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      Caina is now a Ghost nightfighter, with the cunning of an elite spy and the skill of a master assassin.

      But this time, it might take more than that to keep her alive.

      Caina has been sent to hunt a murderous pyromancer, a master of fiery sorcery, and she soon discovers that more is at stake than just a few murders. 

      Because if she doesn't find the pyromancer soon, the entire world might burn.

      Starting with her...
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      Caina thought she might have to do some killing, so she dressed for business.

      In many tales, the Emperor’s Ghosts were always women of perilous beauty, clad in skin-tight black leather. Caina thought that ridiculous. Black leather made too much noise, and reflected too much light. Instead she wore loose black clothes, black gloves, and a black mask that concealed her face. Around her waist went a leather belt of throwing knives and other useful tools, and she secured a heavy dagger in each of her boots. 

      Next came the cloak. 

      Light as air and blacker than night, it was a wondrous thing. Halfdan had told her that only the Ghosts knew the making of these cloaks, fused together of spider silk and captured shadows. It mingled and blurred with the shadows around her, and when she pulled up the cowl, it made her face all but invisible. 

      Last, the ring.

      It was a man’s signet ring, heavy and thick; she wore it on the first finger of her left hand, beneath the glove. It was old and nicked, the sigil worn smooth with use. Unlike everything else Caina carried, it could not be used as a weapon, nor did it have a practical use. 

      But she wore it anyway.
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      Night lay over the city of Mors Crisius, and Caina glided from shadow to shadow.

      Long ago, she had been told, the city had been prosperous, built around the tomb and mortuary cult of some long-dead Emperor. But the city's harbor had worn away, bit by bit, and the merchant ships went instead to Rasadda. Mors Crisius had become a sleepy town of fishermen, farmers, and mortuary priests, and now only pirates and smugglers made use of its decaying harbor.

      Along with worse people.

      Caina stopped and stared at Vanio’s townhouse.

      It looked like the townhouse of a thousand other prosperous merchants. White walls, a roof of fired red tiles, a paved courtyard ringed within a low wall. It did not look at all like a home of a man who would kidnap fellow Imperial citizens and sell them as slaves.

      But, then, appearances lied. Caina knew that well. She took a deep breath and went to it. 

      She sprang up, caught one of the ornamental metal spikes crowning the wall, pulled herself up, and waited. The courtyard lay quiet, its flagstones worn and smooth, a fountain bubbling by the gate. One of Vanio’s watchmen strolled towards the house. He wore a studded leather jerkin, his belt heavy with sword and dagger. The watchman opened the main door and vanished into the house. No other guards emerged.

      Beneath the cowl and the mask, Caina’s lip curled. Vanio’s security was barely adequate to keep out common thieves, let alone one of the Emperor’s Ghosts. No doubt Vanio thought himself safe from the retribution his crimes had earned.

      Well, that might change, tonight.

      She counted to three hundred, but no other watchmen appeared, and she saw no signs of life from the house. Caina dropped into the courtyard, the black cloak pooling around her. A single light gleamed in one of the windows, no doubt where Vanio’s guards sat earning their keep. She crossed the courtyard and tried the front door. It was locked, of course, and the lock was a fine one, but Caina had seen worse. She knelt, pulled some tools from her belt, and set to work. 

      Her skill made short work of the lock. Caina pushed the door open as slowly as she could. Within she saw a darkened atrium, the floor covered in an expensive mosaic, but heard nothing.

      The smell hit her at once.

      Caina slipped into the atrium, pulling the door closed behind her. The smell was stronger in here, thicker and heavier. For a moment Caina thought that the house had caught fire, but she saw no smoke, no signs of panic. She had never smelled anything quite like it. It was a burnt, greasy odor, almost like fat dripping upon a fire. Or like burnt pork. 

      Burnt pork? Were the watchmen trying to cook something?

      Caina shook her head and crept into the townhouse, her boots making no sound against the floor. She glanced around, and noted that Vanio had done quite well for himself. Like so many of these provincial merchants, he had done his utmost to copy the High Nighmarian style. The mosaic beneath her feet showed the Emperor Crisius triumphing over Corazain the Ashbringer. Freestanding marble statues littered the halls, along with busts resting in niches, all copies of famous artworks in the capital. The statuary alone must cost twice what every fisherman in Mors Crisius earned in a year, and the rare woods in the doors had come from the forests of Varia Province on the other side of the Empire of Nighmar. 

      Someone like Vanio could not make that kind of money doing something honest. 

      Caina crept through a dining room, the gleaming table set with polished silver, and found the stairs. She had reached the landing when she heard the voices, saw the gleam of light. Caina sank into a corner, her cloak blending with the shadows, and waited. The voices came louder, and Caina realized that two men stood at the top of the stairs, one of them holding a lantern. The watchmen, most likely. 

      They were speaking in Saddaic. Fortunately, she knew the tongue. 

      “What in hell’s name is that stink?”

      “Damned if I know,” said a second man. “You did the last walk. Are they cooking anything?”

      “It’s past midnight! All of Vanio’s servants are lazy dogs. You’ll not see any of them out of bed before dawn.” 

      “Something must be burning.”

      “I told you,” said the first man, irritated, “I already walked around the house. I didn’t see any smoke. The house is not on fire.” 

      “Then why is the smell getting worse?”

      The first man spat. “Must be coming from one of the inns. Cooking a pig for tomorrow’s stew or something. What of it? It’s no concern of ours.”

      “The nearest inn’s a half-mile away! Something’s burning, I tell you. Maybe we should wake old Vanio.”

      “Are you mad? You know how that greedy bastard loves his sleep. Wake him now and we’ll be out of work before dawn. Do you want to go back to work on a fishing boat? Or into the Legions? No, we’ll do nothing, and that’s that.”

      “I still think something’s burning,” said the second man. “What if something is on fire? Do you think Vanio’ll keep us on if we let his house burn down?”

      “Damn you, nothing’s on fire,” said the first man. “You worry worse than an old woman. But if it’ll shut you up, we’ll go look.” Boots clicked against the stairs.

      Caina flung herself backwards, rolled over the landing’s railing, and ducked under the massive table. She slipped a throwing knife from her belt, the blade tucked against her gloved hand to hide its gleam. Two of them. Not good. She adjusted her grip on the blade and braced herself.

      The watchmen came down the stairs, and Caina saw that there were in fact three of them. The third man, older than the other two, hadn’t opened his mouth. The first watchman carried a lantern, and all three wore studded leather jerkins and carried swords and daggers on their belts.

      For a moment Caina thought they would see her. The watchman lifted his lantern, throwing shadows across the dining hall, and Caina remained motionless. They walked past her, and their eyes glanced over the table without alarm. Caina blinked in surprised relief. She heard them open the front door and walk into the courtyard. Apparently they hadn’t noticed the opened lock.

      Caina hurried up the stairs, cloak flowing behind her. The stairs opened into a narrow upstairs hallway, with two doors on the left and one on the right. She had spied out Vanio’s townhouse yesterday, and knew that the left doors opened into the study and the solar, while the right door lead to Vanio’s bedchamber. 

