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Praise for Abel Montero



EARLY PRAISE FOR THE SUNRISE DAGGER

"A superb addition to epic fantasy, Montero has me tapping my fingers, impatient for the next Memory of Kenjir."

- Nick Snape, author of the Weapons of Choice series

"A darker, richer sequel that expands the world, deepens the characters, and raises the stakes. A brilliant continuation that sets up something even bigger."

- Shattered Anthologies

"Amid questionable or repetitive stories out there, Abel has composed a meditation on the vanity of godhood, silent oppression, and misguided acceptance. Those undertones may have been some of my favorite elements, alongside very solid action scenes. It is this kind of quiet competence that shines throughout the series, though I must admit that the second installment is much smarter when it comes to getting the details right. "

- E. P. Soulless

"With a fantastic end to The Sunrise Dagger, I'm super excited to see what the next one bring!"

- Carina Inkdrinker

"Another wild and beautifull crafted, epic story by the incredible Abel Montero. The world-building and continuing character development is why this is another masterpiece."

- Sebastian Micheals

PRAISE FOR THE CRIMSON FIRE

“With potent prose from the first line and a story charged with mystery, this book is relentless. A new favorite fantasy series in the making!“

- JDL Rosell – Author of The Legend of Tal Series

“The way that Montero slowly peeled back the layers of this world and these characters was so satisfying to me, and I was deeply fascinated by the intersectionality of the politics, religion, technology and magic in the world of Kenjir. And then add to that the wonderfully evocative prose, which just brought this sumptuous and aesthetically pleasing world to life before my eyes.”

- Esmay Rosalyne – Grimdark Magazine

There is so much to love here, and a layer of intricacy that leaves you ready for the next in the series. I must also say that though English is Montero’s second language, I am jealous of his turn of phrase and the beauty of some his description. I leave you with two thoughts ‒ firstly, that once you meet a Tamer and their sparrowhawk, you will be dreaming of the possibilities. And finally, that the Dagger has one of the most brutal origin stories conceived.

- Nick Snape, author of the Weapons of Choice series

“Keen and immersive storytelling, with precisely the kind of innovative world-building that makes for pitch-perfect epic fantasy.

Abel Montero has a gift for plunging the reader into the world of his story so deeply that I felt at times I was right there with the characters.”

- Pete Aldin, author of Last Among Equals

“The characters, the setting, and most importantly the plot are all amazing. There's multiple POV characters but all of them are interesting and well-rounded, there's no "wanting to get back to a different perspective" that I sometimes find in sweeping epic fantasy novels. The world is original and well-detailed, carefully constructed so that it adds to the story rather than subtracts from it. And the plot - while never boring - slowly rises in stakes and tension until the spellbinding conclusion, which ends the main threads of this book well while setting up for future sequels.”

- Ryan M Patrick, author of The Europan Deception

“The Crimson Fire has many layers inside, and peeling them as you go is incredibly satisfying. You reach the end, and you're still unsure who the "bad guys" are, and you can clearly tell that's by design. A testament to Abel's skills.

This is a slow burn where you find boiling points and others where everything is at a low simmer. The ending, though!? I am not spoiling it, I will urge you to go and get this book as soon as possible!”

- Andrés da Silveira Stein

“Abel’s prose style is vivid and sets a great atmosphere in the book, it may not be for everyone, but I found it very enjoyable, it can feel a little wordy as you start the book, but you soon settle into it and it sucks you in

In short this is comfortably one of the best books I have read in the last few months and possibly in the last year, my only complaint with it is that I now have to wait to find out what happens next.”

- Harold | Goodreads
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THE THREE CRADLES
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LARSA

Cradle of the Binders

Here rose King Aabar, first among those who command the sacred bonds.

From his line came Avriel, the Only Begotten, whose word could seal or sunder the unseen.

Under their banners marched the Golden Army, steadfast and unyielding, and above them wheeled the Silver Sparrowhawks, swift heralds of judgment.

NAPUR

Cradle of the Nurturers

Here ruled King Lorin, keeper of renewal and guardian of the living flame.

From his blood sprang Naven, the Only Begotten, whose touch awakened spring in barren soil.

