towards her assigned targets. Once Jenur had heard that Kura had drowned the baby of one of her targets simply for the fun of it, although she had never been able to confirm that rumor herself and really didn't want to.

Despite that, Jenur didn't feel frightened of Kura. Over the past six months, Jenur had faced beings far more powerful and vicious than Kura could ever hope to be. As long as Jenur was smart and didn't give Kura any openings, she figured she'd survive this.

So Jenur raised her serrated knife and said, “Wirm must be getting sloppy if he only sent you to kill us. As good as you are, Kura, you do realize you can't beat me and Dad, right?”

“Idiot,” said Kura. “Of course I know that. Why else do you think I attacked you here, in the middle of nowhere, well away from that pitiful shack you and Quro call a house? Besides, I could never harm Quro. He's too handsome for that.”

Jenur scowled. Now she remembered the real reason she had always disliked Kura. For whatever unholy reason known only to the Powers, Kura had taken a liking to Quro. As far as Jenur knew, Kura had always had a thing for her adoptive father, but the assassin had refused to show any of that same affection toward Jenur. Not that Jenur particularly wanted it, but it had sometimes felt like Kura considered Jenur competition, which was as ridiculous a thought as any.

Then again, who said Kura was rational? Jenur thought.

“Well, if you can't harm Dad, then I guess Wirm must have been an idiot for sending you after us,” said Jenur. “Is that coot getting senile in his old age or is he a lot more incompetent than I remember?”

Kura shook her head. “Oh, I didn't come alone. Wirm himself came with me. He wanted to make absolutely sure that Quro and you were dead. Right now, he should be driving a knife into Quro's throat; regrettable, but as much as I love Quro, I know better than to cross the Grand Tiger's path.”

Jenur's eyes widened. Though Nijok Wirm, the Grand Tiger of the Dark Tigers, the organization's founder and leader, was an older man and rarely took on any assignments himself, Jenur had grown up hearing all kinds of legends about Wirm's legendary assassination skills. Supposedly, Wirm had slain over 100 major political figures from various human and aquarian nations in the Northern Isles over his lifetime, and the bounty on his head was said to be so high that it exceeded the combined wealth of the entire Northern Isles twice over. Not to mention that Jenur herself had once run afoul of his temper, earning a beating she still tried to block out from her memory to this day.

Thus, real fear entered Jenur's soul as the thought of Wirm himself killing Dad dominated her mind. She had to get back home fast, but then she remembered that Kura was in her way and that the only way she could have any hope of rescuing Dad was if she killed or defeated Kura.

“Wirm can't be here,” said Jenur. “You're just saying that to scare me.”

“No, it's true,” said Kura. “The Grand Tiger himself is on the hunt. We even used his personal boat to get here. He is quite serious about making sure you and Quro sleep on the ocean floor tonight.”

The hunger pains in Jenur's stomach were too distracting, but Jenur once again ignored them. “Wirm never leaves Ruwa, not even to take on paid jobs. You're lying.”

“You broke the Rules,” said Kura. “I know you have a hard time wrapping your mind around that simple concept, but breaking the Rules has consequences. Didn't you learn that when Wirm beat you senseless for being a lazy slob?”

For a moment, Jenur only saw Nijok Wirm—a large, muscular human man, with long, thin white hair, his brass knuckles shining in the candlelight—before her, beating her face in with his fists. She could feel his brass knuckles shattering her nose, bruising her cheeks, and smashing her forehead and making it bleed, as though it was happening right now.

It had been a long time since she last thought about the beating. The thought itself was enough to send fear pumping through her veins, fear unlike any she had felt before. All she wanted to do now was run from Urma and get away from Wirm before he found her again.

Then Jenur shook her head and beat down her fear. Running would not help. She needed to stand her ground. Dad needed her and she couldn't just abandon him, even if she did fear Wirm more than all of the southern gods combined.

So Jenur said, “If what you say is true, then all I need to do is kick your ass and go after Wirm myself.”

“You're a lot braver now,” Kura said. She crossed her arms, the blades of her knives facing toward Jenur. “I thought you were going to run away when I mentioned that Wirm was here.”

“I'm not going to abandon Dad,” said Jenur. “Especially not to someone like you.”

“I'm hurt,” said Kura with the most sarcastic voice possible. “Not. But I'm genuinely glad you're not running this time, you little witch. I've wanted to teach you a lesson for a long time now about respect.”

“This isn't school,” said Jenur. “So you can forget teaching me anything.”

“Idiot,” said Kura. Then she shook her head. “It doesn't matter. You'll be dead soon anyway, which is what you always should have been.”

With her blades flashing, Kura charged at Jenur. As Kura ran at Jenur, she kicked up the snow in front of her, sending it flying toward Jenur. Ducking to avoid the snow, Jenur ran at Kura and slashed at her with her own knife.

Jenur's blade met Kura's twin blades in midair and for a moment the two women struggled against each other. Though Jenur was in good shape, Kura was stronger due to her aquarian body and she was succeeding in pushing Jenur down, despite Jenur's best efforts to hold her back.

Biting her lower lip, Jenur lashed out with her right foot, striking Kura's legs and knocking the Dark Tiger's feet out from under her. Kura fell to the snow flat on her back, giving Jenur time to bring down her knife directly on Kura's chest.