      The burnt smell was very strong up here, almost overpowering. The air almost tasted of it, even through her mask. No wonder the watchmen had complained. Caina crossed the hall, listened at the study door for a moment, and swung it open. 

      The study shared the townhouse’s ostentatious opulence. The shelves held the sort of works an educated man was expected to own; histories of the Nighmarian Empire, lives of the Emperors, treatises on oratory and virtue. A thin layer of dust covered most of the books, except for a trio of weighty histories in the corner. She pushed aside the books, and saw the gleam of a safe built into the wall.

      Caina grinned, produced her tools, and got to work. The safe, like the lock on the front door, was excellent work, but Caina had seen better. After a short time, she tugged and the door swung open. Only one thing lay in the safe, a battered merchant’s ledger, worn with much use. Caina took the ledger, carried it to the window, and flipped through the pages. 

      Her mouth tightened into a hard line. The ledger detailed Vanio’s inventory of slaves. It seemed that he specialized in buying children at cut-rate prices from impoverished peasant farmers, and selling them at an enormous profit to the Carthian and Alqaarin merchants who dealt in such things. He also turned a substantial profit dealing in artworks, old Saddai and Kyracian artifacts and the like, but the bulk of his money came from selling children. Caina closed the ledger, her hand twitching towards the knives in her belt. A short detour on her way out, a quick slash of her knife, and the villainous scum would die choking in his own blood…

      No. Not yet. Halfdan had only wanted evidence, not blood. And the Emperor had declared slaving a crime against the Empire, and the penalty for a crime against the Empire was worse than anything Caina had time to inflict upon Vanio now. She closed the safe, replaced the books, tucked the ledger under her arm, and made for the door.

      She stepped into the hallway just in time to see the watchmen come up the stairs. 

      Caina froze in the doorway. For a moment she thought the watchmen wouldn’t see her. They were arguing about the smell again, and none of them even glanced towards the study door. 

      “I’m telling you,” said the man in the lead, “that damned smell is worse! Where the hell is that coming from?” He looked around, glancing at the study door. 

      His eyes got wide.

      “Gods!” he said, fumbling for his sword, “what the hell is…”

      Caina stepped forward and flung a knife, her foot forward, her arm thrown back, her back arched. Her entire body snapped like a bowstring. The knife hurtled forward and buried itself in the man’s throat. He fell to his knees, gagging. The other two watchmen leapt past the fallen man, yanking their swords from their scabbards. Caina threw the heavy ledger. It caught the older man in the face, and he stumbled back with a curse, bouncing off the door to Vanio’s bedchamber.

      The last man ran at her, his sword a silvery blur. 

      Caina stepped back and yanked the daggers from her boots. She did not want to take the man in a fair fight. She had trained with short blades for years, along with the open-handed fighting style favored by the Ghosts. She was quick and agile, but she was not a large woman, and she simply did not have the raw strength to fight toe-to-toe with most men.

      No matter. She had learned long ago that to fight fair was to lose.

      The sword came towards her head, and Caina caught it in a cross-parry between her daggers, her arms straining with the effort. Her left foot lashed out and slammed hard into the man’s knee. He gasped with pain, leaning forward, and Caina disengaged and whirled to the side. The watchman stumbled forward, and as he did Caina slashed with her right hand. The blade opened the artery in his neck, and the watchman toppled, blood spurting between his fingers as he vainly tried to stem the flow. 

      Caina turned just in time to meet the older, silent watchman’s attack. He came at her with both sword and dagger, and he knew how to use his weapons. Caina retreated before his advance, her blades working to beat aside his attacks. She sent a knife spinning for his face, but a flick of his sword sent the blade clattering to the floor. Sooner or later he would pin her against a wall, and that would be that. 

      In a fair fight.

      Caina reached up and undid the black silver brooch that pinned her cloak. It came loose and dangled from her right hand, a drape of shadow billowing from her arm. The watchman stopped, frowning at her, and Caina flung the cloak at his face. He sneered and slashed his dagger to knock the cloak aside.

      But mundane steel passed through the shadow-spun cloak without touching it, and the black cloth fell over him. He snarled in fury and clawed at his face, his sword sweeping back and forth before him. Caina ducked below the waving sword and drove her dagger into his gut. The watchman screamed and fell to his knees, the cloak slipping from his face, and Caina dragged her blade across his throat.

      He joined the others on the floor a few seconds later, his blood pooling across the tiles. 

      Caina retrieved her cloak and stood, breathing hard. She stared down at the bodies, and the blood staining the floor and walls. They would have killed her, and not thought twice about it. Yet her stomach still twisted with nausea. Suddenly she was eleven years old again, and she saw the men lying sprawled on the floor of her father’s library, their glassy eyes staring at the ceiling…

      Later. The noise might have woken the servants. And there was no way Vanio could have slept through the racket. She had to get out of here now. Caina retrieved her knives, picked up the dropped ledger, and started for their stairs.

      And stopped.

      The burnt smell was stronger. Much stronger. Almost overpowering. Caina turned, puzzled. She saw that the door to Vanio’s bedchamber stood partway open. For a moment she thought Vanio himself had opened it, but the door must have been knocked ajar during the fight. 

      The burnt smell poured out through the open door. 

      Caina hesitated for a heartbeat. She ought to get out of the townhouse, now, before someone discovered the bodies. Yet that smell. Had Vanio taken to burning pork in his bedchamber? It made no sense, and Caina did not like things that made no sense. 

      She pushed the door open the rest of the way and glided into the bedchamber.

      If the townhouse was opulent, the bedchamber was palatial. Her boots sank into a rich, thick carpet. Tapestries hung from the walls, and the wooden furniture gleamed. A massive double bed stood in the center of the room, draped in curtains. The smell was very bad in here, almost overpowering.

      It was coming from the bed.

      Again another memory from that awful day came to her, as she crossed her father’s study, her heart pounding with terror, towards the chair at his desk…

      Caina shook aside the memory. She crossed the room, flung open the curtains, and found the source of the awful stench.

      Vanio himself lay sprawled across the silken sheets.

      Or, rather, what was left of Vanio.

      His corpulent body had been reduced to a twisted mass of black char, his fingers curled into shriveled claws, his mouth yawning in an eternal scream, his eyes and nose blackened pits. His teeth seemed shockingly white in the black ruin of his face. The smell rolled off his charred flesh in nauseating waves. Grease seeped from red cracks in his torso, staining into the silken sheets. 

      Impossible. 

      Caina stepped back, staring at the gruesome corpse. Vanio looked as if he had been roasted atop a pyre, or burned at the stake. Yet she saw no fire damage to the bed or the room, no smoke stains on the walls. Had he been burned elsewhere and carried here? That made no sense either. Caina had been able to sneak into the townhouse, but she doubted a pair of men carrying a charred corpse could have managed the same feat. 

      Her mouth tightened. That left only…

      “Murder!” shrieked a woman’s voice from the hallway. One of the maids, no doubt. “Murder! Murder! Master Vanio!”

