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      The grim tower of a dark sorcerer holds deadly secrets.

      Caina is a nightfighter of the Ghosts, one of the spies and assassins of the Emperor. Sent to the Empire's capital, Caina finds a rash of mysterious disappearances.

      But the missing people haven't disappeared - they've been taken by a ruthless sorcerer.

      And unless Caina is clever, she'll be the sorcerer's latest victim...
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      Caina Amalas heard a woman weeping through the door.

      She paused, a clay mug of cheap Caerish wine halfway to her lips.

      Caina sat in a shabby tavern in the Caerish quarter of Malarae, the capital of the Empire of Nighmar. It was past sundown, and the common room of the tavern was full of caravan guards and teamsters sitting at wooden tables, eating the inn’s stew and drinking the cheap wine. The Caerish quarter was near the city’s southern gate, where the Imperial Highway led southwest along the Bay of Empire to reach the Caerish provinces. Most of the Caerish quarter resembled a caravanserai, with cheap inns and cheaper brothels for the caravan guards, merchants selling supplies, cattle markets, grain brokers, mercenary companies, and all the other businesses that sprang up near a caravanserai.

      The Caerish quarter was similar to caravanserais the world over.

      Except for the stark black tower of the magus Hasarius.

      Caina sat alone on a stool near a door to the alley. No one bothered her, but that was because she was dressed and disguised as a man. Specifically, a caravan guard, with dusty boots, worn trousers, leather armor studded with steel rivets, and a ragged brown cloak. Caina had shaded her jaw and chin with makeup that created the illusion of stubble, and she had a sword and a dagger on her belt.

      The weapons were mostly for show.

      Her real blades were concealed in her boots and beneath her bracers.

      Caina shot a quick look around the common room. Nothing unusual was happening. The patrons drank their wine and ate their food, some of them playing games of dice and cards. The serving maids moved through the room, and two scowling bouncers near the door made sure that no one made any trouble. Everything seemed in order.

      Except there was no sign of Miriam, the widow who owned the tavern.

      And Caina heard that weeping from the alley.

      She got to her feet. No one paid her any attention, and Caina eased the door open and stepped into the alley.

      The chill night air struck her. Malarae had a mild climate, but in winter, it rained frequently, and the nights grew cold. It was a cloudless night, the moon and stars gleaming overhead. At the end of the alley, Caina saw the dim glow of the streetlamp. The capital of the Empire had streetlamps, iron stands with enspelled globes created by the magi of the Imperial Magisterium, but only the main streets and not the alleys.

      Despite that, Caina had no trouble seeing Miriam as she slumped against the wall, weeping.

      The widow who owned the tavern was stout, though strong thanks to years of hauling amphorae of wine out of the cellar. She wore a simple green dress and a heavy apron, her gray hair tied back in a tight bun. Tears glistened on her face in the moonlight, but her head snapped around as Caina approached, her hand dropping to the dagger at her belt.

      “Who’s there?” said Miriam.

      “Julius, mistress Miriam,” said Caina, speaking in a disguised voice. She had learned long ago how to change and modulate her voice, to alter her accent and make herself sound like a man. Julius was the false name she had given Miriam when she had rented one of the widow’s rooms to spy on Hasarius.

      “Is everything satisfactory?” said Miriam, sniffling.

      “Yes,” said Caina. “All is well. But I was sitting near the door, and I couldn’t help but overhear you weeping.”

      “Nothing is wrong,” said Miriam.

      Caina had spent a lot of time telling lies, and she knew a good liar when she heard one. Which wasn’t Miriam. Anyone could have realized that she was in distress.

      “Are you sure?” said Caina. “It’s Octavia, isn’t it?”

      Miriam’s eyes flashed in the gloom. “My daughter. How do you know what happened to my daughter?”

      “I don’t,” said Caina. “But I think that’s the only thing that could make you cry.”

      Miriam glared at her, teeth bared.

      “She disappeared, didn’t she?” said Caina. “Maybe I can help.”

      Miriam let out a groan and slumped against the brick wall of her tavern.

      “You can’t help me,” said Miriam. “No one can help us. I know the Istarish took her. I saw those dogs sniffing around my tavern. I told them to be off, I wouldn’t serve them. They only laughed at me. Octavia should have been back from the fishmongers’ market hours ago. The Istarish devils grabbed her on the way, I know it. They took her to Hasarius’s tower.”
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