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      A city of corrupt lords. The plots of the serpent priests. If Caina cannot find her way through the maze, she will pay in blood.

      Caina has come to the ancient city of New Kyre, seeking the masters of the deadly Cult of Rhadamathar.

      But the lords of New Kyre are treacherous and too corrupt to act in the face of the serpent priests.

      Unless Caina risks everything, the serpent priests will win a terrible and final victory...
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            PRIZES OF WAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Caina sat on the deck and watched the sky burn.

      The Caphtori galleon that she and the other survivors of the Winter Wind had stolen from the Isle of Cairns was not as impressive as the Wind had been. The Kyracian ship had been sleeker, faster, and better made. The galleon was slower and heavier, and the other four ships of House Kardamnos had to slow their pace to escort it. Despite that, the Caphtori ship was both seaworthy and infinitely preferable to remaining on the Isle of Cairns.

      Assuming there was even anything left of the Isle.

      Caina sat against the railing on the stern, legs stretched before her. On the middle deck and the forecastle, the surviving mariners from the Winter Wind moved over the rigging and the sails of the mainmast and the foremast, undertaking the thousand chores required to keep a ship moving through the water. Wisps of gray cloud spread overhead, the sky to the east darkening as night came.

      The sunset to the west was a magnificent blaze of oranges and yellows, stark and vivid. Caina had spent a significant part of her life traveling, but she had never seen a sunset quite like this one. For that matter, she hadn’t often had the leisure to simply sit and watch a sunset. Caina supposed there were other things she could have been doing, perhaps even should have been doing, but she was still tired from the aftermath of their escape, and it was pleasant to simply sit and watch the waves and the sunset.

      Boots thumped against the stairs climbing to the stern, and Caina turned her head to see her husband joining her.

      Kylon looked as tired as she felt.

      He didn’t show it, of course. Kylon would refuse to show weakness to the men under his command, and certainly not to his children, who had just narrowly avoided a grim fate on the Isle of Cairns. Yet Caina knew Kylon better than anyone else on this ship or indeed all five of the ships, and she noted the signs – the faint heaviness of his eyelids, the slightest slump of his shoulders.

      She held out her hand. “Help me to stand.”

      His big, callused hand grasped hers, and he pulled Caina to her feet with a single smooth motion.

      “We can’t have your men thinking that your consort is too exhausted to stand up on her own feet,” said Caina.

      Kylon snorted. “Honestly, I wanted to sit next to you.”

      Caina grinned. “We also can’t have the men of House Kardamnos seeing their High Seat sitting on the deck.”

      “No, I suppose not,” said Kylon.

      They stood in silence for a while, gazing over the railing at the sea, which seemed to glow in the fading light of the sun.

      “An astonishing sunset, isn’t it?” said Caina.

      “It’s the ash from the volcano,” said Kylon. “I’ve seen it before a few times. There are many volcanoes in the Isles of Old Kyrace. When they erupt, they sometimes throw a lot of ash into the air. It causes these vivid colors.” He shook his head. “Though I think this is the first time I’ve ever heard of anyone deliberately causing an eruption.”

      “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” said Caina.

      “Since we’re still alive, I cannot argue,” said Kylon. “I expect it will be a rainy winter in New Kyre and the free cities now. It never snows in New Kyre, but the winters can get wet after an eruption in the Isles.”

      “I admit,” said Caina, “when we agreed to return to New Kyre, I didn’t think it would be such a…roundabout journey.”

      “That journey is not over yet,” said Kylon.

      “How is the crew faring?” said Caina.

      “Better than I thought,” said Kylon. “I expect, like me, they are simply grateful to still be alive. Surviving a shipwreck is one thing. Few enough mariners can say they survived an enemy attack, a shipwreck, a siege, and a volcanic explosion within the space of a few days.”

      Caina glanced at the rest of the ship. The mariners continued their work under the watchful eye of Stavros, who had more or less taken over as the captain after the loss of the Winter Wind. Near the bow, Caina saw Kalliope standing with Nikarion and Zoe, talking with Mardun, Kishiro, and Tyndarion. Or, more accurately, Mardun was doing most of the talking, with occasional interjections from Tyndarion. Kishiro stood silent and motionless, as he usually did.

      “Considering what awaits us in New Kyre,” said Kylon, “perhaps we will come to look back fondly at this journey as a time of peace and quiet.”

      “We’ll find the leaders of the Cult of Rhadamathar and root them out,” said Caina.

      “If the Assembly doesn’t hinder us,” said Kylon. “A hundred thousand orcs could stand before the gates of New Kyre, and the Assembly would still bicker. And even as the flames consumed the city, they would argue about whose responsibility it was to put them out.”

      “We don’t need the Assembly’s permission,” said Caina, “to hunt down the Cult.”

      “No,” said Kylon. “But they may make trouble for us in other ways. They were eager to banish me after the Huntress killed Thalastre. They might make trouble for you, too. It is not unusual for the High Seat of a Kyracian house to marry a foreigner, but they do not always approve of it.”

      “Will you leave me if the Assembly commands it of you?” said Caina.

      Kylon scowled. “Of course not.”

      “Then I have nothing to concern myself with,” said Caina. “Have you thought about what you will say to the Surge? She is bound to summon you at some point once we arrive in New Kyre.”

      He let out a breath, and Caina saw anger replace his fatigue. The Surge, the oracle of the Kyracian people, had given both Caina and Kylon accurate warnings in the past. The Surge had even given Kylon the ability to sense the presence of nagataaru, which had been useful when he had been drawn into Grand Master Callatas’s dark plots.

      Yet for some reason she had given Kylon no warning at all that the Red Huntress was going to attack the Tower of Kardamnos, and she had not protested when Kylon had been banished from New Kyre in the aftermath.

      He was still angry about it. Caina thought Kylon would always be angry about it, no matter how many years might pass and what else might come into his life. She understood the feeling. Caina still could not think of her mother without some anger, and Laeria Amalas had been dead for a long time.

      “I don’t know,” admitted Kylon. “I might refuse the summons. Or send Rhamphias or one of the other cousins in my stead.”

      “Has the High Seat of a Kyracian House ever refused a summons from the Surge?” said Caina.

      “I don’t think so,” said Kylon. “But there is always a first time.” His eyes narrowed as he looked across the deck towards Kalliope and the children. “But perhaps Lord Lysikas would agree. The Surge counseled his daughter to hide my children from me, and look what happened. If not for you, they would have been killed and Kalliope with them.”

      Kylon fell silent and watched the children. Nikarion and Zoe had started talking to Rhamphias Kardamnos. While Caina had to admit she did not think all that much of Rhamphias – his sole virtue was that he was wise enough to know he was in over his head with the Cult of Rhadamathar – he nonetheless seemed to have a knack with children. He was telling a story from ancient Kyracian history, and both Nikarion and Zoe were enthralled. Even Rhamphias seemed marginally less dour when he was talking with them.

