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​Prelude: Masiki

(Asfrior, year 467 of the third Aeon, in the Age of Chaos.)

THE STING OF DEFEAT lingered long after the battle.

It was more than the ache from her battered body, rapidly healed by her enemies to spite her. She had longed for death, welcomed it as she lay in the ash and broken earth. The memory of the agony was no less potent, igniting phantom pain: whispers of torn ligaments, shredded flesh, and bones nearly shattered to powder. But the indignity was worse, lacing her mouth like the coppery tang of blood after a bitten tongue. It was the taste of defeat, and she hated it nearly as much as she hated herself for failing.

By the time the Five drove her from her stronghold in Tian to the Wilds of Uros, it was only a matter of when. After they defeated and imprisoned Grindalok in Artikos, it was all but written. Her final battle was in the heavens, in the stratum between Irth and Kuan, the realm of myth. In her rage, she manifested her True form and tried to destroy the world they sought to take from her. But the Five had proved too strong, and she fell from the sky bathed in fire and blood, impaling herself on the jagged points of the Daggers. She heard they were already calling those cursed peaks the Dragonspine after her defeat.

All that remained afterward was her mortal flesh, which was easily imprisoned. The constraints that secured her wrists were the common sort, iron shackles that would bind the most ordinary criminal. Outside, she seethed with rage, but inwardly, she was mortified, mind resurrecting ghosts of her former self so long ago. She had thought herself freed of fear and humiliation, had worked so hard never to experience the feeling of helplessness again. She had been Empress of the Endless Horizon, her kingdom without borders. She had thought herself beyond defeat. Beyond fear.

Only to watch her kingdom crash and burn like a meteor in the night sky.

"Masiki."

She looked up, eyes narrowing. The Hall of Asfrior was spacious and majestic, with soaring marble pillars, gleaming wooden floors, ancient tapestries on the walls, and restored furnishings so ancient they looked nearly alien. But as regal as the chamber was, it paled compared to the people assembled within. All the judges and jury were present save one, and she had no doubt the Dawnrider would arrive soon. But the rest had gathered, garbed in ceremonial armor and finery as if to celebrate her fall. Foremost were the Five Sages: Teranse the Theurgist, somber in finespun robes of gray, seated beside Lian the Dragon Sage, in richly embroidered silks, ageless face beautiful as if cast from porcelain. Sitting on the Theurgist's other side was Raakhi, the Ruby Queen, regal with her painted face and saree dress draped ceremonially around her waist and shoulder, bands of beaten gold and beads clacking on her wrists. Beside her was Wolsung the Red, wearing the same battered crimson armor as in the battle against Masiki, squat and gruff-faced with his ginger beard braided and hanging nearly to his navel. And seated on Lian's other side was Brandon the Battle Sage, with his Ivory Plate armor glinting like untarnished ice and legendary Caliburn sheathed at his waist. The lot of them looked too young, unworthy to be called Sages. It burned to have been humbled by those ... children.

The others were seated on raised benches on the sides of the chamber. Lian's husband Nezhna looked imperial in his lamellar armor bearing the crest of the Marshal of the Lotus Army, one of Masiki's bitterest enemies. Wukong, the Monkey Prince, sat in attendance, a smirk on his simian lips and his legendary staff Runguban crooked in one hairy arm. Erlkonig, King of the Aelon, was also present, as was Prince Alaric and his consort, Serona. All three looked practically minted in silver, gold, and ivory shades, shining like idols meant for worship. She wondered if Erlkonig knew of his beloved son's ambitions to be revered like one. She once considered Alaric a possible ally, but he played his cards expertly, teasing possibilities before finally abandoning her at her most vulnerable moment. Now, he sat in judgment of her, looking like a younger twin to his golden father. A shadowy smile played on his lips when he gazed at her.

Other Aelon and high nobles were also present, but it was Riodran who spoke: Riodran in his metallic velvets, skin darker than black, and eyes smoldering like muted flames. "Masiki, have you no response to the charges against you?"

She spat a bitter laugh. "Would my words carry weight against your judgment?"

"They would not."

"Then I won't waste them on any of you. Spare me the patronizing and get this charade over with."

He gazed at her for some time, arbitration weighing in his fiery eyes as his mind linked with the others in the chamber. A bead of sweat slid down her brow as she felt herself wilting under their assessment despite her greatest efforts. Riodran may have been an image carved from obsidian for his lack of movement, stare unblinking as time funneled through the hourglass of her life one gritty fleck of sand at a time. She didn't know how long she waited—a heartbeat or an eternity. Time held no sway in Everfell, where Asfrior existed. But finally, Riodran spoke.

"Masiki Roanoke, former Empress of the Endless Horizon, this court finds you guilty of the crimes of murder, attempted genocide, and abuse of power. As punishment for your offenses, it is the will of this court that you live."

She blinked in surprise, breath catching in her throat. "I ... don't understand. What kind of trick is this?"

"Trick?"

A man stepped from the shadows beneath an alcove in the wall with a wry smile on his weathered face. He was draped entirely in shades of gray from his boots to the cloak hanging from his shoulders. Even his silvery hair and beard were colored the same, and steely eyes peered intently beneath his shaggy brows. A horned owl perched on his shoulder, nearly camouflaged against the drab colors. It stared imperiously with large, yellow, unblinking eyes.

Masiki sneered, the last act of defiance she had left. "Reynar. I should have guessed you'd be here, you charlatan."

He shrugged. "You scorn me because I never met you on the field of battle? Yet here you sit in chains, and I ... well, I somehow manage to find myself whole and undamaged. But that is unimportant. Do you think we would deceive you about a matter of such import? I assure you that much deliberation was given to the nature of your sentence."

"And this court will just let me walk away unpunished? I don't believe you."

His forehead creased. "Unpunished? I'm afraid you misunderstand. You once walked as one of us, no matter how you came by your gifts. And what you've experienced, the tragedies in your past that drove you to these maddening pursuits ... well, let's say that we believe death is not a suitable penalty. You will live, Masiki. But no longer as one of us."

She felt the blood drain from her face. "No."

His voice grew strong, ringing in the chamber. "Since you devoted so many years to persecuting humanity, you are condemned to live the rest of your life as one of them. You have lost your True form and will now lose the rest of your gifts. You are stripped of your connection to the Disciplines and cut off from the life-preserving waters of Athanasia. There is no place for you in these hallowed realms, only exile. You sought to make Irth your kingdom; now it will be your prison. Perhaps you will live the rest of your days in humble service for your terrible crimes."

Gritting her teeth, she stood, chains rattling on her shackles. "You think you have the right to do this to me? I reject your petty judgment. I wielded the power of a World Shaper; the full might of the elements were mine to command. You charge me not out of justice, but fear, jealous that I might rise higher than any of you. I am the only one Anko feared, and rightfully so because I pulled him from the Beyonder's breast and gave puissance to his shadowy form. Without me, who among you would tackle his raw power alone?"

Soft, mocking laughter rang from the rear of the chamber. All turned in surprise at the figure silhouetted against the light streaming from the open doorway. He limped into the room, dark cloak tattered, gold-chased black armor dented, blood fanned across his face. His long, dark hair was plastered to his forehead, and his eyes shimmered strangely from beneath his brow. His face was slim, his features young, his expression hardened in triumph over pain. He smelled of char, blood, and death—the rank perfume of every battlefield in the world.

"You speak of Anko? Have no fear; the Shadow Lord is no more."

Riodran stood, giving the newcomer an uncertain look. "Talan. What have you done?"

Talan the Dawnrider raised his head, a thin smile on his lips. That last time Masiki saw him, his eyes were golden brown. Now, they were nearly devoid of color, glimmering with pale gold flecks. "I did what none of you could not. Or would not. I ended the war."

Brandon leaned forward, frowning. "You marched on Khelios against our counsel? You were specifically told—"

"You Sages move too slowly. While you deliberated, humanity bled. You refused to make the hard choices against Masiki, Anko, or any of the others. You drew back when you should have advanced and gave quarter when you should have been merciless. Well, you can rest easy from now on. I did not relent until Anko was no more. Leilavin's forces turned the tide, coming through when you would not."

Brandon shook his head. "Leilavin's gifts are poison daggers gilded with honey. No one should be foolish enough to trust her, least of all you. What did this victory cost, Talan?"

Talan's eyes flashed. "The cost was high. Two-thirds of my forces are no more, but neither is Anko or his bestial army."

Lian's eyes widened. "Two-thirds? Talan, you're talking around—"

"Twelve million dead, give or take." He gave a dismissive shake of his head. "They knew the risks. It doesn't matter, in the end. What matters is—"

Teranse stared at Talan, disbelief on his face. "It doesn't matter? You're talking about twelve million lives. Are you a god, that you would restore them? That was why we didn't want to advance on Khelios so swiftly. We knew it would be a bloodbath and didn't want to sacrifice—"

Talan's expression darkened. "And what do you know of cost and sacrifice? You Sages and Aelon speak of saving humanity, leading them from the darkness, but you withhold the light when they need it most. Anko thrived because of your inaction, and the Denizens operated without fear, eating our young under your noses until it was left to me to finish them."

Raakhi frowned. "You mean massacring an entire city of peaceful inhabitants in a fit of unhinged rage—"

"I did what was necessary. No one understood the duplicitous nature of the Denizens better than I did. And your lack of action made the lot of you just as responsible because you would rather watch the killing from your vaunted vantage point than do what's necessary to end it. Yet you would judge me. How many dead lay in the wake of your wars with Masiki? I know because I was there at the beginning, when the entire city of Ecuala was—"

Wolsung gave an impatient wave of his hand. "Aye, I'm sure your despondent tale justifies your brutality. But returning to the subject, how did you slay Anko? You know the weapon he possessed, lad."

"Nemon. The Devourer of Souls. Another legacy of the Sages' carelessness." Talan's teeth flashed when he smiled at Brandon, whose face reddened. "Anko's greatest weapon and his greatest weakness."

"Weakness?"

"He siphoned too much of his essence into the Geod, so the two were conjoined. After I realized that, it was just a simple task of reaching into his chest and ripping out his beating heart. Inside was the Geod, and without it, Anko could not hold a corporeal form. He fell apart, taking half his forces to the dark beyond."

Brandon stared intently at Talan. "Nemon. Where is it?"

Talan returned his stare, and Masiki gasped when the last flecks of color fled from his eyes, leaving irises that shimmered like polished mirrors. "Are you sure you want to know?"

Raakhi's hand drifted to the pendant hanging from her neck, where Titian pulsed like a ruby heartbeat. "Merciful Divia. Surely you wouldn't be so foolish as to dare try—"

"Using it?" He held a hand up, fingers crooked like eagle talons. "You should know by now that there is little I wouldn't dare."

An orb appeared in his hand, so dark it pulled the light as if trying to devour it. The sphere glistened like freshly spilled ink, blasphemous in its ominous simplicity. A sound emanated, low and angry, almost a feral growl, pulsing across the chamber and lapping against the walls like a turbulent sea.

The reaction from the others was instant tension, nearly panic. The Aelon leaped to their feet, hands on weapons or focusing Disciplines for a counterattack. Alaric's arms were at his sides, but he stared at Nemon as if transfixed, pupils dilated and mouth ajar. Wukong's lips drew back, exposing clenched fangs as his gold-banded staff swelled in size from bamboo-thin to the width of a marble pillar that he still hefted easily in one hand. The Sages all stared at their Geods—Titien in the pendant around Raakhi's neck, Caliburn in the crossguard of Brandon's sword, Hzekmo in the center of Wolsung's fabled battle-axe, Ruyi topping the Dragon Scepter at Lian's waist, and Eymunder on the staff in Teranse's hand. Each Geod pulsed in answer to Nemon's presence, emanating multicolored light across the room.

Talan's grin was manic. "You see? The Shards recognize their forsaken brother. This reunion has been long overdue, it seems."

Riodran raised a hand. "Enough, Talan. You have taken on too much by absorbing Nemon. Anko tainted the Geod beyond repair, and now it infects you, warping your reasoning. Surrender it before it's too late."

Talan slowly lowered his arm and closed his hand. Nemon winked out of existence, and the room brightened in its absence. A series of relieved sighs emanated in response. Talan smirked, eyes glinting in the light. "I don't think so. I trusted you, listened to your counsel, and heeded your words for years. No more. From now on, I obey only one voice: my own."

Riodran's ember eyes dimmed with sadness. "Then you are already deceived, for only madmen whisper into their own ears."

Talan sneered. "Truly? I say madness is a wolf reasoning with sheep. So, huddle and bleat together if you must. But don't wander outside your sheepfold, or you will be devoured. Irth is no longer your pasture. It belongs to me now, and I alone will set matters right."

Wukong's eyes narrowed. "You think to threaten us, Dawnrider? We did not tear down one tyrant only to put another in her place. You boast of conquest, yet you cannot even leave this chamber if we wish to hold you here. So, choose your next words very carefully."

The Dawnrider drew himself to his fullest height, casting a scornful glance around the chamber. "My next words? You may not wish to hear them because words have power, as all of you know." Nemon reappeared in his hand, glistening as if dipped in oil. The thrumming sound returned as well, reverberating so hard that Masiki felt it rattle the bones in her chest. 

Talan grinned from the eye of the corruptive maelstrom. "You would pit your powers against mine? By all means, try it if you dare. But know well the price of failure, for Nemon is ever unstable, and few can keep its dark powers at bay."

Reynar took a hesitant step forward. "Hear my words, Talan. No one here wants a war with you. But you must see the danger of your actions right now. Aetheric power is the most volatile force on the planet, and you're handling it like a blindfolded man racing toward a cliff. Step away from the precipice before it's too late. For the love of Deis—"

Talan's fingers quivered around the ebon Geod, and the room grew darker with every tersely spoken word. "For the love of Deis? Where is this almighty god you so reverently call upon? If he is so powerful, why hasn't he made himself known? Why does he idly watch while his creation destroys itself? Speak not to me of passive gods and spare me your pretense of empathy. Once, I might have fallen for such a simple ruse." His voice softened, wistful even as his eyes darkened, reflecting Nemon's glistening surface. "Once, I thought you were the wisest man I ever met."

He glanced up sharply. "But those days are no more. The Sages have prepared to depart from Irth, as have the Aelon. Did you think I wouldn't find out? You've already turned your back on humanity and abandoned us to our own devices. I say good riddance. Your kind has done enough. So, I say to you: go. Leave your mission unfinished as a testament to your failure. Depart for the fabled lands of Kuan or the hallowed halls of Nolavani. Sip from your everlasting waters, soar across your endless horizons, and laugh into your gold and ivory chalices. But never return to Irth again. If you do, it will be a trespass I will not forgive. If I see any of you again, I will not hesitate to kill you."

He vanished, winking out of existence even as his threat still hung in the air. Masiki stared, brow dripping sweat and chest heaving as though she'd been physically pushed beyond her limits. The others felt it too, staring at each other with concern and unease.

Alaric turned to the Sages, quiet words carrying extra weight. "I tried to warn you. I told you he had changed."

Brandon gripped Caliburn's hilt as if about to wield the fabled weapon. "Changed? That is beyond changed. What he's become is something else entirely."

"Yes," Reynar said sadly, still staring at the spot where Talan disappeared. "I'm afraid that Talan is no more. Anko's essence has altered him to the point where the person we knew no longer exists. He will be more destructive than Anko and Masiki combined and ten times more powerful. He is the Dreadlord now. He is ... Pranin Stygan."

"The Living Darkness." Teranse rested Eymunder against his brow, closing his eyes. "Deis have mercy on us all."

Lian rose from her seat, gazing at her compatriots. "We know what he has become. The question is: what are we to do about it?"

"We must act now," Alaric said. "Place me at the head of an Aelon army, and I will end his quest for power before it begins."

"He already has more power than anyone else alive," Riodran said. "And against such, your forces would shatter. Would you sacrifice so much to gain so little?"

Alaric drew himself up proudly. "I am Aelon. It is our nature to sacrifice."

The discussion continued, with all joining their voices and opinions. Masiki was left in her shackles, ignored and seemingly forgotten in the wake of the greater threat. She barely noticed, so lost was she in her thoughts. What she had witnessed seemed impossible. Talan had stood up to the Sages and Aelon without fear and departed without harm. He was confident and dangerous and powerful, dwarfing whatever might she had previously mustered. He was a dark god spawned from earth and fire, some primeval force beyond reckoning. 

At that moment, Masiki knew what she wanted. More than vengeance, more than an empire, more than the breath in her lungs. She would find Talan and kneel at his feet regardless of her punishment or fate. She would become his acolyte and learn all she could so that one day, she might wield the same power as he did. 

So that one day, she could live without fear of defeat.