Their strength flowed through the Spring Army, patient and enduring, while the skies belonged to the Emerald Goshawks, watchful spirits of rebirth.

UROOK

Land of the Tutors

Here stood King Zayr, iron-willed sovereign of storm and stone.

From his shadow rose Reev, the Only Begotten, whose wrath could shatter mountains.

Their fury marched with the Red Army, fierce as wildfire, and the heavens trembled beneath the wings of the Scarlet Lanners, crimson omens of war.

Thus were the Three Realms bound.

Thus were the Begotten named.

Thus were the Armies set upon the earth,

each a pillar of fate, each a burden of glory.
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INTERLUDE
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THIS FALSE GOD


My King Zayr, my Master, Lord, and Father. My God. I have presumed upon your mercy for far too long. Nearly twenty years have passed since you decided, in your infinite strength and wisdom, to entrust me with this dual burden of task and privilege.

I accepted your command with joy. I embraced the cause with the zeal of a true believer. Yet, I have always harbored the crushing certainty that I am unworthy of such grace. Time, that merciless judge of mortal deeds, has only validated my doubt. For two decades, I have scoured the archives of every city-state and sifted through the records of the surrounding provinces. I have interrogated every soul who held even a ghost of the truth.

It has not been a simple road, my Lord.

Now, however, answers are finally surfacing from the gloom.

I have the honor of presenting the first official results of the secret investigation concerning the threat posed by the so-called Ashen Shields.

The first and most disconcerting revelation, my Lord, is that the Ashen Shields are a reality.

I regret to report that this organization has operated across the breadth of Kenjir for a significant span. The earliest chronicles show traces of their movement dating back some thirty years. Curiously, the group has endured long stretches of dormancy, during which even the most meager evidence of their existence vanished. It was either swallowed by time or skillfully erased.

It is precisely this methodical erasure of their footprints that reveals the organization's true nature.

They are not merely a band of rebels. They are a religion.

We face a cult that worships a shadow deity: Rahmadu, the God of Ashes.

My King Zayr. My Master, Lord, and Father. My God. The mere suggestion that a deity could exist beyond the Masters fills my veins with dread. That any soul could be so wretched as to utter such blasphemy ignites a fury I can scarcely contain.

Fear, veneration, and a burning zeal for Your Holiness saturate my very bones; I shall not allow the blasphemies of traitors to diminish the gravity of this report.

Rahmadu, this pretender-god, exerts a commanding sway over every facet of life for the Ashen Shields. They revere his dictates. They obey his every whim with terrifying precision. Through years of study, I have reached a singular conclusion: this being is no mere phantom born of a diseased mind. He is potent, charismatic, and dangerously real. A god? Never.

Yet the nature of his reach, and the wellspring of the temporal power he commands, remain under my constant scrutiny.

I must be unequivocal on one vital point: Rahmadu, whatever his true identity, has planted his agents within the governing bodies of our city-states. Because of this infiltration, my Lord, I fear an attack is imminent.

I conclude this summary with a final, chilling finding. The Ashen Shields likely intend to target peripheral political figures, masking their true intent behind a veil of collateral damage. They will strike at the Ensins loyal to your throne, and they will do so soon. They plan to exploit the fervor of the upcoming Trials, knowing the eyes of every citizen in Kenjir will be fixed upon you and the Great Masters.

If I may venture a humble suggestion: warn the Ensins and their households. When they depart for the capital, they will walk into peril of a depth they cannot fathom.

I trust that your infinite insight will grant these findings the weight they are due. I have enclosed the supporting documents and transcripts with this parchment.

My King. My Master, Lord, and Father. My God. I pray that my labors find favor in your sight. I pray that the energy expended in your name be judged worthy. May your strength guide me through the dark days ahead. May your justice endure over all who dwell within Kenjir.

In veneration,

Emmerin Deon, Ensin from the Red Army and priest of Your Faith.

Investigation Report. Secret Document
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Zayr had fallen. Death finally outpaced the Father of Urook. In the wake of his silence, the wind howled. The stench of charred stone rose to choke the void where his light once ruled.

