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      Eighteen years old, Caina Amalas is a novice nightfighter of the Ghosts, the spies and assassins of the Emperor of Nighmar. Skilled with stealth and disguise, Caina is the unseen agent of the Emperor, working to maintain the peace and order of the Empire. 

      When a scholar uncovers an ancient relic from the Empire's distant past, he unwittingly unearths dangerous secrets. 

      Secrets that might destroy the Empire and kill Caina...
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      Caina Amalas dressed for a noble banquet, but made sure to bring weapons.

      She never knew when she might have to kill someone, and she had more on her mind for the evening than a mere banquet.

      So she dressed the part of an Imperial noblewoman, a Countess of the Empire of Nighmar, and chose a gown of blue with tight sleeves and bodice, black scroll work upon the sleeves and skirt. She arranged her long black hair into an elaborate crown, holding it in place with jeweled pins of silver, and golden earrings went into her ears. A golden choker chain adorned with a ruby went around her neck, and she carefully applied makeup, making her blue eyes appear larger, her lips redder, her cheekbones sharper. 

      Beneath her gown she donned a pair of high-heeled boots. They were heavier and stiffer than she would have liked, and it was difficult to move in them without making a lot of noise, but they were the current fashion in the Imperial capital of Malarae. They also had enough space to hold hidden sheaths, and so Caina concealed a pair of slender daggers within them, one in each boot. 

      When Caina finished, she considered her reflection in the mirror and nodded with satisfaction. She looked exactly like a young Imperial noblewoman, pretty and wealthy with more money and arrogance than sense. 

      The illusion pleased her. 

      Of course, if her life had followed a different path, it might not have been an illusion. If her father had not been murdered, if she had not joined the Ghosts…

      Well. What was done was done. Time to focus upon the present. 

      Caina left her bedroom. For the last few days, she had been staying in a small townhouse in one of Malarae’s wealthier districts. Despite its small size, it was tastefully appointed, with floors of gleaming marble and rich tapestries on the wall, and a staff of discrete and efficient servants. Caina suspected that the servants knew how to keep their mouths shut, and likely had a few knives concealed in their crisp black livery. 

      They all worked for the same employer, after all, a man who valued both discretion and weapons. 

      She stepped into the street, the cool night air washing over her face. A coach waited outside the house, built of polished black wood, a uniformed coachman and a pair of horses waiting before the vehicle. The coachman bowed to her and opened the door.

      “Thank you,” said Caina, and climbed inside.  

      A man of middle years occupied the seat on the back wall, clad in the furred robe and cap of a merchant of the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers. He had hair and eyebrows the color of gray iron, and had lately grown a trimmed beard. The man looked like a wealthy, prosperous merchant, and while Caina had met many master merchants who had cold, shrewd eyes, she had met very few who had hard hands and arms heavy with muscle like Halfdan, circlemaster of the Ghosts of the Emperor. 

      “You’re ready?” said Halfdan. 

      Caina sat across from him, smoothing her skirts. “I was there yesterday. Everything is in place.”

      “Good girl,” said Halfdan. He thumped the roof twice. The coachman cracked his whip, the horses snorting their displeasure, and the coach shuddered into motion, the wheels creaking. "Try not to kill anyone.”

      “I’d prefer to avoid it,” said Caina.

      “Ideally, this sword of the Count’s should just disappear,” said Halfdan. “Without any trace, if at all possible.” 

      “That is my plan,” said Caina. 

      Halfdan nodded. “Good. Try not to set fire to any buildings.”

      Caina sighed. “That only happened the one time. I certainly don’t plan on making a habit of it.”

      Halfdan smiled a little behind his beard. “I should hope not. The Ghosts are the Emperor’s spies and occasionally assassins when necessary, but we are not arsonists.” 

      “Yes, one must have some standards,” said Caina. 

      Halfdan laughed. “Indeed.” His mirth faded. “Be on your guard. Count Armus Valdarion is an eccentric and a touch naive, but he is not a stupid man. He knows how valuable the Sword will be, if it is indeed genuine.” 

