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      An invading army. A deadly sorceress. The final stand.

      Caina has at last discovered the secret of destroying the Liminal Temple, the gateway the serpent men use to travel from their world to attack Caina's home.

      But she's running out of time.

      As enemy fleets and armies encircle New Kyre, Caina must destroy the Liminal Temple before it is too late.

      Yet she has overlooked the most dangerous secret of all.

      The Grand Priestess of the serpent men waits hidden within the heart of New Kyre, and is working to bring about the destruction of all that Caina loves...

    

  


  
    
      Ghost in the Siege

      Copyright 2025 by Jonathan Moeller.

      Published by Azure Flame Media.

      Cover design by Jonathan Moeller.

      Ebook edition published August 2025.

      All Rights Reserved.

      This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the author or publisher, except where permitted by law.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR'S NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for my newsletter at this link, and get three free epic fantasy novels.

      A map of the western Empire can be found on the author's website here. A map of the regions near the city of New Kyre can likewise be found here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THE WILL OF THE ASSEMBLY

          

        

      

    

    
      Caina gazed at the crowds on the pier.

      She had come to greet Kylon as he returned to New Kyre with the fleet. Caina hoped to have at least a few moments alone with him, though likely that would not be possible until later tonight.

      Partly it was so she could take him in her arms and welcome him back properly.

      Partly it was so she could tell him what had happened with Mhaalvorox, how the orcish sorcerer had come so close to creating a new race of orcs from the children of New Kyre. Thankfully, none of the children themselves had any memory of it, though Caina suspected none of the adults would ever forget the nightmarish experience.

      Kylon would blame himself for the fact that she had almost been killed, and Caina hoped to forestall that. No one could have predicted what had happened. Not even the Rhadamathi had been able to foretell that Mhaalvorox would rebel against them and try to create a new breed of orcs in his own image.

      Mhaalvorox was dead, but the urgency of events still drove them onward. The Caphtori fleet was coming from the west.

      And to top off that bad news, Lysikas Agramemnos and Eirenea Tritos had just arrived to deliver ill tidings.

      “An orcish army?” said Kylon.

      “At least twenty-five thousand strong,” said Eirenea, voice grim. She looked the very image of a stern Kyracian matriarch – lean, dark-eyed, with iron-gray hair braided into an intricate crown. “Thirty is more likely. My riders could not stay to make an accurate count, but there are at least twenty-five thousand orcish warriors approaching.”

      “How is that even possible?” said Lysikas. Eirenea narrowed her eyes, and Lysikas raised his hands in a gesture of peace. “Not that I doubt the word of your men. But how could the serpent men have brought over twenty-five thousand orcs through the Liminal Temple so quickly? I thought they could only move a few hundred through their Temple at one time.”

      “They didn’t bring the orcs through the Liminal Temple, my lord,” said Caina. “They were here already. They came from Tell Lagash.”

      “Tell Lagash?” said Lysikas, incredulous. “Tell Lagash has been ruined for centuries.”

      “An alliance of Anshan and several free cities destroyed Lagash after its lords assassinated several members of House Valshahzon,” said Caina. “I’m willing to wager that those lords were members of the Cult of Rhadamathar. The orcs on the Isle of Cairns had been sleeping in their catacombs for centuries, maybe millennia. The Chosen of Rhadamathar must have been hiding orcs in the ruins beneath Lagash. After the Shahenshah burned the city and killed its people, the orcs were forgotten until the Rhadamathi awakened them.”

      The fear that the Rhadamathi had another force of orcs hidden nearby had occurred to Caina after she had overheard a conversation in the Liminal Temple, which was why she had persuaded Eirenea to send a patrol eastward.

      She was not happy to find that her logic had been correct.

      “Gods of storm and brine,” said Lysikas. “I’ve traveled past Tell Lagash a score of times. I never dreamed there were thousands of orcs sleeping beneath the hill.”

      “It was impossible to realize the truth,” said Caina. “I didn’t even know that orcs existed until a few months ago.”

      “A more urgent question is whether we can defend the city from the orcs and the Caphtori at the same time,” said Eirenea.

      “I believe we can,” said Lysikas.

      Her eyes narrowed again. “Is that the truth, or the unjustified bravado of a stormdancer?”

      Caina tensed, wondering if she would have to defuse the argument. Lysikas Agramemnos and Eirenea Tritos had been rivals for decades. Some of it was because House Agramemnos and House Tritos had been traditional rivals throughout the history of New Kyre. Much of it came from the simple fact that Lysikas and Eirenea did not like each other. They had been lovers when they had been younger and had fallen out, though Caina did not know the precise details and had heard differing versions of the story.

      Perhaps Kylon and Kalliope would have ended up with a similar decades-long mutual dislike had Kylon never met Caina.

      Eirenea and Lysikas had put aside their rivalry in the face of the Caphtori threat, but if it flared up again in the stress of the moment, that could prove disastrous for the city.

      “It is simply the truth, my lady Eirenea,” said Lysikas. “You have seen the walls of New Kyre all your life, have you not? In all the Blood Lands between Anshan and the ocean, there is not a stronger set of fortifications. I am as Kyracian as you are, and my heart yearns toward the sea. Yet the captain in me knows that those walls are a significant part of the reason our city is not a satrapy of Anshan or a province of the Empire. Thirty thousand is a significant number, yes. But every experienced commander will tell you that for every defender atop a strong wall, you need between seven and ten to overcome him. Our warships can only carry so many soldiers, and we can fill every warship and still have men enough to defend the city’s wall.”

      “What of siege engines?” said Eirenea. “Those vile orcs might not have the wit to build engines of war, but their Rhadamathi masters might.”

      Caina was not so sure. She was reasonably sure that the orcs forged their own arms and armor, and she knew they were far more intelligent than they appeared. The orcs in general had no use for intelligence, preferring instead brutality and slaughter. But the more disciplined among the creatures, such as Mhaalvorox and his acolytes, almost certainly could assemble siege engines and command as many warrior orcs as they needed for labor.

      And, of course, Eirenea was right about the serpent priests. The Rhadamathi might well have skill in building powerful siege engines.