      “Kalliope has more steel in her spine than I thought,” said Kylon. From him, that was an astonishing admission. “When I found her, the Krakens had taken her captive. If I had been there half an hour later, they probably would have forced themselves on her and then killed her. I thought she would fall apart after that. But she didn’t.”

      “She’s braver than you think,” said Caina. “And we will have one advantage when we return to New Kyre.”

      “What’s that?” said Kylon. “We could use every advantage we could get.”

      “You are returning victorious,” said Caina. “The exiled High Seat of House Kardamnos returning after a victory over the Krakens, and aboard a captured Caphtori ship, no less.”

      “I would rather have returned aboard the Winter Wind,” said Kylon.

      “But which would look more impressive to the Assembly?” said Caina. “Returning aboard the Winter Wind, or a ship captured from the enemy? I would wager that Hjalfar was known to some of the houses of New Kyre. It’s a pity we can’t bring back his head as well.”

      “We were occupied at the time,” said Kylon. “And I’m not going back for it.”

      Caina laughed. “Assuming the island is even still there. But returning victorious from exile to New Kyre, I think, is the best way to arrive.”

      Kylon said nothing for a few minutes, gazing at the blazing display in the western sky.

      “Perhaps the politics of the Assembly will not be a shock to you,” said Kylon.

      Caina said nothing. She knew all about the politics of the Assembly, because Calvia had inserted herself into them over a year ago and had been steadily manipulating them since. Caina needed to tell Kylon about that. He disliked discussing New Kyre enough that when she had told him about Calvia and House Bellophoros, he had always responded that she could do what she liked with her money.

      That had been before he had learned about the children. Before the Cult had tried to kill them.

      One way or another, Kylon was going to find out what Caina and Calvia had been working on very soon.
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        * * *

      

      “So the Empire and the Kyracians are not at war any longer?” said Mardun Scorneus.

      “No, not for years,” said Kalliope.

      She had to admit that Mardun was one of the strangest men that she had ever met. He wore the black battle armor of a magus of the Imperial Magisterium, though his face was weathered and his gray-streaked black beard and hair were long and shaggy and badly in need of a trim. He had the same sort of cold blue eyes as Caina, and when Kalliope looked at him, she could see the family resemblance. It seemed they were cousins, or possibly cousins once removed, Kalliope wasn’t sure.

      “That is a relief, let me tell you,” said Mardun. “Granted, I am very glad to get off the Isle of Cairns for many reasons, not least of them because it exploded quite violently, which is not how I would like to leave this mortal plane. So any ship in a storm, as the saying goes, eh?”

      “Any port in a storm,” corrected Tyndarion. Her uncle and Mardun had the easy comradeship of men who had survived great danger together.

      “What? Oh, yes, you’re right, that makes much more sense,” said Mardun. “Though the applicability of metaphors tends to vary in the perception of the listener.”

      Kishiro grunted. Kalliope found it hard not to stare at him. She had only seen Sokoran men once before in her life, years ago, when a Sokoran ship had found its way to New Kyre after getting driven by a storm. Kishiro had a stern face, black eyes with a distinct epicanthic fold, and black hair tied back in a tail. His armor was strange – it had been fashioned of overlapping plates of black metal that looked as if they had been shattered and adhered back together with green metal. The net effect made it look like a web of green cracks covered his armor. A two-handed curved sword rested in a scabbard on his left hip.

      “You were stranded on the Isle of Cairns since the war against the Empire?” said Kalliope.

      “Indeed,” said Mardun. “I had something of a falling out with some of the more powerful members of the Magisterium. Learned some things I shouldn’t have and all that. I decided I would be safer as a battle magus aboard the Imperial fleet, which lasted until Kylon Shipbreaker destroyed the aforementioned fleet. I was on one of the few surviving ships, we fled to the west, got chased by Krakens, and I ended up marooned on the Isle of Cairns.”

      “That must have been dreadful,” said Kalliope.

      “Well, yes, but it wasn’t all that bad,” said Mardun. “Very rugged. Stimulating for the mind. Excellent scenery, I admit. When I met Kishiro here,” he gestured at the grim-faced warrior, “I had someone to watch my back. Eventually, we killed enough of the Krakens that they left us alone. Then we met Caina and your splendid uncle here, and you know what happened next.”

      “Then Caina really is your cousin?” said Kalliope.

      “Yes, indeed,” said Mardun. “House Scorneus is quite large. Both the men and women of our House are blessed by, er, somewhat strong drives, if you catch my meaning, so there tends to be quite a lot of us. Though it was refreshing to meet Caina. Half of my relatives are murderous lunatics. So I was pleased that Caina was not.” He brightened. “And she caused the death of some of my relatives who wanted me dead, so that was a pleasant surprise.”

      “I suppose it would be,” said Kalliope, since she could think of nothing else to say. She was unsure of the details, but she did know that the Empire had gone through an extensive civil war a few years ago. The war had been caused by a rebel faction of sorcerers called the Umbarian Order, and apparently some of Caina’s relatives had been among the Umbarians’ leadership. Kalliope supposed it said a great deal about Caina that she had the trust of both the Emperor and the Padishah despite the fact that her aunts had commanded high rank in the Umbarian Order.

      “Those children that Caina was worried about,” said Mardun. “Nikarion and Zoe. You are their mother?”

      “That’s right,” said Kalliope.

      “Fine children. Very polite,” said Mardun. Even though she knew that Mardun himself was being polite – she didn’t think he had spoken with Nikarion and Zoe– Kalliope still felt a flush of pride. “And you’re…their uncle, aye?”

      “Great-uncle,” said Tyndarion. “Kalliope is my niece.”

      Mardun grunted. “I wouldn’t have said you were that much older than Lady Kalliope. One of you is aging very well, if that is the case.”

      Kalliope laughed. “My father Lord Lysikas is a vigorous man who started having children early and continued late, and my uncle Tyndarion is my father’s youngest brother. I have many half-siblings and cousins. House Scorneus is not the only family with vigor, my lord Mardun.”

      “Clearly not,” said Mardun. He scratched his beard. “Er…pardon the indelicacy, but your children are Lord Kylon’s, aye?”

      “That is correct.”

      “But Caina is married to Kylon,” said Mardun. “Yet from what I have observed, she went to considerable lengths to rescue the children on previous occasions.”

      A wave of discomfort went through Kalliope. It seemed that Mardun shared at least some of Caina’s uncanny ability for observation and deduction. Kalliope had only just met Mardun, and she didn’t want to discuss the details of how she had come to ask for Caina’s help. Yet no doubt Mardun had already worked it out a great deal of it for himself.