Present Day

(Artikos, year 1502 of the third Aeon, in the Age of Kings)

Clouds of vapor floated in front of Masiki's face when she emerged from the crystalline threshold of the wyrmhole into a world of tundra and endless winter. Artikos lay beyond the famed Wall of Eisheim, erected by Norland's first king to keep the ferocious Jonarr at bay. After the decline of the frost giants, the land was inhabited by foes of the human sort, nomadic tribes of Menghu who would find themselves just as thwarted by the massive boundary fortification. They settled in the harsh lands beyond, but where Masiki stood was far beyond even their wanderings. A long-dormant volcano towered above her, peak lost in low-hanging clouds. Around her were the arctic wastelands—vast stretches of icy, rocky terrain, treeless with the ground permanently frozen so that only the meanest patches of sedges, stunted grasses, lichens, moss, and undersized shrubbery could grow. The air was frigid and sharp, the lakes and streams frosted as though Spring was a dream instead of a season that was nearly on to summer. The foothills she stood in should have been devoid of life save for the few animals that still thrived despite the chilly conditions.

Instead, an entire army of Co'nane soldiers awaited her.

She sauntered down the slope, smiling as she imagined what her enemies saw: a lone woman facing off against the last great battalion of Aelon forces. They were decimated from the battle in Aceldama, dwindling remnants of their former glory, even shadows of the true Aelon that departed from Irth over a millennium ago. But they were still deadly, potent in using the Crafts, as they called them. And they were desperate enough to amass in what they must have realized could be their last stand. They meticulously baited and set the trap, prepared to face whatever dark force took the lure. They probably imagined some vast army, or a monstrous enemy spawned from Narak's hells. Instead, they faced off against her.

Which made their odds of surviving decidedly worse.

The wind had wintry breath, rustling her long, dark hair and tugging at her pleated trousers and the billowy shirt under her snug leather vest. They were clothes for a feast day or a minor noble's court, certainly not cut to withstand the wintry conditions. But her body had automatically adjusted for the temperature the moment she stepped out of the wyrmhole, and the cold could not touch her.

The Co'nane were arranged in several units of around a hundred soldiers, if soldiers they could be called. In truth, most of the Blood Legion had been slaughtered on the fields of Aceldama, leaving few actual fighters left. Some wore silvery armor, glinting in the sunlight, while others wore ornate steel plate armor and mail. The armor was ceremonial at best because little fighting would be done with blades or bows. The Co'nane were a coddled lot, used to having the Sects bear the brunt of combat situations, particularly the Malic, who excelled in warfare tactics and relished the battlefield. But Killian had shrewdly joined his cause with Masiki's, leaving the Co'nane without their most experienced fighters. The surviving Co'nane were the ruling class variety, and though they were powerful by sheer force of Craft mastery, not many would be much of a threat in battle.

But a few were still deadly, and three of them approached on foot.

Jacquelis, Caretaker of the Blood, wore crimson armor befitting a noble knight, from the plumed helmet to her pauldrons, breastplate, gauntlets, and greaves, all chased in ceremonial engravings centered by a golden griffon across her chest. She was more handsome than beautiful; her eyes like emerald chips, her nose strong, and her jawline squared. She gripped a lance tipped by a fluttering banner, white with a blood droplet insignia.

The two others were men, standing on either side of her, decked out in gold and silver embossed armor that was far stronger than it appeared. Masiki recognized them as Thelerod and Karalis, two of the oldest and most powerful of the remaining Co'nane. Thelerod was jet-skinned, tall, and built like a warrior in his prime. Karalis was slender, his hair white, his appearance almost frail. Yet Masiki knew Karalis would win easily if the two men were pitted against each other. Few were more powerful, especially with Alaric and Serona dead. But Jacquelis was one of the few, and she spoke first, eyes blazing with fury.

"Masiki. Of all the people I suspected to be behind this treachery, I never presumed you would be the one. Rumor had it you were dead."

Masiki smiled. "Rumors are ill-informed."

"Where are the rest of your cabal?" Karalis eyed the wyrmhole warily. Masiki didn't have to turn to know the circular threshold was still open behind her, casting the air around it in rainbow-hued colors like sheets of frosted ice. Just the manifestation of the doorway testified to her power, for no one even among the mighty Co'nane could replicate the feat. Anything could be on the other side, any number of nasty surprises.

"My agents are occupied at the moment," she said.

Jacquelis' lip curled. "Agents like the traitor Killian? I've sent Captain Sithe and his finest soldiers to Gaelion to dispatch your little pet and those animals he calls a Sect."

Masiki tilted her head. "Truly? Then you've sent the best of your fighters to their deaths. No matter. Soon, you will join him in whatever afterlife you wraiths believe in."

Jacquelis' face reddened at the insult. "Not even you, with all your power, can hope to overcome us alone. The Sages defeated you by themselves. Our combined might is more than theirs."

Masiki felt the rippling effect as the trio focused their Crafts, preparing several deadly maneuvers. She nearly laughed as she Shielded herself with an Aetheric barrier. "Perhaps you're right. If you want more of a challenge, I will provide one. Or three, for that matter."

She gestured almost lazily, delighting in the shock on her enemies' faces when they saw what sprang from the darkness of the wyrmhole. A trio of Eidolon emerged: gaunt giants in robes whiter than the snowcaps, skeletal hands gripping longswords with blades that glittered like the purest crystal. The Eidolon's pale faces were furrowed, parchment skin wrinkled, eyes flashing from sunken sockets, brows knitted in hatred. One opened its mouth, vomiting a shriek like a thousand banshees boiled alive.

Cursing, Thelerod crouched in a battle stance, one hand flung toward the Eidolon in focused Kinesis, waves of kinetic energy that would have shattered a castle wall. It didn't even slow the Eidolon, dissipating like mist before their warded forms. Thelerod had only a second to look stunned before he was cut diagonally in two, the Eidolon's glistening sword slicing through his armor as easily as flesh. He collapsed in gouts of steaming blood and entrails, the shocked expression still on his face when he died.

Jacquelis leaped upward, clearing the Eidolon's reach before landing a dozen spans away as they hacked through Karalis, who fared little better than Thelerod. The sheer force of their blows shattered his hastily erected shield of Tropos, and his body was next, diced like raw meat before the Eidolon pressed on, blood dripping from their blades. The Co'nane forces roared in outrage and charged, most of them foolishly blind to the ineffectiveness of their Crafts against their foes. Earth buckled, lightning flashed, fireballs seared, and even icy spikes were hurled, but the Eidolon pressed on undeterred. Howling in tempest voices, they slashed into the press of armored bodies, cutting through them like farmers through bundles of wheat. Explosions and projectiles whizzed around them, creating a backlash of destruction back upon their attackers. The clamor filled the air as the icy landscape turned into a nightmare of slaughter.

Masiki turned to Jacquelis. "You have lived to see the end of your precious bloodline, Caretaker. And what an inglorious end it turned out to be. As you should recall, your vaunted Crafts are useless against the Eidolon. No creature created is more deadly. I wonder what you hoped to accomplish by massing your forces on these arcane grounds."

Jacquelis watched the massacre of her people with an unreadable expression. Their screams rang in the air as they were cut down in swift succession, weapons yielding little better than the Crafts against the nearly indestructible Eidolon. From a hundred yards away, the carnage looked less brutal, the bodies falling like autumn leaves to winter's unrelenting touch. Jacquelis turned her attention to Masiki, clenching her jaw.

"I hoped our enemy would reveal themselves. That you would feel our collective presence here at Helsigandr, the site of one of our greatest triumphs."

"And now it is the site of your greatest failure."

"No. Though we fall, it will not be in vain. As before, death binds us together. Our deaths, and yours." She punctuated her declaration by hurling her lance at Masiki, swift and sure as an arrow fired by a master archer.

Masiki casually batted it aside, then grunted in surprise, staring at the black, runic-engraved spear that punctured her in the stomach. Jacquelis had focused Talaria, the Craft of Speed, at the same time as her throw, movements blurred as she struck with her second weapon. A triumphant look flashed on her face when she shoved the spear deeper, rupturing through Masiki's back. She gasped and tottered backward, clawing at the spear with fingers slippery from her own blood. Falling to the frosty ground, she stared at the weapon in disbelief. It was silvery and branded with ancient glyphs that glimmered with dim blue light.

"A ... runespear. How did you—?"

Jacquelis stood over her, fists clenched. "You're not the only one who unearthed relics from the Age of Chaos. Her eyes flicked to where the Eidolon finished off the remaining Co'nane, then back to Masiki. "You never understood the nature of sacrifice. Alaric suspected someone was manipulating events to cause the Geods to resurface so Stygan could be freed. No matter what happens to us, we will never allow that to occur."

Masiki grinned through red-stained teeth. "Still Aelon to the end?"

"Always. But your end arrives before mine. It has been too long coming." She drew a short sword from the scabbard at her side and raised it in an executioner's stance. The blade flashed in the sun, casting fiery light across Masiki's vision.

Masiki howled.

The sound split the air, so keen and piercing that it cut, shattering Jacquelis' sword like brittle glass. Her armor buckled, and she flew backward, blood streaming from her nose and ears. The sound expanded, echoing off the volcano walls and triggering an avalanche that rumbled like an angry god as the ice, snow, and rock gave way and slid down the gravelly slope, a devastating mass that would have buried Masiki had she not been in the throes of assuming her True Form.

The Sages had thought to take it from her, severing her from who she was, but they should have known she would never surrender until she reclaimed what was hers. An ancient egg, a binding process that nearly killed, then a long wait in the foothills of the Dragonspine until her champion arrived to complete the process. Marcellus Admorran had no memory of what happened in his early travels as a young wolf knight when he investigated a cavern rumored to be a dragon's lair.

But she remembered everything.

Clouds churned above, darkening the sky. Lightning flashed, striking her, searing her pitiful human flesh, freeing her from her weak and vulnerable prison. She emerged from char and fire, baptized in pain, stretching out toward the stormy heavens and feeling the wind, the blistering mixture of fire and ice as though for the first time. Half-buried in the snow some thirty yards away, Jacquelis stared upward, sheer terror on her face.

Masiki's laughter boomed across the clouds as she yanked the runespear from her flesh and tossed it aside like an ineffectual splinter. Her voice thundered from the tempestuous sky, echoing from all around. "Now, you finally understand. You imagine yourself powerful, but you are but a gnat in a windstorm. Alaric was shown the truth, and it nearly destroyed him. He had to live with the burden that the Co'nane had been serving Stygan ever since they forsook being Aelon. And even in death, you will serve him one last time."

She clenched her fist, focusing on the living, the dead, the dying. Her reborn eyes saw the tendrils of energy emitting from their bodies, the Eler that fed their mortal forms. Closing her eyes, she pulled, drawing all of it to her, feeling the shivery electric rush from harnessing the raw living power. The Co'nane withered, wrinkling like corpses when their life force was ripped from their bodies and into Masiki's clutches. She pulled harder, drawing lightning from the thunderclouds, blackening the earth around her as whatever life in the permafrost surrendered to her mastery of death. The energies mingled with hers, flashing across her vision in rippling colors, searing her flesh, charring her bones. She screamed when she lost her True Form, slamming her fists into the battered earth, dispelling glittering veins of her mingled energies deep into its cavernous depths. It was the most beautiful pain, like holding the sun in her hand only to have it wink out of existence.

She gasped, tears carving tracks down her face as she fell to her knees. The earth rattled beneath her, groaning like a wounded giant, splitting into painful fissures that threaded toward the cloud-capped peak high above. Masiki glanced at Jacquelis, the only soul spared from the purge. The Caretaker painfully pulled herself from the avalanche debris that had nearly smothered her, stood on unsteady legs, and stared at Masiki with outright disbelief on her bloodstained face.

"What have you done?"

The volcano erupted, splitting the peak apart in a deafening explosion, casting a mushroom cloud of black, choking smoke that would be seen hundreds of leagues away. The air rippled in its wake, a visible shockwave that would have wrecked Masiki had she not raised a shield in time. The eruption became one with the storm, increasing it a hundredfold with a blinding display of violet-white, sizzling flashes of lightning. Thousands of flaming rocky fragments pelted down from the atmosphere, shattering as they fell, bouncing off her Aetheric barrier. Jacquelis dropped to her knees, awestruck by the destructive beauty of the moment, staring upward at what looked like the sky falling apart in fiery ruins. Streams of magma rushed down, red-orange tongues that devoured all they touched, transforming the world around them into fire, vented gasses, smoke, and ash that fell like heavy snow.

"I wanted you to see this," Masiki whispered. "I wanted someone to witness the end of this Age and the start of the new one." She kept her eyes on the slope, where something was visible, moving through liquid-hot cords of magma as if they were streams of water. The tall, gaunt figure approached, staggering slightly, skin blacked and streaked with char, long cords of ash-colored hair lank across his face. Silver eyes glinted, harnessing whatever light managed to penetrate the dense cover. Endless hordes of indistinct figures followed him, shuffling forward as if barely alive.

Masiki dropped her shield, inhaling the thick smoke and absorbing the blistering heat without notice. Behind her, Jacquelis choked and fell forward, hacking into the steaming turf. Masiki paid her no mind, walking across the searing ground and embracing her long-imprisoned friend. His skin sizzled against her clothing, and his breath warbled from charred lungs, coughing out words in a painful fashion.

"Weak. So ... weak. Have you come to slay me in my ... pitiable state? Many have tried. I warn you, killing me will be no ... easy task."

She pulled back, smiling through her tears. "Would I slay my closest companion? Have the years of torment stripped me from your memory like the flesh from your protruding bones, Grindalok? Look at me and see the whelp you found and raised as one of your own."

He stared for a long moment before his eyes brightened in recognition. "Masiki? Could it ... truly be you? How long has it—?"

"Long enough, my friend. Far too long, in fact. It is past time you awakened to cast your net across the world again."

"The Net Caster. Yes, that's what I was called. I set the snares and shook kingdoms from my teeth." Grindalok slowly nodded. "For the last time. I can feel it. This will be ... the end. The last night. The Twilight of this world."

Biting her lip, she nodded. "It will be. You will succeed where you have previously failed. We will do this thing together, you and I."

Without the protection of Masiki's shield, Jacquelis fell victim to the merciless elements. A tendril of magma wriggled across her leg, melting armor and flesh like wax. She screamed, beating at the flames, but her struggles only gave the lava more to feed on. Masiki and Grindalok watched impassively as her body ignited, crackling flames devouring as her earsplitting shrieks rang in the air. She finally collapsed, transformed into an unrecognizable husk as the magma wriggled onward, spreading like fiery tentacles toward the icy plains below.

"Who was she?" Grindalok asked.

"One of the fallen Aelon. You see how easily they burn, Grindalok. How quickly they dissolve at the touch of fire." She placed a hand on his cheek, scrubbing a line of soot away from the pale skin with her thumb.

"All of them will fall the same way. The akhkharu, the human kingdoms, and the Sages that protect them. They will all burn for what they did to us."
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Chapter 1: Mort
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He found her pale, naked body under the shattered corpse of an ancient tree.

The tree was like so many others in the Barrens—bare branches contorted in torturous fashion, bark dry and split, fissures split open like old wounds. Whatever grandeur the forest possessed in the past was a faint memory, leaving behind a boneyard of skeletal fragments to mourn for the groves that fell to ruination in another Age. The ground was just as dead, brown-green and swampy, shrouded in dirty mist and rank with the putrid stench of decay. The only signs of life were glimpses of movement—a scaly body submerging in the black waters, oversized insects rustling through the leaves, the shine of predatory eyes staring from the gloom of the tangled thicket. Mort figured the woman's death must have occurred recently, or the creatures would have already begun to feast.

The muddied trail revealed her final moments, dragging her broken body from the slimy, moss-slicked waters of a nearby stream to the embrace of the massive, ancient roots of the fallen tree. They curled around her almost protectively, a makeshift shelter to ward off predators and inevitable carrion eaters. The dim light made her exposed skin glow reflectively, dirty ivory half-submerged in mud and long-dead leaves. A long, fat caterpillar wriggled across one of her slender legs, a precursor to the flood of its brethren to follow. 

Mort paused for a moment, gazing with dull eyes. Strange as it was to come upon a fresh corpse in the middle of the cursed region, it was nothing shocking. The dead were his only companions in the past few weeks, and adding another soul into their company was nothing to him, even if he had no idea who the woman was or what led to her tragic fate. The Barrens were forsaken, a fact even the most naïve traveler knew. To enter was to die or vanish altogether, a fate proved repeatedly by anyone foolish enough to venture into its twisted depths. It had proved its reputation when deterring the trackers that had nearly run him down before he took the desperate gamble. Better to perish by whatever unknown evils lay in the Barrens than suffer more torture at the hands of the Androktons. 