Vinna's lungs burned as if she had inhaled the ash herself. Astride the great beast, she felt every muscle in its back ripple with a terrifying, uneven power. She gritted her teeth and buried her white-knuckled grip into the coarse down of its neck. The bird's spine heaved with violent shudders, and the very air seemed to reject their flight. Across its vast wingspan, feathers beat a frantic, broken rhythm against the heat. Ash and flame now claimed the horizon.

She leaned forward in the saddle and seized the reins. Between her lips, she pressed the bronze flute and blew sharp commands softened by a note of comfort. The instrument's sound barely grazed the threshold of human hearing. In response, a gurgle of approval rose from the bird's throat. It strained to spread its wings, fighting to steady the flight.

"Calm down. The fire is not for you."

The raptor turned its massive head. In its eye, Vinna saw only resignation. Determination had fled. The beast was right to despair. Urook was dying.

On the horizon, the red stone city, cradle of the Tutors, collapsed. Flames engulfed its palaces. Smoke shrouded its titanic statues. Beneath the streets, powerful tremors tore the earth into endless chasms.

A giant struck down by grief.

Vinna choked back a sob. Hot tears streaked her cheeks, whipped by the wind until they threatened to blind her.

"Faster. Don't hesitate. The fire is not for you." She whistled again. Spurred by the command, the raptor retracted its wings and surrendered to the current, transforming its fall into raw speed.

Vinna held her breath and shut her eyes. Silently, she recited a prayer to Lord Zayr, guardian of Urook, god and son of a god. She prayed that the vital force of the one who had ruled these lands and watched over his subjects remained strong enough to hear her.

Only hours ago, the Lethenium Dart had exploded with Zayr aboard. The wreckage had plummeted into the Black Amphitheater, shattering it into a mass of iron and crystal.

So the city's heart had stopped. God was dead.

To Vinna, Zayr's eternal will existed as a separate entity. It was a force capable of surviving the malice of blasphemers. Their assault was more than an affront; it was pure madness. That same will must live. It must shine bright enough to watch over her and the task at hand. To any observer below, she was merely a rider on a mission of mercy. In truth, she carried a hidden heresy. By the laws of the Binders who ruled Larsa, her current heading was an act of high treason. Yet Vinna's soul did not answer to the shifting politics of the capital, but to the ancient, blood-sworn commands of the lords of Urook. And she would never back down, even if loyalty to Zayr's blood required the spilling of innocent lives.

"Toward the Square of the Reasons, my friend. Do not be afraid. The fire is not for you."

A shiver overtook the Scarlet Lanner. The creature hammered its powerful wings against the air. It embraced the destruction below as an invitation to glory.

Vinna let out a heavy sigh. Her conscience buckled under the weight of doubt, but she wiped away her tears, leaving only the sting of salt behind. Sword of the Masters and servant of Zayr, she steeled her heart. Uncertainty vanished a heartbeat later as the full devastation of Urook met her gaze.

The Scarlet Lanner dived. It plunged into the forest of tall spires that pierced the city center. Through collapsing buildings and past jagged debris it streaked, dodging walls of smoke as black as ink dropped in water.

Vinna gripped the reins and locked her legs against the saddle. The bird shivered beneath her. Years of training frayed under the assault of explosions and heat waves. It was all so unnatural. All so wrong. She fought the urge to blink, forcing herself to watch and understand. To drive out the unease, she bit down on the bronze flute. "We know death. We do not fear war."

She repeated the mantra as the raptor darted over the city. Below them, the screams rose.

Cowardice and selfishness sat like a stone in her chest. Flying aloft spared her the most gruesome sights. Protected by the beast's wings, she could look away and pretend the mission was the only thing left in the world. Had she been deaf to the cries of the dying, her path might have been simple. Instead, the reality of the slaughter stabbed at her.

She wanted to strike herself, to beat the weakness from her mind. It would not be long now. The city was falling, once and for all.

"That way, my friend."

A chasm tore open across the Square of the Reasons. Violent explosions punctuated the cracks as they ripped toward the corners of the great plaza.

Zayr's residence, the towering ziggurat, had already vanished. In its place gaped an abyss of liquefied stone and flame, belching smoke laden with sparks.