      “Honor,” grunted Kishiro. They all looked at him.

      “Eh?” said Mardun.

      “Honor,” said Kishiro again. Kalliope had first suspected that he could not speak Kyracian at all, but she had seen none of the characteristic discomfort in his emotional aura that appeared when someone did not understand the language of everyone around him. Likely he understood Kyracian just fine and simply didn’t like to talk. Or perhaps the strange yet implacable codes of Sokoran honor required him to speak as little as possible.

      “Yes, I suppose that makes sense,” said Mardun.

      “What does that mean?” said Kalliope.

      “I suspect Lord Kishiro means that Caina has a strong sense of honor, enough that would earn even the approval of a samurai of Sokoru, and therefore that is why she had undertaken such efforts to rescue Kalliope’s children,” said Mardun. “They are her husband’s children, she has pledged her troth to her husband, and therefore she will exert herself to the utmost for it.”

      “I am grateful for it, whatever the reason,” said Tyndarion. “The Krakens would have slain me if not for her intervention, I am forced to admit.”

      “The Krakens would have slain all of us,” said Kalliope. “We would have all died in Cairnhold. Or been overpowered and dragged off to be sacrificed by Crotalus to awaken that orc army sleeping inside the mountain.”

      She shuddered to think of it. Any number of terrible fates had hunted Kalliope and her children on the Isle of Cairns. If Caina had not survived the shipwreck, if she had not slain Crotalus and hijacked control of his orcs…

      “Orcs,” said Tyndarion, shaking his head. “When I left New Kyre to find you, I had no idea orcs existed. Or the Rhadamathi, for that matter. It has been a…sudden education.”

      “Let us hope we have an uneventful journey back to New Kyre,” said Kalliope. Though she knew that danger awaited them in her homeland. Caina intended to find and root out the leadership of the Cult of Rhadamathar, and Kalliope expected that the Cult’s masters would hardly sit idle and wait for Caina to find them.

      To say nothing of how the Assembly would react to Kylon’s return.

      Mardun laughed.

      “What?” said Kalliope.

      “Aye, I’d like a smooth journey as well, but something’s going to go wrong,” said Mardun. “Something always goes wrong. You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Kylon awoke early the next day and walked the decks of the Caphtori ship.

      The men had taken to calling the ship the Prize, and Kylon had raised no objection. Truth be told, the Prize wasn’t much of a prize. The Caphtori might have been skilled mariners, but they were not the equal of the Kyracians as shipbuilders. The main decks were a bit warped, and Kylon saw several sections of the hull that needed to be replaced. The Prize could have used a few weeks in a drydock with some skilled shipbuilders and carpenters, though he thought the Caphtori galleon would hold together long enough for them to reach New Kyre.

      At least he thought it would. Kylon supposed it would be a very dark joke if they survived the Isle of Cairns only for the Prize to sink halfway to New Kyre due to shoddy workmanship.

      “My lord,” said Styrios as Kylon stopped by the helm.

      “Any troubles?” said Kylon.

      “Well, this damned scow hasn’t sunk yet,” said Styrios. Like Kylon, he did not have a high opinion of the Caphtori galleon. “Possibly only by the mercy of the gods of storm and brine.”

      “It’s preferable to swimming back to New Kyre,” said Kylon. “Did the night watch see anything?”

      “Some lights on the eastern horizon,” said Styrios.

      “Running lights?” said Kylon, though no one sailing in these waters lit lanterns at night. Neither the Kyracians nor the Red Krakens could claim dominion over this part of the ocean, and both Kyracian and Caphtori ships tended to travel with no lights. No sense in drawing the attention of the enemy, or even bold pirates.

      “I think it was a signal light,” said Styrios. “Two or more ships signaling each other.”

      “Ours or the Krakens?” said Kylon.

      “I don’t know, my lord,” said Styrios, “and I don’t like not knowing. Every nation in the civilized world uses lanterns for signals. It could have been anyone.”

      “But this far west,” said Kylon, “it’s most likely Kyracians or Caphtori.”

      “Aye, my lord,” said Styrios.

      “Very well,” said Kylon. “Send signals to our other ships.” The Winter Wind had smashed against the stony reefs surrounding the Isle of Cairns. The other four ships that Rhamphias had brought with him to New Kyre had survived, and were now sailing in loose formation around the Prize. “Have them remain watchful and ready for battle. If we run into more Krakens, then…”

      “Polemarch!” called one of the lookouts posted in the rigging of the central mast. “Sails to the east!”

      Kylon shaded his eyes and looked to the east. It was a cloudy day again, which meant that much of the glow of the sunrise was muffled. Despite that, he still had to squint a bit to look to the east.

      He glimpsed the shape of four sails coming towards them, the oars at their sides lashing at the waters.

      “Caphtori longships,” said Kylon, voice grim.

      “Aye,” said Styrios. “They’re coming right at us.”

      Kylon wondered why four Kraken ships would try to attack five Kyracian vessels. Then again, it was possible that the Krakens didn’t know that the Prize was under Kyracian control. For that matter, those four Caphtori longships might just be the advance scouts of a larger force. The explosion of the Isle of Cairns would have been visible for miles, to say nothing of the dramatic sunsets that could only be caused by a volcanic explosion.

      A significant Kraken force might be on its way to investigate what had happened to Hjalfar and the orcish army that was supposed to be waking up on the Isle of Cairns.

      “If they’re coming right at us, then let’s not keep them waiting,” said Kylon. “Bring the ships to battle speed and sound the call to arms.”

      Styrios nodded and began shouting commands, and drums rang out from the Prize, answering beats coming from the Kyracian triremes.
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        * * *

      

      Caina stepped onto the deck of the galleon, sheathed in her Veilplate armor, though she kept the helmet retracted for now.

      The drums boomed from the Kyracian triremes, and Caina saw the four Caphtori longships approaching. She recognized the black sails of the approaching ships, adorned with the stylized crimson serpent that Caina had first thought was a kraken, but was in fact a symbol of the serpent god Rhadamathar.

      She stepped to the prow where Kylon, Rhamphias, and Styrios stood, watching the approaching ships. Mardun and Kishiro moved over to join her, Mardun gripping his staff and watching the Kraken longships with a scowl. Kishiro remained utterly calm, his expression serene in the same way a pool of water was placid in the half-second before a crocodile erupted from the depths.

      “More bloody Krakens,” said Mardun. “You’d think they would have learned to leave us alone after the Isle of Cairns.”

      “Most likely they don’t know what happened at the Isle of Cairns,” said Caina. “Or they were sailing west to join up with Hjalfar’s force.”