Not that it mattered much. The cuts on his face and body had begun to fester, so he was probably a dead man anyway. Whether by infection, starvation, or whatever creatures lurked nearby, he knew he wouldn't leave the Barrens alive. He hadn't had anything to drink in over a day and couldn't remember the last time he ate. Even breathing the thick, humid air took extra effort. He wondered what his last minutes would be like, whether anyone would find his body the way he stumbled across hers. He doubted it. Maybe it was better that way.

"You'll have company soon," he told the dead woman.

His eyes widened when her body spasmed, and a low moan escaped her lips. He darted over involuntarily, dropping beside her, knees squelching in the marshy ground. She had curled into a fetal position, hands wrapped around her knees, shuddering uncontrollably. Her skin was discolored with bruises and welts, an arm had popped out of the shoulder socket, and one of her ankles was broken, foot dangling at an impossible angle. Rivulets of blood seeped from her ears, nose, and mouth, and her eyelids fluttered as her seizure threatened to damage her even further.

His hand hovered, unsure of what to do. "It's ... going to be okay," he said, tasting the lie as it left his mouth. Finally, he reached down, placed a hand behind her neck, and gently lifted, holding her against his chest. "Just relax. Just ... breathe." He didn't know what else to say. She was dying in his arms, gasping with each sharp and violent convulsion as though fighting with every fiber to keep from sinking into the void. Her eyes snapped open, sky-blue irises swimming in bloodshot waters. One of her hands seized him by the neck, skin hot and clammy. He felt a tingle from her fingers, ghost lightning prickling tiny hairs on his skin.

He gasped when something was pulled from him, sapping his energy, draining vitality like water through a sieve. Sweat exploded from his pores, a wave of dizziness swelled, his breath was punched from his lungs, black specks danced across his vision as the world blurred, and he capsized, crashing to the muck beside the woman. For a long moment, the only sounds were their cojoined harsh breathing, sucking in gulps of humid air as if incapable of any other effort. Mort could only compare the exhaustion to the end of a battle when he could barely stand without great effort, every breath an effort, every movement a jolt of agony.

What did she do to me?

Painfully, he craned his neck to look at her. To his shock, she pushed herself up into a sitting position, treating her nakedness as no account. Her shoulder and ankle appeared healed somehow, and many of her bruises had faded as if days old. Her hair was filthy and matted, but he figured it would be silvery blonde if washed. And under the layers of grime and dried blood, her features appeared fine-boned and statuesque. Far from fearful, she gazed at him with surprising calm, studying him as if reading the book of his life. He could only imagine what she thought. He had seen his reflection on the surface of a stream and didn't understand how she could gaze at his scarred visage without flinching. He hadn't even recognized himself, and had wept at seeing what was left after the Androktons finished their carving.

But she didn't cringe at the sight of his face. Instead, he saw something unexpected in her expression. Empathy, as if she understood his agony because she had experienced something equally horrific. He saw the pain in her gaze, the wounded pride that kept her tears trapped and jaw clenched against the pain of the wounds that still had to be excruciating. He felt that time stood still momentarily, as if they were the only two people in the dark, dank, tiny world. A small smile touched her lips as if she read his thoughts.

"My name is Celestine," she said.
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HER CLOTHES WERE STREWN across the stream bank, dirty and wet. While she dressed, he slowly collected himself. Testing his legs, he tottered like a newborn colt for a bit before managing to stagger in some semblance of a walk. The rusty sword sheathed on his hip pulled as if made of lead, but he could do little about it. He carried nothing else, possessing only the tattered clothes he wore: threadbare leather boots, torn brown trousers, and a plain long-sleeved tunic, ill-fitting and heavily stained. Sucking in a sharp breath, he winced from the burn in his chest.

"What did you do to me?"

She looked up from lacing her soiled lace blouse. "I drained you of your pran and used it to bolster my strength. It is not a natural thing for you, so your experience was a painful one. For that, I apologize."

He blinked. "Drained my ... pran? I don't understand."

She gave him a level look. "You would call it your life force. My people need to feed on it to sustain ourselves."

"Your people?"

"Yes. The Gifted." Pausing, she spoke her next words as if distasteful. "You would know us by a different name: the akhkharu."

He reflected, trying to recall fleeting tales from his childhood. "No, that can't be. Akhkharu steal children and drink their blood. At least that's what our nana used to tell us when—"

"Not blood. Pran. And we don't prey on children. Well, most of us don't." Placing her hands on her hips, she considered him. "I'm telling you these things because I want to be honest with you. You saved my life, so I owe you that much. So, know this: like all of my kind, I am a predator, and I prey on humans. I feed on your kind, understand?"

He took a good look at her. Dressed in muddy yet finely-cut black velvets and silks and standing against the backdrop of deadened trees, she suddenly appeared different. Imperial and hawkish, even dangerous. Her blue eyes glowed from the shadows when she pulled the wide hood of her cloak over her head.

"You're a wraith." He licked his blistered lips, wondering why he wasn't more afraid. The revelation that should have rocked him to the core felt hollow and trivial instead. Akhkharu weren't supposed to exist, but what were wraiths compared to Androktons? "Why are you telling me this?"

"Because you have to make a choice. I will never feed from you again; you have my word. You should come with me. Both of us are weak right now, but together, we are stronger."

"Stronger?" Just shouting the word made him dizzy; he blinked when his vision blurred, and the world spun around him. "Take a good look at me. I had no strength to begin with, and you just ... drained me of whatever remained. Why didn't you just finish me off when you had a chance? Can't you see that I'm—"

"Dying? Yes, I know. I could have drained you dry, taken what was left of you. Is that what you want?"

He opened his mouth, then hesitated. "I—"

Her eyes bore into him, piercing. "Of course you don't want to die. If you did, you wouldn't be here now. Whatever you've been through, whatever tortures you've suffered have brought you to this moment. To me. Do you know what I see when I look at you?"

He dropped his gaze, fighting the urge to touch his face and feel the ravaged flesh. "A tragedy, I'm sure."

Her eyes glistened. "A reflection."

"You look nothing like me."

"Not all scars are visible, but they fester all the same. What is your name?"

His lips quivered as if fighting the words. "Mort. That's ... what they called me. It means ... corpse."

"The ones who did that to your face gave you that name?"

He shook his head. "The other prisoners. I was captured in a battle. Bruallia. Shouldn't have ever been there. Everyone ... slain. I was someone else then. Then, the Androktons took me captive. In Ravynna, the women are the warriors. Fierce. Brutal. They do this to their males when they're just boys. Disfigure them. They call it Carving. Male prisoners are treated the same, just cut differently. Most don't survive."

"But you did."

He gritted his teeth, fighting the memories that threatened to surface. "Barely. Their leader claimed me because of my ... hair. Rare on that side of the Dragonspine. She called me Blane, which means golden, and Carved me herself, kept me as one of her pets. The things she did..."

He broke off, sucking in a breath as a tear slid down the scar tissue on his face. "She broke me. I was nothing, less than human. It wasn't until something changed that I finally found the nerve to dream of freedom. The Bruallians mobilized, clans and kingdoms moving to Stravaholme for an invasion of Leodia. In the confusion, I made my escape. Her trackers pursued, but I lost them when I entered the Barrens. Not even their proud hunters had enough nerve to follow me here."

"And here you stand, Mort. The question is, where will you go from here? The fact that you made it this far is incredible, but you are as good as dead in these lands without a guide. Whatever you did to get this far will be wasted, left to rot in these cursed grounds like so many others. So, make your choice. Leave on your own and die, or come with me and prosper. What will you do?"

He squinted, trying to read beyond her mask of composure, but it was impossible. Her face may as well have been a porcelain mask for all she revealed. Finally, he took a deep breath. "Why do you even care what happens to me one way or another?"

She paused as if uncertain for just a moment before controlling her features. "Because I was as good as dead only moments ago. Thanks to you, I'm not. I am in your debt and will repay, but only if you trust me. I think we are more alike than you know, Mort. And I think you can benefit from having me as your ally. So choose, and let fate take its course."

"Fine. I'll go with you."

"Just like that?"

"What could be worse than what I've already been through?"

She smiled, eyes glinting with arcane knowledge. "You'd be surprised. Come, then. Our direction is this way."

He stared in the direction she pointed, seeing nothing but shadows and tangled branches of dead trees. "You know this place?"

"Yes. I know every path as I did when it was called the Brightlands, full of flowering orchards and towering forests. We're just a few leagues away from Aceldama."

He swallowed, throat suddenly constricted. "The Forbidden City?"

She reached out and plucked something from the branch of one of the trees, staring as if it was the most wondrous thing she'd seen. "Not anymore." 

Drawing closer, he saw that she held a single green bud in her palm. Looking up, he saw several more protruding from the branches, defying the withered bark like flickers of light in nightmare gloom. "What does that mean?"

Closing her fingers around the sprout, she smiled grimly. "It means that Alaric has lost the war. It means the world will swiftly change, just like this forest. Come, we must move quickly."

She led the way, striding confidently into the thick of the woods. Mort followed, staring in wonder as all around him, death gave way to newborn life in front of his eyes.
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AFTER A FEW HOURS OF walking, the entire forest had changed. Green vines drooped from trees that now looked only half-dead, slowly straightening from their hunched and crooked postures and displaying their newly-sprouted flowering buds and leaves. The sounds created an eerie sort of music, creaking, popping, and groaning as if speaking in the language of nature. A brisk wind sighed through the branches, spreading a floral scent to make up for the earlier stench of decay. The ground under Mort's feet sprouted with new turf, fresh blades of grass and meadow flowers of all colors. Sunlight cut into the fog, melting it away and casting the woods in glowing shades. It looked nothing like the dark and terrifying place he had wandered into only days earlier.

"This is ... insane," he gasped, trying to catch his breath. "How is any of this ... possible?"

Celestine walked with a determined stride, though she had to be nearly as tired as he was. "The Crafts that kept this place in a state of deterioration have been severed, and the accelerated growth is a result of the long years of nature being held at bay."

"The Crafts?"

She gestured offhandedly. "The Crafts, the Disciplines, and many other names all refer to abilities we possess through blood, special training, or both."

"You can perform these ... Crafts?"

"I can." Her words carried a tinge of pride. "I am Speaker for the Cabalis Sect, inheriting my abilities from the Elious blood in my veins."

"Elious?" He stared at her, trying to match her diminutive form with the legends of the hybrid children of the Aelon. "So, one of your parents was—"

"An Aelon? Yes, my father was. He departed with the rest of his kind at the end of the Age of Chaos, leaving my mother and me behind to suffer the horrors of the Age of Despair." Her voice turned sour. "Unfortunately, that would not be the first time the Aelon would betray me."

He glanced behind him, where the path they left behind was an unrecognizable swath of green groves and fluttering flower petals. "You mean when I found you...?"

She stopped abruptly, staring heavenward as if to deny the tears that glistened in her eyes. "Yes. I dedicated my life to serving the Co'nane—the Aelon who remained after the Exodus. I served devotedly, aspiring to earn the respect of those I considered above me. Under my leadership, my Sect sharpened our skills until we were only a step below the Co'nane. All I desired was to please Alaric Aelfvalder, lord of the Co'nane. So, when the armies of men moved against him, I was honored to serve my king. The invading army was led by a Reaver—a golem of inexhaustible strength and destructive power. Alaric requested that I weaken the Reaver before it arrived in Aceldama, and I obeyed, as I always have. I used my abilities to attack the Reaver's monstrous steed, and I was successful, destroying it and weakening the Reaver itself. But the backlash was terrible, rendering me as you found me. Alaric could have healed me, could have restored me with but a sliver of his strength, but he chose to abandon me instead. Before he departed, he told me of his intent to destroy all of the Sects after the battle, wipe us out because he didn't need us anymore."

She scrubbed her eyes with a bitter laugh. "That was what my life, my rigorous devotion, was worth to him—less than nothing. I looked at Alaric like men do their gods, but my worship was in vain. I had spent the whole of Ages serving someone who never wanted it in the first place. Where does that leave me now that I know my entire life has been a mockery?"

Mort felt helpless, unable to offer anything that could comfort her. "I'm sorry."

Her eyes narrowed. "Don't be. The scales are removed from my eyes, and I see clearly for the first time. Lying there dying, I swore that I would never serve anyone again if I managed to survive. I will keep that vow if I do nothing else. And my vow to you as well."

"You made me no vow."

She raised an eyebrow, a small smile on her lips. "I spoke no vow. But I will honor the one I made in my heart."

He opened his mouth to speak but paused, cocking his head. "Do you hear—?"

Her gaze sharpened. "Yes. Riders, heading this way."

Mort stepped in front of her, hand on his sword grip, hoping she didn't see how badly his fingers trembled from exhaustion. "Best if you stay back until I see who they are."

"How gallant," she murmured. "But in your condition, you won't last beyond a few seconds if it comes to fighting. Let me do the talking. I can be quite convincing when I wish to be."

Mort didn't have time to argue because the riders came into view as they topped the hillside. They were a party of five, all seasoned fighters by their looks, wearing mismatched armor common to mercenaries. The lead rider spotted Mort and Celestine immediately and signaled to his men, who turned and rode in that direction. Mort felt small and defenseless as the horses thundered toward them, large and powerful destriers bred for war, judging from how well they responded. The lead rider pulled rein at the last moment, and he and his four mates slowly circled. Up close, they appeared to be Leodians, though that was of small comfort. They eyed Mort and Celestine with greedy eyes, expressions full of cruel humor.

One of the men expertly juggled five balls as he guided his horse with his knees, a smile on his narrow face and his throaty voice rich with amusement. "And what have we got here, lads? A lady and her guard, perhaps?"

"A whore and a skeleton by the look of 'em. Look at that ugly face."

"You call that a face? Looks like a pile of week-old shite if ye ask me."

"Brave souls to be traveling alone, aren't you?" The rest of the band laughed.

Oddly enough, Celestine displayed no fear of the armed men. "Do you ride from Aceldama?"

The leader's laughter cut off as he guided his dappled gelding slowly around them. His face was squared, his eyes hard, his beard coarse and thick. "And what would a wandering whore know about that?" His expression darkened. "Careful, lads. She might be one of those akhkharu devils. Even if she isn't, it's best not to take chances."

The men's mood changed instantly, cursing as their hands darted to weapons. Mort tried to draw his blade, but Celestine placed a hand firmly over his own as she stepped forward, looking up at the captain.

"You have nothing to fear from us," she said, voice oddly soothing. "We were on our way to Hispalia when bandits set upon us. Only by entering the Barrens were we able to escape. But as we lost hope, we saw these lands change before our eyes. Small wonder I ask about the Forbidden City when the impossible occurs around us."

The man stared at her with widened eyes, pupils dilated. To Mort's surprise, his mood changed instantly, nodding in agreement. "Robbed and lost. Yeah, that makes sense."

The juggler snatched the balls from the air and stared at the captain. "That makes no sense at all, Worran. You're letting a pretty face dull your senses. She could be one of the witches, like you said. Let's bugger them both and be on our way before the lieutenant realizes he's missing his best horses."

Worran turned to glower at him. "You keep your ugly trap shut, Iram. If she was a wraith, why would she be walking around in dirty rags with a half-starved walking corpse to protect her?"

"But you're the one who said—"

"I know what I said. But a man can change his mind. Damned if he can't." He turned back to Celestine. "Yeah, we were in Aceldama. But we're leaving. That place is cursed. We may have won the war, but the wraiths are picking us off in the night. We're missing more men every morning, and we've had enough. You can't spend riches if you're dead. They're welcome to it and the plagues that come with it."

"You were in battle?"

He grimaced, glancing back in the direction they rode from. "Battle? It was a nightmare. Monsters and sorcery. Those wraiths cut through us like ripe cheese, using all sorts of unnatural powers. If it weren't for the Reaver, we'd be dead. But that thing is as evil as the akhkharu. If we'd known Marcellus Admorran was cursed by black magic, we'd have never followed him."

At the mention of Marcellus, Mort made a gurgling sound in his throat, feeling as if he'd been stabbed in the gut. "Sir Admorran led your army?"

Worran glanced at him, suspicion creeping back in his eyes. "That's right. The Champion of Kaerleon himself. We should have known better when the word got out that he killed King Lucretius. No telling what a turncoat like that will do. But we followed him because of who he was. We didn't know about what he became. We didn't know about the monster."

Celestine absorbed the news, face emotionless. "Lord Marcellus is in charge, then?"

Worran barked a laugh. "Lord? You mean King Marcellus. They named him King of Leodia right there on the battleground. General Glybard and that bitch queen from Hispalia were behind it. The king's already left for Hispalia with his witch and the bulk of the army."

"His witch?"

Worran spat. "Calls herself a Shama. But some of the men seen what she can do. Magic, they swear by it. Say she can—"

His eyes widened, and a hoarse gasp ripped from his throat when a blade erupted from his chest, red with heart's blood. He convulsed and toppled from the saddle, slamming into the ground with a shocked expression. Iram yanked his longsword out of Worran's body, eyes narrowed into slits. "You always were a bloody fool, Worran."