      Time to go.

      Caina tore the curtain from the bed, wrapped her fist in it, and smashed the window. Leaded glass fell in a rain to the courtyard below. She threw the ledger out the window, and then went through herself, finding easy footholds in the townhouse’s stonework. More lights came on in the windows, and Caina heard more shouts, followed by a shrill scream from the broken window. 

      No doubt the poor maid had found Vanio’s corpse. 

      Caina dropped into the courtyard, retrieved the ledger, and scrambled over the wall. More screams and panicked shouts came from the house, but it didn’t sound as if anyone had spotted her. Caina had only wanted to get in and out with Vanio’s ledger, and she hadn’t wanted to kill anyone. How had things gone so wrong?

      Well. She hadn’t planned on finding a charred corpse, for one thing.

      Caina broke into a full run, the cloak billowing out behind her like a living shadow.
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      A run across Mors Crisius took Caina to the Caravaners’ Inn.

      It sat on one side of the city’s dusty caravanserai, a rambling pile of whitewashed walls, squared timbers, and red clay roofing tiles. The place could have held two hundred men with ample room to spare. Of course, caravans rarely came through the city now, and hardly anyone stayed at the Caravaners’ Inn.

      Halfdan liked it that way. When they had come to the city a month past, he had bought the Inn from its previous owner, and it now served as the Ghosts' local headquarters. 

      Caina hurried across the dark, dusty square, passed the Inn’s closed front doors, and came to a small door in the back. She rapped twice on the door with the handle of her knife, then thrice, and then twice more. Nothing happened for a few moments. Then an iron plate rattled aside. A thin shaft of firelight stabbed into the darkness.

      It gleamed on the razor-edged tip of a crossbow quarrel.

      “Sign?” rasped a man’s voice, low and harsh.

      “There are Ghosts in the shadows,” said Caina, reciting the countersign in High Nighmarian, the formal language of the Imperial court, “and let the tyrants tremble in their beds, for the shadows are ever watchful.”

      The heavy door swung open. 

      A hulking man stood on the threshold, his face half-hidden beneath locks of greasy gray hair. His scarred arms were heavy with muscle, and he carried a massive crossbow drawn and ready. He stared at her for a moment, eyes glittering beneath his lank hair, and then jerked his head. 

      “Halfdan,” said Caina, stepping inside.

      “You’re late, girl,” said her circlemaster, closing the door and redoing the locks. He switched to the common Caerish tongue. “I expected you back an hour past.”

      “There were complications,” said Caina in the same language.

      “There are always complications,” said Halfdan. “Did you get the evidence?”

      Caina held up the ledger. Halfdan took it, flipped through the pages, and nodded to himself once. “Good. Very good. This is just what we need. When some anonymous fellow takes this evidence to the magistrate, Vanio will go to the sword for his crimes.”

      “That will be unnecessary,” said Caina.

      Halfdan stared at her for a moment. “I happened to hear the alarm bells in the mortuary temple ringing a short time ago. Murder, I would guess. Did you have something to do with that?”

      Caina sighed, drew back her hood, and nodded.

      “Is Vanio dead?” 

      “Yes.”

      Halfdan’s breath rasped through his nostrils. “I told you not to kill Vanio. With proper inducement the magistrate would have made an example of him. Now the people will think that a business rival murdered him, or that the slavers turned on him. Where is the justice in that?” 

      “I didn’t kill Vanio,” said Caina, pulling off her mask.

      “Who did you kill, then?” said Halfdan. “You killed someone. I can see it in your face.”

      “Some of the watchmen,” said Caina. She shook her head. “I got sloppy. I should have just gone out the window, but I ran into them in the hallway.”

      Halfdan scowled. “So Vanio yet lives, then? And now he is warned to our presence! We cannot spy for the Emperor if we reveal ourselves.”

      “No,” said Caina. “Vanio was dead when I found him.”

      “Dead?” said Halfdan, surprised. “How? I saw him walking the streets this very afternoon. Someone got to him before we did?” He scowled suddenly, and leaned towards to her. “You smell…burnt.” 

      “He was burned to death,” said Caina, voice soft.

      Halfdan blinked, and then his face went very still. Caina had trained under him, had worked under him for years, and she knew that meant trouble.

      “Burned?” he said.

      “Burned,” said Caina. “It looked as if he had been roasted over a fire for hours. I don’t understand it. There was no fire damage to the room, no smoke damage. Yet it didn’t look as if his corpse had been carried…”

      “It looked as if he had been burned to death right there,” said Halfdan, “but the room showed no damage. Is that it?”

      “Yes,” said Caina, “how did you know?” 

      Halfdan lifted a scarred hand. “Wait.” A flicker of worry went through his face. “You will tell me everything. But with a clear head. I don’t want you to forget any details.” He beckoned, tucking the crossbow under one arm. “Come.” 

      Caina followed him down the narrow hallway. They went down a flight of stairs to the Inn’s common room, its ceiling supported by thick wooden pillars. Casks of wine rested against the stone walls, while wine bottles stood in neat racks, and a fire crackled in a cavernous stone hearth. Caina sank wearily into a wooden chair, while Halfdan picked up a pair of goblets and crossed to one of the casks.

      “What will you have?”

      “I don’t care,” said Caina. “So long as it’s mixed.”  Halfdan opened one of the casks and began filling the goblets. Caina did not know what Halfdan had done before he had joined the Emperor’s Ghosts, but she had a strong suspicion that he had been a vintner. He knew more about wine than any man she had ever met. 

      She did not know how his old life had ended and his new life as a circlemaster of the Ghosts had begun, but the scars on his arms suggested that experience had not been pleasant. 

      Nor had Caina’s. 

      “Mixed?” said Halfdan, cutting into her thoughts. “That ruins the palate.”

      “Mixed,” said Caina. 

      “You brood too much, girl.”

      “I cannot argue. And alcohol makes me brood. So mixed wine.” 

      “Suit yourself,” said Halfdan. He handed her a goblet. Caina took it and drank. It did feel cool and pleasant against her throat, and the aroma helped drown out the stench of burned flesh that still clung to her.  

      “Thank you.”

      “Now,” said Halfdan, settling into another chair. “Tell me everything. Leave nothing out.”

      She told him. She described the townhouse, the watchmen, the safe and the ledger, and the sharp, vicious fight in the upstairs hallway. Halfdan listened without interrupting, and at last she came to Vanio’s charred corpse.

      “So you could smell it the entire time?” said Halfdan.

      “Yes.”

      “Recent, then,” said Halfdan. “And no damage to the room?”

      “No,” said Caina. “He was a big man. Three hundred pounds, at least. Yet he’d been burned down to a husk. A fire like that should have reduced that house to ashes. And yet there weren’t even smoke stains on the walls.” 

      “So his body was moved into the room, then.”

      “No,” said Caina again. “No. There were no char marks on the floor.” She frowned, watching the wine ripple within the goblet. “And he had been…cooked. There was grease pooling beneath him, staining the sheets. I did not see any grease on the floor.”