      “Or to pick up Crotalus’s orcs,” said Mardun. “If he had awakened all the orcs, they would need ships to get them off the island, and the Caphtori have a great many ships.”

      Caina nodded, and Kylon turned to her.

      “The children?” he said.

      “In Kalliope’s cabin,” said Caina. “Kalliope went to the mast. She said you might need the ‘power of a stormsinger to make this rickety scow maneuver as it should.’”

      Rhamphias chuckled. “Well, she’s not wrong.”

      “If all goes well, we shouldn’t need to maneuver this scow at all,” said Kylon.

      He gave orders, and the Prize continued its course, heading straight toward the Caphtori longships. The four Kyracian triremes escorting the Prize turned and rowed away to the sides, as if their captains had decided to abandon the battle.

      “Are they really going to fall for that?” said Caina.

      “It would appear so,” said Tyndarion. “Or the Krakens have decided that the omens favor an attack. As you saw on the Isle, they are sometimes superstitious to the point of madness.” He shook his head. “I am glad we escaped from the Isle of Cairns. The Caphtori are a barbarous and uncouth people. To fall at their hands would be…dismal.”

      “Getting killed is dismal in any event,” said Mardun. “I would prefer not to be killed by violence at all, but die in bed at the age of hundred while very drunk and lying between two or possibly three very amorous women.”

      “Three?” said Rhamphias. “Sir, you might not die of violence, but just from sheer overexertion.”

      “Assuming we live through the next few minutes,” said Mardun.

      Caina adjusted her stance, rolling her shoulders. She had intended to go through her usual exercises this morning, but it seemed a more vigorous kind of exercise awaited her. She felt the usual anger and fear when violence awaited, but to her surprise, she also felt something like exasperation. For the Divine’s sake, it seemed like she had been trying to get to New Kyre for months, though it hadn’t been that long. For once in her life, could she go on a journey without every damned thing going wrong?

      She pushed aside the exasperation. A lack of focus when going into a fight was a liability.

      The Caphtori longships split into two groups, two of them heading for the port side of the Prize, the other two going for the starboard side of the galleon. The Kyracians had one advantage – the enemy longships had sharp, hooked prows, designed for smashing through hulls and holding the two ships together for the Krakens to swarm aboard. Yet the Prize was already moving at a good speed, fast enough that the Krakens would not be able to properly ram the galleon, and already Kalliope and the other stormsingers were unleashing their powers. When Caina glanced toward the mast, she saw the silvery-white glow of the sorcery of water and air as Kalliope summoned wind and used it to move the galleon.

      The glow was somehow clean and refreshing, like a rain on a spring day, and a marked improvement over the bloody, twisted glow Caina spotted on several of the approaching longships.

      “Kylon,” said Caina. “They have a few priests among them. Some of the Serpent-Bearers too, I think.”

      Kylon nodded.

      The Caphtori longships couldn’t ram the Prize, but they could pull alongside it. Two of them drew closer and closer to the port side, while the other two approached the galleon’s starboard flank. Caina could make out the details of warriors waiting to attack. The Caphtori tended to be tall, with blue or green eyes and long beards of blond or red. They carried round shields and broad-bladed swords, and wore round helmets of steel. Only a few of them were wearing mail, unlike the warriors that Caina and the others had faced on the Isle of Cairns. Given that the longships were all open to the elements and had no lower decks, chain mail would be a hindrance at best and a drowning hazard at worst.

      Some of the Caphtori men had shaved their heads, elaborate swirling tattoos marking their bare scalps, though they all had beards. That was the symbol of their god Jorgan, which was the name they used for Rhadamathar. From what Caina had observed, it seemed that the Caphtori regarded the serpent men as semi-divine emissaries of Jorgan, and would do whatever the Rhadamathi commanded. The men with the tattooed heads were priests of Jorgan, and could wield blood-based spells of necromancy.

      There were only a few women on the Kraken ships. Like the priests, they shaved their heads and tattooed their scalps with the symbol of Jorgan. Unlike the priests, their eyes glittered with madness, and they gazed at the Prize with feral snarls. They called themselves the Serpent-Bearers, and from what Mardun had told Caina, the Serpent-Bearers considered themselves symbolically wed to Jorgan. Whatever rite they endured to become Serpent-Bearers also gave them a limited degree of sorcerous ability, and they could poison their foes with a single touch.

      The longships drew closer, and the Caphtori warriors hurled ropes with grapnels. Other warriors began scrambling up the ropes. Kyracian soldiers hurried to the railings, ashtair swords drawn back to strike, shields raised.

      Mardun growled and leveled his staff. Caina saw the grayish-white glow of a psychokinetic spell pulse along its length. Master magi carried those black staffs and used them to focus and augment their spells, and despite his frequent (and loud) declarations of devotion to hedonism, Mardun was quite skilled with his sorcery. A blast of psychokinetic force leaped from the staff and slammed into the Krakens scrambling up the ropes, hurling six of them backward. Two fell into the longship. Three fell flailing into the sea. One unlucky man tumbled head over heels, his skull impacting the longship’s mast with a resounding crack.

      “Hah!” said Mardun with satisfaction.

      “I see why the Krakens learned to leave you alone after a while,” said Caina.

      Kishiro drew his sword, his expression remaining an impassive mask. His sword was a two-handed weapon, with a curve to the single-edged blade that wasn’t quite as pronounced as the curve of an Istarish or an Anshani scimitar, and it came to a chisel-shaped point. Mardun had told Caina the sword was called a katana in the Sokoran language, and only noble Sokorans of a certain rank were allowed to carry the weapon under penalty of torture followed by death. The sword had been made of the same strange green metal that filled the cracks in Kishiro’s armor, and it allowed him to channel earth sorcery into the blade. When Kishiro used his power on the sword, it could cut through nearly anything. During their final confrontation with the serpent priest Crotalus, Kishiro had used the sword to carve chunks of rock from the cavern wall, which Mardun had then thrown at Crotalus using psychokinesis.

      “They’re going to learn again before this is over,” grumbled Mardun. To the vision of the valikarion, his staff was already glowing with more sorcerous power. “I can’t even bloody sail to New Kyre without getting harassed by the damned bloody Krakens!”

      The Krakens scrambled up the ropes and crashed into the waiting soldiers, the ring of steel against steel filling Caina’s ears.

      She sent a mental command to her Veilplate armor. The helmet rose from the pauldrons and enclosed her head, and she vanished from sight.
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        * * *

      

      Kylon rushed into the melee, Tyndarion and Rhamphias a half step behind him.

      The Kyracian soldiers held against the fury of the Krakens, but the lines had been pushed back, and the Caphtori warriors had gained footholds on the deck in several places. Kylon’s men would not need to stand for long, but if the line broke, that might be the end of the Prize.

