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      An ancient sorcerer. A malevolent plot. Can Caina see the trap before it is too late?

      The serpent men seek to conquer the world, but Caina wants to banish them first.

      If she can find a way to destroy the Liminal Temple, she can cut off the serpent men from her world and win a final victory.

      But in the shadows, an ancient sorcerer of the orcs is stirring, preparing mighty spells that neither Caina nor the serpent men can foresee.

      And all this sorcerer needs to finish his work is Caina's blood...
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      Caina stood in the great hall of the Tower of Kardamnos and gazed at her husband’s guest.

      The great hall was a large space at the foot of the Tower, its walls constructed of basalt blocks and the floor sheathed in gleaming blue-green marble. The chamber was large enough to hold a few thousand people. A dais at the far end held a stone throne where the High Seat of House Kardamnos would sit on formal occasions.

      Right now, the hall was mostly empty, save for Caina and a dozen men.

      Her husband Kylon stood with Styrios, the polemarch who had commanded the ships they had taken from Malarae and had been acting as one of Kylon’s lieutenants in the tumultuous days since. They stood facing Lysikas Stormblade, High Seat of House Agramemnos, who was flanked by several of his soldiers.

      Lysikas still had a bandage wrapped around the top of his head. Despite that, he looked better than Caina would have expected for a man in his sixties who had suffered a severe blow to the head. Thanks to the sorcery of water, stormdancers tended to be resilient.

      Caina expected they would need that resilience in the days to come.

      “A thousand Kraken ships?” said Kylon.

      “At least,” said Lysikas, voice grim. “One of the outer patrols encountered the fleet as it sailed from the Isles of Old Kyrace.”

      “Perhaps not a thousand, then,” said Rhamphias. “Maybe the outer patrol panicked before they could do a proper count.”

      Lysikas started to shake of his head, winced, and stopped himself. “No. I know the polemarch who commanded the patrol. Steady man, not the sort to panic. He thought there were at least a thousand Caphtori ships, but there might well be more. The polemarch only had five triremes, and he did not dare remain long enough to count the entire enemy fleet.”

      “Longships?” said Kylon. “Or galleons as well?”

      “Both,” said Lysikas. “And larger ships as well for transporting soldiers and supplies.”

      “An invasion,” said Kylon. “They think to land in the harbor and seize the city.”

      “And, no doubt,” said Caina, voice quiet, “to kill enough of the blood of House Kardamnos to open the Great Bridge for the serpent men.” The Rhadamathi had attempted secrecy and subversion to kill Kylon’s children and enough of House Kardamnos to open their portal. The treason of Tyndarion Agramemnos had been their latest attempt. Had the scheme worked, Tyndarion would have been the most powerful man in New Kyre, fully trusted by his niece Kalliope, and would have been able to arrange the deaths of Kylon’s children with ease.

      Tyndarion’s plot had failed, and the branch of the Cult of Rhadamathar in New Kyre had been destroyed. The serpent priests had been attempting subtlety – the alchemical weapon in Malarae, for instance, that would have killed the Emperor and the Padishah and started a war between the Empire and Istarinmul. Or their plan to assassinate the Great Royal Wife of the Padishah, which would have triggered a war between Istarinmul and Anshan. All stratagems designed to weaken any potential resistance before the serpent men could open their Great Bridge and begin the invasion.

      Now, it seemed, the serpent men had discarded subtlety and decided to move on to brute force.

      “If the Caphtori dogs want to visit New Kyre, then we shall serve them steel and flame,” said Lysikas. “Neither Old Kyrace nor New Kyre ever fell to the Caphtori, and I do not intend that to change now.”

      “Can the Caphtori even take New Kyre?” said Caina. She was not a soldier, but she had seen more wars than she had ever wanted by now. From what she could observe, the Red Krakens had two choices for attacking New Kyre. They could land their soldiers somewhere to the north or south of the city, allowing the soldiers to besiege the city while the ships sealed off the harbor. Or they could try to land in the harbor itself, avoiding the massive landward walls that protected New Kyre.

      Both those options did not take into account the large and skilled Kyracian fleet, the fleet that had destroyed so many warships of the Empire that the Emperor still griped about the cost of rebuilding it.

      “If the Red Krakens attempt it, they shall bitterly regret their folly,” said Lysikas, his dark eyes flashing. “The waters for fifty miles in every direction around New Kyre are a graveyard of sunken wrecks, all of them enemies of the Kyracian people who attempted to assail our city. Even ships from your own Empire, Consort.”

      “Indeed,” said Caina, “but the Empire isn’t sailing against New Kyre now, is it?”

      “No,” said Lysikas.

      “Do we have enough ships to meet a fleet of this size in battle?” said Kylon. “Our triremes are superior to anything the Krakens can build, but I fear they have far more longships and galleons.”

      “We should be able to at least match their numbers,” said Lysikas. “The Assembly, as you observed, was not taking the threat of the Krakens seriously, and we were distracted by Eirenea Tritos’s ham-handed attempts to ally with the Shahenshah of Anshan.” Lysikas had been acquitted of the murder of Cimon Siltarides, but it appeared he had not forgiven Eirenea’s part in his trial. “But the individual Houses were losing merchant vessels to the raiders and so had called more and more of their warships back to Kyracian waters to defend them. You saw that the harbor was quite full, yes?” Kylon nodded. “Much of the Houses have their warships here at the moment, and the rest in the yards and havens at Hellespar and Mytilene.”

      “Are they ready for battle?” said Kylon. “Or are they being refitted and repaired?”

      “Some of them are,” said Lysikas. “But most are prepared. You have only recently returned to the city, and no doubt have not yet taken full stock of the resources of House Kardamnos…”

      “He might have been occupied,” said Caina, “with proving your innocence.”

      Lysikas blinked, perhaps taken aback that she would speak to him that so bluntly, and then smiled and raised a hand in concession. “Indeed. So I can hardly complain. But most of the warships of the Houses of New Kyre are seaworthy and battle-worthy. The Krakens have attacked our shipping heading north to the Cyrican Sea and south toward Talexandros, so we have been sending our merchant vessels in convoys with warships.”

      “Do the Krakens follow Kyracian ships into the Cyrican Sea?” said Caina.

      “They prefer not to sail that far east,” said Lysikas, “which no doubt is why the Caphtori are little known within the Empire.” He tapped the fingers of his left hand against the pommel of the sword of storm-forged steel that hung on his belt. It was a new one. Rhadamathi venom started to corrode even storm-forged steel after a few hours of contact. “I came to warn you in advance because I expect the Surge will soon summon you to deal with the threat.”

      “Me?” said Kylon. A flash of anger went over his face. “Surely even the Surge cannot expect House Kardamnos to defend New Kyre against a threat of this scale?”

      “No, no, nothing of that sort,” said Lysikas. “Against a Kraken fleet of this size, all New Kyre must be rallied to fight it. The Surge will summon the nine Archons soon, and the High Seats of the most powerful Houses of New Kyre. Since you are the High Seat of House Kardamnos, you will be among them.”

      “I wonder,” said Caina, thinking hard.

      “That Kylon will be summoned?” said Lysikas. “That should be no wonder.”