But Kura rolled out of the way just in time, causing Jenur's knife to impale the snowy ground underneath. Jenur had no time to pulled it back out, however, because Kura had rolled to her feet and lashed out with both of her knives. Jenur was forced to leave her knife in the snow as she jumped back to avoid getting her hand cut off, causing her to skitter backwards in the snow as she did so.

“Dropped your weapon?” said Kura as she stood up, her chest heaving up and down. “That's not good. I guess I'll just have to add it to my own collection when I'm done with you here.”

Jenur scowled but didn't say anything. Her knife was her best weapon, but it wasn't like she was totally unarmed. Dad had once given Jenur a bag of pepper powder pellets, pellets that exploded into a red powder when thrown into the target's eyes. Kura probably didn't know about it, which was why Jenur said nothing about it.

Kura dashed at Jenur, her blades once again flashing through the air like lightning bolts. Jenur stood her ground, however, remaining perfectly still, calculating the ever-closing distance between her and Kura as fast as she could. She had to make sure not to throw the pepper powder pellets too early or Kura would have time to dodge, but too late and Jenur would be dead.

Just as Kura got within five feet of her, Jenur stuffed her hand into her coat's left pocket, grabbed a handful of pellets, and hurled them directly at Kura's eyes. The pellets flew through the eye holes of Kura's mask, causing Kura to screech to a halt, kicking up snow everywhere as red powder exploded from within the eye holes of her mask.

“My eyes!” Kura screamed, dropping her knives as her hands flew up to the mask. “Good gods! My eyes!”

Kura ripped her mask off her head and threw it into the snow, revealing her eel-like face as she rubbed her eyes. Jenur, seeing an opening, ran at Kura and slammed into her midsection with her shoulder, sending the assassin falling backwards onto the ground.

Kura crashed onto the ground with a shout, but Jenur didn't give her time to react. She scooped up Kura's knives and pinned the Dark Tiger to the ground, straddling her enemy's body with both legs. Jenur then stabbed both knives directly into Kura's hands, causing Kura to scream once more before Jenur slapped her in the face.

“Shut up,” Jenur said, her voice as low and threatening as she could make it. “Or I'll jam those knives into your throat, you old witch.”

Kura had enough sense in her to listen to Jenur's command, because she stopped struggling underneath her and went quiet. Kura now looked like a mess, with her hands bleeding and her eyes bloodshot from the powder. Jenur doubted she would live much longer.

“You ... evil ... whore,” Kura said, saying each word slowly and carefully. “Are you gonna kill me now? Finish me off? I know you want to. I can see it in your eyes.”

Jenur, deciding that Kura was not going anywhere, stood up and walked around the assassin to get her knife. It was still stuck in the ground; in fact, it must have been embedded in the earth quite deeply because it took a few seconds of tugging before Jenur succeeded in removing it.

After checking that the blade was still intact, Jenur turned and walked back over to Kura, who had not moved from her position. Not that she could, considering her condition, but Jenur knew that deception was one of the best weapons in any Dark Tiger's arsenal. Combine that with sheer determination to see an assignment to the bitter end and Jenur was surprised that Kura had not already freed herself.

Kura's bloodshot eyes, the powder covering them like badly-applied makeup, looked up at Jenur as she walked back into her view.

“You didn't answer my question,” said Kura. She winced and groaned, probably at the pain in her hands. “Kill me or not?”

“I'm not really into the whole 'killing my enemies' thing anymore,” Jenur admitted as she flipped her knife in her hand. “But at the same time, if I let you live, you'll probably just come after me later. Unless Wirm gets me, but I doubt he will.”

“Wirm will get you, even if I don't,” said Kura. “Wirm always gets what he wants, no matter what it is.”

Kura's words made Jenur realize that every minute she spent here, deciding whether or not to kill Kura, was another minute that she was not heading back home to save Dad. Killing Kura would probably take time, even if she did kill her instantly by slitting her throat in just the right spot. Jenur couldn't waste any time making sure Kura was dead, especially when Kura was in such a pathetic state as she was.

So Jenur sheathed her knife and said, “You know what? I'm just going to leave you here. I don't have time to waste killing you when I could be using that very same time saving my Dad.”

“Coward,” Kura hissed. “I swear by the gods that you will live long enough to regret this decision.”

That seemed like a strange thing for someone in Kura's position to say, but Jenur knew that Kura was not a normal person. With gray, rumbling storm clouds rolling in overhead and a strong breeze picking up, Jenur didn't have time to question Kura's response. She did, however, kick Kura in the side once for good measure.

So Jenur turned and ran toward the eastern end of the valley, the part of the valley closest to her home. She would have to run with all of her might to even hope of getting there in time to stop Wirm.

And even if she did get there in time, a part of her feared that she wouldn't be able to stop Wirm at all, making her wonder if taking out Kura hadn't guaranteed her survival, but had instead only delayed the inevitable. Those thoughts didn't make her slow down, but they hardly helped her feel better about coming face to face with Wirm, either.