The legends and the verses secretly transcribed in the Hymns to the Motifs were more than accurate. Every syllable detailing the twilight of the Gods was pure truth. Especially The Songs of the Fall:

Great dreams, the three cities. Shining as long as the hearts of their gods beat. Fire, when they fall. Ashes, when they vanish.

Urook collapsed, hollowed out by the loss of its Tutor. Yet time remained, a sliver of opportunity before the dawn and the inevitable end. Time to act. Time to betray.

At the edge of the square, the Larsani embassy remained standing. A smaller, stylized ziggurat built to the aesthetic canons of the Binders, it seemed to defy the catastrophe. Perhaps the power of Negus Aabar himself held the stones together.

Vinna surveyed the site and her entry points, when a Silver Sparrowhawk plummeted from the western clouds. It touched down on a high terrace. A Tamer dismounted instantly.

A grunt of frustration escaped Vinna's throat.

She had been beaten to the mark.

At the top of the great structure, flanked by two Larsani soldiers, stood Emmerin Deon. The Ensin priest was her prize, and he was already a captive.

The reasons for his arrest remained a mystery to her. She could not fathom why Zayr's family demanded his survival while the city burned around them, nor why the Larsani were so intent on holding him. None of that mattered. The command of Reev, Zayr's son and Champion, rang in her ears.

"Bring me Emmerin Deon. Keep him alive. Strike down anyone who stands in your way. Neither allies nor enemies shall stop you. Nothing else matters now. Fly, my blade, my vengeance, fly!"

She was prepared to obey until death. Fate, however, did not smile. While the guards flanking the priest stood ready for a fight, they did not intimidate her. The Tamer and his Silver Sparrowhawk were the true obstacles: formidable opponents who would not be easily moved.

Vinna had no desire to engage them, yet she feared Reev's wrath more than their steel. She lowered her head, tightened her grip on the reins, and blew a sharp command into the bronze flute.

In red our hearts shine. As lovers to war, they toast.

A stealthy approach was impossible. She would act with speed or she would fail.

Emmerin Deon was the first to spot her. Dressed in rich red robes and a dark cloak that snapped like a flag in the wind, the priest maintained a stern, immovable pose. As the distance closed, Vinna read the reactions of the men on the terrace: confusion gave way to hesitation, then urgency, and finally, naked alarm.

Time began to warp, a symptom of her training kicking in. The movements of her enemies alternated and overlapped, simultaneously sluggish and faster than lightning. These were the lessons of the elders, designed to harness the madness of the heart and forge it into a weapon.

No future, no fear, no defeat.

She focused. The Tamer barked an order. The two guards drew their swords without loosening their hold on Deon. Beside them, the tall silver warrior turned to his bird, commanding it to spread its wings as a shield for the group.

"Who are you?" he shouted. "Identify yourself. Now!"

From his imperious tone and wide, braced stance, Vinna knew he understood the stakes. He surely sensed the gravity of the coming bloodletting. For generations, the peoples of the three city-states had abstained from war. Larsa did not attack Urook; Urook did not raise arms against Napur. Diplomacy had long held the blade at bay.

The peace was over.

Vinna whistled a new command to her Lanner.

"To the Sparrowhawk. Keep it busy. Ignore me."

The bird of prey obeyed. Fast as an arrow, it lunged. While the beast dove, Vinna reached into the countless pockets of her belt and found the translucent spheres.

The Tamer and his Sparrowhawk had no time for complex strategy. They stood rigid, motionless as the rock statues of the Peaks. "Wait... wait!" the man commanded his bird. Though a shiny metal mask obscured his face, he projected a stoic nobility.

Vinna's heart sank. This was a man she might once have known, a soldier to drink and sing with, a comrade to drown resentments with in the cheapest wine. He was a brother-in-arms. Not an enemy.

But these were dark times. Zayr was dead. His son had survived by a miracle, and the enemies, as the Only Begotten claimed with anger-fueled fervor, wore new faces. Blasphemies spread like a plague, driven by a wind of lies.

Vinna and her Lanner attacked. Head down, they dove without hesitation.

"Now!" the Tamer shouted.