      “Is it genuine?” said Caina.

      “I have no idea,” said Halfdan. “That is what I hope to discover tonight. If it is not genuine, the Count can keep it as a curiosity. If it is genuine…well, it is best that it comes into the possession of the Emperor.”

      “It’s just an old sword,” said Caina. 

      “It might be enspelled,” said Halfdan. “Relics from the ancient epochs of the Empire often bear spells lost to the mists of history.” 

      “Then it should be destroyed,” said Caina. “Sorcery is a blight upon the world.” She almost added that the Imperial Magisterium ought to be destroyed as well, but kept her silence. Halfdan already knew her thoughts on the matter. 

      She had very good reasons for wanting to see every last sorcerer in the world dead. 

      “Certainly sorcerous power is dangerous in the wrong hands,” said Halfdan. “Nevertheless, even if the sword bears no spells, it might still be dangerous.”

      Caina shrugged. “All swords are dangerous.”

      “This one is dangerous not because of its sharp edge but because of what it represents,” said Halfdan. “The Sword of the First Emperor could serve as the rallying point for a rebellion. Not a few nobles imagine they would make better Emperors than Alexius Naerius, and an ambitious lord with the Sword of the First Emperor might use it to raise a revolt.” 

      “From what you’ve told me Count Armus Valdarion does not seem like that kind of man,” said Caina.

      “No,” said Halfdan. “He is a scholar, not a warrior. His son Aetius might feel differently. Or someone else might wish to steal the sword.” He leaned back in his seat with a grunt. “If the sword is a harmless relic, the Count is welcome to add it to his collection. If it is not, well…we shall see then, won’t we?” He sighed and rubbed his hip. “I’m getting too old to ride in these damn rattling coaches.”

      Caina smiled. “You ought to exercise more. That would loosen your joints.”

      Halfdan snorted. “You might enjoy working the unarmed forms of combat every morning after a five-mile run, but I’m also too old for that.” 

      The coach took them from the more fashionable districts of Malarae to the riverside. Malarae was an old city, and according to the lords of the Imperial Curia it had never fallen to any enemy. The truth was that the Emperor’s Imperial Citadel had never fallen, but Malarae itself had burned and been sacked several times. So the city had been rebuilt again and again, and a new merchant hall or temple might find itself standing next to a tower or a mansion centuries old. 

      The coach carried them to one such ancient building, a looming octagonal tower of stone overlooking the broad, sluggish waters of the River Megaros. 

      Once it had been a small citadel called Eastwarden, part of the city’s outer defenses, entrusted to a Count sworn directly to the Emperor himself. As Malarae had grown and expanded, the crumbling citadel had become obsolete, though the title of Count of Eastwarden remained. House Valdarion continued to occupy the drafty old tower, an impoverished noble house clinging to the prestige of its ancient name and little else.

      Though if Count Armus had truly found the Sword of Nicokator, that might change quickly. 

      The coach stopped, and Caina accepted Halfdan’s hand to help her out. A dozen more coaches waited in the street, and lights shone in most of the tower’s narrow windows, though the upper floors remained dark. The double doors to the great hall stood open, light spilling into the misty gloom. Halfdan offered Caina his arm, and she smiled and threaded her arm in his. A liveried servant approached with smooth grace, and Halfdan presented the invitation he had obtained.

      “Basil Callenius, Master of the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers!” announced the servant, his voice ringing over the hall as he repeated the aliases Halfdan and Caina used in Malarae. “And his guest Marianna of House Nereide, Countess of the Empire!” 

      Caina looked over the great hall. It had an archaic sort of martial grandeur to it, and she could almost imagine the lords of the ancient Empire sitting here in their armor. Enspelled glass globes hung in an iron chandelier suspended from the ceiling, throwing a steady glow over everything. Nobles stood here and there, stark in their formal black coats, and noblewomen in gowns of blue and green and gold. Caina saw several magi of the Imperial Magisterium in their solemn black robes with crimson sashes, and a little shiver of fury went through her.