      “No, about the Krakens,” said Caina. “They must know the defenses of New Kyre – the fleet and the walls of the city. So do their masters the serpent priests. Why send a fleet to throw against them? They must know the odds are not in their favor.”

      Lysikas shrugged. “You said it yourself, Consort. The serpent men do not care about their servants. And no doubt they have been planning this for years. Perhaps the serpent men assumed that my treacherous brother would not be in command of New Kyre, and that he would surrender the city to them.”

      “Perhaps,” said Caina, though she was not convinced. The Rhadamathi, she had learned, never liked to rely upon a single plan or a single chance of success. They had likely hoped that Tyndarion Agramemnos would have control of New Kyre by the time the Kraken fleet arrived.

      Hoped, but the serpent men did not hope, they schemed.

      Would they have a backup plan? Another way to seize control of New Kyre before the Kraken fleet arrived?

      Caina was certain of it.

      She just couldn’t figure out what it was, at least not yet.

      “Father?”

      Caina turned her head and saw that Kalliope had entered the hall, Nikarion and Zoe trailing after her. A trio of servants followed her, two from House Agramemnos, and one from House Kardamnos. Kalliope had brought the servants she had trusted from the Tower of Agramemnos and had been rigorous in her selection of Kylon’s servants. Given how many times the Cult of Rhadamathar had recruited slaves and servants to kill the children, Caina appreciated her paranoia.

      “Grandfather!” chorused the children, and they ran to Lysikas. The old man’s expression softened, and he scooped up Zoe with one arm and tousled Nikarion’s hair with the other.

      “Have you been good for your mother?” said Lysikas.

      “Yes, Grandfather,” said Zoe.

      “I have sword lessons with Father later today,” said Nikarion.

      “Well, you should listen to him,” said Lysikas. “I’ve seen your father fight, he’s a great warrior for the Kyracian people.”

      “Should you be out of bed, Father?” said Kalliope, walking closer and peering at his bandage.

      “I’m fine,” said Lysikas. “I got through that,” he glanced at the children, “that business at the Assembly without falling over, didn’t I? I just feel like I have a mild hangover.”

      “What’s a hangover?” said Nikarion.

      “Something that you’ll understand when you’re older,” said Lysikas. He turned his attention back to Kalliope. “We will be summoned by the Surge later today.”

      “The Surge?” said Kalliope with alarm, glancing at Kylon. “What does the Surge want with you?”

      Kylon’s mouth twisted for a second, but he never liked to argue with Kalliope in front of the children, and she knew all about his dispute with the Surge anyway. “Not just me. Your father expects that she will summon all the Archons and the most powerful High Seats to the Sanctuary before much longer.”

      “Why?” said Kalliope. “Has there been news? Surely the Surge is not still angry with…”

      “It has nothing to do with me,” said Kylon. “At least not directly. The outer scouts saw a large Kraken fleet heading towards New Kyre. The Surge and the Archons will want to discuss the defense of the city.”

      “The Krakens?” said Zoe in her grandfather’s arms, her eyes widening. “The bad men we saw on the island?”

      “Yes,” said Lysikas. “But you shouldn’t worry. Your father and I will defend the city, and so will thousands of Kyracian warriors. You will be perfectly safe here.”

      Caina hoped they could back up that promise.

      “Did the scouts say how many ships are coming?” said Kalliope.

      “Perhaps we should discuss it later,” said Lysikas, glancing at Zoe. The mention of the Krakens had frightened the little girl. Caina didn’t know how much the children understood of what had had happened on the Isle of Cairns, but they undoubtedly knew that they had been in deadly danger.

      Even as the thought crossed Caina’s mind, a servant emerged from the side corridor and hurried up to Kylon.

      “High Seat,” said the servant. “A priestess of the Surge is at the gate to the Tower and wishes to speak with you.”

      Kylon sighed and looked at Lysikas. “I assume that would be the summons you mentioned.” He turned back to the servant. “Please find Strategos Rhamphias and ask him to join me here in all haste.”

      The servant bowed and hurried from the hall. A few moments later, he returned with Kylon’s cousin Rhamphias. Caina’s initial impression of the man had been negative, since when she had first met him in Istarinmul, he had reacted with distaste when he had seen Kylon with a non-Kyracian woman. That had only been a few years ago, but Rhamphias looked as if he had aged a decade in the time since. The burdens of serving as the High Seat of House Kardamnos had worn on him, to say nothing of the ordeal of the Isle of Cairns.

      Caina’s cousin Mardun and the Sokoran exile Kishiro followed him. Both men wore their armor – Mardun was too paranoid to take it off, which would have been irrational if not for the number of times they had been attacked since arriving in New Kyre. For Kishiro, it seemed to be a point of honor that he would not lapse in his battle readiness. Caina was not certain if that came from the rigid code of honor that governed the nobles of Sokoru, or Kishiro’s vow to kill the Caphtori warlord Magnussar.

      “Cousin, what is the news?” said Rhamphias.

      “I expect we are about to be summoned by the Surge,” said Kylon. “The patrols have seen a large Kraken fleet sailing for New Kyre.”

      Rhamphias grew somber. “Once I would have said that such a course was folly, that we would easily destroy any such fleet. But now I know the Red Krakens serve the serpent men, and they must have some cunning strategy.”

      Kishiro said something in Sokoran.

      “Eh?” said Rhamphias. “What’s that?”

      Mardun cleared his throat. “Kishiro says that it is very likely that such a fleet is under the command of the warlord Magnussar, who has unified many of the Caphtori tribes under his control. If Magnussar leads this fleet, the Kyracians will face a dangerous opponent.” Kishiro said some more in Sokoran. “As you all know, Kishiro’s lord fell in battle against Magnussar when the Krakens most attacked Sokoru. Kishiro says that Magnussar is a dangerous warrior and a skilled captain of man.”

      “That is unfortunate,” said Rhamphias.

      “Then our victory will be all the greater when we defeat him,” said Lysikas. He pointed at Kishiro. “And who knows? If the fortune wills it, perhaps you shall avenge your lord with your own blade.”

      Kishiro offered a bow to Lysikas. Caina knew he understood Kyracian just fine, but he preferred to let Mardun act as translator.

      “Come,” said Kylon. “We probably should not keep a priestess of the Surge waiting.”

      Lysikas handed Zoe to Kalliope, and they walked through the doors of the great hall and into the courtyard of the Tower of Kardamnos. The courtyard was an expansive space and contained several gardens and several smaller yards where the soldiers of House Kardamnos could drill with sword and shield. Caina walked to the yard before the main doors where the soldiers, servants, and slaves of House Kardamnos had assembled to meet their new High Seat a few days before.

      A young Kyracian woman in a blue-green gown stood at the gate. She was short and thin, with black hair and dark eyes, and bracelets glittered upon her wrists. The woman wore a bronze pendant adorned with a stylized three-lobed eye, the symbol of the Surge, the oracle and seeress of the Kyracian people.

      An oracle, Caina suspected, who would need to find a successor before much longer. Given how ill the Surge had looked during their last meeting, the question of a successor had more urgency than anyone really wanted. She realized that she knew nothing about how the Surge was selected or how she passed on her abilities to her successor. Perhaps Calvia would know.

      “Priestess Eridys,” said Kylon.