The others scrambled for their arms as their horses shied at the scent of blood. One of them turned to Iram with widened eyes. "What the bloody hell did you do that for?"

Iram kept his gaze on Celestine, jaw clenched. "You ever hear Worran spill his guts like that before? You could barely get two words out of him on a good day. The witch put a spell on him, I'm telling you. It's a trap. Kill 'em both before any more wraiths show up."

Mort yanked his sword from the sheath as the men drew their weapons. Four against two, if he counted himself as one. The way the blade shook in his hand, he may as well have never unsheathed it. But at least I can go down fighting. Maybe Celestine can escape in the—

But instead of running, she stepped toward Iram, eyes practically glowing from her face. Her voice rang in the air as though the wind amplified her words. "Please. You must listen. You're my protector, and those men want to kill me."

Iram stared as though in a daze, mouth dropping open. "Yes. I must protect you at all costs."

Turning, he rammed his sword into his shocked companion's side. Screaming, the man yanked the blade out, snatched a dagger from his belt, and stabbed it into Iram's shoulder. Iram ignored the wound, expertly wheeling his horse around. His next swing struck the back of the man's neck, nearly decapitating him. As he slid lifelessly from the saddle, the next mercenary cursed and swung his short-handled axe, striking Iram in the armored elbow with a crunching sound. Blood streamed down his arm, but that didn't stop him from slamming his sword into the other man's gut, the steel punching right through the leather armor. The man gasped softly, face distorted and unnaturally red. Blood bubbled on his lips, and he fell from his horse, landing beside Worran on the green turf.

The last mercenary screamed, sword flashing. It took Iram in the face, disintegrating his features in an explosion of pink pulp. He sagged against his horse's neck, somehow still in the saddle. Gasping, the surviving mercenary turned his horse around, eyes wild when they focused on Celestine. He pointed his bloodstained sword in her direction.

"Bloody witch. You're next."

She raised a hand. "A fool's boast."

The man's blade was snatched from his hand by an unseen force, whirring as it flew several yards away and impaled the ground. Celestine gestured, and the soldier was yanked from the saddle as if by an invisible noose, gurgling as he slid toward her, dragged across the blood-slicked grass, legs kicking, fingers raking furrows in the ground, unable to stop until directly in front of her. Staring up with an expression of sheer terror, he sobbed openly, tears streaming down his dirty face.

Mort stared in shock, heart hammering in his chest, blood pumping so rapidly that his head dizzied. The sword was still in his hand, forgotten in the horror of the moment. Everything had happened so fast, but what he saw was impossible, so unnatural that it terrified him. He couldn't believe how easily he had accepted her words earlier. An akhkharu. A wraith from legends of darkness, now made startlingly real with the display of her uncanny powers.

Holding the paralyzed man's weeping face in her hands, she lifted her gaze, something reptilian glinting in her eyes. "Remember, Mort—you chose this path."

Her fingers tightened, and an unseen manipulation made the air around them flash in mirage ripples. The soldier jerked in her grip, eyes protruding, veins distending in his neck. Opening his mouth, he howled as if being boiled alive. While he screamed and convulsed, Celestine threw her head back, eyes closed and lips parted as though in ecstasy. Exhaling a shuddering breath, she released the dried husk that had been a man only seconds earlier. What hit the ground looked like a month-old corpse, withered and unrecognizable.

Mort backed away, holding up the sword despite the futility. "No. Don't come near me."

She straightened, looking as if she had never been injured, skin hale and unbruised, eyes shining, white-gold hair lustrous, her beauty marred only by the faint layers of flaky grime from the marshes. "I told you what I am. Why do you fear me now?"

"I didn't know what you could do."

"And now you do. I told you I wouldn't harm you, Mort. We are bound together, you and me. Our fates intertwined. These men were deserters—cowards, thieves, and killers. You couldn't sense their intent, but I could. Had I not acted, they would have killed us both after they enjoyed their ... delights. The world is better off without them."

He hesitantly lowered his sword. "So you say. But how can I trust that you're not controlling me like you controlled them?"

"Because I don't need to control you. I don't need you, Mort. As you can see, I'm more than capable of caring for myself. But as I said earlier, I owe you a life debt, something not easily ignored. Now, if you can trust me but a little, I can heal you of your injuries. You look as if you can barely stand."

He shuddered, looking at the corpse at her feet. "I'll take my chances."

Her mouth tightened. "Don't be a coward, Mort. Whatever you plan to do from here won't be possible if you die from infection."

He flushed at the sting from her words. "I'm no coward."

She stepped closer, looking up at him. "Then let me touch you."

He fought the urge to flinch when she reached up to place her hands on his face, fingers tingling with unexpected heat. He felt a quivery rush flow through him, but it wasn't the draining sensation like before. His strength returned as if he'd slept for days, and the burning sensation from his festering wounds vanished, leaving only dull soreness in their place. His lungs no longer burned with every breath, and his scars ... when she released him, he wonderingly touched his face. Disappointingly, the scar tissue remained, though it felt smoother than before.

She nodded, reading his expression. "I could only heal your face of the infection. Had the cuts been fresher, I could have restored the damaged flesh, but it has been too long. You will always be terribly scarred, Mort. But there are worse things."

He winced. "Like what?"

"Like wearing a beautiful mask over hideous acts. Be glad for your face as it is, Mort. It's an honest one. It's the face of a survivor."

Looking at the bodies strewn across the ground, she gestured. "You should rid yourself of those rags. These men no longer need their gear. I'm sure something of theirs will fit you."

Swallowing, he nodded, looking the dead men over for something to salvage. Hearing an agonized moan, he turned. One of the mercenaries scrabbled futilely in the grass, blood dripping from his lips. His eyes slid over to Mort, red-rimmed and etched with unspeakable pain.

"Don't ... let her take me. Mercy. Give me ... mercy."

Lowering the point of his sword over the man's heart, Mort gave it to him.
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SHORTLY AFTER, THEY approached the end of the forest, riding on the dead men's horses and pulling the other three on a lead line. Mort wore clothes and armor looted from the mercenaries, and his belly was full from eating some of the rations from their saddlebags. It was the best he'd felt in ages. The ride had been mostly silent as Celestine appeared lost in her thoughts. Mort didn't mind. His mind was distracted as well as he tried to envision what lay ahead. Particularly troubling was the news about Marcellus. Rumors of King Lucretius' death had reached the Bruallians beyond the Dragonspine, but the word that Marcellus may have murdered the king was new and disturbing. He had last seen Marcellus on the battlefield, right before the ambush that left the Companions captured or slain. He had spent the better part of a year mourning Marcellus for dead, but now everything had changed.

Will he even recognize me as I am now? Will he even care that I have escaped from certain death?

Mort didn't know. If Marcellus had indeed slain Lucretius, then he wasn't the man Mort had known all those years. If he was a king slayer, he might also be many other things. A turncoat. A traitor. He may even have betrayed us on the battlefield. Ever since he escaped, Mort had imagined a warm homecoming from Marcellus upon his arrival in Kaerleon. But now, Marcellus might not be pleased to see him at all. He would have to be careful until he knew more. If they were to become enemies, then—

Celestine's voice jarred him from his thoughts. "Hold."

Dismounting, she left her horse to graze and walked toward the hilltop crest before them. Mort left the steeds behind and followed, dropping to one knee beside her and peering down at the valley below. From their vantage point, the people below appeared like insects. A military encampment was instantly recognizable, arranged in siege formation around the most stunning palace Mort had ever seen. Even scarred by a recent battle, the structure still surpassed anything he'd witnessed before, as if fashioned by the elements instead of human hands. The marble surface looked like fresh ocean foam, flecked with blue and gold, and its towers soared, topped with golden domes that gleamed in the sunlight. The centermost tower stretched impossibly high, dizzying to even look at. The meadow around the palace was a rainbow of flowering plants, save for deep gouges and craters from the battle. The wall was the most damaged part of the palace, wounded in several places but especially around the main gate, where it looked blown to pieces by some powerful weapon or uncanny force. Banners blew in the wind, and though he was too far away to see the emblems, most appeared to be mercenary standards. The men milled around their encampments and streamed in and out the palace gates. He tried guessing their numbers, but his eyes drifted to the grandeur of the palace, architecture that looked more impossible the longer he stared at it.

Celestine nodded at his expression. "You behold something that human eyes haven't witnessed in over an Age. Aceldama, the Forbidden City, the former stronghold of the Co'nane. I recall when it had a different name and nobler inhabitants—Albriktan, the capital of the Aelon kingdom. It was here that they ruled over humankind before the dark times. Before the Age of Despair."

"You want to go down there? Won't you be in danger?"

Her answer was a confident smile. "Me? I'm a noblewoman who survived a bandit attack and the cursed Barrens with my brave guardsman. The knights down there will fall over themselves to escort me to safety if any are noble. If not, the promise of pay will deliver the same results."

Mort scanned the moving figures, surprised by his hesitancy. The chances that he might know someone there was highly probable, and though he hated to admit it, he dreaded the thought of recognition. So long as he was Mort, he was anonymous. He was safe. But the moment he was recognized, he would have to assume his old life. A life that would drag him into the public light to be scrutinized and pitied while privately mocked and ridiculed. Just the thought made him break out in a cold sweat. "Why take the chance at all? We could press on toward Hispalia and hire swords along the way."

She stared at the palace, face unreadable. "Because there is something within those walls that is worth any risk, and we have to recover it before anyone else does."

"What kind of something?"

Her eyes gleamed when she looked at him. "A weapon. One that will make you the greatest hero the realm has ever seen."
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Chapter 2: Zahra
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High on the sunbaked rooftops of Saadet, Zahra stalked her next victim.

The city was sprawling and massive, ringed by a double set of walls nearly as famed as the city itself, soaring a staggering ninety meters high at the top of the towers and wide enough for a chariot to make a full rotation. Inside, it was full of ancient marvels like the great Bearded Sphinx on the east, mountainside steepled sajadas, the Gateway of All, and the Towered Gardens surrounding the palace. Some people found the winding streets disorienting, the narrow alleys claustrophobic, and the packed avenues restricting. Those people were fools, outsiders with no appreciation for the majesty of the storied history around them. To her, the city was a plaything. She knew every nook and cranny, especially the aerial routes, where she could leap from one limestone structure to the next practically unnoticed by the bustling crowds below. She knew the humble huts and adobe structures of the Lower District just as well as the markets of the Mid District and the grand temples and palaces of the High District. She knew all of the multilayered city, every winding road leading to the Highest, where the Imperial Palace gleamed in the sunlight, reflecting the rays from its many gold-plated domed spires.

She wore loose-fitting folds of brown and grey: a long, hooded robe, cinched at the waist by a wide leather belt, and baggy trousers stuffed into calf-length boots. The harness slung over one shoulder held a dozen throwing knives, and a scimitar was strapped to her belt, slapping against her thigh as she ran. City guards would be on the rooftops, but so would thieves and fugitives. Only a fool would cross any such unarmed. Sliding down a sloped clay-tiled ridge, she disturbed a flock of pigeons, scattering them to startled flight. Landing in an athletic crouch, she perched on the lip of the ledge, scanning the bustling crowds below for her target.

The scene might have been mistaken for colorful chaos by someone else, but it was the norm for the Central Bazaar. Traders came from all of Vinkalla and beyond, including Parthava, Bruallia, and even distant Honguo, Faraka, and Uros. In the center of the Middle District, the bazaar was the city's heartbeat, attracting both locals and thousands of visitors who streamed through the gates daily. There, sellers bartered their wares in shops that ranged from small, temporary booths to grand, expansive permanent structures, with the larger shops located centrally and the smaller booths extending from the main square to the surrounding alleys and streets in a successive fashion. Everything was sold and traded at Central, including barrels of dates, pistachios, bananas, and candied figs, crates overflowing with juicy oranges, grapes, starfruit, pears, apples, currants, and quinces. Bakers and cooks shouted out to passersby, offering samples of freshly baked bread, meat pies, khoresh stews spiced with cinnamon, pomegranates, and mint; steaming skewers of vegetables with lamb and suckling pork, rice crusted with butter, yogurt, and saffron; fresh pickles and flatbreads along with sharbat drinks of diluted fruit and herb syrups to quench one's thirst. Racks with jars full of grains of paradise, pepper, ginger, saffron, cinnamon, spikenard, clove, and many other highly valued spices were jealously protected by squadrons of merchant guards. Colorful bolts of silk hung on lines and racks for display, tugged at and haggled over by prospective merchants. 

Animals were ridden, herded, and sold in the market: fierce Barbar stallions for racing and cavalry, horse-sized sauromal lizards for desert travel, long-horned oxen, goats, sheep, chickens, camels, peacocks, and even larger animals like caged lions and tigers. Exotic creatures from Jangala, like monkeys, parrots, and enormous, colorful snakes hissed, chirped, and chattered. Dogs slunk in the shadows, waiting for scraps to fall unnoticed, and cats perched on windowsills and low rooftops, judging those below as they haggled and shouted over each other. 

Every weapon and piece of armor imaginable was on display and fiercely bid on: longswords from Kaerleon smitheries, local cutlasses and scimitars, poleaxes, spears, arrows and bows of all sizes, crossbows and quarrels, battleaxes and war hammers from Norland, javelins, lances, maces, morning stars, ornate dao and jian blades from Honguo, elegant rapiers from Feroch, daggers of all sorts, shields ranging from wood to steel, and gleaming pieces of armor and mail.  Moneylenders and exchangers were stationed in special booths, weighing coins and certifying trade agreements, while jewelers flashed ropes and rings of gold, garnet, lunestone, ruby, jade, obsidian, and pearl, and perfumers saturated the air with spicy and floral scents, candles, and oils. The din was constant, so loud that it became part of the city, reverberating from the buildings and down nearby streets and alleys.

Much of the central area was covered by vaulted ceilings and overhead walkways, but there were periodic open-air plazas where people rested on benches beside flowering squares and pools with bubbling fountains. It was in one of those that Zahra spied out her quarry: a quartet of finely bred horses trotting through the crowds, surrounded by a squadron of red-garbed, fierce-eyed Anusiyas, the elite and famed infantry that protected the royal family. On one of the horses was her target, sitting tall in the saddle, draped in layers of brocaded silk and linen with the Royal Crest of sun, crescent moon, and morning star stitched in gold across the chest of his lengthy, white khaftcan robes. His long, black hair was covered by the customary saraband headdress encircled by a coronet of beaten gold studded with glittering gemstones that flashed in the sunlight whenever he turned his head, which was often. He waved and smiled to the crowds that called out to him, pausing his steed to confer with a woman in a tattered dress before smiling and handing her a purse of coins.

Behind the linen scarf masking her face, Zahra sneered. Caid Akbari, the firstborn son of the Sahansah and Crown Prince of Jafeh, was known to be generous and approachable. It was a part of his well-crafted act, after all. He was a noble among noblemen, tall and handsome as if bred for royalty, with the natural air of someone meant to lead. He spent much of his time in the city instead of the palace, addressing problems of the Lower District, meeting with merchants and bankers in the Middle District, and devoting time to worship and court responsibilities in the High District. Yet behind his fixed smile and genteel manners, he hid a cruel streak, partial to violent outbursts and brutal justice. He had no idea what she had seen him do, just as he was oblivious to being her latest target.

Her hand dropped to the sling hung on her belt, already loaded with a nasty surprise for the prince. She had to act quickly, before he rode under the safety of the covered section of the bazaar. Her shot would have to be perfect—threading the milling crowds, streaking over the tasseled spearheads of the Anusiyas, and striking Caid directly on his gold-crested chest. She straightened slightly, expertly whirring the sling over her head. One more second, and then—

A muscular forearm encircled her throat, disrupting her throw, which went wide and struck one of the limestone walls above the prince's head. She had no time to see the reaction, only flashes of blurred buildings and blazing sunlight silhouetting the black-garbed figure that easily pinned her to the flat, hot rooftop and held a gleaming dagger to her neck, instantly ending her futile struggles.

"Let me go," she spat through gritted teeth. "Do you have any idea who I am?"

"Someone who has been told repeatedly to stay in the safety of the Palace grounds," the darkened figure said in a familiar voice. "Wouldn't you agree, Princess?"
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"YOU ARE ALWAYS SPOILING my fun, Ihsan."

Riding behind him on his white Narani stallion, she was practically smothered by the plain black tunic he wore over his vest of metal discs and red military garments. Strapped to his back was his famed scimitar, Arslan, the only ornate possession he displayed. The crosspiece was a golden sunburst, the pommel a roaring lion of gold with ruby eyes. The curved blade was allegedly unbreakable runesteel with blue-white glyphs that glowed when it was unsheathed. No one could say for sure because the only men who saw the bared blade were dead, or so it was said. Zahra wanted to examine the weapon more than anything, but Ihsan had never drawn it in her presence. The illustrious blade was a gift from a dying Jaferian general and was Ihsan's ticket into royal service. Only an exalted warrior could wield such a weapon, and the Sahansah wasted no such assets. Ihsan's life as a wandering asabara ended, and he had served her father loyally ever since.