      Halfdan grunted, took a long swallow of wine. “Could it have been cleaned up?”

      Caina scoffed. “That carpet he had on the floor? It would take a dozen maids all day to clean that carpet. I don’t see how it could have been cleaned. Especially if Vanio had only been dead for a few hours.”

      “Very well,” said Halfdan. He glanced at the door, then back at her. “Then we have a man burned to death in his bed, with no damage to the bed or the room, and no signs that the body was moved. How, then, was Vanio killed?”

      Caina stared at the fire, rolling the goblet in her fingers.

      “I don’t know,” she said at last. 

      “Think it through. Have I not always told you that the mind is sharper than any blade?”

      Caina thought for a moment. “Sorcery.” Her voice hardened with contempt. “A brother of the Imperial Magisterium.”

      “But have you ever seen a magus do something like this?” said Halfdan. “Or even heard of it?”

      “No,” said Caina. She had seen magi use their arts to dominate the minds of others, to lift boulders with a thought, to cloak themselves in illusion and ward themselves from all harm. And to do worse things, but nothing like what had happened to Vanio. “No. The magi are villains, cowards, liars, and murderers, but I’ve never heard of a magus using fire. Isn’t that one of the arcane sciences forbidden to them?”

      Not that such a restriction would ever stop them, of course. She kept her voice level, but her thumb rubbed the heavy signet ring through her glove. 

      “So if the magi didn’t kill Vanio, who did?” said Halfdan.

      “I don’t know,” said Caina again.

      “Then it is our task to find out,” said Halfdan. “The Emperor himself has commanded it of us.”

      “The Emperor?” Caina sat up a little straighter. “Why should the Emperor care about some wretched slave merchant?” 

      “Vanio’s death is not an isolated aberration,” said Halfdan. “Do you know the city of Rasadda?”

      “I’ve never been there, but I know of it,” said Caina. She thought for a moment. “The capital of the Saddai Province. A week’s ride east of here, along the coast road. Shorter by ship. It used to be the capital of the old Saddai kingdom, before the Saddai became part of the Empire.” She frowned. “During…the War of the Second Empire, I think. In fact, old Crisius was the Emperor who conquered them. They built this city around his tomb and mortuary temple, didn’t they?”

      Halfdan nodded. “They did. And over the past year, twenty people have been found dead in Rasadda.”

      Caina stared at him.

      “All of them burned to death,” said Halfdan, “in much the same circumstances as you found Vanio. No trace of a fire, no sign that the bodies were moved, and yet still they were burned alive. You can see why the Emperor might take an interest.”

      “Twenty people?” said Caina. “How is that possible?”

      “We don’t know,” said Halfdan. “The Ghost circle in Rasadda became suspicious, and sent word to the high circlemasters in the capital, asking for assistance. You will be that assistance, girl.”

      “Me?” said Caina. “Why?”

      “Because you are good at finding things out,” said Halfdan, “and no one knows how or why these people have been killed. Sorcery of some sort must be involved, but we don’t know what kind.”

      “The Magisterium,” said Caina. “It’s plain enough. Some rogue magus dabbling in forbidden arts. It’s happened before, and it will happen again.”

      “Unlikely,” said Halfdan. “Have you ever heard of an order called the Ashbringers?”

      Caina frowned. “Yes. I…”

      The door to the Inn’s common room swung open.

      Halfdan had his crossbow leveled before Caina even had time to blink. “Sign?”

      The newcomer stopped, and Caina took a good look at him, her hand slipping beneath her cloak to a knife. The man looked like a killer, his face grim and weathered, his mouth a hard line, his hands marked with faint scars, his balding hair close-cropped. He wore a ragged red tunic, trousers, and worn boots, and a broadsword hung from his belt. 

      His eyes glittered like ice, or frosted steel, and Caina saw no fear in his face. Then his eyes met hers. For a moment the color drained from his face, and he took a half-step forward. Then he stopped, still staring at her, and something like desolation sank into his grim face. 

      “Sign?” said Halfdan. “I’d really prefer not to shoot you. The blood would take forever to mop up.” 

      There are Ghosts in the shadows,” said the man, speaking High Nighmarian with a heavy Caerish accent, “and let the tyrants tremble in their beds, for the shadows are ever watchful.”

      “You’re late. But good enough,” said Halfdan, setting the crossbow aside. 

      “That gets tiresome,” said the man in Caerish, stepping forward. He had excellent balance, and Caina guessed he knew how to use that broadsword. “You know who I am.”

      “Protocol is protocol,” said Halfdan, “and you should have come through the back door. You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you on sight.” He gestured at the casks. “Wine?”

      “Do you have any word?” said the man. “Any news at all?”

      “No,” said Halfdan. “I’m sorry.”

      The man nodded, his expression unchanging, and crossed to the wine casks. He filled a goblet and joined them at the table. His eyes flicked to Caina, cold and sharp, and then moved on, dismissing her. 

      Caina wondered what that had been about. 

      “You may call this man Ark,” said Halfdan. “He is a member of the Ghost circle in Rasadda, and will assist us.” He gestured at Caina. “For reasons that will soon become clear, there is no good reason for you to know this young woman’s name. She is a Ghost as well, of nightfighter rank, and you may call her the Countess Marianna Nereide.” 

      Caina outranked him. Ark’s left eye twitched, once, but he said nothing. She knew the name Marianna Nereide, as well; she had masqueraded as the Countess in the past, spying for the Ghosts. 

      “Now, Countess,” said Halfdan, “you were telling me about the Ashbringers.”

      A faint frown flickered across Ark’s face, but he remained silent.

      “I know very little,” said Caina. “Nothing more than what I have read about the history of the Empire, and what you told me about them. They were a band of sorcerer-priests, and they worshipped the Saddai god. The Living Flame, I think. Fire fueled their sorcery, and the Ashbringers were loathed for their brutality. They…tried to enslave all the world, but the Emperor founded the Magisterium to fight their sorcery, and the Ghosts to spy on them, and old Crisius wiped them out below the walls of Rasadda.” 

      “Very good,” said Halfdan.

      Caina shook her head. “That’s ancient history. Centuries gone. What does it matter? Does the Emperor think some Ashbringer has killed these people?” 

      “We don’t know,” said Halfdan. “But the Emperor wishes us to find out. Certainly the deaths match the ancient descriptions of the Ashbringers’ spells. If some zealous follower of the Living Flame has rediscovered the Ashbringers’ arts, the Empire itself could be in danger. The magi of the Magisterium are corrupt and wicked, but at least they do not practice forbidden arts, at least not openly. The Ashbringers did, and if the histories are correct, they were outright madmen, and murderous madmen at that.” He shrugged. “Certainly they should remain in the dust of history.”

      “If only the Magisterium could join them there,” said Caina. Ark gave her another appraising glance, but he remained silent. “But I am doubtful. The Magisterium governs the arcane sciences in the Empire, and they do not suffer rival practitioners. If some fool tried to become an Ashbringer, the magi would kill him within a month.” 