      He attacked those footholds, plunging into them with the sorcery of air and water augmenting his speed and strength. His valikon gleamed in his grasp, frozen mist streaming from the ghostsilver blade.

      A Red Kraken lunged at him, a hulking man in leather armor with a steel war axe in his right hand and a round wooden shield on his left arm. Rather than attempting to swing his axe in the limited space on the deck, he instead bashed with his shield. Kylon sidestepped, avoiding the blow, and swept his valikon around. He opened a deep wound in the Kraken’s left shoulder, one that under normal circumstances wouldn’t have been enough to kill him. Yet the freezing mist that sheathed his sword froze the blood in the Caphtori warrior’s veins, and the man fell dead to the deck. Another Kraken came at him with a sword, and Kylon parried three times, ducked under the Kraken’s guard, and drove his valikon through the man’s throat.

      Next to him one of the Kyracian soldiers stumbled with a cry, his shield riven, blood streaming down his face. A Caphtori warrior loomed over him, raising his sword for the kill. Before Kylon could move, a figure in black armor appeared out of nothingness, thrusting a dagger. Caina drove her blade into the Kraken’s back and wrenched it free, disappearing back into the invisibility of her Veilplate before any of the other Krakens could respond.

      Kylon fought on, holding the line as the Krakens swarmed aboard the Prize.

      Then the other four Kyracian ships attacked from the port and starboard sides of the galleon.

      With their stormsingers driving their sails and the mariners working the oars, the Kyracian triremes had made excellent time, though it had felt far longer in the heat of battle.

      The longships saw the danger and realized their error, but it was too late. Both the ships on the starboard side of the Prize managed to break away, rowing towards open water with two Kyracian triremes in pursuit. But the longships on the port side were not quick enough, or their crews not skilled enough, and the Kyracian triremes crashed into them, pinning the longships against the side of the Prize. A shudder went through the deck, and Kylon hoped that the galleon was strong enough to withstand the stress.

      He’d already had the Winter Wind break apart beneath him, and he had no desire to repeat the experience.

      With the longships pinned between the triremes and the Prize, the Kyracian soldiers aboard the triremes swarmed aboard the Caphtori ships, cutting down the Krakens with every step. The Krakens aboard the Prize were driven off the galleon’s deck, and Kylon leaped after them, landing in the midst of their rout and cutting them down with strike after strike. Tyndarion sprang after him, lightning crackling around his sword of storm-forged steel, and he began cutting down the Krakens like a whirlwind.

      In a few moments, the battle was over.

      At least, this phase of the battle was finished.
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        * * *

      

      Caina had done little enough as the Prize was boarded and had only killed three of the enemy. In truth, that was more than she had expected to do. She had been a spy and an occasional assassin as a Ghost nightfighter and then a Ghost circlemaster, and surviving those experiences meant she had ended up becoming a noblewoman in the favor of the Emperor of Nighmar, the Padishah of Istarinmul, and the Prince of Iramis.

      She had so far found that being an advisor to three different monarchs was a bit like being a Ghost circlemaster – arranging things behind the scenes for the best outcome – just on a much larger scale.

      And with often much higher stakes.

      But she had never been a soldier, though the Divine knew that she seemed to keep finding herself in battles again and again. Nor did she have any qualms about stabbing the Krakens in the back using the power of her Veilplate armor. They had come here to kill her, her husband, his children, their mother, and the men under Kylon’s command. If Caina happened to kill them first…well, they should have stayed home.

      Thankfully, she didn’t really have any doubts about the outcome of the fight. The Krakens had made a serious mistake attempting to board the Prize and its escorts. Kylon and Tyndarion boarded the trapped longships and cut their way through the Caphtori warriors. Kishiro remained on the Prize, his expression serene as he cut down Kraken after Kraken with his green sword. Even Rhamphias fought well. He had lost his sword in the wreck of the Winter Wind, but he had found a club, sheathed it in ice, and used it to crack skulls with the strength of a stormdancer.

      Watching Kylon wield his valikon was almost beautiful, and Caina knew she was viewing a master swordsman at the height of his physical powers and skill, even before the augmentations of his storm sorcery. Tyndarion and Kishiro were a match for him in skill. Watching Rhamphias fight was like seeing a man pounding shut a barrel lid with a mallet.

      It still left a lot of dead Krakens on the deck, though.

      Two of the Kraken longships were taken. The Krakens fought to the death, not a single man surrendering or asking for mercy. The priests and the Serpent-Bearers tried to attack, but Kylon’s valikon and Mardun’s sorcery destroyed their efforts and then their lives. The remaining two longships broke away from the Prize and rowed to the east.

      The battle was over.

      “Should we pursue them?” said Rhamphias. Caina stood near Kylon, watching the surviving Caphtori ships escape. The Kyracian triremes moved away from the Prize, arranging themselves to escort the galleon.

      “If we let them go,” said Tyndarion, “it is entirely likely they will attack other Kyracian ships.”

      “Aye,” said Rhamphias, “and just as likely they are leading us into a trap.”

      But the decision was taken from Kylon’s hands.

      “My lord!” called one of the soldiers. “The lookout spotted a Kyracian banner ahead. More Caphtori longships are attacking a Kyracian ship!”
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      Kylon gave orders, and the soldiers and mariners of the Prize hurried to carry them out. The two captured Caphtori longships were pushed away from the galleon and set ablaze to scuttle them. Kalliope and the other two stormsingers aboard the Prize returned to the mast and began to cast spells, and they conjured a wind that filled the galleon’s sails, driving the vessel forward. The triremes extended their oars and began to move even faster than the Prize, their own stormsingers summoning winds. Kylon crossed to the prow and peered over the railing to the east, trying to spot the battle that the lookout had seen.

      “This might help.”

      Caina stood next to him, holding out a polished bronze tube. Kylon was a bit surprised that she had gotten so close to him before he realized it, but he shouldn’t have been. She always moved quietly even when she wasn’t trying, the habit of stealth ingrained into her by an adventurous life. And between the shouting of the men and the noise of the wind the stormsingers had conjured, it was hard to hear quiet footsteps.

      Kylon took the bronze tube, which was a spyglass with crystal lenses. “Where did you get that?”

      “The spoils of war. I found it in one of the cabins when we came aboard,” said Caina. “Those crystal lenses are Istarish. I expect Hjalfar’s men looted it from an Istarish ship at some point.”

      Kylon lifted the spyglass to his right eye, adjusting the end to focus the device.

      The image sprang into remarkable clarity. Whatever Istarish craftsman had made the spyglass had done a good job. He saw a cluster of Kyracian triremes flanked by perhaps a half-dozen Caphtori longships circling them like wolves around their prey.