      “That is a risk,” said Lysikas, “but the engines atop our wall’s towers are kept in good repair, and can outrange all but the largest and most potent onagers and ballistae. And, of course, our stormsingers can call down lightning and ice to ruin the mechanisms of siege engines.”

      “Very well,” said Eirenea, though she did not seem reassured.

      “There is another danger,” said Caina. “I know that at least two of the Fangs of the Serpent made their way into New Kyre after the Sanctuary Stone arrived.”

      “Sanctuary Stone?” said Kylon. “Is that the aura of the Words of Lore we sensed around the city?”

      “Aye,” said Caina. “Much has happened in the last few days.”

      “But what is this about the Fangs of the Serpent?” said Lysikas.

      “I know two of them are in the city. Ardakh and Sethroza,” said Caina. “They may seek to make trouble. Finding a way to seize and open the Gate of Foreigners or one of the other gates would be an excellent way to do it.”

      “It is a good strategy,” said Kylon. “I did the same thing myself during Sulaman’s siege of Istarinmul.”

      “Then at least we shall be forewarned against it,” said Lysikas. “Naturally, we shall set a strong guard on all the gates. I believe the wisest course would be to put Lord Alcios Kalliades in command of our defense of the wall. He is one of the nine Archons, and out of all the lords of New Kyre, he has the most experience fighting land battles.” He glanced at Caina. “Most of our nobles, as you might expect, have more experience fighting at sea.”

      “Do any of them have experience fighting in a siege of this scale?” said Caina.

      “No,” said Lysikas. “No one in New Kyre does. Yet we are not unprepared. The walls are in good repair, and the siege engines are maintained with their crews drilling regularly. With so many warlike neighbors, we have maintained our defenses.”

      “We must proceed to the Agora of Archons at once,” said Eirenea. “The full Assembly will convene and shall vote on matters of our defense. Then we will need to move with haste. Our enemies are encircling us, and we must strike quickly.”
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        * * *

      

      Kylon carried Zoe as he descended the steep steps to the waiting boat, Nikarion following him. Both children were telling him about what had transpired while he was away, and Kylon was surprised to realize how badly he had missed them. A year ago, he hadn’t even known they existed. Now after an absence of a few days, his thoughts had kept turning to them and Caina while he had traveled to Hellespar and returned with the bulk of the Kyracian fleet.

      He knew something terrible had almost happened during those few days.

      Caina looked healthy, but he saw the bandage on her left arm, and there was a hint of a shadow in her expression. Kalliope seemed tired and a bit frightened, and in her emotional aura he sensed the aftermath of deep and profound terror. It likewise marked the auras of Lysikas and Eirenea and many others on the quay.

      Something had happened in New Kyre while he had been away.

      Kylon stepped onto the boat and put down Zoe so he could help Nikarion aboard. But his son jumped onto the boat without a trace of fear, and Kylon felt himself smile.

      “Go stay with your mother,” said Kylon, meeting Kalliope’s eyes. “I have to talk to the Consort.”

      Zoe and Nikarion dutifully went to stand next to Kalliope. The boat lurched into motion through the canal, joining the procession heading toward the Agora of Archons, and Kylon went to join Caina where she stood by the stern. She smiled at him.

      “How was the journey to Hellespar?” she said.

      “Uneventful,” said Kylon. “We saw a few Kraken patrols, but they stayed far away as we returned.”

      “A few hundred warships will have that effect,” said Caina.

      “I suspect,” said Kylon, “that the last few days have been far more eventful for you than they were for me.”

      “Yes,” said Caina, and she took a deep breath and told him what had happened.

      The murder of Galene Tritos. The Sanctuary Stone. Fourth Acolyte and Hyperion Varikomnos. The Cataphract and the Liminal Temple.

      Mhaalvorox and his grand plan to create a new race of orcs in his own image by corrupting the children of New Kyre.

      “Gods of storm and brine,” said Kylon once she had finished. “I thought…I thought you would have a few peaceful days while I was gone. That the Cataphract would study a way to reach the Liminal Temple, and that the most annoying thing you would encounter was Lady Eirenea. Not…all of this.”

      Caina shrugged. “We make our plans, and then something comes and knocks them over.”

      “Thank you,” said Kylon. “Yet again. For the lives of my children. Of all the things I feared might happen to them…I never dreamed of this one. I didn’t even know it was possible.”

      “I don’t think anyone knew it was possible,” said Caina. “Mhaalvorox did, obviously, but the Rhadamathi must not have known. Else they would have stopped him themselves.”

      “I should have been here,” said Kylon, shaking his head. “I ought to have sent Rhamphias or one of the other cousins to collect the fleet…”

      “Kylon,” said Caina. “You couldn’t have known what would happen.”

      “I should have been here,” he said, anger pulsing through his mind. At himself, at Mhaalvorox, at the Rhadamathi, at the Caphtori, at everything that had threatened his family.

      “We can’t see the future,” said Caina, laying her hand on his arm. The skin-to-skin contact let him sense her emotions. She was calm, if a bit tired, with the usual wary vigilance. But she was glad to see him, almost overwhelmingly relieved. “What if you had gone to Hellespar and your ship had sunk in a storm or hit a reef? Should I blame myself?”

      “That’s different,” said Kylon. He let out a breath. One of the worst moments in his life had been when the Red Huntress had badly wounded Caina and Kylon had been certain that she was going to die. The sheer helplessness of it, of knowing that he loved her and that he was about to see her die in front of him, had seared itself into his memory.

      “Is it?” said Caina.

      He took another deep breath, let it out. “No. I suppose not. Damn it all to hell.”

      “If it helps,” said Caina, “we’ve dealt severe blows to our enemies. If the Grand Priestess had used Mhaalvorox in the coming battle, he probably could have overpowered all the stormsingers of the Assembly by himself or worked a spell that would have ripped a breach in the wall.” She lowered her voice. “Mist and Lord Bastion are preparing a weapon to destroy the Liminal Temple. If the Cataphract can use Mhaalvorox’s heart shard to open a portal to the Temple, we’ll have won. I can take the weapon to the Temple and use it. We’ll still have to deal with the Caphtori and the orcs, but they’ll be less dangerous without the Rhadamathi to control them.” She glanced back at where Nikarion and Zoe stood with Kalliope. “And the children have no lasting effects from Mhaalvorox’s spell. They don’t even remember it. None of the children do.”