      “You do not understand, Countess,” said Ark, voice cold and soft. “The Ashbringers are gone, but the Saddai still worship the Living Flame, and they do not love the Empire. If someone appears, claiming to wield the powers of the Ashbringers…”

      “Revolt,” said Halfdan. 

      “Then what must we do?” said Caina. 

      “You will go to Rasadda and find the truth,” said Halfdan.

      “And if we do find this killer?” said Caina.

      Halfdan’s smile was cold, almost wolfish. “You know what must be done. And if the killer is indeed a practitioner of sorcery, I think you will enjoy doing it.” 

      “Yes,” said Caina, gazing back into her wine. For a moment rage filled her, such rage that she wanted to fling the goblet against the wall, but she closed her eyes and mastered herself. “Yes, I think I will.”

      “This is what you shall do,” said Halfdan. “In three days’ time a merchant caravan leaves for Rasadda.”

      “What are they carrying?” said Caina.

      “Salted fish,” said Halfdan. “The owners of the local fisheries think they can turn a greater profit by shipping overland. They will, if they avoid bandits, but that is not our concern. You will disguise yourself as the Countess Marianna Nereide and travel with the caravan to Rasadda.” He squinted at Ark. “You will act as her captain of guard. The role should suit you well enough, I think.”

      Ark nodded. 

      “How many maids will I have?” said Caina.

      “Three. And a coachman.”

      “Three?” said Caina, lifting an eyebrow. “The last time I played this part I had sixteen. And a butler besides.”

      “Your story is different this time,” said Halfdan. “It’s common for the sons and daughters of a noble House to go on a tour of the provinces. Except, in your case, your lord father is impoverished, and cannot supply you with a dowry. Therefore he hopes that during the tour, your beauty and wit will capture a suitable young man, preferably one with an ample supply of money.” He smiled that cold smile again. “And who will believe that a pretty, charming young Countess has a brain between her ears? You will have access to the wealthy and the powerful, and they might let something slip.” 

      Caina nodded. 

      “Ark will be your contact for the Ghost circle in Rasadda,” continued Halfdan. “They will be able to move among the commoners and the native Saddai, while you deal with the rich and the nobles.” He turned to Ark. “Listen well to our young Countess here. She’s quite clever.”

      Caina saw a flicker of doubt in the grim-faced man’s eyes, but he nodded. 

      “Countess, you’ll want to listen to Ark. He knows Rasadda and the Saddai quite well.” Halfdan’s cold smile flashed again. “And he’s quite a useful man to have in a fight.”

      Ark smiled once, showing his teeth.

      “Once we get to Rasadda,” said Caina, “where should we start?”

      “Go to the Inn of Mirrors, located in the great square outside the Imperial Basilica,” said Halfdan. “Ark knows the way, I’m sure. A man named Narmer will arrange rooms for you and await you there. He’s a member of the city’s Ghost circle. He will give you the latest news, and assist you in whatever way you deem necessary.” 

      “All right,” said Caina. She finished her wine and set the goblet aside. 

      “Get some rest,” said Halfdan. “We’ll want you to look the part of an Imperial Countess in the morning. After all, your servants have just deserted you, and you’re going to have to hire some new maids.” 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Caina went to her room and fell sleep. 

      When she slept, the same old dream returned to her. 

      She was a girl of eleven again, creeping through her father’s library, her heart pounding with terror. His chair faced the window, and she saw his limp hand resting on the armrest, the heavy signet ring glittering on his finger.

      As she had a thousand times before, she looked at his face.

      But this time his body erupted into raging, howling flames, his flesh melting in sizzling rivulets.
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      Three days later, Caina swept into to the Inn’s common room, her boots clicking against the stone floor. She wore the clothes of an Imperial noblewoman; a dark blue gown to match her eyes, the waist and bodice laced tight, the drooping sleeves marked with intricate embroidery. Jewels glittered on her fingers and at her throat, and her black hair had been done up in an elaborate crown of braids. When she had looked over herself in the mirror, she had been pleased to see that she looked the very image of an Imperial noblewoman of Nightmarian descent; haughty, pale, and proud.

      She still carried her father’s ring on a silver necklace. And she still kept a pair of daggers hidden in her boots. Caina never liked to go anywhere without at least one weapon. It made her uneasy. 

      The common room had filled up with teamsters and peddlers, all of them devouring breakfast and drinking cheap wine. Halfdan hurried from table to table, barking orders to the girls he had hired to serve tables. He played the part of the fawning innkeeper to the hilt. Caina swept across the room, her skirts swishing.

      “Innkeeper,” she said, interrupting his conversation with a trio of rough-looking teamsters, “whatever is the meaning of this?”

      Halfdan turned and made a quick bow. “My lady. Is something amiss?” 

      “Yes there is,” said Caina. “What is all this racket? Where did all these people come from? I paid you for peace and quiet, not for the rabble to trouble my ears with their carousing.”

      “Begging my lady’s pardon,” said Halfdan, bowing again. He had even managed to work a cringing whine into his voice, “but a caravan is leaving before midday, and the caravan master ordered everyone to eat before he set out.”

      “A caravan, you say?” said Caina. “Where is it headed?”

      “Rasadda, my lady, the capital of this province,” said Halfdan.

      “I know where the capital of the province is,” said Caina. “I have been thinking of taking ship from Rasadda back to the Imperial capital. Where is the master of this caravan? I would speak with him.”

      “Over there, my lady,” said Halfdan, pointing at a balding man by the door, “his name is Rendower, and I’m sure he would be most honored for you to travel with him.”

      “Of course he would be honored,” said Caina. She waved her hand. “You have leave to depart, and to prepare my breakfast.”

      “Of course, my lady,” said Halfdan.

      “Wait,” said Caina. “Have you seen my captain of guard? If the fool has wandered off to drink, Father will have harsh words for him.”

      “There, my lady,” said Halfdan, “and I fear that he is indeed drinking.”

      “Oh, bother,” said Caina. “That is all.”

      She left, making her way towards Ark. He stood in the corner, clad in mail and leather, a surcoat with the sigil of House Nereide over his armor. He still wore his broadsword in a scabbard at his belt, and a heavy shield hung over his shoulder. 

      Among the teamsters and peddlers, he stood out like a wolf among sheep.

      “There you are,” said Caina. “Why are you here? Father will be cross if I tell him that you’ve been drinking.”

      Ark’s jaw twitched, just a bit. He had not seen her dressed as Countess Marianna Nereide before. The cold eyes flicked over her once, and then he bowed, stiff and precise. 

      “Countess,” he said. “What do you command?”

      “Come with me,” she said. “I’ve decided that we shall journey to Rasadda, and I think it would be best if we travel with this caravan.”

      Ark said nothing, and followed as she walked towards Rendower. 

      “You,” said Caina in Caerish. “Merchant.” She extended her hand towards him. “Your name?” 

      Rendower took one look and scowled at her. Then he took a better look at her, and he made a hasty bow. “Lady.” He kissed her ring. “I am Rendower, a merchant of Rasadda.”