      She kept that from her face, her expression aloof and serene.

      “Welcome, welcome,” said an old man in the formal black coat and trousers and white shirt of an Imperial nobleman, though his garments looked worn and threadbare. He had an unruly mass of white hair over a thin face, and the stooped posture that resulted from a lifetime of scholarly work. “Master Basil, welcome. Your reputation proceeds you.” 

      “I am glad to meet you at last, my lord Count,” said Halfdan, offering a bow. “Your reputation as a scholar proceeds you in turn. May I present the Countess Marianna Nereide? Her father sent her upon a tour of the Imperial provinces, and he entrusted me with her lodging in the Imperial capital. Countess, this is Count Armus Valdarion, the Count of Eastwarden.”

      Count Armus bowed over Caina’s hand, placing a dry kiss upon her fingers. Caina wondered if he would attempt to seduce her. Typically, noblemen sent their daughters to the capital or on a tour of the provinces in hopes of drawing the attention of a suitable husband, and she knew Armus was widowed. Yet the old man seemed to forget about her the minute he released her hand, which pleased Caina.

      Given that she was planning to steal from him, it would be best if he forgot her.

      “I am glad you have come, Master Basil,” said Armus.

      “How could I resist?” said Halfdan. “We have heard rumors of your wondrous discovery.”

      Armus bobbed his head vigorously. “Our discovery shall be unveiled tonight, before our guests.” We waved a hand at the occupants of the great hall. “We shall be witnesses to the history of the Empire.” 

      “Then you have truly done it?” said Halfdan. “You have found the Sword of Nicokator?”

      “The sword of the First Emperor,” said Armus. “The sword of the man who founded our great and glorious Empire. I have seen it with my own eyes, Master Basil. It is a symbol of our Imperial greatness, of the unity and order the Empire brought to the provinces.”

      “Indeed?” said Halfdan. “The First Empire fell long ago, and the Sword of the First Emperor was lost in the chaos. I would be most curious to know where you found the weapon.”

      “Ah,” said Armus, lifting a bony finger. “All shall be revealed in time, sir.”

      “Would not the blade have turned to rust long ago?” said Caina, wrapping her voice in the cool, aloof accent of a Nighmarian noblewoman. “The Emperor Nicokator died thousands of years past. It would be a remarkable sword indeed to have weathered the centuries.”

      A remarkable sword…or one imbued with a powerful spell. 

      “It is indeed, my dear Countess,” said Armus with a patronizing smile, his attention returning to Halfdan. “Master Basil, I confess that I have an ulterior motive for inviting you here.”

      “Truly?” said Halfdan with a thin smile. “I am shocked you would suggest such a thing, my lord Armus. Do you wish to buy some jewelry?”

      “It is known that Basil Callenius has many friends in the Imperial Curia and the Emperor’s court,” said Armus. “I hope you will arrange for an introduction. I would dearly wish to present the Sword to our Emperor Alexius Naerius himself.”

      Caina kept her face aloof, but laughed to herself. The old man’s motives were clear enough. He thought he had found an ancient relic, and wanted to use it to restore his house’s fortunes. Well, she couldn’t blame him for that. Yet if he had truly found the Sword of Nicokator, it was more dangerous to the unity of the Empire than he knew, and the Ghosts could not allow that danger. 

      “Before I do any such thing, my lord Count,” said Halfdan, “I need to see the Sword with my own eyes, to convince myself that it is indeed genuine.” 

      “Of course,” said Armus. 

      “Where did you find it?” said Caina.

      “On a privately funded expedition,” said Armus. That did not answer the question. “You can meet my partners here. Please, come.” 

      Halfdan and Caina followed him across the great hall. Three men and a woman stood at the base of one of the pillars. The men conversed in low voices, while the woman watched one of the men with rapt attention. 

      Caina kept her face calm, though her fingers yearned to grip the handle of a dagger.