      “High Seat,” said Eridys. Her gaze shifted to Lysikas. “And High Seat of House Agramemnos. You are both summoned to attend the Surge in one hour at her Sanctuary.”

      “I assume this is to discuss the Caphtori fleet sailing to the city,” said Kylon.

      “You guess correctly, Lord Kylon,” said Eridys. “The Surge’s visions warned her of the fleet just as the scouts made their reports to the Assembly.”

      “Does she know the strength of the fleet?” said Lysikas.

      “At least twelve hundred vessels in total,” said Eridys. “Maybe more. All the Caphtori homelands must have been emptied.”

      Kishiro said something in Sokoran.

      “Pardon?” said Eridys.

      Mardun cleared his throat. “He says that the Caphtori tribes have most likely been united under a warlord named Magnussar.”

      “It seems likely,” said Eridys, considering him. “You are the master magus Mardun Scorneus, correct? And that is Lord Kishiro of Sokoru?”

      Mardun offered her a deep bow, and Kishiro followed suit. “That is correct.”

      “Perhaps you should accompany Lord Kylon and Lord Lysikas as well,” said Eridys. “It is likely you have more experience with the Krakens than many of our lords.” A shadow went over her face. “I fear we shall need that, if twelve hundred Caphtori ships are indeed sailing to attack our city.”
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        * * *

      

      Once again Kylon climbed the steps of the Pyramid of Storm, Caina walking at his side.

      As ever, his emotions were dark when he returned here. The Surge was the oracle of the Kyracian people, her duty to use her visions to guide New Kyre through the storm of the world. Yet the Surge had not warned Kylon about the Red Huntress’s impending attack on the Tower of Kardamnos, an attack that had cost the life of his first wife, their unborn child, and dozens of others. What was worse, the Surge had told Caina that she withheld the knowledge deliberately so that Kylon would be in a better position to aid future events.

      He thought that utter nonsense. The Red Huntress had wreaked so much more havoc and bloodshed after she killed Thalastre. If the Surge had warned Kylon, they could have prepared an ambush for the Huntress with a score of stormdancers and stormsingers. The Huntress, for all her power and skill, had not been invincible, and if Kylon had managed to kill her at the Tower of Kardamnos, so much evil would have been averted.

      Or maybe things would have turned out worse.

      The old anger flowed through him as he climbed the stairs with Caina and the others.

      Still, some things had eased his fury or at least made it easier to tolerate. The Surge had also ordered Kalliope and Lysikas to keep the children secret from Kylon, which had kept them safe from the Huntress. If the Huntress had known about them, she would have killed them just as she had killed Thalastre.

      So he could forgive that.

      At least that part of it.

      As for failing to warn him of the Huntress’s approach, for sacrificing Thalastre on the altar of her visions…no, he could not forgive that.

      But Kylon realized that didn’t matter. His children needed him. His House needed him to serve as High Seat. And, though it sounded grandiose, his people and his city needed him. If the Caphtori were coming for New Kyre, the city needed its warriors to defend it.

      And Kylon had seen and survived a great deal of war.

      In light of that, he would swallow his anger and deal civilly with the Surge. Too many people were relying on Kylon for him to act otherwise.

      He looked to the side as Caina climbed the stairs with him. That reminded him again of how much he liked the way she looked in Kyracian clothing – a sleeveless gown of greenish-blue, wound around the waist with a belt, her black hair braided in an elaborate crown. Of course, he could no sooner look at her in Kyracian clothing than he started thinking about taking her out of it.

      Yet right now he remembered how she had offered to kill the Surge if he wished vengeance for Thalastre, how she and Calvia had manipulated the Houses and the Assembly to lift his exile. Rhamphias had wanted to abdicate as High Seat and have Kylon take his place, but the only reason Kylon had been able to return from exile as smoothly as he had was the work that Caina had put into it.

      The only reason that he and Kalliope could even have a civil conversation was because of the mediation that Caina had done.

      She saw him looking and smiled. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” said Kylon. “I’m just…grateful for your presence.”

      “Well, that’s not nothing,” said Caina. Her smile faded. “You’ll be all right speaking with the Surge? Even if she has one of her…episodes and starts ranting about your past?”

      “Yes.” To his mild surprise, he meant it. Kylon would never trust or even respect the Surge, but for the sake of his children and wife, he would not aggravate her nor show her disrespect in front of the other nobles of the Kyracian people.

      Silence was such a useful tool at times.

      “We should probably wait a bit,” said Caina, coming to a halt. They were about two-thirds the way up the face of the Pyramid of Storm, high enough that Kylon could see the nobles already gathered at the top before the Sanctuary of the Surge.

      “You’re not even out of breath,” said Kylon.

      “Neither are you,” said Caina. “But we should give Lysikas and Rhamphias a chance to catch up.”

      Kylon looked back down the stairs and saw that Mardun and Kishiro were not far behind. No doubt surviving on the Isle of Cairns for all those years had left them fit and accustomed to exertion. Lysikas and Rhamphias were following some distance behind. Lysikas was moving at a good pace, but Kylon could tell that the old man’s knees were troubling him. Rhamphias was wheezing, and his face glistened with sweat.

      “It is a lot of stairs,” said Caina.

      “Yes,” agreed Kylon.

      “I’ll pretend like I need to adjust my sandal,” said Caina, squatting down and fiddling with the laces on her left foot. The heels on the sandals were quite high, and he was still surprised at her ability to climb the stairs so quickly in them, though he did admit they made her legs look good when they pressed against the cloth of her gown. “That way, we can pretend we’re not waiting for them.”

      “Trouble?” said Mardun as he came up behind them.

      “No, no,” said Caina. “Just need to relace my sandal.”

      Kishiro said nothing. Mardun glanced at her, then at Lysikas and Rhamphias, and a brief, cynical smile went over his face. Despite his graying beard, in that instant he looked a great deal like both Caina and Calvia.

      “Ah,” he said. “Very considerate of you, cousin. Talmania would never have been so thoughtful.”

      “Talmania was always thoughtful,” said Caina, straightening back up. “She was very meticulous about finding ways to destroy her enemies and torment those who had crossed her.”

      Mardun grunted. “Believe you me, spending the better part of a decade on the Isle of Cairns wasn’t pleasant, but it was still better than waiting around for Talmania to kill me.”

      Kylon, who had fought Talmania several times and done his very best to kill her, could not disagree.

      By then Lysikas and Rhamphias had caught up to them. Kylon noted the faint stiffness in Lysikas’s stride, the rasping edge that had entered Rhamphias’s breathing.

      “Anything amiss?” said Lysikas.

      “Not at all, my lord Lysikas,” said Caina. “The straps on my sandal simply came undone. If I trip and lose my balance, it’s a long way down back to the Agora of Archons.”

      Lysikas snorted. “It’s usually easier to descend all these stairs than to climb them. You can descend faster, but I suppose you would not want to fall too quickly.”

      “Indeed not,” said Rhamphias. “Gods of storm and brine, I wish the Surge would descend the Pyramid to speak with us.”

      “The Surge is the oracle of the Kyracian people,” said Lysikas. “It is an honor to be invited to speak with her.”

      “I know, I know,” said Rhamphias. He sucked in a deep breath and got his breathing back under control. “I only wish honors required less work.”

      “We are lords of the Kyracian people,” said Lysikas. “Our duty requires no less. Consort, you are ready to continue?”