      “You have the honor of addressing Countess Marianna Nereide,” said Caina, doing her very best not to wipe her hand on the side of her gown. “I understand you are leading a caravan to Rasadda?”

      “Yes, Lady,” said Rendower, straightening up. “A load of salted fish. If I sell the salted cod and haddock in the Rasadda bazaars before summer comes, I shall turn a fine profit.” 

      “I wish to travel to Rasadda myself,” said Caina. 

      “The city is quite a sight, my lady,” said Rendower. “Wait until you see the Burning Pyramids, or the Great Pyramid of Corazain. You will never forget the sight, I promise you.”

      “Yes, I’m sure,” said Caina. “I desire to travel with your caravan. The Saddai plains can be dangerous, or so I have been told, and my captain of guard simply insists that we travel with a caravan. He nags like an old woman sometimes.”

      Rendower blinked. “We…ah, should be honored to have you join us, my lady. Though my teamsters and hired guards are a rough lot, and…unfit to spend time in a lady’s presence.” 

      “That is quite all right,” said Caina with an airy wave of her hand. “Father sent my captain here for just that purpose. Should anyone offer me discourtesy, Ark will teach them the error of their ways. Won’t you, Ark?”

      Ark said nothing, but his scowl spoke eloquently. 

      Rendower swallowed. “Very good. We leave in another hour.”

      “Splendid,” said Caina. “My coachman and my maids shall be along with my baggage presently.”

      She turned on her heel and walked away, Ark trailing after her. 

      “You seem different this morning, Countess,” murmured Ark.

      “Why, yes,” said Caina, “that is rather the point, wouldn’t you say? Now let us find some breakfast before we depart.”
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      Rendower’s caravan left in another hour, sixty wagons heavy with barrels of salted fish, dozens of pack mules loaded with supplies, a small army of teamsters, and his mercenary guards. 

      Caina rode in the coach.

      Where Halfdan had found the coach, Caina had no idea. It looked shabby, the sort of thing one might expect an impoverished lesser noble to own, yet the doors had been painted with the Nereide coat of arms. An old coachman named Lasko sat in the driver’s seat, muttering to the horses, while Ark sat besides him, broadsword resting between his knees. Caina sat inside with her new maids, listening to them chatter. 

      She watched the countryside as the caravan rolled eastward. The Saddai plains stretched away to the north, broad and flat and rolling. Most of the land had been under cultivation for long centuries, and Caina saw dozens of small farms. The Alqaarin Sea gleamed to the south, and the Imperial highway wound its way through the plains like a white snake. 

      The conversation of her maids bored her, but Caina tried to draw them out anyway. She had three of them. Anya and Julia were both younger than Caina, talkative, excitable, and not terribly bright. Cornelia was twice her age, and had outlived two husbands, both of whom had been lazy and shiftless, or so Cornelia claimed. 

      “I’m just glad to be getting out of Mors Crisius, my lady,” said Julia. “I’m honored to have taken service with you, of course, but still…”

      “Why?” said Caina. “Why should you wish to leave so earnestly?”

      Anya dropped her voice. “The murder, my lady.”

      “Murder?” said Caina.

      Julia’s voice fell even lower. “Publius Vanio was found dead in his townhouse. All of his guards had been slaughtered, and Vanio himself was burned to death in his bed.” 

      “How simply dreadful!” said Caina. “Who would do such a terrible thing?”

      “It was no less than he deserved,” said Cornelia, her sour tone matching her expression. “Old Vanio was up to his arms in the slave trade. Everyone knew it. High time he got what was coming to him.”

      “Slavery?” said Caina. “But that’s illegal.”

      “Troubled times,” said Cornelia. “That’s what it is, troubled times. You get all sorts of nastiness in times like these.”

      “What did you mean?” said Caina.

      “It’s not my place to trouble my lady with such talk,” said Cornelia.

      Something in the older woman’s voice suddenly reminded Caina of her mother, and she felt a surge of dislike. She pushed it aside. “You may speak freely. When my lord father sent me on this tour of the provinces, he wanted me to learn about the Empire. How else shall I learn?”

      “If my lady insists,” said Cornelia. “It’s those filthy Saddai, if you ask me. I’m not an Imperial citizen, but my folk came here with the Legions, and we’ve always kept to the ways of the Empire.” Her face twisted with disdain. “But those Saddai. They have outlandish ways, and they pray to that fire god of theirs. Little wonder things are so grim. The rich get fat and the poor starve. It’s those filthy Saddai, I say.”

      Julia and Anya nodded their agreement. 

      “I even hear that the Saddai burn people alive to please their god,” said Cornelia. “Maybe that’s what got old Vanio in the end, when his wickedness turned upon him.”

      “Perhaps,” said Caina. “It seems that all is not well in Saddai Province.” 

      “The Lord Governor is too lenient with them,” said Cornelia. “He ought to give them a good whipping.” 

      Caina considered this in silence. 

      “May I also speak freely, my lady?” said Julia.

      Caina inclined her head.

      “Did your lord father send you to tour the provinces,” she said, starting to blush, “or to find a husband?”

      “Hold your impudent tongue!” said Cornelia.

      Caina lifted a hand. “It is all right. My lord father…well, he said he would not be displeased if I should convince some suitable young man to pay me court.”

      “Some Lord of the Empire?” said Julia. “Maybe even a High Lord?”

      “Bother,” said Cornelia. “A Lord has more pride than sense, and more honor than money.” She shook her finger. “Marry a merchant with money, my lady. Money is all a man is good for. You’re quite comely, and you should use your beauty before it fades. If you put your mind to it, you can have the richest merchant in Rasadda wrapped around your finger within a moon’s turn. That will please your lord father, I’m sure.” 

      “Yes,” repeated Caina, “I’m sure.”

      The talk turned to husbands and dowries and bride gifts. Caina listened with half an ear. The thought of her father brought up old pain, and Cornelia’s resemblance to her mother summoned up the old rage. 

      But her thoughts turned to Cornelia’s sneering contempt for the Saddai, and the dead man lying burned in his bed.
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      The next morning, Caina rose before anyone else and walked a short distance from the caravan’s encampment, the high grasses rustling around her riding skirts. 

      She had a routine she liked to follow in the morning, whenever the demands of her duty allowed. 

      She practiced her forms. 

      The Ghosts’ style of open-handed fighting, Halfdan had told her, had evolved from several different forms. The Spinning Blade of the Anshani, the Three Rings of the Disali hillmen, the Storm Dance of the Kyracians. The Ghosts had encountered them all, and learned from them. 

      She had been practicing for years, ever since Halfdan had taken her into the Ghosts, and she moved through the forms with quick grace. Open-palm strike, closed fist, high kick, sweeping kick, the left dodge, the right throw, followed by the throat strike and the wrist throw. She took the forms slowly at first, stretching her muscles, and then faster, until her arms and legs wove blurring designs around her. 

      Her arm pulled back for a palm strike, and Caina saw Ark watching her. He wore his mail, leather, and cloak, his hand resting near the hilt of his broadsword. Caina finished the form and waited as Ark crossed the grasses to join her.