      “That’s good,” said Kylon. “I still should have been here.”

      She sighed and rested her head on his shoulder. “I wish you had been here, too. I’m glad you’re here now.”

      They stood in silence for a while, and Kylon put his arm around her.

      “Remember when you were bored in Malarae?” said Caina.

      “I wasn’t bored,” said Kylon.

      “Yes, you were,” said Caina. “That was why you always agreed to go riding with the Emperor. You were wasted in Malarae, Kylon. You’re too talented, and the Kyracian people need you. I knew that back then, even if I didn’t know that Nikarion and Zoe needed their father.”

      An echo of the old anger went through Kylon. Kalliope had never told him about the children at the command of the Surge and had only relented when she had fled to Malarae to evade the Cult of Rhadamathar. The knowledge that he had two children but had never known about them had struck him like a blow. It had been another betrayal from the Surge, the oracle of the Kyracian people, who had also failed to warn him about the Red Huntress’s attack on the Tower of Kardamnos.

      Yet Kylon could live with the anger. He could never forgive the Surge for what she had done, but she had grown seriously ill and would not live for much longer. And Kalliope…well, he had made his peace with Kalliope. They would never see eye-to-eye on many matters, but she was a good mother, and that was what mattered to him.

      It was Caina who had managed that degree of reconciliation between them, and Caina who had arranged his return to New Kyre as the High Seat of House Kardamnos, aided by her half-sister Calvia. Caina had done it out of love for him. Calvia had done it out of sheer boredom, but she had done it at Caina’s suggestion. The fact that Kylon could stand here at all with his children, at peace with their mother, was Caina’s work.

      And in repayment, he had left her alone to be almost killed by Mhaalvorox.

      He sighed and tried to put aside the self-recrimination. Caina could argue with all the logic she wished, but the truth was he should have been here to help her against Mhaalvorox. Yes, the Cult of Rhadamathar’s branch in New Kyre had been destroyed, and there wouldn’t have been enough time for the serpent priests to rebuild it with new followers. But he had known that Caina was a target of the Rhadamathi. She had killed two of them and done too much damage to their plans, and she had become a threat to be eliminated. He should have done more for her protection.

      But as Caina had said, no one could have predicted a renegade orcish sorcerer trying to create a new race of orcs.

      “I suppose it doesn’t matter if I’m bored or not,” said Kylon. “Because Nikarion and Zoe needed me. And once you realized what the Rhadamathi were doing, you would have fought them anyway. Started a shadow war against them, like you did against Grand Master Callatas back in Istarinmul.”

      “True,” said Caina. “Though I didn’t start this. The Rhadamathi have been planning it for centuries.”

      “But you have better tools now to use against the Rhadamathi than we did against Callatas,” said Kylon.

      He felt her smile. “That’s also true. A Sanctuary Stone that blocked the nagataaru would have been useful in Istarinmul.” She stepped away from him and looked up. “And here is the Agora of Archons.”
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      Kalliope could not stop glancing at Nikarion and Zoe to make sure that they were all right.

      They were both safe.

      Indeed, for the moment, neither of the children was bored, irritable, or tired. Even though they were Kyracian nobles, the experience of traveling on a canal boat was novel enough that it held their attention. Somehow Nikarion had plucked a canal reed out of the brackish water and was throwing the leaves and petals into the canal while Zoe watched.

      Two children, both healthy and safe, amusing themselves in a harmless way.

      Yet Kalliope kept remembering the awful afternoon a few days ago when the black clouds and green lightning had covered the sky. Shadows had filled the eyes of Nikarion and Zoe, black veins spreading across their faces. They had told her, in terrible emotionless voices, all the awful things they would do once their transformations were complete.

      Kalliope had tried desperately to dispel the effect, but her full arcane strength was insufficient against the mighty spell. Locked in utter despair, she had tried again and again, unable to think of anything else to do, frozen with the realization that if the transformation completed, Nikarion and Zoe and the other children of House Kardamnos would kill her.

      And then it had all stopped.

      The spell collapsed. Caina killed Mhaalvorox, or perhaps convinced him to kill himself, and his sorcery died with him. Nikarion and Zoe didn’t even remember what had happened, which was true of all the other children in the city as well. To their minds, they had fallen asleep while playing, which was unusual but not worth remembering.

      But she would remember.

      She could never forget.

      Kalliope had lived in terror of losing her children to the blades of the Cult’s assassins. It had been a visceral dread, worse than anything she had known in her admittedly safe life, and it had driven her to flee New Kyre to Malarae to seek the help of Caina and Kylon. What Mhaalvorox had almost done to the children of New Kyre was a different kind of fear but just as insidious. What if the serpent men found a way to twist her children into monsters?

      They would have succeeded if not for Caina.

      Kalliope looked to where Caina stood with Kylon. As ever, she could not sense any emotions from Caina thanks to her valikarion nature. From Kylon, she felt a mixture of guilt and anger and fear. No doubt he blamed himself for not being here when Mhaalvorox unleashed his dreadful spell. Kalliope understood. She had desperately tried to save Nikarion and Zoe from the necromantic sorcery, but all her efforts had been futile.

      Caina had saved them.

      Kalliope remembered accusing Caina of wanting to steal Nikarion and Zoe for herself during the stress of her father’s trial. It had been an impulsive and foolish thing to say, born out of anger and fear and the sense that the world was collapsing around her. Too much had happened in too short a time, and it had all caught up with her.

      Caina had saved not just Nikarion and Zoe but all the children of New Kyre from Mhaalvorox. Kalliope’s entire civilization, New Kyre with all its history and traditions dating back thousands of years, would have burned if Caina hadn’t stopped the ancient orcish sorcerer.

      How could Kalliope possibly ever repay her?

      Assuming they even lived long enough for it to matter.