      “I know those banners,” said Kylon. “Those are the ships of House Siltarides.”

      “Friendly or hostile to House Kardamnos?” said Caina.

      “Neither.” As far as he knew, anyway. His knowledge of the current state of Kyracian politics was out of date, which was a problem he needed to address. But he had fought alongside Cimon of House Siltarides during the Empire’s war against New Kyre, and they had gotten along well. Cimon had served under Kylon’s command in the battle that had destroyed the Empire’s fleet. “But it doesn’t matter. The High Seat of House Kardamnos cannot allow any Kyracian ships to come under the attack of the Caphtori.”

      “Then we join the battle?” said Caina.

      “We join the battle,” said Kylon.

      “Your commands, my lord?” said Styrios.

      Kylon gave him instructions. The Prize and the four triremes of House Kardamnos formed into a line, the galleon in the center. The triremes called carried ballistae and catapults, and the Prize likewise had a pair of ballistae. For all that Kylon faulted the construction of the galleon, the siege engines were nonetheless in good condition, and they had found a supply of bolts tipped with oil-soaked rags in the hold. In ship-to-ship combat, ballista bolts could kill a few of the enemy mariners, breach the hull, or damage the sails and foul the rigging with a particularly good shot.

      But incendiary-tipped bolts could do far more damage to an enemy ship, and the four triremes of House Kardamnos carried similar weaponry.

      His ships drew closer to the battle. One of the triremes of House Siltarides had taken damage, and Kylon glimpsed mariners rushing to put out fires. The Caphtori maneuvered closer, trying to board the Kyracian ships, but volleys of arrows slowed them. The longships might have been sleek, fast, and equipped with deadly rams, but they did not offer their crews much protection from arrows. Every time the Kyracian archers released a volley, the Krakens had to take cover behind their shields, which meant they stopped rowing and their vessels slowed.

      All the while, Kylon’s ships moved closer to the battle.

      At last they were in range. The first few ballista shots missed, but as crews adjusted the aim of their weapons, their shots grew more accurate, and fires began to break out on the Caphtori ships.

      To Kylon’s surprise, the Caphtori ran.

      The longships broke away from the triremes and turned south, their oars lashing at the waters. Kylon half-expected the Krakens to sweep around and attack to the flanks. He ordered the other four ships of House Kardamnos into escort formation around the triremes of House Siltarides in case the Krakens returned.

      But the Caphtori did not change direction, and rowed away to the south.

      “I think, cousin,” said Rhamphias, “we scared them off.”

      “It would appear so,” said Tyndarion, coming to Kylon’s side, his eyes hard as he watched the Caphtori ships.

      “The Krakens have been willing to fight to the death before,” said Caina. She had stood silently at his side as he gave orders, watching everything and occasionally handing him the spyglass when he needed it.

      “It depends on the omens,” said Tyndarion. “The Caphtori might be skilled fighters, but they are still a barbarous and superstitious rabble. No doubt their precious omens said they would not prevail in the coming fight.”

      “Seven Kyracian triremes and a captured Caphtori galleon against six Kraken longships makes for a pretty clear omen, my lords,” said Styrios. He shaded his eyes and looked at one of the triremes. Flashing lights came from the stern, created by a lantern and a polished metal mirror. “The polemarch of the flagship is signaling us, my lord. He would like to come aboard and speak with us.”

      “Then let us make ready to greet our guest,” said Kylon.
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        * * *

      

      Kalliope watched as the Kyracian trireme flying the colors of House Siltarides maneuvered alongside the Prize’s starboard side.

      Fatigue dragged at her. She had used a considerable amount of sorcerous force during the two battles, her spells and those of the other stormsingers aboard the galleon keeping the sails filled. It had been more of an effort than it would have been aboard a Kyracian ship. The Kyracians were the finest shipwrights in the world, and while the craftsmen of the Krakens weren’t terrible, neither could they match the skill of the Kyracians. The sails of a Kyracian trireme were built to catch a stormsinger’s summoned wind. The sails of the Prize were not, and it had taken more effort to fill them.

      But Kalliope had done it, because the alternative had been her children dying at the hands of the damned Krakens.

      The children in question stood next to her.

      “Who is that, Mother?” said Nikarion.

      “Is that Grandfather?” said Zoe, peering at the banner of the trireme.

      “No,” said Kalliope. “That is a ship of House Siltarides. I don’t know who is commanding it.”

      “Is the polemarch a friend of Grandfather?” said Zoe.

      Young children, Kalliope had discovered in the years since Nikarion and Zoe had learned to speak, had an infinite capacity for questions. Nikarion in particular had gotten into a phase where he asked “why” no matter what she said, though thankfully he had gotten past that.

      “I don’t know,” said Kalliope. “We’ll have to see when he comes aboard.”

      “Everyone is a friend of Grandfather,” announced Nikarion.

      “Maybe Grandfather’s aboard that ship,” said Zoe.

      “That is a ship of House Siltarides,” said Nikarion. “Grandfather would only travel aboard ships of House Agramemnos.”

      “He would travel aboard whatever ship he thought best,” said Kalliope. “Hush, now. You do not want to embarrass your father.”

      Both Nikarion and Zoe stopped talking. Kalliope, if she was honest with herself, was a little annoyed by that. She had been the one to spend the last six years raising the twins, not Kylon. And yet she had known the children had always wanted a father, had felt his absence, so when Kylon had come into their life, and was a mighty warrior as well…

      Kalliope blinked, wondered when she had come to think of Kylon as a mighty warrior and not some oafish exile.

      Perhaps it had been when he had stopped the Krakens from killing her.

      Or maybe when he had dueled and slain Hjalfar outside the walls of Cairnhold.

      “Mother?” said Zoe, looking up at her. “Are you well?” The girl’s latent ability with water sorcery was growing stronger, which meant she could sometimes sense Kalliope’s emotional state. Kalliope would have to start teaching Zoe and Nikarion the basic disciplines and spells of water sorcery before much longer.

      “I’m fine, dear,” said Kalliope. “We have to be quiet now.”

      Zoe nodded and fell silent, still clutching Kalliope’s hand. Life as a Kyracian noble required numerous public ceremonies, so the children had some practice at remaining silent when necessary. That, she reflected darkly, and all the times they had been forced to flee for their lives in the last few months. That had been a far sharper lesson in remaining quiet than she had ever wanted to give her children.

      The trireme pulled alongside the Prize, and Kylon’s men drew out a boarding ramp and connected it. Kylon, Caina, Tyndarion, and Rhamphias moved closer to the ramp, and Kalliope followed with the children. Some of the mariners aboard the trireme strode onto the ramp, Kyracian soldiers in leather armor with ashtair swords on their belts. A man in his fifties led them. He was lean and wiry, with weathered skin and graying hair, and wore the light armor of a stormdancer, a sword of storm-forged steel upon his belt.