      One of the men wore the black robe and purple sash of a master magus of the Imperial Magisterium. As they drew nearer, Caina’s skin crawled with a sensation of pins and needles. When she had been a child, a necromancer had wounded her. Caina had survived the experience with both a scar and chronic nightmares, but it had also left her with the rare ability to sense the presence of sorcery, to gauge the strength and type of arcane forces. 

      The master magus had a defensive ward around himself.

      “This is my son Aetius,” said Armus, gesturing at the man on the left. Aetius looked like a younger and more muscular version of his father. “His betrothed, Lady Doriana of House Koramus.” Doriana was a plump woman about Caina’s age, tall enough to carry the weight and pretty enough that it did not matter. She gave Caina a speculative glance and moved closer to Aetius, as if fearful Caina would try to steal him away. 

      “A pleasure,” said Aetius, though his voice was flat.

      “This is Jurchan,” said Armus. The man standing next to Aetius had the leathery skin and narrow eyes common among the Kagari horsemen of the Empire’s northeastern marches, his cheeks and jaw marked with patterns of ritual scarring. He wore leather armor and the fur-lined, ornamented cloak and cap that denoted a Kagari nobleman, a noyan. The Kagari had served in the Emperor’s armies for centuries, but rarely came this far west. 

      “Likewise,” said Jurchan, his Nighmarian heavy with a thick Kagari accent, his eyes lingering on Caina. 

      “And this,” said Armus, gesturing to the master magus, “is Master Taldrane of the Imperial Magisterium, the chief backer of our little venture.”

      The Magisterium had funded Armus’s work? That was not a good sign. The Magisterium had many goals and intrigues underway, and most of them were sinister.

      Taldrane was tall and severe, his gray hair close-cropped, and he stood with the stance of a practiced swordsman. That likely meant that he had once been a battle magus, a sorcerer trained to use his spells to augment his physical prowess in combat. Battle magi who attained the rank of master tended not to lose any of their old skills.

      That meant Taldrane was a very dangerous man.

      “Charmed,” said Taldrane, his voice deep and resonant. 

      “May I present Basil Callenius, master merchant of the Imperial Collegium of Jewelers, and his guest Countess Marianna of the House Nereide?” said Armus. “Master Basil has many friends at the Imperial court, and I hope he can bring word of our momentous discovery to their ears.” 

      Aetius scowled at Halfdan. He was fitter than Caina would have expected for a minor Imperial nobleman, and she saw the heavy calluses upon his palm from hours of sword work. Likely he had served as a tribune in one of the Imperial Legions, or as a centurion in Malarae’s civic militia. 

      “Then you think, Father,” said Aetius, “to sell our discovery to this man? A priceless relic of the Empire’s history to a…a merchant?” 

      Halfdan offered a smooth smile. “Alas, my lord Aetius, I do not yet know if there is anything here to purchase.” 

      “Or to steal it away?” said Jurchan in a flat voice, his expression an unreadable mask. “There are many thieves in the city…”

      “There are, but I am,” said Halfdan, “a simple merchant, lord noyan.” 

      “And I am an Imperial Countess,” said Caina, putting all the hauteur into her voice that she could manage. “Certainly I do not appreciate an insinuation that we are common thieves, nor such accusations leveled at Master Basil, who has been a loyal friend of my father’s House.”

      Besides, they were spies, not thieves. If the Sword of Nicokator turned out to be harmless, Count Armus could have it back.

      “Peace, my friends,” said Taldrane, lifting his hand. “If you present the Sword of the First Emperor to the Imperial court, you can expect far more rigorous questions than those Master Basil has posed to us with perfect courtesy.”

      “Thank you, master magus,” said Halfdan with a small bow. “Forgive me. I meant no rudeness, but I confess a great deal of curiosity. The Sword of the First Emperor would be a relic of astounding value, and I wonder how you found it.”

      “We located it,” said Taldrane, “in a ruin of the First Empire, located some miles north of the capital in the Great Mountains.”