      “Of course, Lord Lysikas,” said Caina. “Thank you for your patience.” Kylon suppressed a smile. Caina had observed that inserting Calvia into the politics of New Kyre was a bit like dropping a wolf into a pen full of sheep who thought themselves a predator, but Caina was no less clever herself.

      They climbed the rest of the way to the apex of the pyramid. All nine Archons were there, with Tiraedes Cyrsalos, the Speaker of the Assembly, standing in their midst. House Kardamnos, House Agramemnos, and House Tritos were the most powerful Houses in the city, but there were several noble families just below them in power, and their High Seats had gathered as well.

      Kylon’s eyes fell on a man and a woman standing at the edge of the crowd. The woman was lean and in her later middle years, with iron-gray hair and deep lines marking her face, which bore a perpetually harsh expression. The man was huge, a good foot taller than Kylon, with dark hair and dark eyes, and similar facial features to the woman. Unlike his mother, the man’s expression was pleasant and amiable, though Kylon knew firsthand just how hard he could swing a sword.

      Lord Democles Tritos, High Seat of House Tritos, was not known for his wit or subtlety, but with a sword in his hand, he was practically an army in his own right.

      “What pleasant weather today,” said Democles to the woman.

      “My son,” said Eirenea Tritos with strained patience, “we are here for more serious matters than the weather.”

      “True,” said Democles, “but at least the serious matters can be conducted in pleasant weather.”

      Eirenea sighed and saw Kylon and the others approaching. Her expression didn’t change, but Kylon had reached for his water sorcery, and he sensed the distinct sour note that went through her emotions as she looked at Lysikas, accompanied by the mirroring anger that went through Lysikas’s sense. Eirenea had tried very hard to have Lysikas banished from New Kyre, and only Caina proving that Tyndarion Agramemnos had been a remember of the Cult of Rhadamathar had stopped her.

      “Lord Kylon, Countess Caina,” said Eirenea, carefully emphasizing Caina’s foreign title. “Lord Lysikas. I trust you are recovering from your head injury?”

      The low murmur of conversation fell silent as the other Archons and nobles watched the two rivals face each other. Kylon glanced to the side to see his wife’s half-sister joining them. Calvia Scorneus looked a great deal like Caina, so much that the two women could have been twins. They had exactly the same height and facial features, and the same shade of blue eyes.

      But on second glance, the differences were apparent. Caina was lean but fit, and much stronger than she looked. Calvia was simply thin, perhaps too thin, and Kylon had often seen her refuse food because she claimed that digestion took blood from her brain when she needed to devote her full thought to something. She was only a few years older than Caina, but her hair was a brilliant silvery white, a consequence of some of the things she had done to defeat Talmania Scorneus and the Umbarians.

      Caina and Calvia shared a look. Caina was not exactly squeamish, but Calvia was more ruthless and less scrupulous than Kylon’s wife. Despite that, the two half-sisters’ minds worked so much alike that they often seemed to reach the same conclusions at exactly the same time.

      Kylon would have to ask later what conclusion they had just reached.

      “Recovering well, thank you, Lady Eirenea,” said Lysikas with obviously forced cheer. “It will take more than a scratch to keep me from performing my duty to the Kyracian people.”

      “How good to know,” said Eirenea with a cold smile.

      Before the tension could increase further, Lord Democles stepped forward.

      “Ha, Lord Kylon!” he said. “It is good to see you again. Aye, our last match put me to the test. It’s not often I’ve met another swordsman who can challenge me.”

      “It was good exercise, Lord Democles,” said Kylon. When Democles and his mother had visited the Tower of Kardamnos after Tyndarion Agramemnos’s treachery had been revealed, Kylon and Democles practiced at swords in the courtyard while Caina and Calvia spoke to Eirenea. It had indeed been a good practice bout. Kylon had met very few people who could challenge him at swordplay, even without the aid of his water sorcery – Prince Nasser of Iramis, Morgant the Razor, and a few others.

      Given that Democles had decided that House Tritos would be friends with House Kardamnos and his mother seemingly had no choice but to go along, it was wise to maintain Democles’ friendship.

      “It will prove useful when it comes time to send these Kraken dogs to the bottom of the sea,” said Democles.

      “Indeed, High Seat,” said Lysikas. “The bones and ships of many of their ancestors lie strewn beneath the waves. Soon the newcomers shall join them.”

      There was a brief pause while Democles worked out what Lysikas had meant, and then he barked a laugh. “Ha! Excellent! Though the stormsingers are better at naval warfare. Calling down lightning to strike the masts, hail to rend the sails, all that sort of thing.” He stretched and looked around. “I wonder how long we’ll have to wait. A nice day, there are other things I could be doing. At least there’s a good view.”

      “My son,” said Eirenea with strained patience. “We are summoned by the Surge, the oracle of the Kyracian people. We shall wait as long as necessary.”

      “I know, I know,” said Democles.

      Again Caina and Calvia shared a glance, and Calvia’s mouth twitched in amusement. Then Caina looked towards the archway that led into the Sanctuary of the Surge.

      Eridys and three other priestesses emerged from the Sanctuary. This close to the Pyramid, their eyes cycled through colors, from the gentle blue-green of the water on a calm day to the black of a storm.

      “Archons of the Assembly, lords of the Kyracian people, hear me,” said Eridys in a clear voice. “The Surge will address you.”
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        * * *

      

      Caina watched as the Archons arrayed themselves before the entrance to the Sanctuary. She followed with Kylon and Calvia. Lysikas, perhaps to amuse himself, put himself directly behind Eirenea, which no doubt let him see over the top of her head. For her part, Eirenea ignored him with icy dignity. Under less serious circumstances, the petty childishness would have been amusing, if exasperating.

      She remembered Kylon’s frequent comments that the Assembly often squabbled in the face of serious threats, and Calva’s more recent observations of that fact. Would the Assembly pull itself together and direct the defense of the city against the approaching Caphtori fleet? Then again, perhaps the orcish attack on the Assembly in the very heart of the city would galvanize the lords of New Kyre to action. For all the Kyracians’ internal squabbling, New Kyre had never fallen to an invader.

      But there was always a first time for everything.

      The Archons and the most powerful nobles of New Kyre fell silent, and the Surge limped out of the Sanctuary, leaning heavily upon a cane.

      When Caina had spoken with the Surge after the Assembly had voted to lift Kylon’s exile, she had been surprised at how much older and sicker the woman had looked. It had been six years since Caina’s last visit to New Kyre, but the Surge looked as if she had aged twenty-five in that time. She had lost weight, and her face was gaunt and pale, her eyes glittering with fever, her hair lank. Eridys and several other priestesses hovered behind her, as if worried that she would fall over.

      Caina suspected it was a very real fear.

      The Surge looked even worse than she had a few days ago, and Caina suspected she was not long for this world.

      “Archons and lords of New Kyre, hear me,” said the Surge. Her threefold voice remained the same, the voices of the young girl, the grown woman, and the elder all speaking at the same time from her tongue. The effect had always been eerie and commanding, even with the Surge looking so frail. “I have summoned you here to offer guidance for the future of our city and nation. Lord Tiraedes?”

      The Speaker of the Assembly stepped forward and bowed. “Honored Surge.”