​​Chapter Two

Prince Tojas Malock, son of King Halock and Queen Markinia of Carnag, Crown Prince of the House of Carnag, and former captain of the Iron Wind, took his seat in the Carnag Box besides his father as the rest of the delegates from other islands entered the Meeting Hall. The Hall was noisy, but not crowded, as it had been designed to hold all of the hundred or so delegates who came to the Northern Summit, held on the island of Rane, once every five years. Malock was not a quiet person himself, but he usually enjoyed the noisiness of parties, not the noisiness of various politicians and delegates speaking in different languages, sometimes rather loudly, in a chamber that, while not small, had no real openings for the noise to escape to. It would all go down in time, he knew, once the actual discussions between the various delegates started going, but he still found it annoying.

The chair he sat in was soft and comfortable, with just the right back support. It was a chair he had sat in many times since he had first started coming to Northern Summit meetings with his father, King Halock, fifteen years ago, and the chair always felt exactly the same as it did now. He sunk into it as the First Queen of Nikos briefly stopped by their box to talk to King Halock, taking advantage of this time to think back on all that had happened over the last few months.

After Skimif's ascension to godhood, Malock had returned to Carnag. There he had seen exactly how much damage had resulted from Skimif's fight with Grinf, the God of Justice, Metal, and Fire, which had been far more than Skimif had told him. Malock remembered well how terrible the Stadium, where part of the battle had taken place, had looked, with its ceiling caved in and its field blackened by flames, as well as the various other buildings that had been damaged during the battle.

Thankfully, only a small portion of Port Blasan had been damaged. Still, it had only been just recently that the city's resident etimancers and the construction workers who worked under them had finished repairing the streets and buildings, and it would be at least another couple of weeks before the evacuated citizens would be allowed to return to their homes. Malock had supervised the entire rebuilding effort, partly because as Prince of Carnag he felt it was his responsibility to make sure Port Blasan was rebuilt, partly because he had told his parents about his association with the Brotherhood of Heathens—an organization dedicated to ending worship of the northern gods in the Northern Isles—and they had forced him to supervise the rebuilding of Port Blasan as a kind of punishment.

Granted, that's better than being disowned or tossed into prison for my beliefs, Malock thought, glancing at his father, who was now chatting with the Head Councilman of Kikasa. It still wasn't that fun, though.

Ever since Malock had returned from World's End, his relationship with his parents hadn't exactly been as stable or good as it had originally been. Both his mother and father had been worried sick since his disappearance, despite having left them a note explaining where he had gone and what he was going to do, and when he had returned, they had been very angry. They became even angrier when he revealed his new Heathen beliefs to them, as both of his parents were devout worshipers of Grinf. They simply could not understand why Malock no longer respected the gods, which Malock had tried to explain to them but which they had both failed to listen to.

Thankfully, as Malock had just thought about, they had still accepted him back. The only difference now was that Malock had been asked to keep his Heathen beliefs to himself, at least for now, because Carnag was still recovering from Skimif and Grinf's battle and they felt that the majority of Carnagians would not take kindly to the news that their Prince no longer worshiped the gods. Additionally, many of the other Northern Isles were also dealing with sudden changes in the way of the world; in particular, Skimif's ascension to godhood.

As a matter of fact, that was why Malock and his father were on the island of Rane today, attending an emergency Northern Summit. The last Northern Summit had been held only two years ago, and it was tradition to hold a new one every five years, but with Skimif's ascension to godhood—among other notable, major changes to Martir that would affect nearly every nation in the Northern Isles—it was only logical to begin another Northern Summit right away.

Of course, this Northern Summit hadn't actually happened 'right away.' The Carnagian Royal Family had received a letter of invitation from the Northern Summit Committee—the group of individuals, one provided from each Northern nation, that organized the Norther Summit and kept the island of Rane from falling into disrepair during the non-Summit years—two months ago, asking them to attend the next Summit. The letter had to be sent out at least two months beforehand in order to give the various delegates time to prepare for the journey to Rane, because, while the island may have been in the geographical center of the Northern Isles, it was still quite a long ways from most other islands.

In fact, Malock and his father were among the last two delegates to arrive on Rane, having only arrived on the island about a day ago. They had intended to come much sooner, but due to the rebuilding efforts in Port Blasan, they had had to delay their arrival by a week. They had almost missed it when their ship had been caught in a sudden, unexpected storm when halfway between Carnag and Rane, but thankfully they had weathered the storm and arrived before the Summit officially began.

As Malock looked around the Meeting Hall, he was reminded of the Throne Room of the Gods, back on World's End. He was actually surprised—a little disturbed, even—at how closely the Meeting Hall resembled the Throne Room. The Meeting Hall, while much smaller and not nearly as grand as the Throne Room, had a similar construction to the Throne Room. Around one hundred boxes stood around the edges of the room, similar to the hundreds of thrones in the Throne Room of the Gods. While each throne on World's End had been crafted to fit with whichever god happened to sit there, these boxes all looked more or less the same, except for the symbols of each nation attached to them to signify which nation the box belonged to and the amount of seats per box, as some nations sent more delegates than others. In some ways, the Meeting Hall looked more like a pitiful mortal copy of the Throne Room, although to Malock's knowledge, the original architect of the Meeting Hall had never been to World's End and therefore couldn't have known what the Throne Room of the Gods looked like.