      Mhaalvorox was dead, but the Rhadamathi were not. The Caphtori fleet was approaching from the west, the orcish army from the east. The Rhadamathi had failed to kill Kalliope’s children through stealth and subterfuge, and so now they were employing simple brute force. It occurred to Kalliope that the serpent priests would not care how many Kraken raiders and orcish warriors they lost in the assault, so long as they killed enough of the blood of House Kardamnos to open the Great Bridge.

      The boat came to its destination, and Kalliope tried to force aside her fears and doubts.

      She needed to keep her wits about her at a meeting of the Assembly.

      They climbed the stairs from the canal and came to the Agora of Archons, with the Pyramid of Storm rising over them like a mountain. The Assembly had already gathered and sat on the lowest tiers of the Pyramid. Kyracian nobles and commoners who met the property requirements for voting made up the ranks of the Assembly, and they were the governing authority of the Kyracian people. A few weeks ago, Kalliope would have said with utter certainty that the judgments of the Assembly were right and true, that the will of the gods was expressed through the Assembly’s vote.

      After seeing how easily Calvia Scorneus manipulated the Assembly, Kalliope’s faith had been shaken. Seeing her father put on trial for a murder he did not commit had damaged it further. The fact that it had not been the Assembly or the lords of her people but Caina who had stopped Mhaalvorox had not helped.

      Kalliope no longer really trusted the Assembly.

      Eirenea and Lysikas disembarked from their boats, and Kalliope watched as her father and his chief rival walked to the dais on the first tier where the Archons of the Assembly had their thrones. Lord Democles joined his mother. He was a hulking man, genial but not all that bright, and apparently a skillful fighter. Kalliope had been grateful that her father and Eirenea were enemies, else she might have wound up married to Democles.

      “There you are.”

      Kalliope turned her head and saw Calvia Scorneus approaching, some of her soldiers following. She looked as she always did, very similar to Caina, albeit with white hair instead of black. Her emotional aura was cool and remote, but Kalliope sensed some worry churning away beneath it.

      The news about the orcish army was not good.

      “Calvia,” said Caina.

      “I see you’ve heard the news about the host approaching from the east,” said Calvia.

      “Lady Eirenea and Lord Lysikas told us,” said Caina. “I heard Calliophis discussing it with Ardakh and Sethroza in the Liminal Temple, so I convinced Eirenea to send a patrol east. I had hoped I was wrong, but it appears otherwise.”

      “Indeed,” said Calvia. “I suppose it would have been unlikely that such a large army could take New Kyre by surprise. But you’ve given the city another day to prepare. Such advantages can sometimes prove decisive.”

      “Let us hope it is enough,” said Caina.

      They proceeded into the Agora and took their places at the foot of the Pyramid. Kalliope supposed that Kylon and Calvia could have sat with the rest of the Assembly and voted, but since Kylon would be one of the commanders of the fleet gathered to defend the city, that might have drawn accusations of double-dealing. And given how Calvia had so many minor Houses in her debt that would vote however she wanted, she hardly needed to vote herself.

      “Consort.” A priestess of the Surge approached, a short young woman in a blue-green dress with the bronze pendant of the Surge hanging from her neck. Her name was Eridys, and she had come to serve as the leader of the priestesses of the Surge, who in Kalliope’s opinion were rather a timid lot.

      Maybe that was why she had never been chosen to be one of the priestesses. Kalliope had always assumed that it was because she had become pregnant with Nikarion and Zoe at a relatively young age, but perhaps she simply didn’t have the right temperament.

      “Priestess,” said Caina.

      “I am pleased to see that you are recovered,” said Eridys. “You did a great service for New Kyre. And likely all the world, since Mhaalvorox’s sorcery would have spread across every nation.”

      “I am simply glad that he is dead,” said Caina, “and that he was slain before he could do permanent harm to the children of the Kyracian people.”

      “Indeed, it seems he did no harm at all to the children,” said Eridys. “None of them remember anything of that hour when the transformation started to take hold.” Her mouth twisted with some bitter emotion, and her eyes flashed. “No one anticipated that such a thing could happen. Not even the Surge foresaw it.”

      “The Surge did foresee it,” said Caina, gazing at Eridys. “She warned me of a coming darkness on the day we smelled orcs upon the stairs of the Pyramid of Storm.”

      “Orcs on the Pyramid?” said Kylon, his emotional sense hardening as he looked around. The anger and self-recrimination in his aura as he had spoken with Caina aboard the boat had been intense. As much as Kalliope had disliked Kylon at times, for once she thought such guilt misplaced.

      “The day Lord Rhajorian brought the Sanctuary Stone to the Tower of Judges,” said Caina. “The Surge sent Eridys to fetch me. When we were about halfway up the eastern face of the Pyramid of Storm, I thought I smelled orcs approaching.”

      “The gods know the foul things have a stench,” said Calvia.

      “But there was no one else nearby,” said Caina. “The wind must have carried the smell of the orcs at the Tower of Echedemos to the Pyramid. Strong odors from within New Kyre can sometimes be carried to the Pyramid of Storm.”

      “They can, yes,” said Kylon. “But the Tower of Echedemos is west of the Pyramid, and you were on its eastern face.” He frowned. “I suppose the wind was coming from the west, even if you were on the Pyramid’s eastern side.”

      “Well, between the Sanctuary Stone and the defeat of Mhaalvorox,” said Eridys, “hopefully we shall neither see nor smell orcs within the walls of New Kyre ever again. Consort, you will need to address the Assembly. The Archons have sent me to amplify your voice when the time comes.” She offered an apologetic smile. “I’m afraid you will need to give at least a brief speech. There are too many wild rumors flying around about what happened with Mhaalvorox.”

      “Didn’t the Archons issue a proclamation about it?” said Kalliope.

      “They did,” said Eridys, “but they wish to hear it from an eyewitness. Since the eyewitness was the one who killed Mhaalvorox, all the better.” She hesitated. “Though…truly, it was a mighty deed, Consort. Mhaalvorox would have destroyed New Kyre. He took us all off guard, and if you had not understood the nature of his madness, I fear I would not be here right now. Likely none of us would.”

      “I am a valikarion,” said Caina. “I did only my duty and nothing more.”