      “I have seen the tides of fate,” said the Surge, “and they have revealed to me that a vast Caphtori fleet is sailing for New Kyre, carrying tens of thousands of soldiers. They intend to seize the city in the name of the serpent god they call Jorgan, but whose true name is Rhadamathar, the lord of the serpent men. You must make ready the defense of the city.”

      “We shall,” said Tiraedes.

      “The tides of fate,” said the Surge, “have chosen the Kyracian people for a great destiny. I have seen in my visions that the serpent men travel from world to world, conquering and looting and adding to their empire. If they are not defeated here, then all the world shall fall to their might. The Kyracian people must defend this world, or we shall all be conquered, and New Kyre shall burn to ashes.”

      “Then we will gather the fleets and prepare the defense of the city,” said Tiraedes.

      “More is required,” said the Surge, her eerie eyes moving over the gathered Archons to linger upon Eirenea and Lysikas. “Much division and dissension seethes within the Assembly of the Kyracian people. Such weakness will destroy our people if it festers when the Krakens arrive. The lords of New Kyre must put aside their squabbling and unite, or our city will fall.”

      “We will stand united,” said Tiraedes.

      “And what of you, Lysikas Agramemnos?” said the Surge, her voice growing irritated. “And you, Eirenea Tritos? Will you put aside your enmity and fight for the defense of our people? Or will you still allow bitterness over your youthful tryst to doom our city?”

      Eirenea sucked in a breath before she composed herself. House Tritos and House Agramemnos had been traditional rivals for centuries, but according to Calvia, Eirenea’s and Lysikas’s enmity was more personal. Apparently, they had been lovers when they had been younger, and the affair had ended badly.

      “Say it!” commanded the Surge, anger going over her face.

      “I…will not allow our rivalry to endanger the defense of the city,” said Lysikas.

      “Nor will I allow it to harm our efforts,” said Eirenea, voice stiff. Caina could tell Eirenea disliked anyone speaking to her in that tone, but even a High Seat could not show disrespect to the Surge in public.

      “Good,” said the Surge, and her harsh glare turned towards Caina.

      She met the Surge’s gaze without blinking. Caina would not show rudeness to the Surge, but she was not afraid of the oracle. As a valikarion, the Surge could not see her future. While she understood that the Surge’s deteriorating health led her to say cruel things, neither was Caina willing to tolerate it.

      “And you, Caina Kardamnos,” said the Surge, some of her irritation fading into weary confusion. “I cannot see your fate. Yet there is a shadow upon you. You have made many very powerful enemies among the serpent men, enemies who wish your death.” Kylon’s expression hardened as she spoke. “You must be ready to face them.”

      “I shall,” said Caina. “Two serpent priests have already met their deaths at my hand. If a third desires the honor, I will not turn him away.”

      Confident words. Yet Caina knew firsthand just how dangerous the priests of the Rhadamathi were. Both the High Priest of Malarae and Crotalus had miscalculated in their confrontations with Caina, but if they had not made those errors, they would have killed her easily. For that matter, Calliophis had withdrawn rather than fight her both times that she had encountered him. The serpent priests were very patient and would devise stratagem after stratagem to obtain what they wanted.

      Of course, with the Red Krakens sailing to New Kyre, perhaps events were approaching a crisis.

      Something in Kylon’s expression seemed to draw the Surge’s eye, and she glared at him. “And what of you, Kylon Shipbreaker? The exile returned after so long? Will you raise your sword to defend your city, or will you allow your bitterness against me to stay your hand?”

      Caina looked at Kylon, alarmed.

      “I will defend my children and this city,” said Kylon, and said nothing else.

      The Surge stared at him, and her expression twisted with rage. Caina recognized what was happening. Many people assumed senility simply involved memory loss, but some of the symptoms could involve mood swings and fits of rage. Caina had learned that long ago as a child at the Vineyard, studying under Komnene. One of Komnene’s patients had been an elderly woman whose mind was lapsing. She had been sweet-natured and kindly, unless one of the fits of rage came upon her.

      Caina saw the exact same thing in the Surge now.

      Which was disturbing, given her powers and authority.

      “You fools,” she said, her voice rising to a screech. “You miserable, cowardly fools!” Her hands hooked into claws and she took a step forward, Eridys and the priestesses hovering behind her. “Cravens and knaves, all of you! Unworthy of the titles and offices you bear, scheming and bickering with each other until…”

      She groaned and fell to one knee, trembling.

      “Mistress, mistress,” said Eridys, helping the Surge to stand. “You should lie down. Come inside and lie down.”

      “Yes,” said the Surge. “Yes, you are right…”

      The priestesses helped the Surge back into the Sanctuary. Eridys paused and looked back at the lords of New Kyre.

      “The Surge is tired,” she said. “Once she has recovered, perhaps she will summon you again.”

      With that, she followed the other priestesses into the Sanctuary.
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      For a few moments, shocked silence hung over the apex of the Pyramid of the Storm, broken only by the sound of the wind. Caina looked over the assembled nobles, their expressions ranging from stunned to ashamed.

      “She…didn’t truly mean that, did she?” said Democles to Eirenea. “That we are all unworthy?”

      “The Surge has grown ill, my son,” said Eirenea. “She is the oracle and guide of the Kyracian people, yes, but she is still flesh and blood, and all flesh fails in time.”

      Caina decided that was a sufficient opening.

      “Lord Speaker, a question, if I may,” said Caina.

      Tiraedes took his gaze from the entrance to the Sanctuary and looked at her. “Yes, Consort?”

      “How is a new Surge chosen,” said Caina, “when the hour for such a choice comes?”

      Tiraedes let out a breath. “It is not well known…but it is hardly a secret, I suppose. Usually the Surge chooses her own successor after a number of years. Most of the previous Surges have only held the office for four or five years. I expected this Surge to step down and name a successor after the end of our war against the Empire, but she remained in her office.”

      “What if the Surge succumbs to illness before she has a chance to name a successor?” said Caina.

      “It is a mantle of power,” said Eirenea, “one our ancestors created in Old Kyrace in ancient days, and has been passed down from successor to successor across the millennia. If the Surge dies unexpectedly, the mantle passes to one of her priestesses. Whichever one it finds the most worthy. That is part of the reason the Surge is attended by priestesses, so she can choose her successor…”

      She fell silent as Eridys walked out of the Sanctuary to join them.

      “The Surge sends her apologies,” said Eridys, “but is feeling ill and needs to rest. She will summon you again, my lords, should she receive any further visions about the threat facing our city.”

      “Thank you, priestess,” said Tiraedes. “Please tell the Surge that we shall all pray for her swift recovery. But now, my lords, we must decide how to act. The Kraken fleet is coming, and we must prepare our defenses.”

      Kishiro said something, and Mardun stepped forward.

      “Pardon, Lord Tiraedes,” said Mardun. “But you will wish to hear what Kishiro has to say.”

      Eirenea gave him an affronted look. “Should a foreigner speak at the counsels of the Archons?”

      “If that foreigner has useful information for us, then yes,” said Tiraedes to Eirenea. “I believe this Sokoran warrior has fought against the Krakens, is that correct?”

      Mardun looked to Kishiro, who kept speaking in Sokoran.