      With a jolt, Kalliope recognized him. His name was Cimon, and he was the High Seat of House Siltarides. He had been a stormdancer of the Kyracian people, fighting aboard his House’s ships for years, but his father had died of old age and his older brother in battle. Cimon had then become the new High Seat of his House…two years ago? Three? Kalliope could not quite recall, but she had spent most of the last few years focused upon her children and her work as physician, paying little heed to matters outside the walls of House Agramemnos.

      At least until the Cult had started hunting her children.

      Cimon took a few steps onto the deck of the Prize, looking around. He nodded to Tyndarion and Rhamphias and stopped as he saw Kylon.

      “Lord Cimon,” said Kylon. “Welcome aboard the Prize.”

      “The Prize?” said Cimon.

      “The captured Kraken galleon we used to escape the Isle of Cairns before the volcanic eruption,” said Kylon.

      “Seems like that is quite a tale,” said Cimon. “I imagine it’s almost as remarkable a tale as how you came to be aboard a vessel of House Kardamnos even though the Assembly banished you from the city.”

      Rhamphias cleared his throat. “I have abdicated as High Seat of House Kardamnos and asked that my cousin resume his place. With assassins stalking our family, we need an experienced warrior in command of House Kardamnos. Given that we escaped alive from the Isle of Cairns at all, I think I made the right choice.”

      “I see,” said Cimon. “I also wonder why Lord Lyskias Stormblade’s brother and favorite daughter are on a ship of House Kardamnos.”

      “These are my son and daughter, Nikarion and Zoe,” said Kylon. “Their mother Kalliope of House Agramemnos. And my wife and the Consort of House Kardamnos, Caina.”

      Cimon gazed at Caina. “So you’re the foreign noblewoman that Kylon left New Kyre to marry.”

      Caina smiled. “I’m afraid that order of events is reversed, my lord Cimon. Kylon was exiled from New Kyre for quite some time before we met again. The marriage came later.”

      “A curious outfit,” said Cimon, gesturing at Caina’s black Veilplate armor.

      Caina shrugged. “Better than taking a Kraken sword through the chest.”

      “That’s true enough,” said Cimon, turning back to Kylon. “I didn’t expect to see you traveling aboard a captured Kraken galleon, but given that my ships were likely to lose the battle, I cannot object to the method of your arrival.”

      “We would have fought to the end, my lord,” protested one of the men who had accompanied Cimon aboard the ship.

      “Aye, and valiantly,” said Cimon. “But we were still outnumbered. The end would have been the same regardless.”

      “What brings you to these waters?” said Kylon.

      “Ill fortune,” said Cimon. “The Krakens have been bolder of later, and they’ve been attacking Kyracian ships along the coast. The Archons have grown alarmed, and so they’ve been sending more patrols out. Our patrol was to sail north from New Kyre past the haven of Hellespar and then to the free city of Ansarth before turning back.”

      “But you were caught in a storm and driven further west than you planned to go,” said Caina.

      Cimon blinked. “That’s right. I assume you were caught in the storm as well.”

      “I fear the storm was likely aimed at us,” said Caina.

      “At you personally?” said Cimon. “Well, Lady…uh, Kardamnos, I know you have many enemies, but I am uncertain why the Kraken sorcerers would conjure a storm simply to throw it at you.”

      “It wasn’t aimed at me,” said Caina, “but at my husband, his children, and all his kinsmen.”

      “That is why I traveled to Malarae,” said Rhamphias. “The Cult of Rhadamathar has been attacking the blood of House Kardamnos.”

      “The serpent-worshippers?” said Cimon, taken aback.

      “Aye,” said Kalliope. “I fled from them to Malarae. I hoped to gain the aid of Lord Kylon and Countess Caina against the assassins of the Cult.”

      “And Lord Lysikas wondered why his daughter had gone to Malarae,” said Tyndarion, “so he sent me to bring her back. Since Lord Rhamphias was traveling to Malarae to speak with Kylon, I had the honor of traveling with him.”

      “Which was just as well,” said Rhamphias. “We might not have escaped the Isle of Cairns without your help.”

      “I see there is quite a tale here,” said Cimon.

      “Caina?” said Kylon.

      Kalliope was surprised that Kylon would have Caina relate the account of their recent travails, but perhaps he was wise to do it. Caina was more eloquent by far, and she gave a succinct description of their recent travels to Lord Cimon and his men – the attacks by the Krakens, the storm, the shipwreck on the Isle of Cairns, and their desperate escape from the island before the volcano blew up.

      She didn’t mention her own efforts at all.

      “A…remarkable tale,” said Cimon when Caina has finished. “I can scarce credit it. Serpent men? These…orc creatures?”

      “I can barely believe it myself,” said Kylon, “and we just lived through it.”

      “Yet that you would all invent such a fantastical tale defies belief,” said Cimon, “and we are standing aboard a captured galleon of the Red Krakens.” He shook his head. “And it would explain much of what has transpired recently in New Kyre.”

      “What has been happening in the city?” said Kylon.

      “We’ve been out of touch for some time,” said Tyndarion. “First from the journey to Malarae, and then from the shipwreck and the fighting.”

      “Well, the High Seat of House Kardamnos leaving the city in haste for the capital of the Empire stirred matters up,” said Cimon. “But there is a great deal of strife in the Assembly.”

      Kylon’s mouth twisted, and Kalliope sensed a pulse of anger from him. “Isn’t there always?”

      “It is worse than usual,” said Cimon. “The world has changed a great deal in the last few years. A new Padishah, the Empire’s civil war, the fall of the Umbarian Order, the destruction of the Slavers’ Brotherhood. Any one of them would have unsettled the civilized world, but all of them so close together herald great change. New Kyre must find a path forward in this troubled age.”

      “Permit me to hazard a guess, my lord Cimon,” said Caina. “There is considerable strife between House Agramemnos and House Tritos.”

      “That is exactly right,” said Cimon. “For a foreigner, you are very well informed about our city.”

      How did Caina know what was happening in New Kyre? Perhaps her friends in the Ghosts had told her.

      “I’ve found it’s a good idea to pay attention,” said Caina.

      “Indeed,” said Cimon, and he turned back to Kylon. “But she’s right. Lord Lysikas of House Agramemnos thinks the Kyracian people should seek closer ties with the Empire. He believes the new Emperor will rebuild the Empire after the civil war and will therefore seek for trade with New Kyre. By contrast, Lord Democles of House Tritos…”

      “You mean Lady Eirenea?” said Kalliope.