His headdress of white and gold was centered by a single feathered ruby brooch, the tied flaps fluttering in the hot wind. His skin was nut-brown, his eyes nearly black, and his angular face made for frowns that curdled milk and made grown men weep in terror. Yet the Captain of the household guard was always kind to her, a constant presence in her life, more so than her father, who she rarely saw anymore. The Sahansah had little time to spend with his youngest daughter, not when he had two sons to occupy his time. It was Ihsan who taught her to ride a horse, expertly handle the bow and sword, and tried his best to keep her within the confines of the Upper District, if not the Palace itself.

To little avail.

He glanced back, exasperated frown nearly hidden by his dark beard. "Your fun? You were about to assault the Crown Prince of Jafeh. Your eldest brother. For the third time in a month."

She winced from the sting of his words. "It was only camel dung."

"It is assault by the word of the Crown Prince, and he has offered twenty jade bangles to the one who would dare to strike the anointed of the Wisdom Lord. The rooftops are being scoured as we speak for the culprit so his hands can be removed. You should be thanking your dearest friend Ihsan for his intervention."

He rode comfortably, moving his horse at a slow pace because of the thickness of the crowds. They were on Karkadan Road, which was wide and spacious but still crowded with thick traffic to and from the High District. The avenue was lined with marble and granite statues of the one-horned mythological creature that was its namesake, blessing anyone who encountered it with lifelong prosperity and good fortune.

"They would not catch me. I know the rooftops better than anyone in the guard."

"Yet you still were caught."

"How did you know where I'd be?"

A smile touched his lips. "When you want to catch a tiger, you think like a tiger. When you want to catch a headstrong princess, you think like one."

Ihsan guided his horse to the side when a pair of towering elephants lumbered on the road with ceremonial haudah carriages secured onto their backs. Two generals and their lieutenants rode in the haudahs, wearing crimson tunics under vests of gleaming discs that marked rank by the type of metal used. Bare-chested mahouts guided the animals at the front of each haudah, heads covered by traditional cloud-shaped feathered turbans. Zahra didn't bother hiding her face. The generals never noticed her in street clothes, even if escorted by Captain Ihsan. They didn't glance in her direction, too occupied with preening in their carriages, riding above it all.

She smirked. "You might catch me, but none of the others can. They only see what they want to see."

Ihsan glanced down at her. "You might evade the guards, but they will find someone all the same. Have you considered that, little princess?"

"I'm not little. I'm four and ten, a lady grown."

He scoffed. "Surely not. If you were a lady grown, you would be betrothed to some princeling and occupied with jewels, dresses, and water gardens like your sisters."

Her lip curled. "Maybe I don't want to be like my sisters. And how can the guards find someone if I was the one—?"

He gave an exasperated sigh. "Have you no idea of the world you live in? If they don't catch the true perpetrator, any other such will do. They will find an unlucky thief, fugitive, or any poor soul who looks at them wrong and present him to your brother, the prince. Hands will be severed, and justice will be satisfied."

Zahra glanced behind her, where the clamor of the markets still followed them up the street. A sea of moving faces flashed across her vision: shirtless working men and others in open mantles, short tunics, and baggy trousers; women in long, draping chiffon dresses. The milling crowds were on foot or riding camels and mules, leading provision-laden donkeys, carrying jars on heads and packs on their backs. Some traveled the road daily, on their way to and from the markets or in and out of the city. She didn't know them, but she knew them. They were people with spouses and children and dreams, people who looked up to her family for some reason, trusting that the ruling dynasty had their best interests at heart. And somewhere, someone would suffer terribly for a stupid prank she pulled out of boredom and spite.

She swallowed the lump in her throat. "That's not justice. I'll ... I'll confess to Caid. I'll tell him that I'm to blame."

"Do you think it would stop anything? Would your brother have your hands cut off? He might want to, but you are royal blood as he is. No, your best hope is that your brother grows impatient and moves on without administering justice. Or that he's feeling merciful and only has the poor soul lashed. In that case, the guards will only keep him in the stocks for a few days. It has happened many times."

"It's not fair. I would never treat people like that."

He gave her a sidelong look. "You already have, little princess. Actions have consequences. You would do well to remember that."

She dropped her head. "I will. I ... promise."

He gave a derisive snort in response. Her face reddened, remembering how many other promises she'd broken in the past. Sighing, she slumped in the saddle, bravado melting away. The sun slashed through the gaps in the buildings, baking the rooftops and streets. It was Spring, and the memory of winter had already vanished, what little they had in Jafeh. She read about snow in her books but had never witnessed the remarkable phenomenon. In Jafeh, snow was just another tale that traders, refugees, and travelers spread like rumors. Her city was rich in many things, but it was richest of all in heat and sand. Saadet was nourished by Tadafu, the freshwater spring that made the city's grandeur possible. Rain was familiar enough, but frozen water that fell from the sky ... was nearly unbelievable. She wanted to see it for herself. And she would, in time. Let her sisters find satisfaction in marriage and childbearing. She had plans to become a trader, lead a caravan across Vinkalla, and see all its wondrous sights. She wanted to go beyond the desert, wander the Great Steppes, meet with Mandru clans, and see the grand cities of Aguilon, Norland, Feroch, and even Kaerleon.

They rode through the arched stone gateway marking the Upper District, where traffic thinned somewhat. There, dome-capped temples and flat-roofed houses of worship were abundant, richly decorated, and well-preserved. Ceremonial alters burned incense and sandalwood with purifying fire, attended by masked fire priests in elaborate black robes. Most of the temples were dedicated to Mihtra, the Judge of the Universe and founder of the national religion of Parsicism, but Jafeh was tolerant of other beliefs as well. Shrines to deities past and present were represented, from the Triad monuments to alters for Mandru visitors. Grandiose monasteries of Deis were present, displaying the Holy Sword on their stained-glass windows and doorways. The city was rich with religious history, with a complicated history of peace, persecution, and conflict over holy landmarks. She wasn't yet born at the time of the last dispute when the soldiers of Kaerleon had surrounded the city after the assassination of King Lucretius' queenly wife and princely son. Her father seldom spoke of it, and few openly broached the humiliating subject other than to blame Kaerleon for its constant attempts to force Jafeh into submission. Supposedly, the Leodians thought the Sword of Deis was hidden in the city and would stop at nothing to regain it. Some Jaferians whispered that Lucretius arranged to have his family slain to have an excuse to try to force his way into Jafeh. Those rumors had recently resurfaced when rumors of Lucretius' madness spread throughout the city. She had heard the talk while creeping unseen on rooftops or flitting like a ghost from one alleyway shadow to the next. Not just gossip about the foreign king's mental woes but more dangerous talk: mutters of rebellion and retaliation against the oppressive Leodians. It was a mood that infected the city, even in the royal court, where such talk was strictly forbidden.

She found the thought exciting. Jafeh was marvelous—ancient and grand, with a history that predated any other kingdom in Vinkalla. To be considered a province of haughty Leodia was shameful. It was past time that Jaferians rose to claim what was theirs. When the news arrived that Lucretius was dead, it only fed the rebellious talk. Supposedly, Lucretius was murdered by his trusted knight, Marcellus Admorran, in a coup. Others said Lucretius had turned to the dark arts and was consumed by the very alghuls he conspired with. Still, others said he threw himself from the battlements in a fit of insanity and burst apart in front of a crowded courtyard. The stories changed, but one thing remained: Regnault the Restless was dead, and Jafeh was ripe for secession.

Passing the worship center, the avenue opened to a majestic view of the Towered Gardens, an ascending hill of tiered terracing overlaid with gardens that featured flowering trees, shrubs, bushes, and vines from all over Vinkalla and beyond. Palms grew alongside oaks and pine, bonsai and junipers, cedars and teak, with green beds and squares blooming with every sort of rose and flower. All of it grew uphill and into the grand palace grounds, appropriately dubbed the Heart of the World.

Surrounded by the Gardens and encircled by sky-blue pools, lofty fountains, and statues of the Bearded Sphinx and the Seven Immortals, the massive citadel was made entirely of slabs of pale limestone that shimmered like ivory under the sun's harsh rays. The walls were ceremonial, a decorative recreation of the city's formidable ramparts, decorated in burnished tiles of dark blue, gold-veined lapis stone embossed with copper bulls and soaring eagles. The towering, gilded bronze-plated gates opened at their approach, allowing them entry under the watchful eyes of the household guard, resplendent in scarlet and gold short tunics neatly tucked into wide leather belts. Their baggy trousers were stuffed into calf-length leather boots, and vests of steel plate overlaid in gold glimmered on their chests. They greeted Ihsan warmly, smiles on their faces.

"Glory to you, Salar."

"Glory to all," Ihsan said as he dismounted and helped Zahra down. "I see more activity than normal, Kambiz."

"Nothing escapes your eye, Salar. There is a visit from the prince of Hara-Brazti. He was granted an audience with the Sahansah and awaits his presence in the Jade Court."

Ihsan grinned. "Which prince is it this time? They breed them faster than rats in Hara-Brazti; I lost count some years ago."

Kambiz laughed as he took the horse's reins to lead the animal away. "Who can say? No doubt you will see when you attend court."

"Then it is past time I head in that direction." He glanced down at Zahra. "Your father will be pleased to see you at court as well, Princess."

She folded her arms. "I doubt he cares if I'm there or not."

"Dogs sulk, lionesses do not.  Is this not so?"

She sighed. "Yes, Ihsan."

"Then attend to your station as is your duty. But lose the vagabond guise first. You wouldn't want to shame your father or brothers by being mistaken for a street urchin, would you?"

Placing a hand on the pommel of her scimitar, she drew herself up proudly. "I'm not an urchin. I'm Misia, the warrior-queen."

His eyes twinkled in amusement. "Truly? I doubt it. Misia never wore boy's clothes and assaulted her brothers."

"No one knows what she did when she was my age."

"True," he conceded. "But I know what Zahra should do. And you can do so on your own or under escort like one without honor."

Knowing she was outwitted, she scowled. "I'll go. But it doesn't mean I like it."

"Great sacrifice is required of us all, little princess."
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THE COURT BELLS WERE ringing by the time Zahra was bathed and dressed by her bed servants. She had to make her way to the Gateway of All at an awkward trot, hampered by the flowing linen dress of scarlet, indigo, and white, sashed with a brocaded scarf of golden silk around her waist and over one shoulder. Her thick, bejeweled slippers made her gait even more of a chore, made for delicate, graceful steps instead of her hasty stumble. Her long, dark, wavy hair hung to the small of her back, capped by a white headdress with strings of pearls framing her face and a thin golden coronet across the brow to mark her station. As always, she was tailed by a half-dozen eunuch guardsmen, none of whom treated her like Ihsan. They may as well have been mute for all the words they spared her.

The guards at the Gateway of All barely glanced as she leaped onto a golden-framed, silken-veiled palanquin, where four bare-chested manservants hoisted her up and ascended the massive stairway so that her royal feet wouldn't soil themselves on the well-traveled stone. Though she wanted to go faster, she held her tongue, hating to address the servants like they were horses. Once at the Gateway, she offered her thanks to their blank-faced stares and turned to enter the massive entrance to the Imperial Palace. She passed under the four giant stone columns, carved into depictions of the Bearded Sphinx and the Bull of Might on both sides. Once past the Gateway, she entered the main square of the palace, an enormous courtyard full of marble fountains, flowering squares, swaying palm trees, heavily brocaded royal audience tents, domed altars and temples, and golden staffs capped with griffons bearing the celestial standard of the empire. Streams of linen and silk-robed viziers, black and scarlet-garbed magi, and wealthy merchants gathered in groups or streamed through the courtyard on their way to or from business with the court. Zahra kept her head down, feeling many eyes on her as she passed through with her armed escort of six.

Thankfully, she didn't need a palanquin to carry her up the stairs to the Throne Hall and hurried up the many steps and under the Hundred Columns to the main gates, massive wooden doors overlaid in sheets of gleaming brass engraved with unreadable glyphs. Her guards stopped at the entranceway, for there was nowhere safer than the Throne Hall, where the Sahansah held court.

The hypostyle hall was nearly a hundred yards long and forty wide, featuring a hundred columns seventy feet high supporting a roof of polished cedar beams from Alod. Each column was topped by carvings of powerful animals—griffons, bulls, lions, eagles. Stationed at every column was one of the feared and respected Anusiya guardsmen, still as statues, but their eyes ever watchful as they scanned the gathering for any sign of a threat. The hall was full of gathered viziers, satraps, and merchants dressed in colorful robes, brocaded jackets and trousers, bejeweled turbans and headdresses, and expensive jewelry hanging from necks or sparkling on fingers. The Sahansah's council of black-robed magi were elevated on a dais near the throne stationed in the alcove called the Crystal Hall. There, the Sahansah sat while everyone else reclined on their knees or on cushions, including his two sons behind the throne. The ceiling and walls of the Crystal Hall shimmered with glazed mirrored tiles, casting the candlelight from the grand chandelier across the chamber in shimmering flickers.

The Sun Throne was grandiose, platform-shaped with three steps ascending to the seat centered by a lion holding a radiant sun on the headboard that haloed the Sahansah's head. The six legs were carved like lion limbs, the steps engraved with griffons, and the railing inscribed with ancient glyphs, all overlaid in gold and precious stones. The Sahansah sat on velvet cushions, intricately beaded in turquoise, amber, and rose colors. A mantle of peacock feathers was draped over his patterned khaftan of golden seraser, the metallic silk reserved for the most royal. His headdress was cut from the same cloth, barely visible under the carefully balanced tower crown on his head, glittering with patterned jewels and polished tilework. His face was gaunt, nearly swallowed by the gray, wavy beard that hung to his chest, but his dark eyes were keen, scanning the room with obsessive intensity. Caid, the Crown Prince, sat on his right side, back straight and face severe. His pinched expression may have been from the recent attack attempt in the market, but it was probably just his usual displeasure with everything. Ghassan, the younger son, lounged on the Sahansah's left. His long hair curled from the edges of his royal turban, and his noble khaftan appeared rumpled as if he slept in it. He caught Zahra's gaze as she made her way forward, winking at her with an amused smile. Late again, little sister, his expression seemed to say.

The Marshal of Court stepped beside the king and tapped his long, copper-and-gold serpent-wrapped staff on the floor three times. "To appeal to the Sahansah: Prince Naji, son of Farrokh Azari, Satrap of Hara-Brazti. May he speak with humility and reason before the King of Kings."

Zahra quickly scurried to her place, sitting beside Ihsan, resplendent in his ceremonial military khaftan and onion-shaped turban of fine linen banded in gold. He gave her only the tiniest nod before returning his attention to the Hara-Brazti delegation being presented to the Sahansah. The young prince was easy to spot. He looked only slightly older than her, rounded in form with smooth cheeks, wearing ceremonial robes of ogival lattice silk and a triangular-shaped felt hat banded in gold and plumed with birds-of-paradise feathers. He was accompanied by his honor guard, a brute in simple soldier garb who looked dangerous even unarmed. Also present was a vizier of the Hara-Brazti high court, wearing the customary olive and cream robes and tall purple turban centered by a tall, rigid bar of gold-plated copper inscribed with his city's standard. Although under the prince's command, the vizier represented the satrap of Hara-Brazti and spoke in his name. 

The rest of the delegation were servants laden with gifts. Zahra watched as they presented their tokens to the Sahansah: chests of jewels, armbands, bracelets, jars of rare spices, and a pair of young cheetahs for the Sahansah's menagerie. All were accepted with a cursory nod or wave of approval, even a smile for the cheetahs. Then, all focused on the last gift—an oddly forged, ungainly piece of heavy bronze shaped with a base, a bulbous midsection, and a long barrel. It was undecorated and ugly, an odd gift for the King of Kings.

He leaned forward with interest, one gem-encrusted hand stroking his lavish beard. "And what is this, some smoking relic?"

The visiting vizier bowed, refusing to insult the Sahansah with a rebuttal. "May the King of Kings live forever in wisdom and peace. If it pleases his Magnificence, this is a weapon. You may have heard the tales of the thundercasters used by the pirates of Gaelion. We bring proof that such a thing exists and present it as a gift to examine, study, and replicate if possible."

The Sahansah pursed his lips, eyebrows rising. "A thundercaster? Until now, my magi have considered these weapons mere stories meant to monger fear." His eyes slid to the dais where his magi knelt. "All except for Orabon, that is. Come, my friend. It appears you spoke the truth when you warned me of these new terrors."