      “Such ruins are dangerous, are they not?” said Caina. “I have heard devils conjured up by the sorcerers of old lurk in such ruins.” That was only partly legend. In the days of the First Empire, the nobility of the Empire had also been sorcerers of power, and a nobleman was expected to be both a valiant warrior and a skilled sorcerer. Eventually all the sorcerers of the Empire had been brought into the Magisterium, but in the old ruins relics of the ancient days remained, fell and deadly.

      Was this Sword of Nicokator once such relic?

      “Quite dangerous, my lady,” said Armus, “but our expedition braved the ruin. My studies revealed that Nicokator’s sword had been brought there for safekeeping during the final collapse of the First Empire. I realized at once that it was my duty to charter an expedition to the ruins and retrieve the Sword of Nicokator.”

      “Why, my lord Count?” said Caina. “For glory and gold, I trust?”

      “Perhaps,” said Armus, “but such things are secondary. There is so much strife and turmoil in the Empire of late, my lady. Factions vie for influence and money, and we neglect the foes beyond our Empire’s borders. I hope the Sword can serve as a symbol of better days, a way to unify the Empire in our duty.”

      Count Armus Valdarion, thought Caina, might have been a dutiful man, a noble man, a learned man, but he was also a naïve one.

      “A most inspiring vision, my lord,” said Caina.

      “I told my son Aetius of my plan,” said Armus, “and his friend the noyan and his retainers agreed to accompany us.”

      “Jurchan and I met while serving in the Legion,” said Aetius, “and have seen numerous dangers together. The Great Mountains have many bandit nests, and the noyan’s warriors proved a capable escort.” 

      “How did you pay for it all?” said Halfdan. “Kagari mercenaries, being of high quality, are not cheap.” 

      “The Count approached me,” said Taldrane. “I thought the Magisterium might have an interest in uncovering this relic, and so I convinced the preceptor of the Malarae chapterhouse to provide the necessary funds.” 

      “I see,” said Halfdan. The Magisterium would not waste its money on empty gestures of Imperial unity, especially since many of the high magi thought that they ought to be ruling the Empire instead of the Emperor. 

      “If you will excuse me,” said Armus with a bow to Caina. Halfdan, being a mere merchant, did not warrant a bow. “I must prepare for the unveiling of the Sword. Please avail yourself of the refreshments. I hope we shall talk more later, Master Basil.”

      “I look forward to it,” said Halfdan, and Armus strode to a door at the rear of the long hall.

      “Your father,” said Doriana, her voice soft as she looked at Aetius. “He is a very noble man to do such a thing.”

      “Perhaps,” said Aetius. “He is too much of a visionary. House Valdarion has fallen into obscurity and Eastwarden into ruin, yet he dreams of past grandeur. I fear such dreams cloud his vision of what is possible.” 

      “Of what is financially possible?” said Halfdan.

      “Yes,” said Aetius. “My House needs the money. I need the money.”

      Doriana gripped his arm tighter. “I do not care about the money, my love.”

      “Your father certainly does,” said Aetius. “You might, too, once it runs out.” He gazed at Halfdan. “To be frank, Master Basil, until we know that you are trustworthy, I do not think it wise to share many details of our plans.”

      “You are too suspicious, my lord,” said Taldrane in a lazy voice. “I’m certain Master Basil is as trustworthy as any merchant of an Imperial Collegium.” His words had a sardonic bite to them. “And I’m sure the good Countess maintains the high standards of the Imperial nobility.”

      Caina gave him a frosty smile. “You are too kind, master magus.” 

      They exchanged a few more moments of polite small talk, and then drifted away to other conversations. 

      “What did you think?” murmured Halfdan in a low voice. 

      “I’m surprised they aren’t at each other’s throats already,” murmured Caina back. “Aetius and Taldrane clearly cannot stand each other. Doriana is scared out of her wits. Jurchan is friends with Aetius, but the Kagari fear the Magisterium, and Jurchan seems wary of Taldrane. And Count Armus is oblivious to all of it.”

      “Quite so, I am afraid,” said Halfdan. “The Count is a scholar, not a schemer. Well, there are worse qualities in a man.”