      “Only your duty?” said Kalliope, incredulous. The others all looked at each other. “Gods of storm and brine, woman! You saved every child under the age of twelve in the city of New Kyre. The Kyracian people would have ceased to exist if you had not acted.” She shook her head. “Only your duty. If everyone did only their duty as well as you, the world would be a paradise.”

      “You’ll have to forgive the Balarigar her reflexive modesty,” said Calvia. “She used to be a spy, so she doesn’t like taking credit for anything.”

      Caina turned an exasperated look towards her half-sister, but before she could say anything, the voice of Tiraedes Cyrsalos rolled over the Agora. The Lord Speaker of the Assembly stood before his seat, another priestess of the Surge standing next to him and using a spell to amplify his voice.

      “Men and women of the Assembly of New Kyre, be seated and come to order,” said Tiraedes. “This emergency session of the Assembly has been convened to address the dire threats our city faces on all sides. New Kyre has battled perils as severe as these before, and we have prevailed. Yet we will not achieve victory without unity of purpose and deed.”

      “The first matter to be addressed, Lord Speaker,” said Eirenea. “The strange attack upon the children of our city three days ago, accompanied by the storm of necromantic sorcery that covered the sky. We have issued proclamations explaining the nature of these events, but the Assembly must hear from eyewitnesses the true account of that day’s evil deeds.”

      “I agree,” said Tiraedes. “Caina Kardamnos, Consort of House Kardamnos, the Assembly summons you to testify about the events of that day.”

      Caina stepped forward, and Eridys cast the spell to amplify her voice. Kalliope listened as Caina gave a brief description of what had happened, starting with the murder of Galene Tritos and ending with Mhaalvorox killing himself in the Tower of Laodamnas.

      Utter silence hung over the Agora as Caina spoke.

      Kalliope thought it was the quietest she had ever heard the Agora. Perhaps it was not surprising. The dread that she had felt as the eyes of her children filled with darkness had been shared with nearly every member of the Assembly.

      “What became of the body of this orcish sorcerer Mhaalvorox?” said Lord Alcios Kalliades.

      “Lady Bellophoros arranged for it to be transported to the Iramisian loremasters, along with his staff,” said Caina. “They were too dangerous to be left in the city, and frankly they are dangerous to anyone who comes across them.”

      That wasn’t the entire truth. The Cataphract had devised a method for using the crystal shards from the hearts of orcish sorcerers to access the Liminal Temple. Caina hoped they could use that to access the Temple. If the Liminal Temple was destroyed, the serpent priests would lose their way to reach this world, and Kalliope’s children would finally be safe.

      Well. Safer, anyway, until the Caphtori were repulsed and the orcish army was defeated.

      “It is clear that the Consort of House Kardamnos saved both the city and our children from a very dire fate,” said Tiraedes. “Consequently, by unanimous acclaim, the Archons have voted to extend the official thanks of the Kyracian Assembly to Caina Kardamnos. A statue and inscription shall be raised in her honor in the Agora of Archons, and any merchant enterprise she controls will be exempt from taxes for the rest of her natural life.”

      Caina’s face remained calm, but Kalliope knew her well enough by now to recognize the brief twinge of discomfort. As Calvia had pointed out, Caina had been a spy for a long time, and recognition was a dangerous thing for a spy. But Caina had saved Kalliope’s children, and as far as Kalliope was concerned, Caina deserved a statue in the Agora of Archons among the other great heroes of the Kyracian people.

      “I did only my duty, Lord Speaker,” said Caina, “but I am humbled and grateful for the regard of the Kyracian people.”

      “One danger has been defeated, but others remain,” said Tiraedes. “As you all know, a great fleet of Caphtori warships approaches our city. But we have just learned of a new threat. An army of thirty thousand orcs has emerged from the ruins of Tell Lagash and marches west. Soon they will reach the walls of the city.” A murmur rose from the Assembly and the crowd in the Agora, but Tiraedes kept speaking. “With the Sanctuary Stone blocking the serpent men from opening portals within the city, it seems the enemy has summoned an army and will attack our walls even as the Krakens strike from the sea.”

      “Can we stand against such a force?” said one of the other Archons.

      “We have no choice,” said Eirenea. “We were all here when Tyndarion betrayed us and the orcs attacked the Assembly. The serpent men mean to take New Kyre for themselves. We will fight and prevail, or we will perish. There is no other option.”

      “Yet the situation may not be as dire as it appears,” said Lord Alcios. “Lord Kylon and Lord Democles have gathered the fleet, and our soldiers will sail with them. Yet even with the ships of the Houses gathered, we still have too many soldiers.”

      “I was unaware,” said Eirenea, “that having too many armed men to defend ourselves was going to be a problem.”

      “We have too many soldiers to fit them aboard the fleet,” amended Alcios. “A Kyracian trireme can only carry so many men in battle if it is to retain maneuverability and speed. We have enough soldiers to equip the fleet for the fight against the Krakens and to defend the walls against the orcish host.”

      “How many men will we be able to send to the walls?” said Tiraedes.

      “About six thousand,” said Alcios.

      That eased Kalliope’s fears somewhat, though not entirely. She was no soldier, but she did know that it was far easier to defend a fortified position than it was to attack it, and the walls of New Kyre were strong enough that a smaller group of soldiers could hold off a far larger group of attackers.

      “Of course,” continued Alcios, “it will depend upon what kind of siege engines the orcs can prepare or muster. Thankfully, our own siege engines are ready to face the foe.” He looked back to scowl up at the Assembly. “And, as I recall, some of you complained at considerable length about the expense of maintaining the engines upon the walls. I should remind you, once again, that the city’s walls and the siege engines upon them have done as much to preserve the Kyracian people as the fleet.”

      “That is not in dispute, Lord Alcios,” said Tiraedes before an argument could begin. “Since we are about to come under attack from land and sea, the simple fact is that both our fleet and the walls are necessary for our city’s survival. You shall have command of our defense on the walls. Lord Lysikas Agramemnos?”