A strange coincidence, if ever there was one, Malock thought. Or maybe it's just my imagination at work, making me notice more similarities than there really are.

“Tojas?” said Father, breaking Malock out of his concentration.

Malock looked over at Father. Father was looking at him with tired, old eyes that reflected his age. He even looked a little sickly, though Malock dismissed that as old age simply creeping up on Father. He had been looking this way ever since Malock had returned from World's End, but as Father had not complained much about it (aside from his usual complaints about his aching back), Malock never saw any reason to bring it up. He had asked Friyu, the Carnagian Royal Family's resident panamancer, to keep an eye on Father, though, just in case.

“Yes, Father?” said Malock. “What is it?”

“Councilman Nikar told me that King Fabadi is not here yet,” said Father. “He said that it's unlikely Fabadi is going to come because Fabadi is still angry about Raya's assassination happening on Carnagian soil and that he's angry we still haven't executed the assassin.”

Malock groaned as the delegates began taking their seats in their boxes all around. “That's right. I almost forgot that he wasn't here. Doesn't he know that Jenur didn't kill Raya, that it was Hollech's servant?”

Father looked skeptical. Not surprising; after all, it had been Jenur Takren, one of Malock's friends, who had been found with the knife that had been used to murder Raya. Indeed, the only reason Jenur was still alive today was because Malock had managed to convince his parents and King Fabadi that Jenur had been framed for the assassination of Raya. Though when Malock thought about it, he realized he had little proof of that claim except for the knowledge that Jenur had no reason for killing Raya whatsoever.

That was the explanation he had given Father, Mother, and King Fabadi at the time, but he had always been aware that his parents only half-believed him and Fabadi didn't believe him at all. Maybe if Fabadi had known Jenur as well as he did, Fabadi would have, but Fabadi didn't, which made Malock glad that Jenur and Quro had vanished from the public eye. Otherwise, he was sure that Fabadi would have sent the entire Shikan Army to kill them or at least kill Jenur.

“It's not my fault that Fabadi can be an irrational old fool,” said Father. “He's always been that way, even before you were born, Tojas. When Fabadi gets an idea in his mind, he rarely lets go of it, even if you offer him proof that it is a bad idea.”

“Then again, I guess it's not that surprising,” said Malock. “The Shikans have been acting increasingly unfriendly towards us ever since Raya's death. I have even heard rumors that Shikan pirates have been targeting Carnagian vessels to the exclusion of the ships from other nations.”

Father shuddered. “Let us pray to Grinf that Fabadi doesn't decide to go to war with us. He's so angry that I doubt it would take much to convince him to declare war on Carnag.”

Then Father looked at the surrounding boxes and their delegates, a frown on his face. “That was why I was hoping Fabadi would be here. I hoped we could calmly and rationally discuss Shika and Carnag's relations, but if he refuses to come, then that complicates things quite a bit.”

Malock nodded. “It certainly does. After this Summit, we should send an envoy to ask Fabadi for a meeting.”

“I tried that while you were away,” said Father. “But he didn't even let the envoy enter Castle Shika. This behavior on his part does not point to a bright future for the relations between Carnag and Shika, that's for certain.”

“We just need to be smart,” said Malock. “After all, Father, you were the one who taught me that you shouldn't give your opponent any ammunition to use against you in negotiations, right? As long we don't do anything to provoke Fabadi intentionally, then I think we can avoid a full-fledged war with Shika.”

Father sat back in his chair, but he did not slump, as to do so in the presence of so many other delegates and royalty would be to invite ridicule and mockery. “Sometimes, Tojas, even if you do the right thing, everything can still go wrong. The world doesn't always reward the diligent and careful. Sometimes, it does the exact opposite.”

“Maybe that will change,” Malock said, “now that Skimif is in charge.”

The mere mention of Skimif's name caused Father's eyes to flash with absolute loathing. His old fingers gripped the arms of his chair tightly and his face twisted into a scowl so foul that it made Malock lean back slightly.

But then Father took a deep breath and said, in a restrained voice, “Yes. Perhaps.”

Malock had no trouble discerning Father's true feelings about Skimif. Back when Skimif had been a mortal, he had been the leader of the Brotherhood of Heathens and as a result had come into conflict with the Justice Enforcers, the primary law enforcers on Carnag who happened to be followers of Grinf. Malock knew that Father and Mother had always disproved of the Brotherhood, especially Skimif, which was why neither of them had been happy to learn that Skimif was now the God of Martir. Not that there was anything that either of them could do about it; even so, Malock could just imagine the hatred and rage Father felt toward Skimif for being given the highest title in all of Martir. It must have seemed like a slap in the face to him, making Malock feel a bit sorry for Father, even though he didn't feel quite the same about Skimif's ascension as Father did.

Of course, it wasn't like Malock was totally happy for Skimif. Sure, he was glad that his friend had been granted such an honor and he knew that Skimif would be a good god, but at times, he felt a little jealous. It was irrational jealousy, he knew, but sometimes, he wondered why it seemed like everyone around him was given certain honors that he wasn't.