      “Not if they get him stabbed in the back,” said Caina.

      “Perhaps we can prevent that,” said Halfdan. “The time has come. Go find the Sword. If it’s not enspelled, Armus cannot prove it is an artifact of the First Empire, and it is therefore harmless. We will then leave the poor man to his scholarship. But if it is enspelled…”

      “It is too dangerous to leave here,” said Caina.

      “You know what to do,” said Halfdan.

      Caina lifted a hand to her forehead. “You know, Master Basil, I think I am developing quite the thunderous headache. All this arguing has upset the Countess’s delicate constitution, and she needs to lie down in silence.”

      Halfdan smiled. “Good girl.” He called one of the servants over. 

      In short order Caina claimed to have a splitting headache accompanied by dizzy spells, and Halfdan and two of the Count’s servants escorted her up the stairs to a guest bedroom on the second floor. In ancient times these had been the rooms of the garrison’s centurions and tribunes, and so were small, cramped stone cells, with windows overlooking the River Megaros below. Halfdan claimed that the Countess needed to lie down in undisturbed silence until her headache passed, and soon Caina found herself alone in the little guest room with a damp cloth pressed her forehead and a carafe of wine on the side table. The Count was a solicitous host. It made her feel bad that she was about to steal from him.

      Not bad enough to stop her, though. 

      She counted to five hundred, but no one entered the room.

      The time was right. 

      Caina rolled to her feet and crossed to the window, opening the shutters. The damp night air washed over her face, accompanied by the muddy smell of the River Megaros. Here and there she saw the running lights of a barge making its way down the river, bearing marble or timber or grain from further up the valley.

      The little bundle Caina had hung below the windowsill a day earlier waited there, untouched and unnoticed. 

      She smiled, pulled it into the room, and unrolled the bundle upon the bed. 

      Caina stripped out of her dress and boots and began putting on the clothing from the bundle. She donned black trousers, soft black boots, a black shirt and a jacket lined with steel plates to deflect knife blades. Over her head she pulled a mask that concealed everything except her eyes, and pulled leather gloves over her hands. Around her waist went a belt holding throwing knives and lockpicks and a few other useful tools. 

      Last of all came her shadow-cloak, the cloak of a Ghost nightfighter.

      It was a wondrous thing, black as midnight and light as air. The cloak blended and merged with the shadows, giving Caina an enormous advantage at stealth. It also shielded her thoughts from mind-controlling sorcery and protected her from divinatory spells. So long as she wore it, Master Taldrane and the other magi in the great hall below could not use their spells to detect her presence. 

      Though hopefully they were not looking for her.

      Caina wrapped her dress and her high-heeled boots in the bundle, slinging it over her shoulder beneath the cloak. She intended to return and resume her role as Countess Marianna Nereide, but it was best to be cautious. If she had to flee the tower of Eastwarden in haste, she did not want to leave any incriminating evidence behind. 

      And the best way to avoid unexpected developments was to get the job done as quickly as possible. 

      Caina hopped onto the windowsill, her fingers grasping the rough stonework of Eastwarden’s wall. The tower was old, built of massive blocks of weathered masonry, and Caina had no trouble finding handholds and footholds. She scaled the wall slowly, trusting that the shadow-cloak would conceal her from any observers on the ground below. 

      Besides, no one ever looked up. 

      A few moments later she reached the tower’s top level, her arms and legs aching from the exertion of the climb, and stopped before the windows to the Count’s private apartment. She listened at the shutters for a moment, but heard nothing but the faint moan of the wind. Caina reached into her belt, drew a dagger, and slipped it between the shutters. After a moment’s work she popped the latch, and the shutters swung outward. Caina returned the dagger to her belt, gripped the windowsill, and pulled herself into the Count’s chambers. 

      She found herself in a small library. Books filled shelves on all four walls of the room. Two long tables took up most of the floor, their surfaces covered with more books and a variety of loose papers. Caina paused long enough to examine the papers. In the dim moonlight she could not make out many details, but they looked like maps of the Megaros Valley and the Great Mountains. Perhaps one of them showed where Armus had found the Sword of Nicokator.