      “I am here, Lord Speaker,” said Kalliope’s father from where he stood with the soldiers of House Agramemnos. She felt a flicker of worry pass through her. He had recovered well from the head injury he had sustained during Tyndarion’s betrayal, and he seemed his usual vigorous self. For that matter, he had fought hard during Mhaalvorox’s attack on the city. Kyracian stormdancers were resilient. Yet Kalliope could not deny that her father was an old man, and she wondered how he would bear up under the strain of the coming days.

      “The Assembly has chosen you to command our fleet in the battle against the Krakens,” said Tiraedes. “Lord Kylon Kardamnos and Lord Democles Tritos will be your chief lieutenants. Do you accept this charge?”

      “I do,” said Lysikas. “In the name of our gods, before the Assembly of the Kyracian people, I swear that I shall lead our fleet to victory or perish in the attempt.”

      Kalliope shivered a little at the last words.

      She didn’t want to see her father die in battle. She very much did not want to see her children die on the knives of Cult assassins. Kalliope knew that she wasn’t a coward. She hadn’t quailed from the dangers she had faced over the last few months. But she wasn’t a warrior like Kylon and her father or in possession of a cold, calculating brain the way that Caina and Calvia were.

      Kalliope wasn’t suited for this, and she knew it.

      What she wanted to do was live quietly and raise her children. Perhaps have some more children, though that would require finding a father for them, which was a thought she disliked. Kalliope was a daughter of House Agramemnos, and the idea of submitting to anyone didn’t please her.

      She pushed the thought aside. There was no sense in worrying about the future until she knew if there was actually going to be a future.

      “When do you advise that the fleet depart to confront the Krakens?” said Tiraedes.

      “Tomorrow, my lords,” said Lysikas. “We are still taking on supplies, and it will take some hours yet to ferry all the soldiers to the triremes. I expect we shall be ready to sail by tomorrow morning. Then we can engage the Kraken fleet some distance from the city. We should have the advantage, for those waters are more familiar to us than they are to the Krakens. I expect we shall engage them near the southeastern coast of Sinax Island.”

      Kalliope was familiar with the island and had sailed past it several times when she had served as a stormsinger aboard the triremes of House Agramemnos. There were numerous islands scattered through the sea west of New Kyre, and the largest of them, like Kyrant, hosted small cities, colonies of New Kyre. Sinax Island was an inhospitable strip of rock about two miles wide and five miles long, the soil too stony to support agriculture. The island was home to flocks of seabirds, lots of rocks, and not much else. Stony reefs surrounded the island, making approach difficult, though the reefs had all been charted long ago.

      That would give some advantages to the Kyracian defenders.

      The session of the Assembly continued for another hour and a half, with various lieutenants appointed for both Lord Alcios and the commanders of the fleet. The Archons issued the official decree for the mobilization of every free man wealthy enough to equip himself with armor and weapons. Most of the city’s defense would come from the professional soldiers of the Houses, but by law every free man with enough income to afford arms and armor was required to keep them and train on a regular basis. According to Kalliope’s father, such soldiers were only marginally skilled compared to the trained fighters of a noble House, but they would still be useful in holding the wall against the orcs.

      Kalliope expected that she would be among the stormsingers sent to the wall. A group of stormsingers gathered together could use spells of lightning and ice to do significant harm to hostile soldiers.

      Nikarion and Zoe began fidgeting as the session of the Assembly drew to its close. She soothed them as best she could, but this was part of their education, and they needed to be here. They were both nobles of New Kyre, descendants of two of the city’s most powerful Houses. They needed to know how the Assembly worked, and they would one day sit in the Assembly or perhaps be elected to serve a term as one of the nine Archons.

      If the Cult did not find some clever way of getting at her children to open the Great Bridge for their serpent masters.

      “Then this session of the Assembly is adjourned,” said Lord Tiraedes. “Captains, proceed to your commands. We know what must be done to defend our city. Let us proceed about our work with vigor.”

      Kalliope let out a breath as the Archons left the dais.

      “Are we going home soon, Mother?” said Zoe, her tone just on the edge of whiny.

      “Yes,” said Kalliope, some part of her noting that the children now considered the Tower of Kardamnos home. Assassins had never tried to kill them in the Tower of Kardamnos, so perhaps that made sense.

      She turned her head and saw Caina speaking with an Iramisian soldier in a white cloak and gleaming armor. Kalliope looked closer, trying to see if it was in fact one of the elves, but she realized it was in fact an Iramisian soldier.

      “Are you going to take the children back to the Tower of Kardamnos now?” said Kylon.

      Kalliope nodded. “I am. Are you and Caina going to the Iramisian embassy?”

      “We are,” said Kylon. “It seems the Cataphract has news for us.”

      Kalliope hoped that was a good sign.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            AN ORCISH HEART

          

        

      

    

    
      Caina set off for the Iramisian embassy with Kylon and Calvia.

      Of course, Kylon was the High Seat of House Kardamnos, and Calvia was the High Seat of House Bellophoros. It was expected that the High Seats of Kyracian Houses would take boats rather than walk on foot. Caina would very much have preferred to walk since it would have been faster, and she felt a gnawing sense of urgency. The enemy was coming by land and sea, and if the Cataphract had discovered something they could use, Caina needed it as soon as possible.

      That said, she recognized the need for Kylon to maintain his authority. Caina had spent enough time around nobles and monarchs to realize that political power was half smoke and mirrors and half showmanship. People followed their lords because they thought it was the proper and natural order of things. In the Empire, nobles rode on horseback or took carriages in the larger cities, and in New Kyre, nobles and their retinues took boats through the canals. Breaking those traditions would diminish a noble’s authority in the eyes of his followers, so they took the canal boat to the Agora of Foreigners.

      Even if it would be faster just to bloody walk there.

      “So you’re going to have a statue,” said Calvia.

      Caina sighed. “Don’t remind me.”

      “It’s a great honor,” said Kylon. “I don’t think the Assembly has voted to add a statue to the Agora of Archons since I was a child.”

      “I won’t decline the honor,” said Caina. “But by the Divine. I was a Ghost nightfighter, a spy. I’m not supposed to have statues in public squares.”