Zahra's eyes narrowed when Orabon stood and towered over his fellow magi. Talk and broad-shouldered, the jet-skinned man seemed to naturally exude power like the lion or bull, every movement a statement of his superiority. Disdaining the tall, turret-shaped hats the other magi wore, his long waves of well-oiled hair were wrapped in a colorful turban of gold and scarlet thread, overlaid with mother of pearl and rubies. His garb marked him from his peers as well— khilat honor robes of the darkest blue with floor-length sleeves patterned with extensive scrollwork at the hems and collar.

He approached the vizier with the casual grace of a predator, accepting the offered weapon. "All I related to your Magnificence was revealed to me in the fires of the altar. I am merely the humble channel used by the Almighty Mihtra to elevate the wisdom of the King of Kings."

Zahra practically snorted in derision. Her hatred of Orabon was something she nursed deep within, though she could do nothing to express it. Her father's chief advisor was a master orator, using submissive phrases that still managed to heap glory upon himself. She had been a toddler when he arrived in Jafeh, but in that period, he had elevated himself among his peers, proving wiser than any magi in known history, with an aptitude for prediction that was unmatched. All praised his powers of reasoning and intelligence, but some whispered of darker powers, rumors of uncanny abilities he used to make his position absolute. The whisperers were scarce, for speaking against Orabon was a quick way to earn a death sentence. In the Kingdom of the Sun, it was known that Orabon was the Hazarapatis, or 'leader of thousands,' he who spoke in the Sahansah's name. None stood higher, not even the Crown Prince. Caid could only watch Orabon's showy display like everyone else, face dark and jaw clenched. If he could say nothing then she was even more helpless, though that never stopped her from scheming to one day catch Orabon in some treacherous act that would eliminate him for good. Then there was the strange phenomenon that only she seemed to witness, something she had yet to mention to anyone else because it only occurred in Orabon's presence...

Unaware of her loathing glare, Orabon continued his deliberation, rich voice booming throughout the chamber—another gift, for no one could orate like the Chief Magi. His words traveled, soothing yet insistent, intimate in the eardrums as though he talked directly to those in hearing range. When he spoke, crowds leaned in to listen, eagerly hanging on his every word.

"This is not a creation of the pirates of Gaelion, of course. Those mongrels could never conceive of such skill on their own. The handiwork is from Honguo, where the skilled craftsmen appear to have mastered the art of fire powder to use as a weapon."

Caid stared at the crude object like a hyena at a meaty bone. "Fire powder? The same as—"

"The same granules used in the fireworks we purchase at great cost. The world is changing, your Highness. It is as I have predicted: the very face of warfare will be decided by those tiny, deadly powders. We must adapt to this new industry or perish in the times to come. It is only a matter of time before the Leodians master this new craft, or the Bruallians rumored to be crossing the Dragonspine as we speak. I have peered into the fires and have witnessed a great war coming. Only by decisive action will this nation be preserved; this I have foreseen."

Astonished murmurs rippled through the crowd, but the Sahansah took the news in customary stride, simply nodding as if Orabon spoke of the weather. "This is indeed a fine gift, Prince Naji. Orabon will lead my magi in researching this new thing. In appreciation, I will hear your request."

The vizier opened his mouth, but Prince Naji cut him off, prostrating himself before the Sahansah. "Oh, King of Kings, may you live forever. If it pleases your Imperial Magnificence, I have traveled for more than the presentation of this gift. We of Hara-Brazti are oppressed on two fronts: the Leodians at the border river and raider attacks from Gaelion. We beg permission to defend ourselves strongly against these rising threats before they work to overwhelm us."

The Sahansah glanced at Caid, who sat up straighter, frowning at the prince. "Are you saying that the Leodians have dared to cross the border and attack your men?"

Prince Naji dropped his head. "No, your Highness. But they have amassed many soldiers in their fortress across the river and perform daily training exercises within sight of our patrols. They come dangerously close to—"

"So, they are not crossing onto Jaferian land or instigating any attacks?"

"No, your Highness."

"Then they threaten no one. Leodians rattle their sabers loudly but melt away like morning dew when the sun approaches; this is known."

The audience nodded and murmured in agreement. Naji's face reddened, but he continued. "This is known, but since they have been stockpiling troops, the Gaelion corsairs have increased their attacks, bolder and deadlier than ever."

"Does Hara-Brazti not have an entire garrison at their disposal?"

"Yes, your Highness, but—"

"Then are your warriors unnerved by the sight of rusty cutlasses and tattered sails? Gaelion has long ceased being a threat to your shores. What would suddenly make them formidable now?"

Prince Naji raised his head, eyes burning. "An alliance. These pirates are well-armed with fine steel and newly built longships. They arrange well-coordinated attacks and ambushes, attack swiftly, and disappear just as quickly. They can only have allied with the Leodians, who stocked them with weapons and armor to harass us while they strengthen their position on the border."

Caid glanced at his father before returning his attention to Prince Naji. "I see. And what would you request of us—reinforcements to deal with these emboldened raiders? I confess, I might be interested in testing their mettle, though I suspect it would not take much to drive them back howling to their ratholes in Gaelion."

"Begging your Highness' pardon, our request is not for more warriors. It is for magi."

Caid blinked in surprise. "Magi? What good would the wise men do in such a situation?"

Naji's vizier rose to one knee. "If it pleases your Highness, the young prince means well, but we have taken more than enough of your precious—"

"It does not please me," Caid said. "And I asked the young prince a direct question. I will have my answer."

The vizier gave Naji a regretful look but bowed his head in compliance. Naji met Caid's stare directly. "We need magi because the raiders have uncanny powers at their command, your Highness. If the magi were to witness—"

Orabon had remained a silent shadow until then but cut the prince off with a wave of his hand. "Have you come to entertain this court with a tale to add to the Thousand Nights?"

Naji flinched as if slapped. "No ... your Highness."

"Highness is a title for royalty. I am but a humble servant of the Sahansah. Tell me, Prince Naji—what know you of the uncanny?"

"Nothing ... milord. But my soldiers have told me of—"

"Your soldiers. Then you have led men in the field, yes?"

Sweat beaded on Naji's brow. "No. I overheard their commanders report—"

Orabon's head tilted. "You overheard."

"Yes, milord."

"And what was it that you happened to hear in your eavesdropping? Tales of alghuls and bloodwyrms? The return of the Bearded Sphinx, perhaps?"

The chamber erupted in laughter, from the crowd of onlookers to the magi and her brothers, with even her father joining in. Zahra felt a stab of sympathy watching Naji try to control his embarrassment in the mocking din of amusement at his expense. His vizier's head dropped in shame, but Naji kept his head erect, face scarlet but tightly composed. He raised his voice above the laughter.

"I know nothing of uncanny power, Great Magi. But as a prince of my people, I listen to their words. And their words are fearful. They speak of men who are not men, warriors who take mortal wounds but do not die, and unnatural manipulation of the elements. I would not ignore the voices of my people when they cry out for aid. For them, I have traveled to see the great Sahansah and plead my people's case."

Orabon studied Naji closely before speaking. "Your people. But you are not your father's heir, are you?"

"No."

"Where do you stand in the line of succession, if I may ask?"

Naji swallowed, his voice strained. "Seventh, my lord."

A thin smile touched Orabon's lips. "Seventh. And this is who your father thought to send in his name to make such an important request?"

"I ... volunteered to arrange this delegation, milord."

Orabon nodded. "Of course you did. Because your father knew better, as did your brothers, I'm sure. Tales of fancy would not be taken seriously by them, but a young prince dreaming of a greater destiny ... what an honor if he arranged to stop such a threat. He would no longer be a minor prince with little prospects. He would be ... a hero."

Naji's rounded shoulders slumped, and his head finally dropped in defeat. "I ... only wish to serve my people."

Zahra felt a surge of anger at Orabon's manipulation, breaking Naji down piece by piece, toying with him as an idle cat did a mouse. The prince was obviously no warrior, no respected commander like Ihsan. He was just a boy trying to impress his family, unaware of the den of snakes he'd thrust his hand into. And now, he was just a moment's amusement for Orabon, a soft princeling to hammer into submission for the sake of ego, nothing more. She wondered if the whispers about Orabon's dark powers were true. He certainly had her father bent to his every suggestion as if he ruled Jafeh instead of the Sahansah.

And then it happened again— a tingle like goosebumps of fire on her skin, the room brightened as though light flooded her eyes, and suddenly Orabon's appearance altered. He swelled in size to an obsidian giant, skin glimmering like wet ink, raven wings outspread from his back, and eyes flaring with smoldering flame. The terrifying vision lasted only seconds before flickering back to Orabon as he always appeared, but the aftereffects prickled her skin and left her nearly breathless, chest heaving from the experience. She had no idea what triggered the reaction, but it only confirmed what she already knew: Orabon was a deadly threat to the kingdom and her father.

She slowly gathered herself, not wishing for anyone to witness the physical reaction. But her pulse pounded, throbbing painfully in her temples as she considered her options. All she needed was a private moment with her father so she could report her suspicions. Surely, the Sahansah would listen to her. He used to dote on her before his every moment was occupied by Orabon's paranoid ramblings. If she could just reach her father, she could get him to listen.

Ignorant of her discomfort, Orabon's mood switched in an eyeblink, expression altering from vindictive to relaxed, voice purring with empathy. "Of course you want to serve your people. Is that not the reason Mihtra granted wisdom and courage to royal blood? Have no fear, young prince. The Sahansah has heard your plea. If it is his will, he will consider your words. We will study the weapon you have supplied with great interest. In the meantime, take your ease in the palace. You will be given all the accords of an honored guest, for a seventh son is always welcome in Saadet. In ancient times, such a man was considered bred for great destiny. I sense a larger fate for you as well. Tell me, are you betrothed yet?"

Naji shook his head. "No, milord."

Zahra's heart nearly stopped when Orabon's dark eyes settled on her, seeming to peer into the depths of her soul. It was as if he knew everything: her disturbing visions, even her ambitions to find a way to expose him. The tiny smile on his face indicated how little of a threat he saw.

"Perhaps something can be arranged. And soon. In fact, the sooner, the better."
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Chapter 3: Ileana
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The interior of the tent was beaded with condensation, remnants of lovemaking steam. Sweat still coated them both, cooling in the morning air that seeped through the tent flaps. Ileana lay in Ganbatar's arms; his hardened, battle-scarred limbs draped over the smoothness of her naked skin. His muscles were like stone, yet he managed to give her only pleasure when he took her. She loved the feel of his strength, the battle he fought and lost when he reached his peak, and the raw passion in his eyes after his strength was spent. She saw the tenderness in his gaze, the way he wanted her, needed her like he needed no one else. She knew how rare that was for him, and it stirred her own desire, the raw ache that could only be satisfied in those fleeting, sporadic moments that they could be together. So many times, she wished she was an ordinary woman, able to live the way she wanted.

But she was no ordinary woman. She was Ileana Basilis, Queen of Bruallia and wife of Valdemar Basilis, the most powerful man east of the Dragonspine and the most feared ruler of his time.

Sighing, she looked up from where she lay against Ganbatar's chest, nearly lulled to sleep by the rhythm of his steady heartbeat. His eyes were open, of course. She never saw him asleep, never entirely at rest. He was ever alert, his mind always at work. He had a face like a chiseled rock, no softness visible, with a wide brow, thick eyebrows, bold nose, eyes like flint chips, and a strong jaw under his squared beard. His hair was his only vanity—loose and luxurious, a sea of black interrupted by a few silver ripples. His gaze was unfocused, eyes flicking back and forth, lost in thoughts he never voiced to her. But she read his expressions as she had grown accustomed to doing, seeing the barely visible flashes of guilt and shame he tried to hide from her. She knew their moments of passion came at a high cost. His life was one of duty and loyalty, qualities ingrained in him since birth. With every act of love, they committed an act of complete betrayal, something that weighed far heavier on him than it did her.

After all, he was tied to Valdemar by more than mere duty as Lord General of the Dragonist Order. He was Valdemar's older brother, bound to him by blood and unbreakable oaths.

Reaching up, she stroked her fingers through his thick beard. "You don't have to wear that sour look, you know."

"What look?"

"The one on your face right now. The one when you focus on what's beyond the moment. Beyond us."

He sighed. "I'm sorry. Force of habit. I'm always thinking ahead."

"And what do you see with your clairvoyant mind?"

She meant it as a jab of humor, but his expression only darkened as he released her and pushed himself to a sitting position, hair hanging over his face. "I see an end. This cannot continue, Ileana. It is too dangerous."

"Do you fear your brother so much?"

"I fear for you. I can die happy having loved you, but your fate will be much worse. Nothing boils Valdemar's blood like betrayal. The tortures he will conjure in retaliation will be unimaginable. No—I was a fool to give in to this temptation. I wasn't strong enough. But I can be. I will be."

"And so will I. Until next time."

He gave her an exasperated look. "Such wicked words."

Laughed softly, she stroked his face. "You know this is something we can't resist, Ganbatar. How many times have we said the same words?"

"Many times."

"And here we are."

"For the last time." Clenching his fist, he stood and towered over her, his taut body fully displayed. "I have shamed myself, dishonored my vows, and I have to live with that. I've considered every punishment, from exile to suicide, but in the end, my shame is the price I gladly pay to be with you. But I will not kill you, Ileana. And if you feel any love at all for me, you will never ask me to. When I present you to my brother, it will be our final parting. There is no other way that this can end."

Sighing, she watched in silence as he dressed, roughly pulling on his undergarments, wool breeches, and a tunic. She knew his anger was more directed at himself than her, but it stung all the same. All she wanted was for him to be happy, but happiness wasn't something that Ganbatar put much stock in. His world was one of blood and ashes, duty and honor, broken only by fleeting moments of unbridled passion. That he would turn his back on her and act as if their affair had never happened was something she never doubted. It was shocking that he had not ended it long ago.

Drawing her knees to her chest, she laughed bitterly. "I doubt Valdemar will even care. For a dragon, he's shockingly timid in the bedchamber, when he even bothers to show up. I was ashamed at first, thinking I didn't have what it took to please him. Then I wondered if it was because he was attracted to men or boys, but I'd never seen arousal in him at all. It's as if sexual passion is something he simply doesn't feel."

Ganbatar paused in the act of lacing his boots. "If you saw him on the battlefield, you would witness his arousal. War is his bride, and torture is his mistress. He feels passion, have no doubt. It's simply directed elsewhere."

"And for that, I'm grateful." Standing, she slipped into a silken robe and assisted Ganbatar in donning his ornate Dragonist armor. Made of small platelets of black-lacquered steel laced together by ceremonial scarlet thread, it resembled dragon scales when assembled. A cuirass of the armor went over his padded tunic, then a tasset attached to his wide leather belt. After that, greaves over his boots, vambraces and gauntlets over his forearms and hands, then rectangular pauldrons over his shoulders. Finally, a massive helmet with a dragon-engraved brim and outstretched wings on the front crest, protective winglets and an aventail on the sides and back. Fully armored, he looked twice as large, intimidating to any enemy he faced. In battle, he would protect his face with a red-lacquered plate carved into a monstrous dragon head.

She patted his armored chest. "Once again, the Lord General in all of his glory."

"As I was born to be."

She glanced up, searching his face. "You were born to be your father's heir. As the eldest brother, you had the better claim."

He snorted. "That is how the coddled kingdoms of Leodia choose their heirs. In Bruallia, only the fittest are entitled to lead."

Reaching up, she placed a hand on his cheek. "And is my lord not fit to lead?"

His eyes quivered momentarily, the only sign of his inner turmoil. "I am fit to lead the Dragonist Order. Valdemar is suited for ruling the kingdom, as he has proved again and again. Look at what he has accomplished so far: uniting the fractured kingdoms and leading them to reclaim our stolen lands. Who could have done this if not him?"

"To an uncertain future at best. Tell me truly, would this obsession with Leodia have driven you as it does him?"

"Perhaps not," he admitted. "But it doesn't matter. Had I had ambitions to claim the throne, Valdemar would have slain me within the month."

Her eyes widened. "He would murder his own beloved and trusted brother?"

He slowly nodded. "He would if I stood in the way of his destiny. He would have wept afterward, perhaps. I am his favorite brother, after all."

"You are the only brother he has left."

He smiled grimly. "As I said. But it never came to that. I serve the kingdom in my place, as does he with his unshakable visions of greater grandeur. It is because of that passion that he leads our people to glory. But enough talk of Valdemar. You will be with him soon, and whatever we have had will end."

"Just like that, Ganbatar?"