      “He has,” said Mardun. “He says that Warlord Magnussar will be commanding that fleet, and he is a war captain both cunning and ferocious. The daimyos…ah, the lords of Sokoru fought against him for years, and Magnussar often slew their armies and seized their strongholds. Kishiro says that you must be cautious, for you face a deadly enemy.”

      Then to Caina’s surprise, Kishiro began speaking in careful Kyracian.

      “Lords of New Kyre,” he said. “I know your tongue, but I do not often speak it. For a noble of my rank, it is a grave dishonor to speak any tongue of our own. Yet I lost my honor when Magnussar slew my noble lord, and I will not regain until my enemy is defeated and slain. Know that I bring dishonor upon myself, so I may tell you this warning in your own speech. Do not underestimate Magnussar. Do not scorn him as a barbarian or a brigand. He is a fell warrior, and the dark powers of the serpent priests support him. I will fight alongside you, lords of New Kyre, until our enemy is slain. That is all I will say.”

      Caina realized it was the longest speech she had ever heard Kishiro give, whether in Kyracian or in his own language.

      “Then we shall heed your counsel, Lord Kishiro,” said Tiraedes. “For thousands of years, the Kyracian people have fought with ferocity against many invaders, whether in our lost homeland of Old Kyrace or upon the walls of New Kyre. Our city has never fallen to our enemies, and I do not intend for it to fall now. Indeed, thanks to your efforts, and those of the Consort of House Kardamnos, the traitors within our walls have been rooted out.”

      “Nevertheless,” said Alcios Kalliades, High Seat of House Kalliades and another of the nine Archons. “If both the reports of our outer patrols and the visions of the Surge agree that we are in peril, then we must take the threat with the utmost gravity. I suggest we withdraw to the council chambers in the Tower of Judges and make our plans of battle.”

      “Indeed, let us proceed at once,” said Tiraedes. “Priestess Eridys, thank you for your…diplomatic words. Please convey our wishes to the Surge for her swift recovery.”

      “Of course, Lord Speaker,” said Eridys, and she bowed. “I would be honored.” She hesitated. “Lady Kardamnos, could I have a brief word?”

      “Certainly,” said Caina, and she, Kylon, and Calvia stepped to join the priestess as the Archons and Lord Lysikas turned towards the stairs.

      “I will not keep you long, I know that you will need to join the council of the Archons,” said Eridys. “But I urge you to heed the Surge’s warning about her vision.”

      “Was it a threat to Caina?” said Kylon.

      “No, I don’t think so,” said Eridys. “No more than anyone else. We are all under threat, my lord Kylon. The Surge was…unusually agitated when she spoke of the vision with the Consort.”

      “More so than her usual state of agitation?” said Caina.

      Eridys offered a wan smile. “I’m afraid she is either exhausted or agitated these days, Consort. It…I fear it will not be long until she chooses a successor, or the choice is taken from her. Yet she was more upset than usual when she spoke of her vision. Some danger looms over New Kyre, one that we cannot yet perceive.”

      “Other than the Krakens, the Rhadamathi, and the orcs?” said Kylon.

      “Perhaps,” said Eridys. “I am sorry I cannot tell you more. The Surge herself was…less than clear. Only that there is a danger coming, and you must face it.”

      Caina let out a breath. “Thank you for the warning. I suppose I will have to watch my back even more closely than I do now.”

      Eridys nodded, bade them farewell, and walked back to the Sanctuary.

      “That was peculiar,” said Calvia.

      “Hardly,” said Kylon, a distinct sour note in his voice. “I know the Surge can see the future, but I wonder what she does when she cannot.”

      “She couldn’t see who had murdered Cimon Siltarides, and said so,” said Caina.

      “True,” said Kylon. “But a vague hint that you are in danger, or that danger surrounds you? Danger surrounds all of us now, and it is getting stronger by the day.”

      “That is also true,” said Calvia. “But consider. Caina is a valikarion, which means the Surge’s arcane sight cannot perceive her directly. So any vision that involves her, by necessity, must be vague.”

      “Indeed,” said Caina, frowning. There had been something about the conversation that had tugged at her mind, but she couldn’t place it. “Let’s catch up with the others. I expect the High Seat of House Kardamnos will have a great deal to do in the city’s defense.”
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        * * *

      

      A short time later, Caina, Kylon, Calvia, Kishiro, and Mardun walked into the council chambers in the Tower of Judges.

      The Tower was a smaller ziggurat near the Agora of Archons, and it was owned by no noble house but by the Assembly itself. The various magistrates appointed yearly by the Assembly heard cases in the courtyards, and the Tower also held cells for prisoners. New Kyre did not have many prisons – judicial punishments tended to be fines, floggings, exile, or beheadings, depending on the offense – but there were small cells for common-born prisoners on the first level of the ziggurat, and more luxurious quarters for prisoners of noble birth. Lysikas Agramemnos, as one of the most powerful lords of New Kyre, had been confined in the apartments towards the top of the Tower.

      The chamber where the nine Archons met was a large room at the base of the Tower with tall windows that overlooked the courtyard. The Archons sat at a round table no doubt intended to signify their equal authority, though Lord Tiraedes, as Speaker of the Assembly, had a more ornate chair than the other eight Archons. A ring of stone benches surrounded the circular table, and Caina sat between Kylon and Calvia on one of them. Lysikas, Democles Tritos, and a few other of the most powerful lords of the city attended as well.

      Caina and Calvia were the only non-Kyracians in the chamber, but no one complained. Since Caina was married to the High Seat of House Kardamnos, she supposed that gave her the right to attend. Calvia was the legitimate High Seat of House Bellophoros, and she controlled the debts of a significant number of the minor Houses in the city. That was enough to enforce her will in many situations, though Caina had noted that her half-sister was wise enough to use her power lightly.

      No doubt she had learned from the mistakes of Talmania and Rania.

      “The full Assembly will have to make a proclamation of war so we can mobilize the city,” said Tiraedes, “but I do not expect that will be a problem.”

      “The rabble are ever eager for battle,” said Eirenea.

      “They may be less eager if we are forced to conscript them to fight,” said Alcios.

      “That should only be necessary if the Krakens land troops in large numbers near the city,” said Tiraedes. “Even then, the Houses maintain enough men under arms that we can defend the walls. And if the tides of fate favor us and we destroy the Kraken fleet before it can approach the city, we might not need to fight upon land at all.” He paused. “But we should not be foolish enough to assume that. Lord Alcios, I would charge you with preparing for the defense of the city on land.”

      “It shall be done,” said Alcios.

      “Our first defense will be the fleet, our warships and their stormsingers and stormdancers,” said Eirenea.

      “A significant portion of the fleet is already gathered outside the city,” said Tiraedes. “In this, at least, we’ve had a bit of luck. The attacks of the Caphtori upon our merchant ships have required us to send them in convoys, so many ships are already here. The rest of the fleet is currently at the shipyards of Hellespar and Mytilene. Lord Kylon, Lord Democles.” The Archons twisted around in their chairs to look at the two High Seats. “We will dispatch you to take command of the ships at the yards and bring them to New Kyre. Lord Kylon, you will go to Hellespar, and Democles, you shall proceed to Mytilene. Gather the ships there and return with them in all haste. Then our combined fleets will sail to confront the Krakens. Lord Lysikas, we think it best that you remain at New Kyre to command the ships here.”