The Sparrowhawk raised its beak and hammered its wings. It conjured whirlwinds of dust and ash to defy the smoke, then surged upward against the Lanner with a piercing screech. A heartbeat before impact, Vinna hurled two spheres. She aimed for the pavement to the right of the soldiers gripping Deon, close enough to break their ranks, but not, she hoped, to kill.

Then she surrendered the reins. She let the flute drop against its chain and kicked free of the stirrups.

She fell.

The air filled with the clang of metal plates as the large birds collided. The Lanner groaned under the force of the crash, yet it did not yield. It locked onto the Sparrowhawk and dragged the silver creature toward the sky, where the blanket of stars faded into the gray light of dawn.

During that long leap toward the terrace, the sky, flames, and smoke of Urook merged. An abyss opened its mouth and bared its fangs, ready to tear her apart. For a terrifying second, Vinna feared that the oblique thrust of the bird's flight had failed her.

No future, no fear, no defeat.

Below her, the spheres exploded. The screams began.

A moment later, Vinna's boots struck the golden marble floor. She allowed the momentum to propel her forward, curling into a somersault before she slid and braced her heels to find her footing.

Instinctively, she touched the thick bracelet covering her left forearm. Even now, the weight of a Sacred Artifact moved her; she held her breath as the object released three long, thin blades. They fanned out like the petals of an iron flower and began to spin. Faster and faster they whirled, bending the air and light until a shield as bright as bronze materialized, vibrating with the resonance of a struck string.

The Larsani soldiers scrambled up from the small explosion. They struggled to pin Deon, who cursed and spat at them with renewed fury. A groan of amazement and reverence escaped the guards at the sight of the Vibrating Band.

"Take him away! To the platform!" the Tamer thundered.

The soldiers obeyed. While Deon continued to hurl colorful omens of death at his captors, the Tamer turned his focus to Vinna. Contempt dripped from the voice of the warrior. Protected by light silver armor and concealed by a mask that mirrored the features of his raptor, he loomed over her. "Who are you?" he demanded again. He tilted his head, studying her.

Vinna longed to see the face behind that mask. Did his eyes hold confusion? Disbelief? Anger? She searched for a sign of understanding or surrender, but found only the cold reflection of her own shadow. This confrontation was sacrilegious.

"Acute."

The word was a rasp. Realization struck him like a dagger between the ribs as he spotted the tattoo, the red eye, no larger than a mole, inked upon Vinna's cheekbone. A note of anxiety crept into the man's voice.

Vinna remained silent. Words were useless. She could not provide reasons to herself, let alone to him; there was only the cold requirement of obedience to an order she did not understand.

The Tamer abandoned his questions and reached for his belt. With a quick, confident gesture, he unhooked a short baton. He held it with both hands and triggered the mechanism. The ends snapped out, transforming the rod into a long spear of polished metal. He spun the weapon with such ferocity that the air itself seemed to groan under the dull roar of spinning steel; then he struck the stone floor with the tip of his spear. Crackling sparks hissed against the gold. He raised his masked face toward Vinna.

He was ready.

Vinna carried a twin to his weapon, recovered from the saddlebags of her Lanner alongside the Vibrating Band. She loathed the weight of the spear. When extended, it forced her into movements that felt cumbersome and wrong. She craved the familiar balance of daggers or a short sword, but the tactical necessity of the shield demanded this compromise. The Vibrating Band offered formidable protection, yet it nullified a lifetime of training with shorter steel.

She grasped the baton and depressed the thin protrusions at its center. With a twist of her fingers, the weapon lengthened. Two points snapped into place at either end.

Across the terrace, the Tamer gripped one side of his spear with his left hand and hooked the upper end between the thumbs of his right hand. It was a specialist's hold.

Vinna rested her own spear against her right shoulder. She guided the shaft behind her neck and locked it into the semicircular notch of the shield. The spear tip hummed, vibrating in harmony with the angry resonance of the Sacred Artifact. Side-stepping, she brought both shield and weapon to bear.

The man mirrored her. He moved cautiously, his every step heavy as if he carried the crushing weight of the ziggurat itself.

A violent tremor shook the earth.

Both warriors faltered.

Vinna stole a single, frantic glance at the devastation. To the east, the Napur embassy, the most graceful of the three, with its emerald walls once draped in flowering vines, sank into the abyss.