First, the gods choose Kinker to become one of them, Malock thought, Kinker Dolan, a simple fisherman from an obscure island on the edge of the Northern Isles. And then the Powers choose Skimif, a farmer from an obscure aquarian town, the name of which I cannot recall because it's so obscure, to become the most powerful god of all. What makes them so much more special than me?

Granted, Malock didn't like dwelling on these thoughts. All they did was make him bitter and resentful towards people he liked and respected. Still, at times, when Malock lay in bed alone at night, trying to fall asleep but failing due to the Burn of Grinf on his face keeping him awake, he would wonder just why he was never chosen or destined for that kind of greatness.

I guess, if I understood that, then I would also understand the gods and the Powers, Malock thought. And few mortals can honestly claim that, even I, someone who has had extensive experience with both.

Just then, Father tapped Malock's shoulder and whispered, “Tojas, the Summit is about to begin. Pay attention, now.”

Snapping out of his thoughts, Malock looked toward the center of the Meeting Hall. A bald, middle-aged man with a large mustache stood in the platform in the center of the room. He wore the long, flowing white robes of a member of the Northern Summit Committee; in fact, the man was Foram Yudra, the current chairman of the Northern Summit Committee. His face was small and almost child-like, but despite that, Malock knew from experience that Yudra was not a man to mess with, as he also happened to be an audimancer and was not above using his magic to make a point.

By now, all of the delegates and royalty in the Meeting Hall had gone quiet. Their eyes were on Foram, who was standing at the marble podium which went up to his waist. He was shuffling through some papers, perhaps his notes, with a frown on his face. Sweat dripped from his forehead, even though it was not very hot inside the Meeting Hall.

Then Foram looked up. Wiping the sweat off his brow, Foram said, “Welcome, delegates from the various human nations of the Northern Isles, to the twenty-fifth annual Northern Summit. For the new delegates who may not know, I am Foram Yudra, Chairman of the Northern Summit Committee. I am a loyal follower of Amare, Goddess of Sound, having served her for well over two decades now. I also hail from the island of Itrija, which is located on the northern tip of the Friana Archipelago; nonetheless, I strive to treat all delegates equally, regardless of their homelands, and always do my best to follow the rules of the Northern Summit Committee.”

No one challenged Foram's claims, although Malock knew that not everyone believed that. Other delegates had claimed that the Itrijan dwellings on Rane were better kept than the dwellings of the other nations' delegates, but as far as Malock knew, such accusations were false. Chairmen of the Northern Summit Committee were usually picked by a vote from the various Northern delegates, to ensure that no one nation had more power over any of the others. Malock had not been here when Foram had been elected—which had been twenty years ago—but he knew that Father had cast one of the deciding votes in Foram's favor, which was why Malock respected the Chairman and didn't believe the rumors of partiality that circulated around him.

“With the introductions out of the way, allow me to read from the minutes of the last Northern Summit,” said Foram. He held up a stack of paper and began reading from the top of it. “In the last Northern Summit, King Fabadi of Shika and King Halock of Carnag had agreed to sign a ten-year-long peace treaty between their nations that would officially end all the hostilities that have existed between the two nations for years.”

Doesn't look like it's going to last even five, Malock thought, if Fabadi remains angry with us.

He glanced at Father, who seemed to be having the same thought as him. Unless Malock's eyes were deceiving him, Father's dark complexion was becoming progressively paler, prompting Malock to whisper, “Father? Are you all right?”

Father didn't look at him, but he nodded and whispered back, in a harsher voice, “Yes, Tojas, I am fine. Now shut up and listen to Foram. We can discuss this later.”

Malock leaned back in his chair as Foram continued. “Then Councilman Aruga, Head Councilman of the Free Council of the Republic of Kikasa, agreed to extend Kikasa's trade agreement with five other Northern Isles nations, including—”

“Enough!” said a loud voice, causing almost all of the delegates to jump in their seats. “Are we honestly going to waste time recapping information everyone already knows, when there is much more important news to be discussed?”

Malock looked around and spotted King Fabadi standing at the exit. His silver-blonde hair poked out from under his white crown, while his equally white royal robes hung from his elderly body like a second skin. He looked absolutely enraged, as if someone had just insulted his family.

“King Fabadi,” said Foram, forcing a smile. “We didn't think you were going to come.”

“I wasn't,” said Fabadi, gripping his silver scepter as he looked around the Hall. “But then I decided that this Summit was too important for me to miss; at least, I originally thought that, but if all we're going to do is sit around and talk about what we did—or didn't do, as is often the case—last time, then perhaps I wasted my time coming here all the way from Shika.”

Many of the other delegates were sighing, some even shaking their heads. Most just looked surprised, as no one had ever interrupted a Summit like this, especially not a king like Fabadi. The King of Shika did not seem to care, however, because he didn't look at all intimidated or afraid of the delegates' obvious disapproval.

Next to Malock, Father sat upright, his eyes focusing on Fabadi. There was no telling what Father might have been thinking, but based on Father's expression, he had to be at least as surprised as everyone else.

“King Fabadi, with all due respect, this is how Northern Summits have always begun,” said Foram, his tone level. “By discussing what we did last time, it gives us a context into which to place our current plans.”