      “And do I have the full support of all the Archons for this command?” said Lysikas, looking at Eirenea. She gazed back at him and said nothing.

      “You do,” said Tiraedes. “I’m aware that some foreigners,” he glanced at Caina and Calvia as he said this, “do not think the Assembly can function in a time of crisis, that we will fall to bickering over meaningless issues in the face of greater dangers.”

      Alcios snorted. “I wonder where they might have gotten this impression, Lord Speaker.”

      “There are times where it is not entirely unjustified,” said Tiraedes. “Regardless, this will not be one of those hours. We all lived through Tyndarion’s betrayal and the orcish attack on the Assembly, and we know that the Krakens and the orcs serve the same masters. The Assembly and the Archons will not fall to bickering. So you, Lord Lysikas, will have overall command of the fleet while Lord Kylon and Lord Democles bring the rest of our ships from Mytilene and Hellespar, and then you will have overall command of our defense once the fleet is gathered.”

      “So be it,” said Lysikas. “I will defend this city with my blood and my life.”

      “Let us hope it does not come to that,” said Tiraedes.

      Caina listened to the rest of the planning for the defense of the city. She did not want Kylon to go to Hellespar, but that was her heart talking, not her head. House Kardamnos had many ships at Hellespar, and it was only proper for the High Seat of House Kardamnos to collect his warships and bring them back to the city. There had been numerous times when Caina’s duty had taken her in one direction and Kylon’s in another, and she had never liked those times.

      But it was necessary, and he would not be gone that long – with a stormsinger to fill the sails, it was a two-day journey to Hellespar, and two days back again. Caina would have no shortage of things to occupy her attention in that time. The Assembly and the Archons would defend the city, but Caina knew that was a single battle in a larger war. The serpent men had been preparing for centuries to conquer this world.

      Caina didn’t just want to defend New Kyre and keep Kylon’s children safe, she wanted to win the war utterly, destroying the Liminal Temple and preventing the serpent men from reaching this world.

      There were two problems with that plan.

      She didn’t know how to reach the Liminal Temple, and she didn’t know how to destroy it.

      But those were difficulties that could be surmounted. She could call upon the aid of the Cataphract, the Warmaiden, and the high loremasters of Iramis, and their collective sorcerous knowledge was considerable. Between them, Caina suspected that they could work out a way to access the Liminal Temple. And it could be destroyed – the Liminal Temple was sustained by spells, and any spell could be broken.

      “Then we are in accord,” said Tiraedes. “I will summon the Assembly this afternoon, and we shall address them and obtain their declaration of war. Lord Kylon, Lord Democles, you should leave for Hellespar and Mytilene today.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day passed with the ritual and business of the Kyracian government, and Caina observed closely, watching for potential problems and betrayals.

      As Lord Speaker, Tiraedes invoked his right to summon in the Assembly on urgent business, and so the lords and commoners wealthy enough to vote in the Assembly gathered in the Agora of Archons, seating themselves on the lower tiers of the Pyramid of Storm. Eridys and several of the priestesses of the Surge attended, using their spells to amplify the voices of the speakers so the entire Assembly could hear their words.

      Caina stood with Kylon and Calvia at the foot of the Pyramid, and to her mild surprise, Kalliope arrived with Zoe and Nikarion. Rhamphias accompanied her, as did a dozen soldiers of House Kardamnos.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here,” said Caina. Kylon picked up Zoe, while Nikarion tried to tell his father about his lesson with the sword masters in the Tower of Kardamnos. Nikarion usually spoke quite slowly for his age, but sometimes when he got excited, all the words tried to come tumbling out of his mouth at once.

      Kalliope shrugged. “Well, children need stability, but they do also need some variety. They can’t spend all day in the Tower of Kardamnos. Besides, their father and grandfather are among the chief lords of the city. They will need to learn how the Assembly works.”

      “That seems reasonable,” said Caina.

      Kalliope offered a tentative smile, though she kept trying to cringe back, as if afraid Caina would hit her. During her father’s arrest and imprisonment, the strain had dragged at Kalliope, and she had exploded and accused Caina of wanting to steal Nikarion and Zoe for herself. After Tyndarion’s downfall and Lysikas’s acquittal, Kalliope had apologized several times and Caina had forgiven her, though Kalliope still remained uneasy around Caina.

      No doubt it would just take some time.

      “I don’t suppose Eirenea is slowing things down out of spite,” said Kalliope, looking towards the dais where the nine Archons sat. Caina had forgiven Kalliope for her outburst during the stress of her father’s imprisonment. Kalliope would likely never forgive Eirenea for pushing the prosecution against her father in the Assembly.

      Caina supposed that Tyndarion ought to be grateful Kylon had killed him quickly. Much worse might have happened to the traitor had he fallen into the hands of the vengeful niece whose children he had tried to murder.

      “No,” said Calvia. “The Surge essentially ordered the Archons to see to the defense of the city. In the face of that, there is not much Eirenea could do.”

      “Besides,” said Caina. “She’s seen orcs and fought them.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” said Kalliope.

      “You already understand it,” said Caina. “Having a man try to kill you is bad enough. Having an orc trying to kill you is somehow worse. Everything about them inspires revulsion and fear. Eirenea might be grasping and ambitious, but she’s not stupid. She knows the Krakens would enslave the population of New Kyre if they could…but the orcs would just slaughter us all.”

      Kalliope looked to where Nikarion was telling Kylon about his sword lesson, while Zoe rested her head against her father’s shoulder. She understood, all right. Caina could see it in her expression.

      “Perhaps that could be the one thing that could unify the Assembly,” said Kalliope at last. “Unless Calvia buys up all the debts of every minor house in the city, of course.”

      Caina wondered if Calvia would take umbrage at that remark, but she only shrugged.

      “Even I don’t have that much money,” said Calvia. “Many of your countrymen have a crippling addiction to debt. Addiction to strong drink or drugs might be less destructive. It’s just as well your merchant trade is so lucrative, or else the entire city might collapse under the weight of the nobles’ debts.”

      Caina waited to see if Kalliope would take offense. Before she had responded badly to any criticism of the Kyracian nobles or the Assembly, and Calvia did not have a particularly high opinion of either.

      Though, to be fair, Calvia did not have a high opinion of many things.

      Kalliope only sighed. Perhaps seeing her father on trial for a murder he had not committed had shaken her belief that the votes of the Assembly expressed the sacred will of the gods.

      “It is regrettable the threat of foreign invasion managed to get the Assembly to work together,” said Kalliope, “but better late than never.” She shook her head. “I remember trying to warn my father and anyone who would listen about the assassins coming after Nikarion and Zoe, but no one listened to me. Now the city is going to war against the masters of the assassins.”

      “As Caina said, having orcs pour out of sorcerous portals in the heart of the city has a marvelous way of focusing the mind,” said Calvia.

      “Truly,” said Kalliope, and she fell silent for a few moments, listening to the orations, and then her eyebrows rose. “Kylon is leaving the city?”

      “The Archons are sending him to collect the ships of House Kardamnos at Hellespar, along with the ships of the other Houses,” said Caina. “Lord Democles is going to Mytilene to gather the ships there. Once the fleet assembles at New Kyre, your father will have the overall command, and Kylon and Democles will be his chief lieutenants.”