"As it must. What we shared was always a fragile dream. And all dreams crumble into dust when the sun rises. Now, it is time for you to become a maidservant again so I can return you to camp. We have tarried too long, and others will wonder why their queen sleeps so long." He opened the tent flaps, letting in the bright morning rays. His tent was always privately staked outside the camp circle, something his subordinates never questioned. A cool breeze carried the scent of meadow flowers and the sounds of cooing songbirds. The clamor of the rising encampment was also audible, another reminder that their intimate moment was over.

"As my lord commands," she said, reaching for the blond wig discarded on the floor. Her servant Alais was of an equivalent size, and it was child's play to disguise herself as the golden-haired woman. It always surprised and amused her that people were so easily fooled. In servant's garb, unadorned and face free of cosmetics, she could move about freely without notice. No one paid attention to the queen's servants, and anyone who saw her with Ganbatar would assume the Lord General had taken a lover, nothing to be remarked about. Her own servants were mute or may as well have been, knowing that their station depended on their complete devotion to her. She had nothing to fear about any lack of discretion from them. She controlled every aspect of their lives.

But she couldn't say the same about Ganbatar. As she dressed, she watched him assume his stoic mask, emotions armored just like his body. It was a refined talent, something developed over years of imperial service. He couldn't give time or attention to emotion in battle, and certainly not when he was sworn to wed the blade, serve blindfolded, and embrace death. Emotion was something he could instantly amputate, just as he could ruthlessly crush his desire for her when he deemed it necessary. In the back of her mind, she knew that their affair would have to end. It had run far past its course and was simply too dangerous. But she had grown accustomed to their fleeting moments of intimacy, something that had bloomed from primal lust into something far stronger. For the first time, she felt a swell of fear bloom from deep within. If Ganbatar was as resolved as she feared, she would be truly alone. It would be just her and Valdemar, a man she didn't know or understand, who had never treated her with anything beyond icy courtesy and never gazed at her with an ounce of passion in his eyes.

Somehow, that scared her even more than anything else.
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HOURS LATER, SHE RODE at the front of the line beside Ganbatar on the dusty trail to Suldan. They had crossed the border into Parthava some days past but hadn't met any resistance or raids from Parthavan bandits. It was small wonder—only a fool would want to take on a battalion of Dragonists on horse, who had more than earned their reputation as the realm's deadliest fighters. Mounted on Sini, her dainty blue roan, she was completely dwarfed by the Imperial Captain on his massive destrier, an aggressive beast he called Nox. Behind her were several carriages transporting her servants, royal household, and luggage. She was supposed to be in one of them, but she hated the feeling of confinement. She was a reasonably decent rider, having cared for her own horses since childhood. Riding was natural to her, far better than getting rocked back and forth and breathing dusty air in the cramped carriage. 

A band of Dragonists rode ahead to scout for threats while the rest protectively encircled her royal traveling party on horses similar to Ganbatar's. Their armor was similar as well, differing only by the monstrous faceplates on their helmets that made them appear like black-armored beasts. An advantage in their line of work, but she could have done without their constant intimidating presence. The knights might be legendary, but sometimes, she resented their armored company. They were like dark, gleaming prison bars pressing in on her, keeping her confined.

Don't be foolish. You're in the presence of the finest warriors in the realm and don't have to worry about any threats. That's certainly better than you could ever have hoped for or expected, all things considered.

Her home city of Radoth was the weakest kingdom in the realm, possessing neither the military might of Dragos or Ravynna nor the wealth of Aracville, the principal trade port in Bruallia.  It was a modest territory built on its thriving fishing industry. Beyond that, it was nothing to boast of. She was called a Lady, but that was barely the case. Her father was the boyar, but he owed his position to Valdemar's father, King Darroth Basilis. The king had the previous boyar skinned alive for treason and appointed her father because of his royal lineage, the only thing of value he possessed. That lordly name had placed her in the service of a royal household instead of a less savory position, and she quickly learned the maneuvering of court life, determined to win the hand of a nobleman and increase her station. There should have been no reason for her to have met Valdemar in person, much less been betrothed to him. But he had arrived in Radoth with his kingly father and was introduced to her as a courtesy, a moment she had no idea would change her life forever. 

Six months later, Valdemar returned with a grand procession and a marriage proposal, to the shock of everyone in the realm, herself most of all. Tales spread of the love-smitten prince and the lady who captivated his attention. Rumors ran wild that she was an exiled princess, a sorceress who bewitched him, or variations of both. She recalled alternating between bouts of excitement and sheer terror as she was whisked into a life unlike any she'd ever known. That the crown prince would choose her as his bride was something she couldn't have imagined in her wildest dreams, and she considered herself blessed with such good fortune. Her betrothed was a perfect gentleman, offering her every courtesy, even though he seemed a bit standoffish at the time. That was before the wedding, a grand and ceremonious event. It wasn't until after she was married and moved into Castle Basilis that she found out the reason for his obsessive attraction.

Fortunately, Valdemar was seldom idle after his father's untimely demise and his anointment as king. He was often away warring against Parthava, uniting the Bruallians, and plotting his vengeance against Leodia. That left little time for husbandly attention, such as it was. She had dreamed of a handsome suitor and romantic courtship when she was young, but those girlish fantasies had long since faded away, replaced by a life of routine and duty, interrupted only recently in fleeting moments of passion with Ganbatar. She could not even say when their proximity began to breed attraction, but it had ignited suddenly, fed by a need that both silently endured. It was like a silent plea heard only by each other, something they recognized because they both lacked in that regard.

She glanced up, trying to read his face for any of the turmoil she felt. It was useless, of course. Ganbatar rode erect with his head high and gaze straight ahead, expression as readable as stone. Sometimes, she wondered which version of him was the real one, whether the man she knew and loved was the genuine person or just another mask that he wore.

If he felt her scrutiny, he didn't acknowledge it. His eyes scanned the surroundings, taking in the craggy foothills and dusty landscape as if expecting an impending attack. The Dragonspine mountains loomed sharply in the distance, stabbing the skyline like flinty daggers. The near-impassable range of jagged stone had long served as an impasse to a Bruallian invasion into Leodian territory—thicker and taller than any wall, more dangerous than any human fortifications. But Valdemar had secured a way for the entire army to cross the Dragonspine, something impossible and unheard of until recently. How Valdemar managed such a feat was something no one could explain. Even Ganbatar was unusually tightlipped about it, expression darkening anytime she asked. He didn't like what Valdemar had planned; that much was certain. But true to his nature, he would obey without question. Obedience was tied to the core of his being, as much a part of him as his armor.

He glanced up at the buzzards and smaller carrion eaters flying in lazy circles above them. They were approaching the battlefield, then. The Parthavan city of Suldan wouldn't be too far away. Sitting in the heart of the Parthavan empire, it had long been a tantalizing target for Valdemar's ambitions. He spent the last few years carving down their defenses in campaigns ranging from massive battles to small raids, leaning on Ganbatar's military expertise to hit their enemies where it hurt the most. But even after Parthava's unconditional surrender, Valdemar wasn't satisfied. Driven by his father's failure to stamp out their resistance, he used the attacks from rebel forces as a reason to invade Suldan itself, conquering the capital in a show of overwhelming force. At least the city had few soldiers by then, so Valdemar wouldn't have to make examples. He wanted the palace intact, and even he would show mercy to a city defended mostly by old men and boys...

She saw the first dead body when they rounded the bend in the road.

The vultures were casually picking at the exposed stomach of what appeared to be a woman. It was hard to tell, with most of the head bashed in from some bludgeoning weapon. The birds had feasted well, barely summoning the energy to shuffle out of the way as the train of horses and carriages rode past. Ileana glanced at Ganbatar, but he had no pity to waste on the dead. He continued to scan the hilltops and stunted brush for threats, ignoring the dead body as he did the beads of sweat on his face.

They came upon more corpses in sporadic intervals—sometimes in haphazard groups, other times solo, but all reeking and grisly, bodies swollen from lying out in the sun, faces black, flesh ruptured from terrible wounds and the wide variety of carrion eaters that slunk from one corpse to the next. Besides the buzzards, she saw ravens, coyotes, hawks, eagles, opossums, and even large lizards feeding on the dead. Flies hung in thick clouds over exposed intestines and other organs, filling the air with their sickly buzzing sound. She placed a hand over her mouth, feeling bile rise in her throat.

Ganbatar pulled a linen scarf from his saddlebag and handed it to her, face expressionless. "I warned you to stay in the carriage."

She gratefully wrapped the scarf over her nose and mouth, voice muffled by the material. "I didn't expect there to be so many dead bodies."

"This was a battlefield only days ago. The face of war has no beauty. It's a pox-ridden, hideous beast, and this is only a glimpse of its features. I'm sure what lies ahead is much worse."

He looked up when a rider appeared on the hilltop, riding toward them. "Excuse me, your Highness." Motioning to a pair of nearby Dragonists, he rode away in a cloud of dust as they closed in around Ileana, protectively flanking her on both sides. She ignored them, focusing on Ganbatar when he met the scout and conferred briefly. He glanced in her direction briefly before speaking to the scout again. The man saluted and rode back the way he came. Ganbatar returned, pulling rein beside her with a grim expression.

"Your Highness, I strongly suggest you and your people press on to Stravaholme. You can get situated, and the king can meet you there instead."

"I don't understand. You told me Valdemar expected you to bring me to Suldan."

"It's better if you don't go into the city right now. I can explain my reasons to the Lord Commander."

She guided her horse closer, studying his face. "Is there still fighting going on?"

He stared in the direction where the scout disappeared. "No."

"Then what is it?"

His eyes slid slowly in her direction, and she saw genuine concern for an instant. "What lies ahead would be hard for the hardiest soldier to stomach. You should not be exposed to such carnage, your Highness."

The moisture in her mouth evaporated at the dark promise of his words. She looked behind, where her carriages awaited. All she had to do was go inside, and she could postpone seeing Valdemar for at least a few more days, not to mention skipping the aftermath of the slaughter just ahead...

She shook her head. "My caravan will go ahead to Stravaholme. I will go with you into Suldan."

"Your Highness, I would counsel against—" 

She looked up sharply. "I am the Queen of Bruallia, Lord General. A Queen does not cower from the work of her king."

He looked at her for a long moment before finally nodding. "As the Queen commands." Wheeling Nox around, he barked orders to his men. In short order, her train of carriages rolled on with a Dragonist escort of fifty men while the remaining soldiers stayed behind with her and Ganbatar. He gave her a final reproving stare before turning to one of the captains.

"Move out."

It took only a few minutes for Ileana to regret her decision.

When they topped the hill, she got her first view of Suldan, the jewel of a city Valdemar coveted so strongly. On its hilltop location, it was strategically placed to see any invading forces from a distance while providing a scenic view of the surrounding terrain. Its walls were sturdy but highly decorative, carved with intricate mosaics and depictions of birds and animals. The city was densely packed with beautiful temples, massive towers, soaring arches, and domed buildings of rich pink sandstone. It would have been a marvel to gaze upon, but the breathtaking view was forever marred by what surrounded it.

The forest of dead bodies.

Endless rows of stakes had been erected around the city walls, and a body dangled on each one. Soldiers, priests, women, children—none were spared from the torture of a brutal, agonizing death. Clouds of carrion birds rose and fell like gnats, filling the air with harsh cries and feasting on ripe flesh. The scent was nearly overwhelming, a putrid stench that hit her full in the face and threatened to knock her from her saddle. Her eyes watered, and her throat clenched from the effort of holding off the urge to vomit. She had seen enemies hanging from the battlements and dozens staked around the castle entrance at times, but never so many...

There must be hundreds. Maybe thousands.

Ganbatar glanced at her, mouth tight with disapproval. He would say nothing to Valdemar, but she knew he saw the sheer waste, the uselessness of such an action. Had he been there, he would have challenged Valdemar, persuaded him to use discretion instead of unleashing such an atrocious act of terror. But unchecked, Valdemar was free to indulge his base instincts, and true to his nature, he chose to be merciless.

Clearing her throat, she tried to gaze upon the scene with impassiveness. "Well, we had best be on with it." Nudging Sini with her heels, she advanced toward the city gates. Ganbatar quickly caught up, trotting beside her as they entered the macabre thicket of the dead. The sounds were unnerving—fat bluebottle flies buzzing, ravens cawing, vultures grunting and hissing, wings flapping, flesh shredding, blood droplets splattering in the dust, hooves clomping through the crimson mud. The birds scattered at their approach but only enough to settle on bodies farther out. The nauseating stench was worse up close, seeping through the scarf over her face as if it had been dipped in rotted meat. She kept her throat clenched, fighting the nearly irresistible urge to lean over and vomit until her stomach emptied.

Keep your eyes on the gates. Don't look at them.

But it was impossible not to see the corpses. They practically begged for attention–eyes bulging, tongues protruding, mouths contorted in silent screams, chests ruptured from the tips of stakes that had been worked through their crotches and pushed through their torsos, punching through any organs in the way and exiting through the chest, throat, or in some cases, the victim's mouths. Then the stakes were raised, and the weight of their bodies pulled, inflicting further damage while they were still alive to experience the torment. Up close, most of the bodies were unrecognizable, flayed by birds and beasts until bowels dangled from stomachs like overhanging vines and strips of flesh quivered when the harsh wind blew through. Ileana nearly sobbed at the sight of a child's body impaled beside a woman who might have been his mother, both exposed to the harsh environment and carrion eaters like the soldiers around them. Glistening flies crawled across their faces, making the skin seem to spasm in a disgusting manner.

Keep your eyes on the gates. Don't look at them.

She wanted to give Sini the reins and let the horse run the rest of the way, gallop past the flocks of vultures and ravens that grew eerily quiet, dark eyes peering, piercing, past the bodies that hung like grotesque fruit, eye sockets staring sightlessly, gaping mouths silently accusing. You did this to us, they seemed to whisper from lips split and overflowing with dried blood. Look upon us, your Highness. You are his Queen, sharer of his violent delights. You did this.

You did this...

The stretch seemed to go on forever, but it must have only been minutes before she heaved a shuddering breath after they finally cleared the grotesqueries and approached the gilded gates wide open without fear of attackers. The gatehouse guards snapped to attention, eyes downcast in superstitious fear of the Dragonists, who stood far above any mere guardsman. Clearing the gates, they trotted across a wide avenue, hooves ringing against the cobbled streets of the fabled rose city, named for the red and pink sandstone of the beautifully designed buildings. The grandeur of the surroundings was a welcome respite from the nightmarish ordeal she'd just experienced. Every structure in the city was created with the same care and style of a palace; even the towers and bastions stationed in systematic intervals were decked out in elaborate latticework and tiled mosaics. Besides some broken windows and a few smaller structures marred with soot from recent fires, the city was largely spared of damage. Dark stains marked where bodies had recently been removed, the only signs of skirmishes that must have been quickly overwhelmed. A large statue of Indere, the chief god of the Parthavans, had been toppled from its pedestal in the middle of the avenue and lay shattered in the street, bejeweled eyes staring as if in disbelief at witnessing his city's doom.

The city was eerily quiet, the streets missing the normalcy of traffic, the endless streams of wagons, horses, carriages, and crowds that should have filled the streets and avenues to nearly overflowing. Instead, the trudge of soldier's boots was the only audible sound as they made their patrols in black tabards and gleaming mail. Furtive movements in windows were the only indicators that the city was still inhabited. The survivors of the invasion were muted and closeted away, undoubtedly praying to their gods for protection. Ileana didn't think their prayers would be answered, if they were heard at all. Surely, the combined might of their deities should have prevented the slaughter in the first place, but deities proved to be fickle at best in times of distress. She lit candles in the monastery and prayed to Deis as she had since childhood, but her faith had been troubled of late. Valdemar believed that Deis blessed his actions, and the Divinity clerics were happy to heap praise upon his brutal tactics, which included the atrocity outside of the city walls. She silently wondered what sort of God would approve of such actions.

Maybe Deis doesn't see what's happening in his name. Or he doesn't care.

They rode swiftly through the mostly empty city, past temples with no priests, bakeries and markets with no wares, banks with shuttered windows, smithies with no forges lit, and courtyards with no frolickers. Making good time, they quickly cleared the city and entered the usually heavily guarded palace grounds. The first glimpse of the Royal Palace was breathtaking—a ten-story façade of hundreds of small windows, all with tiny balconies, decorative arches, and intricate latticework. It looked like a pyramid-shaped honeycomb, rose-shaded and a wonder to gaze upon.

"The Princess Windows," Ganbatar said as he pulled rein beside her. "They allow the royal ladies of the Melekh's household to observe city life and celebrations privately."

The thought saddened Ileana further because she knew no one would be peering from any of the beautiful windows today. She heard Malekh Rajan had thirty wives and eighteen concubines, and from them, seventy children and forty-two grandchildren. Many of them would be princesses of all ages. She considered asking Ganbatar what would become of them but feared the answer. They were at war, and there were no happy endings for the vanquished.