“Last time, Martir was not ruled by an aquarian and there was only one pantheon of gods,” Fabadi said shortly. “I cannot be the only one who has had to rethink all of his future plans in light of this development. What we did or didn't do in the last Summit is irrelevant. What we need to do now, is.”

Malock could not recall ever seeing Fabadi quite this way before. The King of Shika had always struck him as a subtler man, less prone to dramatics and theatrics, unlike some royals. Perhaps Fabadi was acting this way because he honestly believed his words or maybe it was because he was still grieving Raya's death or maybe both.

Either way, by now many of the delegates were muttering in unkind tones. They were too quiet for Malock to make out what they were muttering about, but it was quite clear just who was the subject of their conversations.

Foram, in an obvious attempt to get things back on schedule, said, “Yes, King Fabadi, I absolutely agree that we need to discuss these two very important changes to Martir that have happened since the last meeting, but rules are rules and—”

Fabadi actually laughed at that. “Rules are rules? What rules? The rules don't matter anymore, not when our entire world has been turned upside down. I say we skip the minutes—which I think we can all agree are utterly irrelevant to our current situation, whatever we may have discussed at the last Summit—and move on to the topic of discussion that all of us really want to discuss: Skimif and the southern gods.”

Although there was still quite a bit of discontent among the delegates, quite a few were now nodding in agreement with Fabadi. Even Father was nodding, though whether it was because he agreed with Fabadi or because he was doing it to earn Fabadi's trust, Malock wasn't quite sure.

Foram looked a lot less confident than he had a few minutes before. He opened his mouth, closed it, then shuffled through the papers again, before finally saying, “All right. We can move on to Skimif and the southern gods, then. I'll just have my scribes make sure to hand out copies of the minutes from the last Summit to the delegates when you all return home. That way, you may all read the minutes even if we never get to discuss them.”

With that, Foram flipped his papers face down and said to Fabadi, “King Fabadi, would you please take your place in the Shika box?”

Fabadi shook his head. “No. I wish to stand and speak to the rest of the delegates. Allow me to take your place. Now.”

Foram looked annoyed at the request, but he nonetheless bowed and stepped away. Fabadi walked across the Hall, ignoring the many looks and murmurs from the other delegates. Fabadi strode forward with his back straight and his head held high, like a much younger ruler.

When he climbed onto the podium, he didn't even look at Foram or thank the Chairman for giving him a platform from which to speak. He just placed his scepter in his belt, put his hands on the podium, and looked around at all of the delegates, his eyes sweeping across them all like the judging eyes of Grinf.

Drumming his fingers against the marble podium's surface, his silver nails clicking and clacking against the marble, Fabadi said, “My fellow delegates. Some of you I have known for years, some as friends or allies, others as enemies. I see some new faces here, new delegates or young royalty sent to represent their kingdoms and peoples. No matter. In the end, what matters most is that we are all here, together, and that we live on this world, this world that is no longer the same.”

Something about Fabadi's demeanor made Malock uneasy. It was like a force had come over Fabadi, as though the King of Shika was being controlled by someone or something. More likely, Malock was just not used to seeing Fabadi act so passionate, as his past encounters with the King had made him think that the Shikans were generally reserved.

Even more amazing was the complete and utter silence that reigned over the Meeting Hall. At this point, there was usually lots of shouting and name-calling as random delegates brought up the grievances that their nations had against the nations of other delegates. Once, Father had gotten into a heated argument with the Natachan delegate about the quality of Carnagian boots that were delivered to Natachan (the delegate seemed to believe that the Carnagians had been intentionally designing the boots they sold to the Natachans badly, though to Malock's knowledge, the Carnagians never knowingly designed bad boots).

Fabadi gestured at the ceiling. Painted upon the ceiling was a map of every island in the Northern Isles, not counting the aquarian cities beneath the Crystal Sea. It was highly detailed, with each island appropriately labeled in Divina. It even had trade routes drawn on it to symbolize the primary chain that connected all of the islands together.

“We are all connected,” said Fabadi. “By trade, by political alliances that have lasted, in some cases, for centuries, and by blood. And despite all of our differences, we all strive to serve the gods as best as we can, despite the difficulties that we as humans have faced from those who would rather we not.”

Malock felt Father glance at him, but Malock didn't return the glance. Fabadi was clearly referring to the Brotherhood. Malock had forgotten that the Brotherhood had members on every island in the Northern Isles, not just Carnag, making him wonder just how the Heathens on Shika were doing in comparison to the Heathens on Carnag. He supposed he would have to ask Aqur, the current leader of the Brotherhood of Heathens, when he returned to Carnag, assuming he could get in contact with her, as she had not been very communicative with him since Skimif's ascension. That problem made him scowl.

“But now, everything has changed,” said Fabadi. “The gods are no longer the highest powers in this world. They now must answer to Skimif, the God of Martir itself. This is completely unprecedented in the entire history of Martir. Not only that, but Skimif revealed to all mortals in the Northern Isles that there exist many more gods outside of the Northern Pantheon, gods who live in the southern seas, who are kept from killing us because of some 'Treaty' that appears to dictate the relations between the gods. All of this appears to be true, which is yet another massive revelation on top of Skimif's ascension. No doubt everyone here—or the leaders who sent the delegates here—have been trying to learn how these two major changes will affect us and our people and what we should do in response to them.”