      Kalliope nodded. “That is a wise choice. My father is the greatest warrior and captain of our people, of course…but it was Kylon who kept us from ruin on the Isle of Cairns until you could rescue us.”

      A few months ago, Kalliope would have refused to say anything positive about Kylon at all, or would speak a compliment with a bitter twist to her mouth. Likely Kalliope’s experiences on the Isle of Cairns and fighting the orc attacks in New Kyre had changed her attitude. Or maybe the fact that Kylon had killed the uncle who had betrayed her.

      “And Kylon did win against the Empire’s western fleet during the last war,” said Caina. “Every time Emperor Valerius sees Kylon, he complains about the cost of rebuilding the ships.”

      “And yet I thought the Emperor was friends with Kylon,” said Kalliope. “At least, I thought so when we visited the Imperial Citadel.”

      “They’re both warriors,” said Calvia. “There is nothing a warrior respects quite so much as another warrior.”

      “Will you accompany Kylon to Hellespar?” said Kalliope.

      “No, I will stay here,” said Caina. “Someone must preside over House Kardamnos while the High Seat is away, and that’s traditionally the Consort.” Though she intended to leave most of the actual work to Rhamphias and the advisors of House Kardamnos. From what Caina had observed, those advisors had held the House together since the time of Kylon’s mother and father. “And I need to speak with the Cataphract and the Warmaiden at length.”

      Kalliope shivered a little. She had come with Caina to the Tower of the Cataphract and had never asked to repeat the experience. Caina could understand. Strato and Nadezhda were friends, but the Tower was still an unsettling sort of place. “About the Rhadamathi?”

      “Yes,” said Caina, lowering her voice. “About finding a way to destroy the Liminal Temple.”

      The branch of the Cult of Rhadamathar in New Kyre had been crushed and its members executed, but Caina still did not want to lower her guard. They might have killed the Cult’s leaders and most of its members, but some might have escaped.

      “Is such a thing even possible?” said Kalliope. “The serpent men have been coming here for centuries.”

      “Anything is possible,” said Caina. “It’s just the matter of finding the way.”

      The formal meeting of the Assembly finished after that. The Assembly approved the Archons’ plans for battle and preparing the city for war. Alcios Kalliades and several of the other Archons would take responsibility for readying the city’s militia. All the Houses maintained large forces of professional soldiers, but every freeborn man of sufficient means was required to keep arms and armor and maintain a level of training with them.

      Of course, like many laws, compliance varied. If the Krakens landed soldiers, or the city itself was assaulted, Caina suspected that the professional soldiers of the Houses would be the backbone of the city’s defense. That, and the stormdancers and stormsingers. Few could stand against the wrath of the stormdancers, and the stormsingers could wield the power of storm and wind against their foes.

      Though the Krakens had their priests and their Serpent-Bearers, and the serpent men themselves wielded powerful sorcery. No doubt some of them accompanied the Kraken fleet.

      Caina dismissed the thought. The truth was she could do nothing useful to help with the gathering of the Kyracian fleet and the defense of the city. If she wanted to make sure her husband and his children were safe, if she wanted to keep the Rhadamathi from conquering the world, she needed to find a way to destroy the Liminal Temple.

      With the gathering of the Assembly over, Caina accompanied Kylon and his soldiers to the docks of New Kyre. The city’s harbor was massive, perhaps the single largest harbor Caina had ever seen in all her travels, and it was still almost always full, with more ships waiting beyond the fortified lighthouses to unload their cargoes. Even the recent Caphtori raids on Kyracian shipping had not slowed the volume of vessels leaving and entering the harbor.

      One of the things Caina had learned in her travels was that very, very few things would stop commerce.

      The Rhadamathi opening the Great Bridge and sending their orcish legions to storm New Kyre might do it, though.

      Caina walked with Kylon to the end of the quay. Because of the roving Kraken patrols, he was taking ten ships of House Kardamnos to Hellespar. His flagship would be a Kyracian trireme named the Hurricane, and he had given the command to Styrios after the polemarch’s excellent performance on the Isle of Cairns.

      “I should be back in four days,” said Kylon. “Five at the most.”

      Caina nodded. Styrios and the remaining officers boarded the Hurricane and were waiting on their High Seat. All ten ships were waiting on Kylon, but Caina still gripped his hands. She didn’t want him to go, but she knew that he must.

      “Be careful,” said Caina.

      “It will be safe enough,” said Kylon. “The Kraken patrols don’t have the numbers to attack a squadron of ten ships. And I’ll return to New Kyre with many more than ten.”

      “I know,” said Caina. She smiled. “You’ll enjoy it, though, won’t you?”

      “Enjoy what?”

      “A quick sea voyage,” said Caina. “The wind at your back and the waves before you. I know you traveled much more by ship when you were younger.”

      “There were years when I spent most of my time aboard a ship,” said Kylon. “The world was simpler then.” He paused and looked at the waiting Hurricane. “But I suppose that’s not right, is it? The world is as complex as it has always been. I just didn’t know it yet. But you’re right. An uneventful sea voyage would be pleasant. I haven’t had one in a while. You could come with me to Hellespar.”

      She would have liked that very much.

      “I should stay here,” said Caina. “I need to speak with the Cataphract and the high loremasters, and I cannot do that from a ship.” She offered a rueful smile. “Though of late when we travel to different places, there always seems to be trouble. Then we left Malarae together aboard the Winter Wind, and there was still trouble.”

      “Well,” said Kylon, “perhaps between the fleet and whatever the Cataphract devises, we can win the battle and enjoy some peace.”

      “Yes, that would be pleasant,” said Caina. “I love you, Kylon. A safe journey to you.”

      “I love you, too,” said Kylon, and he kissed her, squeezed her hands, and walked to board the Hurricane.

      Caina stood alone at the end of the quay as she watched the Hurricane maneuver out of its berth and turn in the harbor. The other ships of House Kardamnos joined it, and she watched as the ten triremes made their way into the open water. As soon as they were far enough from the city, their stormsingers would summon their powers to fill the sails with wind, driving the ships north to the shipyards at Hellespar.

      Then she turned and walked back towards the city proper. Calvia waited there, speaking with Mardun. Kishiro stood silent and motionless as a statue in green-cracked black armor.

      “So you engineered putting Valerius Hadrazon on the Imperial throne?” said Mardun.

      “I didn’t have anything to do with that,” said Calvia. “Caina was the one who put him on the throne. Well, her and Corbould Maraeus. Caina’s the one who goes around doing dramatic things like putting monarchs upon their thrones. I much prefer manipulating money from the shadows. And speaking of dramatic things, little sister, you did look very mournful, standing at the end of the quay watching your husband sail off to war.”

      “I suppose I’m entitled,” said Caina. “And perhaps we’ll be able to do some more dramatic things together in the coming days.”

      “What’s next?” said Calvia.

      “Today? Not much,” said Caina. “By the time we reach the Tower of Kardamnos is will be almost time for dinner. Tomorrow I’m going to consult with the Cataphract. I would like you come with me, if possible.”

      “I shall,” said Calvia. “I put all this work into returning your husband to New Kyre. I should hate for it to be wasted.”
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