      Caina crossed to the door, listened for a moment, and heard nothing. She gripped the handle and swung the door open, and then froze as a scent filled her nostrils.

      It was the coppery, hot smell of fresh-spilled blood. 

      Quite a lot of it, too, to judge from the strength of the smell. 

      Caina whispered a silent curse to herself and slipped through the door. Beyond was the Count’s sitting room, the walls adorned with tapestries showing scenes from the Empire’s history. Dim light came from enspelled glass spheres in iron stands, and Caina felt the faint prickle of the simple spells upon them that generated light. Armus Valdarion’s more valuable relics sat in display cases along the wall, swords and helmets and chalices and other items. One display case sized for a sword stood in the center of the room. The Count would have put the Sword of the First Emperor in that case. 

      The display case had been smashed open, and save for the shards of glass lying upon the black velvet pillow, the case was empty. 

      Count Armus Valdarion himself lay upon his side before the shattered case, his eyes unblinking, his chest motionless. The front of his white shirt had turned crimson with blood from a wound in his chest, and more of his blood soaked into the room’s rich carpet. 

      He had been murdered, and the Sword of Nicokator stolen. 

      Caina considered what to do next. Any moment someone would come in through the door leading to the tower’s stairs, maybe one of the servants, or perhaps Aetius himself would come to summon his father. She had only a few moments to look around and discern how the Count had been murdered.

      If he even had been murdered.

      There was no sign of a struggle. Armus Valdarion had been old, but he had been healthy enough, and he would not have gone meekly to his death. There should have been marks of violence upon the room, chairs knocked over and tables damaged, yet Caina saw nothing out of place except for the broken case. For that matter, she heard the murmur of the guests conversing in the great hall five stories below. If the sound carried up here, any noises Armus had made should have been audible below. If his killers had wanted to kill him in silence, they would have poisoned him as he slept, or crept up behind him and cut his throat, not stabbed him in the chest. A man stabbed in the chest could make a lot of noise before he died. 

      Caina knew that firsthand.

      Yet the wound seemed…wrong, somehow. So did the position of Armus’s corpse. Caina crept forward, taking care not to step into the blood, and scrutinized the dead man. He had been stabbed just beneath the breastbone, and to judge from the dark spot on the back of his coat, the blade had sheared through his heart and lungs and emerged between two of the ribs in his back…

      Caina blinked.

      He had been stabbed from below. If the blade had pierced his torso entirely, it had been a powerful blow, which meant his assailant had been kneeling or…

      No. 

      The Count had fallen upon a sword. He killed himself.

      That made even less sense. The man she had just spoken with in the great hall had been full of hopes for the future, and she found it unlikely that he had committed suicide. Yet she could not deny the evidence of her eyes. Armus Valdarion had thrown himself upon a sword – in fact, Caina saw the scratches at the base of the display case where the sword’s pommel had grated against the wood. He had died swiftly from blood loss, and then someone had yanked the sword from his body, his corpse falling upon its side. 

      The Count had killed himself with the Sword of Nicokator, and someone had then taken the weapon. 

      That made no sense at all…but as far as Caina could tell, that was what had happened. 

      And recently, too. Within the last ten minutes. 

      For a moment Caina did not know what to do next. She decided to bring the news to Halfdan and allow him to decide how to proceed. She did not want to get caught here. If anyone found her, they would assume that she had killed the Count. 

      She started to rise, and then froze.

      There was something in the pocket of the Count’s coat. Caina reached into the pocket and drew out a small piece of paper. It was a list of numbers, some of them two digits, some of them three, and all of them apparently random. One of the numbers had been circled. 

      Footsteps rasped in the stairwell outside the door, and Caina’s head snapped up. 

      Someone was coming to summon the Count. 

      Caina took the bit of crumpled paper and vanished back into the library, closing the door behind her. 

      By the time the shouting began, she was back in the guest room and in her formal gown, lying upon the bed with a feigned headache.
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