      “Given what you stopped from happening,” said Kylon, “you deserve a statue and more.”

      “If it helps,” said Calvia, “people are likely to mistake the statue for me.”

      Caina and Kylon both looked at her.

      Calvia smiled. “People keep telling us we look like twins, even though we had different fathers.”

      “There we go,” said Caina. “You can have the statue for convincing the Assembly to lift Kylon’s exile, thereby providing the Kyracian people with the champion they need in this hour of trial.”

      She was relieved that Kylon laughed a little at that. “And we overlook all the bribery and financial manipulations?”

      “My dear lord Kylon, history is written by those who triumph,” said Calvia. “If a king wins a war, he’s not remembered as a thug and a plunderer, but as a wise and prudent statesman who unified his realm and brought peace. Like Caina, I would prefer not to be remembered at all. But if I am, it will be as a wise counselor who arranged things behind the scenes, and I’ll be remembered because we won.” She shrugged. “If we lose, I doubt the Rhadamathi are the sort to preserve their records of their conquered peoples.”

      “Indeed,” said Caina, remembering the library she had seen in the Liminal Temple. About half the books had been written in the script of the serpent men, but the rest she had recognized – Caerish and High Nighmarian and Anshani and other languages of the civilized world. No doubt the serpent men had needed those books to help them understand the world they wished to conquer, but if they triumphed, they would have no further need of such things.

      No, the books would be written to glorify Rhadamathar, to make it seem as if humanity had always sought the guidance of the serpent men. The new rulers of the world would be men and women like Ardakh and Sethroza, satraps of the serpent men who would have no qualms about murdering thousands if their masters commanded it.

      That reminded Caina of something else.

      “Before you depart with the fleet tomorrow,” said Caina, “could you speak with Alcios Kalliades?”

      “Certainly,” said Kylon. “What do you want me to discuss with him?”

      “Extra vigilance on the Gate of Foreigners, and all the other gates,” said Caina. “I know Ardakh and Sethroza are somewhere in the city, and probably a few other Fangs of the Serpent. But finding a few people in a city the size of New Kyre is nearly impossible. They’re going to try to open the gates when the orcs attack. I would speak to him myself, but Lord Alcios is more likely to listen to you.”

      “I will speak with him,” said Kylon. “Likely the Archons will want to talk to Lord Lysikas and the other commanders before we depart tomorrow.”

      “I can help with that as well,” said Calvia. “Several of the Houses in my debt will be under Lord Alcios’s command and shall provide soldiers for the defense of the wall. I will remind their High Seats to exercise vigilance.”

      “That will be helpful,” said Caina. “Thank you both.”

      “I’ve put a lot of work into New Kyre,” said Calvia. “I would rather not see it all burn down.”

      By then, the boats had reached the end of the canal that led to the Agora of Foreigners. The boatmen maneuvered to a quay, and one of Kylon’s soldiers paid them. In this part of the city, the level of the canal was a good ten feet below the level of the street, and Caina walked carefully up the steep stairs from the quay. She was wearing high-heeled sandals appropriate for a meeting of the Assembly, and she did not want to lose her balance and plunge into the canal’s foul waters.

      The Agora of Foreigners stretched before her.

      It was a vast market square filled with rows and rows of stalls and lined with shops and taverns. The smell of a dozen different cooking foods came to Caina’s nose (thankfully drowning out the less pleasant odor of the canal), and the background murmur of a thousand voices. Not even the impending attack of the Kraken fleet could slow commerce.

      Though she supposed the orcish army approaching from the east might do it, given that the orcs would kill any merchant caravans or travelers they found on the road. Caina supposed that this might be the last normal day in the Agora of Foreigners for a long time, given that she expected panicked villagers to start pouring into the city at any moment.

      It was a grim thought. She had seen the aftermath of that kind of warfare in the eastern Empire. Caina had been in Rasadda for the final battle of the war against the Umbarians, and the city had been full of haggard, desperate people, exhausted and terrified from the Umbarian Order’s brutal depredations. Calvia had financed the Empire’s side of the war through clever trading. The Umbarians had funded themselves by looting the eastern Empire, and when they had run out of places to loot, their army had started collapsing.

      If the serpent men conquered the world, Caina feared that they would make the Umbarians look like gentle masters by comparison.

      The rest of their escort of soldiers disembarked from the boat, and they set off across the Agora for the Iramisian embassy. Despite the crowds, they made good time. There was one benefit of having become the Consort of House Kardamnos. People saw the soldiers of House Kardamnos and House Bellophoros and hastened out of the way, clearing a path for them.

      The Iramisian embassy sat on the southern side of the Agora. Before the return of Iramis and the Ghosts’ alliance with the Cataphract, the embassy had been an inn catering to traveling merchants. The inn’s cellar contained a door to the Tower of the Cataphract, so the Prince of Iramis had purchased the building and made it into the Iramisian embassy to New Kyre. The Assembly had thought that a bit odd, but the Iramisians were respected enough that no one complained.

      Kylon and Calvia bade their soldiers to wait outside. Caina followed her husband and half-sister across the courtyard and into the embassy’s main room. It had once been the common room of the inn but now served as a scriptorium where scribes worked on the endless correspondence of an ambassador.

      Lord Rhajorian, the Iramisian ambassador to the Assembly of New Kyre, greeted them. Caina had seen him in the crowds at the Agora of Archons, watching the meeting of the Assembly with other high-ranking guests. He was a dignified man in purple and white robes, his white hair and beard giving him an air of wisdom. Actual proof of his wisdom came from the fact that he had not offended any of the Archons or the chief nobles of the Assembly.

      “Lord Kylon, welcome back to New Kyre,” said Rhajorian. “It is regrettable that you must depart again so soon.”

      “I hope to return victorious,” said Kylon. “The Sanctuary Stone was a noble gift from the Prince, and will do much to defend New Kyre in the coming days.”

      “The Prince and the high loremasters say the serpent men and the orcs are the common enemy of all humanity,” said Rhajorian. “Recent events have proven them correct.” He turned to Caina. “Liberator, you are here at the Lord Cataphract’s summons?”

      “I am,” said Caina.