Almost every head in the Meeting Hall was nodding now, again including Father's. Malock nodded along as well, as he, too, had been wondering just how different things were going to be from now on, even after hearing Skimif's plans for the gods personally only a couple of months ago. He had not spoken to Skimif since World's End, so he didn't know for sure how well Skimif's plans were going along. He had not seen any disturbances in the world, nor heard of the gods causing any trouble, so he had always assumed that things were going fine.

“I have spent much time thinking on this matter and praying to Nimiko, the God of Light and the patron god of Shika,” said Fabadi. “Yet the gods seem to be silent. Nimiko has not spoken to me. Nor has he spoken to any of our priests, many of whom have spent countless hours trying to contact him. Are we Shikans alone in this or have other nations also heard this deafening silence from the gods?”

“It is the same with us,” said the Head Councilman of Kikasa, his voice deep. “The Council has sought guidance from the three gods whom we worship, but so far, there has been no response from any of them. It is worrisome.”

The other delegates said nothing, but based on their expressions, it was clear that they, too, had heard nothing from their own gods.

Fabadi looked around at them all. “Is not that quite strange? As soon as Skimif takes over, the gods cease speaking to us mortals. It is almost as though Skimif is trying to separate the gods from the mortals. This should worry us all deeply, no matter what island we represent or rule.”

Malock knew that there was some truth to what Fabadi said. Back on World's End, Skimif had said that he was going to make sure that the northern gods did not interact with mortals as much. It was to ensure that the northern gods would focus more on their actual purpose—maintaining the various domains and elements of Martir—instead of constantly fighting or bickering over minor issues. Malock wondered why Fabadi was treating this like a big revelation, however, when Malock was pretty certain that Skimif had made sure everyone on Martir knew of his plans.

“But this isn't an entirely terrible thing, is it?” said the Natachan delegate whose name Malock had forgotten. She was an older woman, with short gray hair, and beside her the other two Natachan delegates were nodding. “Doesn't anyone here remember the message? Skimif said he wanted to make sure the northern gods worked more diligently at their jobs, rather than interact with us mortals.”

Exactly, Malock thought, but he kept the thought to himself, seeing as he had nothing more to add than what she had said.

“So he said,” said Fabadi. “So he said. But can we believe him? Skimif was the leader of the Brotherhood of Heathens. He was known for his utter disrespect and hatred of the gods. What if Skimif is instead abusing his new power to weaken the gods so that he can conquer us all?”

Anger coursed through Malock, causing him to stand up and say, “That's a lie. I know Skimif. He is not a power-hungry tyrant like you make him out to be.”

Fabadi's eyes shifted to Malock, as did the eyes of the other delegates. This was the first time Malock had ever spoken out in a meeting like this, as he had only ever come to past Northern Summits to prepare him for the day that he would become king. Having all of those eyes on him—some hostile, most curious—was a lot more nerve-wracking than he thought it would be, but Malock kept up a confident demeanor, not backing down in the slightest.

“Knew him?” said Fabadi. “How did you come to know the leader of a dangerous social movement, Prince Malock? Did you invite him up to Carnag Hall for brunch once?”

Not certain it would be wise to reveal his affiliation with the Brotherhood of Heathens to so many people at once, Malock said, “Because I was there when he was ascended. The Powers chose him to become the God of Martir because of his honest nature. Skimif only has our best interests at heart.”

The delegates began muttering among themselves, mostly about Malock's revealing that he had been there when Skimif had ascended. Malock couldn't hear exactly what they were saying, however, because he felt someone tugging on the sleeve of his robes and, looking down, saw Father looking up at him. Father's face was paler than ever and sweat glistened on his forehead.

“Tojas, please,” said Father. His voice was alarmingly weak. “There's no need for you to get involved in this.”

“Actually, Halock, there is,” said Fabadi, his own voice much stronger than Father's. “Your son is grown. He can stand for himself. No need to defend him, not when he obviously has much to say.”

“I said my part,” said Malock, looking back up at Fabadi. “Skimif has only our best interests at heart. He is a truly compassionate aquarian who cares about all mortals, whether they care about him or not. I agree we should discuss what changes his rule will bring, but I can confidently say that they will not be negative changes.”

Fabadi snorted. “Are you a Tinkarian prophet, like Hanyu? Can you see the future? Of course not. Only Tinkar knows what our ultimate fates will be. I do not see how you can confidently say that the changes Skimif brings will be positive; in fact, I would argue just the opposite, that rather than help us, Skimif is working to harm us.”

“What do you mean?” said Malock. “How will he harm us? What has he done so far to cause any of us harm?”

“The southern gods,” said Fabadi. “You know, the gods who want to eat mortals? I sincerely wish that they were a myth, but they are very much real. Skimif has allowed them to cross into the Northern Isles much more often than they have done in the past, according to him. Yet why would he do that if he only had our best interests at heart?”

Malock's face began burning, causing him to involuntarily rub his face as he said, “Skimif made it clear that he intends to unify the gods. To do this, he is encouraging the gods to cross over into each other's territory more often than they have in the past and learn to work together more effectively.”