      “Is not Democles the High Seat of House Tritos?” said Kylon.

      “Aye, he is, cousin,” said Rhamphias, “but everyone in New Kyre knows Democles’ mother Eirenea does all his thinking for him. Lord Democles is a formidable warrior, but I doubt he’s had a thought in his life that his mother hasn’t first put into his head.”

      “House Tritos favors stronger friendship with the Shahenshah of Anshan?” said Caina.

      “That’s right,” said Cimon. He shrugged. “For myself and my House…I think it is better to maintain strong relations with both. The Empire is a long way from New Kyre, but likewise the Empire’s reach is long, even in its weakened state. The realms of the Shahenshah are closer, but if the Shahenshah’s navy is no match for ours, and if he ever chooses to make war upon us, he will first have to force his armies past the free cities. So better to maintain good relations with both.” His mouth twisted briefly. “But the reasonable path rarely is chosen in the Assembly. When Rhamphias was High Seat, House Kardamnos supported closer relations with the Empire.” His eyes flicked to Caina and then back to Kylon. “I assume that will continue.”

      “Yes,” said Kylon.

      “Your pardons, my lord,” said Mardun, who had been listening to the conversation with Kishiro. “If Houses Kardamnos, Agramemnos, and Tritos are the most powerful in New Kyre, and two of the three most powerful support closer relations with the Empire, then why has it not come to pass?”

      “Because House Tritos has the support of many of the smaller Houses,” said Cimon, “enough to block House Kardamnos and House Agramemnos when decisions are brought to a vote in the Assembly.”

      “It seems a curious way to make decisions,” said Mardun. “In that no decisions are actually being made.”

      Cimon shrugged. “We are Kyracian. We do not have monarchs as other lands do, and the Kyracian people would never tolerate such a government. We are the descendants of Old Kyrace, the masters of storm and sea. Monarchs are for other nations, not for the heirs of Old Kyrace.”

      “Do the other Houses know about the Cult of Rhadamathar?” said Kylon.

      “No one knows about the Cult of Rhadamathar,” said Cimon. “Most of the city thinks that one of the other Houses was behind the assassinations in House Kardamnos. That has hardly improved the tension in the Assembly.”

      Rhamphias scowled. “I suppose my departure didn’t help matters?”

      “Actually, it did, my lord,” said Cimon. “Everyone knew you had left New Kyre to seek out Kylon Shipbreaker. It put a pause on the conflict. I expect House Tritos and House Agramemnos are waiting for you to return to resume the strife properly. Until then, Lord Alcios of House Kalliades has been keeping the peace between Lady Eirenea and Lord Lysikas.”

      “Alcios?” said Kylon, surprised. Kalliope shared that surprise. House Kalliades didn’t have the resources of House Kardamnos or Kalliope’s father, but it was nonetheless a strong House. Lord Alcios was known for his truculence and prickly belligerence, and was about the last man Kalliope could imagine as a peacemaker. “Why would he want to calm tensions in the Assembly?”

      “The same reason I do,” said Cimon. “The Krakens. They have been stirring in the last few months,” he glanced around the captured galleon, “but you know that already. They’ve been attacking our ships, and they’ve been sighted closer and closer to New Kyre and our outer island colonies. The Assembly and the Houses must stop their bickering and unify for our defense, though so long as there is strife between Agramemnos, Kardamnos, and Tritos, that is unlikely.”

      “You should beware,” said Kishiro, who had stood silent and motionless during the entire conversation.

      “About what?” said Cimon, frowning at him.

      Mardun cleared his throat. “Kishiro doesn’t like to talk very much. But if he did, he would tell you that he has been pursuing a Kraken warlord named Magnussar over a matter of honor. Magnussar killed Kishiro’s lord and a number of his fellow warriors, and therefore the rigid code of Sokoran honor compels Kishiro to pursue Magnussar and avenge their deaths. The danger for you, my lord, is that Magnussar is apparently a very capable leader who has unified the majority of the Krakens under his command.”

      “Hjalfar, the chieftain we faced on the Isle of Cairns,” said Kylon, “was a vassal of this Magnussar. For whatever reason, the Cult of Rhadamathar wants to wipe out the blood of House Kardamnos, and the Krakens revere the serpent priests as emissaries of their god Jorgan. If assassins fail, perhaps the serpent priests will send the Krakens to attack New Kyre. If the city falls and its people put to the sword, that would kill enough of the blood of House Kardamnos to satisfy the serpent men.”

      Cimon looked taken aback. “Would the serpent men be so ruthless?”

      Kishiro said something in the strange-sounding language of Sokoru.

      “What is that?” said Cimon.

      “Ah, he says that the serpent men are more ruthless and honorless than we can imagine,” said Mardun. “If the Rhadamathi, that is, the serpent men, wanted to kill a single man in a village, they would burn down the entire village to get at him. The serpent men are not human, my lord Cimon. They do not think as we do and are far more cold-blooded. I have seen this myself during the years I was shipwrecked on the Isle of Cairns. If destroying the Kyracian people and sacrificing tens of thousands of Krakens in the process would achieve their goals, they would do without hesitation.”

      “He is not lying, my lord,” said Kalliope. Belatedly it occurred to her that implying to a Sokoran samurai that he might even consider lying could be interpreted as impolite, but Kishiro made no response. “I have seen the serpent men with my own eyes. They sent assassins after my children. They tried to murder the Padishah’s wife and much of his court to start a war between Istarinmul and the Empire. Their ruthlessness is without limit, and our people must be ready for the threat.”

      “Let us hope that the Assembly sees it that way,” said Cimon. “We could have ten thousand Caphtori ships sailing to New Kyre right now, and the damned fools would still spend their time bickering until the very moment the Agora of Archons went up in flames.” He turned back to Kylon. “And let us hope the Assembly does not throw a fit about ending your banishment.”

      “They have no choice,” said Rhamphias. “As High Seat of House Kardamnos, I resigned and chose Kylon as my successor. If the serpent men are hunting our House, we need a proven warrior to lead us.” He sighed. “Someone who is a more skillful commander than I am.”

      “The Assembly may not like it,” said Cimon. “And, to be blunt, Lord Kylon, they may try to force you to divorce your wife. Many members of the Assembly will not like that you have married a foreign noblewoman.”

      Kylon’s emotional aura had remained grim and wary throughout the conversation, but for the first time Kalliope felt a spike of pure rage from him. Whatever else could be said about him – and after the Isle of Cairns, Kalliope had to admit she no longer thought so badly of him – he really did love Caina.

      “No,” said Kylon.

      To Kalliope’s surprise, Caina smiled.

      “Don’t worry, Lord Cimon,” said Caina. “I think we will be able to persuade the Assembly.”
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