      “Those unarmed combat forms are interesting tricks,” he said. His voice was calm, but his eyes were cold, weighing. 

      “They have their uses,” said Caina. 

      Ark shook his head. “They are a game. Little good they will do you against an armored man with a blade.”

      “I am half a foot shorter than you and probably half your weight,” said Caina. “So an enemy will expect me to be helpless. If I can catch a foe off-guard, even for a second, that is often enough to win a fight.” 

      Ark tilted his head to the side, his cold eyes glinting. “You…sound different. Your accent has completely changed.” 

      “That is the point,” said Caina. 

      “Is it so easy for you to be the Countess one moment, and then a Ghost the next?” 

      “It wasn’t at first,” said Caina, “but I’ve had time to practice.”

      Ark continued to stare at her. In another man, Caina would have interpreted this as lust. Instead, she suspected that Ark had started to hate her.

      “You don’t like me very much,” she said, after a moment, “do you?”

      “Does that displease you?”

      “Not particularly,” said Caina. “We are both Ghosts, servants of the Emperor, and your opinion of me matters very little so long as we both perform our duties well.” Her voice turned cold. “But, do unburden yourself to me. What have I done to offend you?”

      “When we reach Rasadda,” said Ark, ignoring the question, “what will you do?”

      Caina shrugged. “We will try to find whoever is behind these burnings.” 

      “Perhaps I have not been clear,” said Ark. “What good are you to us?”

      “I have a knack for finding things out,” said Caina, “or so Halfdan tells me.”

      Ark scowled. 

      Caina waited.

      “A knack,” repeated Ark. “You seem to have a knack for masquerading as an empty-headed Countess, and nothing more.”

      “Does that offend you? The Ghosts are the Emperor’s spies, not his warriors,” said Caina. 

      “We asked Halfdan for help,” said Ark. “For nearly a year now these…burnings have been plaguing Rasadda. If the situation is not taken in hand, the city will revolt. And Halfdan sends us,” his mouth twisted with distaste, “he sends us an actress.” 

      Disdain crept into her voice. “And what will you do? Seize people at random and demand the name of the murderers, or you’ll cut their throats? That should work very well.” 

      “And how would you find things out?”

      Caina shrugged. “I watch. I listen. I observe. That has served me well so far.”

      “Has it?” Ark’s scowl darkened. “Then what do you observe about me, Countess?”

      “Very well,” said Caina. She looked him in the eye. “You are in your middle thirties, I think, and were born in one of the Caerish provinces.”

      “Halfdan told you that.”

      “No,” said Caina, “your accent is constant, whatever language you speak, and you seem unable to rid yourself of it. You used to be in the Legions.”

      Ark blinked, and then tapped his weapon. “The sword, of course.”

      “Only legionaries and veterans use that style of broadsword. And I can see the scars on your left arm from your shield. You lied about your age to get into the Legions, didn’t you?”

      Ark flinched.

      “You’re in your middle thirties,” Caina continued, “and you must have served your full twenty year term of service. Desertion in the Emperor’s armies is punishable by crucifixion, after all. And if you had deserted and escaped, Halfdan would not have let you join the Ghosts. He hates deserters. Incidentally, Halfdan himself recruited you into the Ghosts, didn’t he? He only tells his proper name to those he recruits individually.” Caina tapped her lips with a finger. “The age of admission to the Legions is sixteen. So I would suppose you lied about your age and joined at fourteen or fifteen. Probably fourteen.” 

      Ark scowled and turned to go. “You’ve made your point, Countess.”

      Caina stepped in front of him. “Don’t you want to know more, my captain? Surely you can keep secrets from some silly frivolous noblewoman.” Something warned her to stop, but Ark had irritated her, so she kept talking. “You were in the Eighteenth Legion. That Legion tattoo on your right bicep? You should do a better job of concealing it. And I would guess you made at least centurion rank, perhaps even the first centurion of a cohort. You snapped out enough commands at the teamsters during our departure. Which explains why you are so annoyed that you have to take orders from some silly Countess.” 

      Ark kept walking. 

      “You’ve been out of the Legions for at least three or four years,” said Caina, following him. “That armor is making you uncomfortable, though I doubt you’ll ever admit it. Oh, and you’re a widower.”

      Ark stopped. He turned towards her, his eyes wide and wild and full of a terrible pain, and Caina felt a sudden stab of fear. Had she pushed him too far? 

      “Halfdan told you,” he hissed, his voice full of fury, “Halfdan told you, he promised, he swore that he would never tell a soul…”

      “He didn’t,” said Caina, voice quiet. “You talk in your sleep. A woman’s name, over and over again. Tanya.” She pointed. “And you keep fiddling with that ring on your left hand.” 

      Ark stared at her, breathing hard, and bit by bit he mastered himself. 

      “Perhaps, Countess,” said Ark, his voice toneless and dead, “I may have misjudged you.” 

      Caina nodded. 

      “But do not speak of Tanya again. Not ever. Not to anyone,” said Ark. “Do you understand me?”

      Caina heard the threat in his words, and did not like it. But there was no reason to push him any further. She had made her point. So she nodded again.

      “We should return to the caravan,” said Ark. “They will begin to whisper, if you keep disappearing with your captain of the guard.”

      “Let them,” said Caina. “Silly, frivolous Countesses are rarely known for their chastity, after all.” 
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      The eastward journey wore on.

      Ark spoke to her very little, and Caina soon grew weary of conversation with the maids, so she took to speaking with the teamsters and the peddlers. A few of them spoke Caerish, but most of them spoke only Saddaic. Caina took the opportunity to practice the tongue, and discovered to her delight that one of the peddlers had some books in his inventory. 

      Caina bought three. The first was a typical history of the Empire, the second a collection of poetry and songs from the Empire’s long-ago wars against the Sea Kings of Old Kyrace. The third, though, described the Battle of Rasadda, when the Emperor Crisius threw down Corazain, the last and mightiest of the Ashbringers. Caina hoped it might have some insights into her current situation. 

      Cornelia looked shocked that her lady would read in public, but Caina did not care.

      Later that day she saw the first abandoned village. It sat athwart the road, the houses crumbling, weeds growing in the streets. The village had once been surrounded by cultivated fields, but the grasses of the Saddai plains were returning. The place could not have been abandoned for more than five or six years, Caina guessed. 

      “What happened here?” she asked Cornelia. “Plague?”

      “No, my lady, no plague,” said Cornelia. “This was a village of Saddai farm folk. Lazy and shiftless people. The cattle men have been buying up all their lands and converting them to pasture.” She nodded with approval. “They’ll finally have to work to fill their bellies.”

      Caina frowned but said nothing. A mile later she saw the first cattle herd. Hundreds of cows and steers, perhaps even a thousand, wandered across the plains. A few men on horseback tended them, cracking whips and shooting suspicious glares at the caravan. 

      “What happens to the farmers, once they’re forced off their lands?” said Caina.

      Cornelia stared at her, then laughed. “Surely my lady doesn’t care about some filthy Saddai commoners.”

      “I am merely curious,” said Caina.