“So he claims,” said Fabadi. “But what if Skimif is instead using the southern gods to cow us into submission? Tell me, how much trade has been lost in recent months since the southern gods have been allowed to travel this far north?” He looked around at the rest of the delegates, all of whom wore expressions that told it all. “Shika cannot be the only island to have seen its trade drop to nearly half of what it was when the southern gods never crossed the Dividing Line. And I imagine it will only get worse as time goes on, making us weaker and weaker, unable to stand against Skimif and his southern gods.”

Malock could not believe what he was hearing. “This is insane. The southern gods are forbidden by the Treaty from eating or attacking mortals who live beyond the northern half of the Dividing Line. Have you heard any news of southern gods attacking or harming any mortals in the Northern Isles?”

“Yes, I have,” said Fabadi. “One week ago, a Shikan trading vessel was attacked and sunk by a massive kraken just off Shika's north shore. The Kraken Goddess—a southern goddess—was seen in the area around the same time, having allegedly come to rein in that beast. It was obvious, however, that the Kraken Goddess was behind it, because krakens do not live off the shores of Shika due to the water's temperature.”

“And two weeks ago,” the Natachan delegate spoke up suddenly, like she had just remembered something, “a serial killer calling herself the Southern Worshiper appeared on Natachan and killed a dozen men and women. When we apprehended her, she said she was working for the southern gods, who were planning to abuse their new freedom by causing chaos in the Northern Isles.”

“See?” said Fabadi, gesturing at the Natachan delegate. “It is not Shika only that is under threat from the southern gods, Prince Malock. No doubt many of the other delegates here also have stories to tell about the southern gods and how they have harmed or threatened their people within the last two months.”

Malock looked around at all of the delegates. Most were nodding in agreement, as they had been for most of the discussion. Others looked disquieted, perhaps worried that their people, too, might soon run into similar problems from the southern gods. The Frianan delegate, in particular, was glancing at the clock on the wall, as if he was frightened that every moment he spent here was another moment not spent back home on Friana, helping to make sure his island was safe.

“How do we know that the southern gods are actually behind any of these events?” said Malock. “I hate the southern gods as much as anyone else, but maybe the Southern Worshiper was just a crazy woman who thought the southern gods were telling her what to do. And maybe that kraken was just a kraken that somehow got lost and attacked that Shikan trading vessel because it was frightened or hungry. None of this implicates either Skimif or the southern gods.”

Fabadi placed his scepter on the podium length ways and said, “But there is one story that implicates Skimif. Months ago, as everyone here—including you, Prince Malock—is aware, my daughter, Raya Kabadi, was killed by an assassin, at the time believed to be a servant of the god Hollech. A young woman named Gaharna Vicin was caught with the murder weapon in hand, but she was not punished because she claimed that it had actually been a servant of Hollech who had murdered Raya and that she had been framed for the assassination. Although I was skeptical of that claim, it was Prince Malock who defended her, saying that she was innocent and that he believed her story, despite the almost complete lack of proof of the existence of this Hollechian servant that Vicin claimed had framed her for a crime she didn't commit.”

Fabadi's story was accurate, despite the obvious insinuation that Malock had unknowingly defended a murderer. Malock had indeed defended 'Gaharna Vicin'—really Jenur Takren, using a false name to protect her identity—despite Fabadi and everyone else believing that she was behind the assassination. Granted, Malock had not seen the Hollechian servant himself, but he knew Jenur well enough to know that she would never kill someone who, like Raya, had not been a threat to anyone.

But Fabadi didn't quite seem to believe that. His voice shook with emotion and his hands gripped the podium as he spoke of his daughter's death; nonetheless, he still managed to retain a leader-like appearance and confidence in the faces of so many delegates, despite the obvious grief he was experiencing as he relived the night on which his daughter had died.

“But recently, I have learned the truth about this Gaharna Vicin woman,” said Fabadi. “A trustworthy informant—who has requested to remain anonymous for his own safety—has given me new information about her. I was told that Vicin was in fact a Dark Tiger hired by Skimif to kill Raya for no reason other than to strike fear into the hearts of us Shikans. My informant told me that Skimif had been planning to extend the Brotherhood's presence into Shika, but did not think he could succeed unless I was grieving too much to stop him and his petty band of fools that he calls a movement.”

Gasps erupted all around the room, but Malock held up his hands and said, “Hold on. Who is this informant? What proof did he offer of this claim? This is the first time I've heard of this.”

“The proof, Prince Malock?” said Fabadi. His tone had become sharper than a steel blade now. He reached into the folds of his robes. “The proof is this document, written and signed by Skimif of Tunya, detailing the exact amount of money he was to pay the Dark Tiger Gaharna Vicin for killing my daughter.”

With a flourish, Fabadi pulled out a folded piece of brown paper, which he unfolded and held up for everyone to see. Fabadi was too far away for Malock to read the note, but its blue ink shone in the light of the chandelier above his head, blue ink which reminded Malock of Skimif's room back in the former headquarters of the Brotherhood of Heathens on Carnag. Fabadi turned in a circle, making sure that all of the delegates could see the paper, holding it high above his head with shaking hands.
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