With those thoughts on her mind, they dismounted, allowing their horses to be led away by white-robed servants, withered men and women with sunbaked skin and downcast faces. As the Dragonists encircled them, she glanced up at Ganbatar. "You know the city well?"

"Too well, unfortunately. I was a hostage here in my youth."

"Truly? You never told me."

"It is not something to be proud of. Malekh Rajan was powerful then and long had Bruallia under his thumb. My father was known to be rebellious, so Rajan demanded a son to ensure his loyalty. It was the last concession my father made. When I was eleven, I was smuggled out of the city by his most trusted Dragonists disguised as beggars. He spent the rest of his life warring against the Parthavans and trying to sack this city, but that last goal eluded him. He died as he lived, surrounded by enemies and fighting until his last breath in the last of the border wars."

He glanced around at the gilded buildings and grandiose temples surrounding them. "Now, the son of Basilis has succeeded where his father failed. It is a day of glory for Bruallia."

The Dragonists agreed, slamming gauntleted fists to breastplates in recognition of the feat. But as they approached the ornately decorated entrance of the palace, Ileana noted no visible satisfaction on Ganbatar's face despite his words.

He is proud of victory but takes no joy in the slaughter. For that alone, she believed she could love him. But neither of their feelings mattered anymore. They had reached the end of their journey together, and everything would be different in mere minutes. Her heart pounded at the realization, nearly making her dizzy. A queen should not be afraid of her king, she told herself.

But she knew that everyone feared Valdemar, and with good reason.

They found him in the courtyard beyond the main entranceway, feasting with his generals at a table laden with minced lamb in cabbage rolls, beef tripe soup, fat-fried pickled pork, flatbreads, beef salad, hummus, cornmeal porridge, stuffed peppers, savory cheese pie, cozonac sweetbread, and trenchers laden with skewered mutton. Pitchers of plum brandy, mulled wine, elderberry juice, and lemon water were plentiful. The guests were surrounded by beauty, from the palm and sandalwood trees and herbal shrubs to the reflecting pools and bubbling fountains of sandstone and granite. Exotic plants grew abundantly, bearing pomegranates, pears, bananas, figs, apples, and rarer fruit. Bamboo and sugarcane sprouted against the ivy-threaded walls, and songbirds flitted in the branches or frolicked in the fountains. 

Valdemar and his commanders were dressed in silk and linen tunics and robes, and their ceremonial armor was burnished and glinting in the sunlight. The Lord of Bruallia sat at the head of the table, deftly slicing a thick ox slab cooked so rare it looked soaked in blood. He wore a finely threaded tunic of black silk with a highly detailed red dragon sewn across the chest, overlaid with brocade that gleamed like scales. His face was narrow, his green eyes large, his hose hooked, his mustaches luxuriously thick and curled. His long, richly oiled hair was wrapped in a ceremonial turban of scarlet and gold, centered by peacock feathers and an opal the size of an ostrich egg. It was the headgear worn by Parthavan royalty, most likely by the Malekh himself. That Valdemar wore it was further proof of his disdain for his enemies. Having conquered them, he flaunted their traditional headwear to humiliate them as well. After chewing, he wiped his mouth with a clean white napkin, leaving a red smear on the fabric.

Standing behind Valdemar was Khidyr, the only Dragonist Valdemar trusted as much as Ganbatar. Ileana had never seen him with his face exposed. Usually, he wore a simple steel mask studded with spikes, but this time, his face plate was golden and worked into a roaring lion's head. The rest of his armor was standard Dragonist gear, with only a ceremonial scarlet sash across his chest to mark the occasion.

On Valdemar's right sat an old man, naked and bound to his chair with coarse ropes that dug furrows into his flabby, withered skin. His head was bald, his liver-spotted face cleanshaven, though his jawline and quivering jowls were nicked with careless cuts from his hasty barber. His body was sweaty, his mouth trembling around the onion stuffed between his teeth. Ileana didn't have to guess who he was. Without a doubt, it was Rajan, the Malekh of Parthava and Lord of Legions. She imagined he had once looked regal even in his old age, when he was draped in resplendent robes and with a full, thick white beard hiding the crags and valleys of his timeworn flesh. But in his cruelty, Valdemar had robbed him of any remaining dignity, leaving only the pitifully naked, sweat-drenched, shivering wreck of the man who remained. 

On Valdemar's left was General Heloise, a tall woman in ceremonial armor overlaid in mother of pearl and abalone shells. A sweeping blue cape hung from her shoulders and wrapped around her waist while she sat. Her brown hair was pinned back and modestly styled, her face was angular without an ounce of wasted flesh, her gray eyes cold and unsettling, her gaze unblinking. Commander of the fearsome, all-female army of Androktons, the Aracian woman had been instrumental in several successful campaigns against the Parthavans when their strength was still formidable. While Aracville had formerly feuded with Dragos in the past, the two Bruallian kingdoms had put their grudges aside to join forces in the impending invasion of Leodia. Heloise was sworn to Valdemar's service at the command of her boyar, lending her formidable skills in battle prowess and leadership to his cause. 

She and her soldiers were unnatural to Ileana, strong and fierce as the Bruallians and Ravynnites but colder than either. Their discipline and training were legendary, as was their ruthlessness. Whatever advantage they lost in strength, they made up for in speed and tactics, fighting in coordinated groups to offset stronger foes. They were known to all as the Merciless Victors, a reputation earned by the blood of their enemies. They further added to their notoriety by their practice of Carving their male captives and servants, leaving some of their enemies opting to kill themselves rather than be taken prisoner. Heloise was rumored to be in a foul mood since her favorite Carved pet escaped months ago. Such a thing had never happened before, and she was determined to find another golden-haired captive on the other side of the Dragonspine to replace the one she lost.

Sitting beside the humiliated Malekh was Khasar, the cleric general of the Ravynnite forces, warrior monks called Goktas. He struck an imposing figure with his black-painted face, robes of ornately patterned panther furs, and a stole of glossy raven feathers. Like all clerics of his nation, the sides of his head were shaved, leaving a sweeping crest of black hair in the middle. The Ravynnites reported directly to Valdemar ever since he slew their boyar in mortal combat after the man challenged his position. Khasar was far more genial, deferring to Valdemar and the Dragonists without defiance. His forces were numerous but far less disciplined than the Androktons or Dragonists, highly dependent on rituals and omens to predict their battle strategies. Valdemar had little respect for their tactics but welcomed their numbers, planning on using them as melee fighters in the upcoming battles.

The last of the commanders was Rhull, chief of the Gutoth tribes. Seated beside Heloise, he made her look diminutive despite her height. He was simply enormous, of a size to rival a Norlander. Where most of his people were lean, he was massive; his muscles knotted under his wool jerkin, his shaggy mane of dark hair held back by a wide, silver-studded leather band. His thick brows nearly hid cruel eyes that peered with brutish intelligence, his nose and cheekbones were strongly chiseled, and unlike most of his brethren, he was cleanshaven. The story was that he shaved his monstrous beard when he swore allegiance to Valdemar, swearing to stay shorn until Valdemar sat on the Lion Throne. Feathers and metal studs were tangled in his hair, and ropes of tokes hung from his neck, taken from the victims he robbed and slaughtered. Unlike most Bruallians, the Gutoths often crossed the Dragonspine through hidden paths to raid the Mandru clans and villages on the other side. Their knowledge of the landscape would be critical in the upcoming invasion.

The rest of the diners were lesser lords, lieutenants, and captains, some familiar to Ileana and some newer faces. All of them stood and respectfully bowed their heads when she approached with her escort of Dragonists. Valdemar carefully wiped his mouth as Ganbatar dropped to one knee before him.

"As you ordered, Lord Commander, I present her Royal Highness Ileana, Queen of Bruallia."

Ileana assumed her regal mask, meeting the stares with an expression of placid calm. In truth, she felt like flinching under the weight of the unwanted attention, feeling them weigh her in their minds, assessing her strengths and weaknesses. She was an additional piece on the board, someone who could thwart or support their plans depending on where she stood and how much influence she had on Valdemar. Of all of them, Heloise was the most unsettling. The curve of her lips could have registered disgust or amusement, but her eyes were so cold.

"You have done well, Lord General," Valdemar said, placing a hand on Ganbatar's shoulder. "Rise and refresh yourself, for you have covered much ground in a short amount of time."

Ganbatar rose, standing slightly taller than his younger brother. "If it pleases the Lord Commander, I will forego refreshment and take my customary place at your side."

"As you wish, Lord General." Valdemar focused his unblinking gaze on Ileana before taking her hand and kissing it with passionless courtesy. "Welcome to Suldan, your Highness. I pray the journey was not too strenuous on you."

"On the contrary, it was pleasant enough, Lord Commander. It has been a long time since I saw the country outside Dragos, and I was grateful for the excursion."

He gestured to the table. Will you dine with us, your Highness? I will have a place of honor arranged for you by my side."

She dipped her head apologetically. "If it pleases my Lord, I will respectfully decline so I can refresh properly before dining."

"Of course. My apologies; you must be craving a proper bath. Not to worry, our host has a hundred bathhouses, each one more extravagant than the last. I'm sure he wouldn't mind if you claimed one for your stay here." His eyes slid over to the Malekh, who practically snapped his neck nodding in agreement, drool dribbling off the onion stuffed in his mouth.

"You see? Come, I will escort you myself. Please excuse, milords. I will return soon."

They nodded as Valdemar took her arm and led her away from the courtyard toward one of the grand entrances to the palace. Ganbatar and Khidyr followed on heels at a respectful distance, but she felt Ganbatar's eyes on her all the same. The interior hallway was as artistic as the outside, paneled in white and gold and patterned with intricate scrollwork, lit with lavish chandeliers with fat candles dripping wax into golden holders. Oil paintings in heavy, ornately carved frames depicted scenic landscapes and portraits of serene royals. Their footsteps were padded by the thick crimson and gold carpet that ran the stretch of the hallway. Valdemar studied her from the corner of his eye, walking with the grace of a stalking panther.

"You look pale, Ileana. I apologize that you had to witness the display outside the walls. Had I thought about it, I would have had Ganbatar escort you directly to Stravaholme."

"I sent my entourage onward, but the Queen's place is with her husband, milord."

He looked pleased at her words. "As you say. I'm afraid our time here will be short. Now that you have arrived, there is no further need to delay. Two morrows from now, we will march in force to Stravaholme, and from there, Leodia."

"As you wish." She paused, considering Valdemar's mood. He appeared in good spirits, so she dared to press him. "If I may ask, what is to come of the Malekh and his family?"

He gave an offhand shrug. "Nothing."

She blinked. "Nothing?"

Valdemar's mouth hinted at a smile. "The Malekh is of royal blood, his lineage going back to the mighty Elios. So, I gave Rajan a choice: see his wives and children put to the stake or have his vassals take their places. He chose his family. In return, he watched as one hundred of his subjects were killed for each member of his family he chose to save. He chose to save five of his wives and all of his children and grandchildren."

She felt lightheaded, making it difficult to try to tally the amount of the slain. "That's ... over eleven thousand dead."

"As I said—the choice was his. He is more responsible for those corpses outside of his walls than I am. It's only human nature, after all."

"Selfishness?"

"Survival. In the end, we will do anything to live another day. If you think otherwise, you simply haven't experienced the right scenario."

"And you think you can trust Rajan after this? He won't hesitate to plot his vengeance when you depart his kingdom."

Valdemar stopped in his tracks, rich laughter bubbling from his throat. "His kingdom? My lady wife, you can't possibly imagine I would be foolish enough to leave Parthava in the hands of Rajan or any of his people. His wives will be divided among my commanders, his daughters will be married to my lords, and his grandsons will become wards, squires, and pages. If faithful, they may become knights and lords themselves in time. His sons will be placed at the front lines of the invasion. If they prove their worth and survive, they will be assimilated into the army. As for the Malekh, he will live out his years in his pick of estates with one of his wives and a household befitting his noble rank. Surrounded by a garrison of Bruallian troops, of course. He will live to see the end of his era and the rise of the Basilis dynasty, as are his rights purchased by the lives of his people."

Valdemar turned to Ganbatar. "Lord General, you spent some years right here as a hostage, did you not?"

"I did, Lord Commander."

"Then redemption is yours at last. As is this palace."

Ganbatar's eyes widened slightly, the equivalent of another man's jaw dropping in shock. "I ... am honored, my brother. But surely you don't expect me to leave the invasion of Leodia to another in my stead."

Valdemar waved a dismissive hand. "I trust no other with our plans for Leodia. This is but a taste of glories to come. But our hand must remain strong on this side of the Dragonspine even as we conquer the other. You are already a prince, but now I grant you the style of king. I know your love for Bruallia, and I hope your family line will rule the East as mine will the West. Under your watch, the realm will grow to mirror Leodia in wealth and power. Your sons will be kings, your bloodline a lasting dynasty. Will you accept the honor I offer you, my brother?"

Ganbatar swiftly dropped to one knee, head bowed. "I accept with all of my heart, Lord Commander."

Valdemar placed a hand on his brother's head, surprising Ileana with a look of genuine affection. "Then it will be done. I have discussed it with the other commanders. All will rise in rank and power, but none more so than my most trusted and dutiful Lord General. To seal the legitimacy of your new kingdom, you will take your pick of the Melekh's daughters as your wife. It is past time you marry again, and the joining of royal blood will produce heirs worthy of the realm. Your eldest son will be left behind to secure your holdings in the meantime. I leave finding a suitable wife for him in your hands."

Ganbatar never hesitated, accepting the commands without a hint of objection. "I will see to it, my king."

And just like that, my love is removed from me, Ileana thought bitterly. In one swift move, Valdemar bound his brother to his cause even more tightly and rid himself of competition from the one person who might have had a chance of challenging him in the future. Once the war was over, Ganbatar would return to Bruallia a king, complete with a royal wife and undoubtedly a family to follow. Though he already had three sons and a daughter from his first wife, Ileana knew he would be keen to produce more through his noble union. Whatever feelings he reserved for her would fade, eventually vanishing altogether in the face of absence, duty, and family. It was as he said earlier—what they had was a dream, and dreams were meant to end.

She just wished it didn't hurt so badly.

Biting her lip, her gaze drifted as they further discussed their plans. By chance, she focused on a large, rectangular object at the end of the hallway, covered by a heavy woolen blanket of finely woven brocade. A pair of Dragonists flanked it on both sides, unmoving and still like guardian statues. A pair of wall sconces held fluttering torches, casting flickering light and shadows ominously.

Valdemar stood beside her, following her gaze with dangerously narrowed eyes. His lips parted, teeth flashing in a sinister grin. "Ah. I see you've discovered our little secret."

Ganbatar immediately took a decisive step forward, alarm on his face. "Lord Commander—"

Valdemar lifted a finger for silence, cutting Ganbatar off. "A king should not have secrets from his queen, Lord General." His eyes never left Ileana's face. "Do you want a peek behind the curtain?"

She swallowed, feeling an inexplicable sense of dread. "What ... is it?"

"Come and see." Smiling, she accepted his offered arm, heart hammering in her chest as they approached the object. Valdemar motioned to his Dragonist guardsmen.

"My lady wife would like to see the freak."

The freak?

One of the Dragonists saluted and, taking hold of the thick fabric, gave it a yank. The oversized coverlet slid off, revealing a gilded cage with something shuffling inside. The blue-tinted bars were fashioned after bones, gleaming dully in the dim light. The shrouded figure inside squealed, throwing hairy arms over its face as if to hide its monstrous features. Ileana's breath caught in her throat at the overbearing scent of rotted leather wafting from the confines. What whimpered and trembled inside the cage wasn't possible. It was hideous and twisted, a being that only existed in tales of horror whispered around bonfires and from the mouths of wizened crones to frighten small children.

It was a monster.

Valdemar gazed at the creature with a look of supreme satisfaction. "My lady, you finally have the pleasure of being introduced to Vermis, formerly called Darroth Basilis, king of Bruallia and my lordly father."
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Chapter 4: Rodell
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Being blindfolded and driven in a shrouded carriage wasn't what Rodell expected when he accepted the summons. His mysterious driver had been rolling through the city for over an hour, and Rodell was sure they'd doubled back and circled the same streets repeatedly to disorient him. The roads were quiet at that time of night, occasionally interrupted by barking dogs, night songbirds, hooting owls, and soft music playing from taverns. He tried to recognize anything familiar, but it was useless. The carriage wheels whirred on stone-paved streets, so he knew he was in the Upper District, but that was too vast an area to narrow down. He could have been in the Banking Quarters, the Collegiate grounds, or even in the Palace Village, and he wouldn't know. Nothing smelled or sounded familiar. Once again, he wondered why he took the risk of accepting the summons in the first place. There were secret factions in Kaerleon, guilds of thieves and assassins, and any number of them might be interested in abducting, ransoming, or even assassinating the current Master of Trade.
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