      Cornelia shrugged. “I’m sure I don’t know. They go to the cities, I expect, and try to find work. Probably to Rasadda.” She made an exaggerated shudder. “Dirty people, the lot of them.”

      Caina felt her patience leave her. “My legs are cramped. I think I shall walk for a while.”

      “Amongst the teamsters?” said Cornelia. “Surely my lady would rather stay in the coach.”

      “She would not,” said Caina, closing the book about Corazain the Ashbringer. “Fear not. My captain will escort me, and if anyone offers impertinence, well…I’m sure he’ll know what to do. You may remain here.”

      Cornelia wilted onto the cushions with relief. 

      Caina swung out of the coach’s door and onto the road. Her skirt and heeled boots made it rather tricky, but she kept her balance. Ark walked alongside the carriage, hand resting on his broadsword, and glanced at her. She beckoned, and he fell into step alongside her, silent and grim. 

      “Tell me,” said Caina. “When did the farmers start getting forced off their lands?”

      Ark blinked, but answered the question. “A few years ago. Shortly after Lord Nicephorus became governor in Rasadda. The Imperial nobles began buying the land at cheap rates and giving it over to pasture. Apparently they can make a greater profit with meat, cheese, milk, and leather instead of grain.” 

      “Is that not illegal?”

      “Yes, it is,” said Ark. He paused. “Why does this concern you?”

      “Men do not kill without reason,” said Caina. “And desperate, starving men have more reason to kill than most.” 

      “So you think the Saddai peasantry might have something to do with these burnings?”

      “Perhaps,” said Caina, “but I don’t see how.” There was a Magisterium chapterhouse in Rasadda, she knew, and if some Saddai peasant had set himself up as an Ashbringer, the magi would have slaughtered him long ago.

      “I have had similar thoughts myself,” said Ark, “but…”

      He stopped, his cold mask hardening further.

      “What?” said Caina.

      “The donkeys,” he said.

      Caina looked at the nearest pack donkeys. She knew only a little about animals, but she thought they looked restless. The drivers walked back and forth down the lines of animals, cursing and cracking their whips. 

      Ark’s hand shot out and seized her arm, fingers like iron.

      “Don’t move,” he muttered. “Look, over there. Past the third donkey.”

      Caina did, and saw the lioness.

      She crouched motionless in the grasses, her eyes like twin pools of golden fire. Caina just had time to draw breath, and then the lioness sprang forward. Her leap drove one of the donkeys to the ground, the beast bleating in terror. One of the drivers stumbled back, shrieking in fear, and the lioness whirled to face him, muzzle pulling back from yellowed fangs.

      Then Ark moved.

      One moment he stood at Caina’s side. The next he was springing over the fallen donkey, his broadsword a steely arc. And the instant after that the lioness sprawled prone on the road, her blood gushing into the dirt. 

      Caina blinked in astonishment.

      Ark had just killed a full-grown lioness. With nothing more than a broadsword. 

      The caravan exploded into pandemonium. The teamsters were all shouting, the drivers running back and forth. It took Rendower the better part of an hour to get everyone back in line.

      “Well done, sir, well done,” he said, giving Ark a vigorous clap on the shoulder. “The gods alone know how many of my pack animals that beast would have killed.”

      “None,” said the driver, “because it would have been feasting on my flesh. You saved my life.”

      “It was happy fortune, Countess, that you joined our caravan,” said Rendower. “Your man acquitted himself quite well, quite well indeed.” Ark sketched a short bow. “I’d never seen a sword move so fast.” 

      “Is it so surprising, master merchant?” said Caina. “Do you think my father would assign my protection to a sluggard or a craven?”

      “Indeed not, my lady,” said Rendower. 

      A short time later the caravan renewed its journey, and Caina and Ark walked back to the coach.

      “You know, we might work together quite well,” said Caina. “If I can find this murderer, clearly you shall have no trouble striking him down.” 

      For the first time, Caina saw Ark grin, and he looked far more dangerous than the lioness.
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      Black mountains came into sight the next day, looming out of the haze like giants. Rasadda sat at the foot of those mountains, Caina knew, old volcanoes that still sometimes spurted with liquid fire. Rendower squinted at them, and pronounced that they would reach Rasadda by the next day. 

      That night, before Caina went to bed, she saw a glow to the east. She stepped out of her tent and frowned. The sun had gone down, and there were hours yet before dawn, yet a reddish glow flickered over the eastern horizon. Had the grasses of the plains taken fire? Or had one of the volcanoes burst into flame?  

      “That?” said Rendower, when she asked. “Oh, that. That’s merely Rasadda, my lady. One can see the light of the city from a far way off.”

      “Surely there must be more lanterns there than in all the rest of the world put together,” said Caina dubiously.

      “In a way, my lady, in a way,” said Rendower. “But I shan’t wish to spoil the surprise for you.” He grinned. “The first sight of Rasadda is always…something.”

      “Indeed,” said Caina, annoyed, and went to bed.

      The next day she rode on the coach’s front seat besides Lasko, the book about Corazain the Ashbringer cradled on her lap. The air inside the coach had become close, and she had grown weary of listening to the maids chatter. So instead she watched the scenery roll by, and read about Corazain with interest. The Empire and the Ashbringers had been locked in battle for centuries, and entire cities had been laid waste by the sword and the Ashbringers’ sorcery. At last the Emperor Crisius had invaded Saddai itself, intent on bringing the Ashbringers down…

      Ark walked past. Caina looked up, saw Ark staring at something off the road. A horseman sat atop one of the nearby hills, gazing down at the caravan. Even as she looked, the rider snapped the reins and galloped off. 

      “Watch my book,” said Caina. Lasko grunted an acknowledgement. She pushed off the seat and walked to join Ark. “Trouble?”

      “Perhaps,” said Ark, his hard eyes glinting. “That rider.”

      “A herdsman,” said Caina. “We must have ridden past ten thousand cows in the last day.”

      “But none for the last hour,” said Ark. “So either that fellow was looking for a missing steer, or…”

      “Or he was scouting for someone,” said Caina. “Bandits?”

      “Maybe,” said Ark, scowling. “There’s no place to hide on the Saddai plains, so the bandits hole up in the mountains. They swarm down every so often.”

      “This is a large caravan,” said Caina. “They’d be fools to attack.”

      Ark gave her a sidelong glance. “What did you tell me yesterday? Desperate men have more reason to kill than most, was that it?”

      Caina said nothing.

      But they saw no bandits.
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      “My lady,” said Ark.

      Caina looked up from the book, blinking. 

      “This is your first visit to Rasadda?” said Ark.

      Caina frowned. “You know that it is.”

      There was something almost like amusement in his face. “Then you’ll want to see this.”

      Caina closed the book and climbed down from the seat. She walked to the head of the caravan, past the drivers and the donkeys and creaking wagons full of fish. 

      And then she saw it.

      “Gods,” muttered Caina.

      A few miles to the east rose black walls, gleaming in the sunlight. Beyond those walls stood towering black pyramids, their peaks crowned with raging flames.
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