      “That is well,” said Rhajorian. “His messenger seemed eager for your presence. Perhaps the Cataphract has devised some method we can employ against the enemy.”

      “Neither the Cataphract nor the Warmaiden likes to take any credit for it,” said Caina, “but the Sanctuary Stone was partly their idea.”

      Rhajorian nodded. “No doubt they can do good more effectively from the shadows.”

      That had been Caina’s approach once, to remain anonymous and invisible, and now the Assembly of New Kyre had just unanimously voted her a statue and remission from taxes. She hadn’t chosen to come out of the shadows. Events had forced her hand again and again, and it was clear her time of anonymity was done. The sensible course was to just accept it and get on with things.

      Thankfully, if she really needed to be anonymous, the skills of disguise Theodosia had taught her all those years ago would come in handy.

      “The Cataphract and the Warmaiden are half-forgotten figures from the past of the Empire and the Ulkaar,” said Caina, “and I expect they would prefer to remain that way. But if you will forgive us, we must speak with them as soon as possible.”

      “Of course,” said Rhajorian. “The business of warfare waits for no man. Or woman, for that matter.”

      They descended to the cellar, which still looked like the cellar of many other inns and taverns that Caina had visited over the years. It had stone walls, with pillars supporting the floor of the common room overhead. The door to the Tower of the Cataphract rested in one of the walls, its black stone stark against the surrounding blocks. The Iramisian glyphs carved into the door occasionally flickered with pale white light.

      “Ready?” said Caina.

      Kylon nodded, reached back, and took Calvia’s hand. Caina took Kylon’s hand, and she saw the faint shift in his expression as he was suddenly able to sense her emotional state. She hoped it did not trouble him too much. Considering he would be one of the commanders of the fleet that would sail against the Krakens tomorrow, there was likely already a great deal on his mind.

      To say nothing of everything that had happened while he had been gone.

      “Crossing through the Hall of Gates always seems like a very strange children’s game,” said Calvia.

      “One with serious stakes,” said Caina. “Speaking of which, it’s time to play. Don’t open your eyes until I give the word.”

      Kylon and Calvia both closed their eyes, and Caina reached out with her free hand and touched the stone door. Despite its massive bulk, it swung open beneath her fingers. Beyond was a large hall with a floor of polished green stone and walls and a vaulted ceiling of more black rock. Additional doors stood in the walls, their surfaces likewise carved with Iramisian glyphs.

      “Eyes closed until I give the word?” said Caina. Both Kylon and Calvia nodded.

      She looked at them and felt a little flutter of fear. Caina was a valikarion, so traveling through the Hall of Gates posed no danger to her. But the Cataphract had not wanted his Tower misused, and so he had laid deadly wards over the Hall. The wards attacked the minds of anyone who entered the Hall without proper protection, reducing their victims to catatonic vegetables who eventually died of thirst. The only safe way for someone without the proper defenses was to walk through the Hall with their eyes closed, usually led by a valikarion.

      If Kylon or Calvia opened their eyes for even a fraction of a second, they would die.

      Kylon gave her hand a squeeze. Of course – she was touching him, which meant he could sense her emotions. And there was too much to do to stand here worrying about things. Caina took a deep breath, turned to the door, and led her husband and sister into the Hall of Gates.

      As soon as she stepped into the Hall, she saw the currents of sorcerous power around her with the vision of the valikarion, so bright it was as if the walls and the floor had been built of light. The Tower of the Cataphract was anchored halfway between the material world and the netherworld, and the spells required to achieve that were potent.

      Caina led Kylon and Calvia through the Hall and into the chamber beyond. It was a large round room, with the same floor of green marble and walls of dark stone. A domed ceiling rose overhead, and an iron staircase spiraled upward to an opening at the apex of the dome.

      A young woman in the white robe of an Iramisian loremaster stood at the base of the stairs, and she smiled. She had dark eyes and dark hair, and carried a pyrikon staff in her right hand.

      “We’re through,” said Caina.

      Kylon and Calvia opened their eyes.

      “Lord Kylon, Countess Kalthane, Countess Caina, welcome,” said Sophia Zomanek. She had been studying at the Towers of Lore in Iramis, but the high loremasters had given Sophia permission to help Caina against the Rhadamathi. Sophia had spent a good deal of time carrying messages back and forth from the Tower since she could cast the ward of the Words of Lore that let her enter the Hall of Gates without harm.

      “The Cataphract bade you to wait for us?” said Caina.

      “Aye,” said Sophia. “He and the Warmaiden have been studying Mhaalvorox’s staff and heart shard. They’ve learned…well, the Cataphract should probably tell you himself.” She turned and raised her voice. “We’re ready.”

      A portion of the floor rippled, and one of the Cataphract’s earth elementals rose from it. The creature stood about eight feet tall and was vaguely human-shaped, though its body had been fashioned from large pieces of jagged rock. The only features on its face were two large craters where the eyes would have been on a human, and golden fire burned in their depths. The Cataphract summoned and bound minor elementals like this for use as guardians and servants. Caina was never quite comfortable around them. She trusted the Cataphract, but her old distrust of sorcery remained, and she thought that elementals were better left in the netherworld. But the Emperor had relaxed the Magisterium’s ban on summoning lesser elementals since they had been useful against the Umbarian Order, so Caina found that her opinion on the subject was in the minority.

      The elemental lumbered down one of the corridors, and Caina and the others followed. The earth elemental, despite its hulking size, made no sound as it strode.

      “How are you feeling after…well, everything?” said Sophia.

      “Good enough,” said Caina. “Mhaalvorox didn’t hurt me that badly.” Kylon tensed a little but said nothing. “I lost quite a bit of blood, but that’s all. Kalliope has been insisting I eat beef and drink a lot of water to recover from it.”

      “You shall bankrupt House Kardamnos,” said Calvia. “Beef is so much more expensive that fish here. Some cattle broker is probably weeping with joy at his sudden good fortune.”

      “At least until he sees the orcish army approaching outside the walls,” said Kylon.

      “True. Fortune is a wheel that keeps turning.”

      Sophia turned a startled look back at them. “Orcish army?”
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