The world was ending.

Dawn approached, and with it, a new era of desolation. Death was the only lord left in Urook.

Where was Deon? She spotted him at the base of the steps, pinned behind the Tamer on a ledge running along the embassy's outer wall. If she did not act, he would vanish within minutes.

Above, the screeching of the Lanner and the Sparrowhawk tore through the air. The birds fought for blood and sky. Vinna silenced the urge to look up; to watch their struggle was a luxury she could not afford.

The Tamer closed the distance. While the shield clearly intimidated him, representing a power and history he respected, he surely read the awkwardness in her stance. Warriors like Vinna were ghosts; they struck from shadows to slit throats and stifle cries. They were masters of the intimate kill. To see an assassin wielding a sacred, resonant shield and a long spear was as jarring as it was sacrilegious. He saw the mismatch. He saw her weakness.

Vinna forced the hesitation from her mind.

She stepped counter to his movement, narrowing the gap between them. To win, she had to provoke a mistake. A long duel meant certain death; the Tamer was a creature of the open field, trained for the very combat that felt alien to her. Not even a Sacred Artifact could bridge the gap in their experience if the fight dragged on.

She lunged, then feinted a thrust from the shield's socket, only to arrest the motion at the final inch.

The Tamer did not take the bait. He stepped back, a smooth dodge that transitioned immediately into a predatory circle. Vinna matched his pace, the two of them dancing a slow, lethal orbit.

The strike came without warning. Lunging forward, the man swept his spear in a narrow, vicious arc designed to shatter her ankles.

Vinna leaped. She spun in mid-air, a reflex of her training, and landed in a braced stance. As the Tamer struggled to regain his center, she lunged with her spear: a strike as sudden as a scorpion's tail. The first two thrusts hit nothing but air, dodged with professional grace. The third, the Tamer repelled with a brutal elbow strike to her weapon. The impact vibrated through wood and bone, leaving Vinna swaying like a tree in a gale. Seizing the opening, the man raised his spear above his shoulder and spun it across his palms. He transformed the weapon into a heavy hammer and swung it with bone-crushing force toward her head.

Vinna dodged. She arched her back and felt the rush of air as the blow missed her shoulders by inches. Carried by the momentum, she dropped to her left knee and drove her right heel back in a blind strike. The dull, fleshy thud of her boot sinking into his thigh confirmed the hit. In any other clash, the ensuing scream might have thrilled her; here, it felt only like ice in her veins.

But she did not hesitate. Anticipating the Tamer's retaliation, she snapped the spear from its housing and tucked it against her side before rolling beneath the cover of her shield.

The Tamer's blows rained down, delayed by pain, yet far from harmless. He loomed just a step away, though he braced himself unsteadily on a trembling left leg. His knee was shattered, or near enough. Driven by agony, he reversed his grip and thrust the spear like a giant dagger, the strikes coming faster and faster.

Vinna deflected every lunge with her shield, then scissored her legs, hunting for his ankles, but he was too wary. When the trap failed, she swung her spear in a wide horizontal arc. The Tamer jumped. It was a graceful move despite his ruined leg, but it left him exposed.

Vinna dropped the spear. She brushed the Band, retracted the shield into its dormant state, and rolled away with sudden, fluid speed. The Tamer grunted in frustration, his blade cutting only empty air.

Exhaustion settled in. Her lungs burned and her forearms ached from the weight of the Sacred Artifact and the bone-shaking parries. Vinna gritted her teeth. She tucked her knees to her chest, threw her weight over her shoulders, and snapped into a backward somersault. She slid onto her heels and raised her head just as the Tamer charged with a final, desperate throw, intending to pin her to the marble floor like an insect.

Vinna poured her remaining strength into a final dodge. She lunged as the spear whizzed toward her shoulder. It hissed past her defense, caught a seam in her light armor, and tore through the skin. Pain flared, but she did not stop. She threw her left arm toward the Tamer's chest while grazing the symbols carved into the Artifact. Like insect wings, the three blades spun to life. They did not form a shield. Instead, they found the enemy. They tore through chain mail, shredded the leather beneath, and bit deep into flesh.

Vinna withdrew her arm.

The Tamer groaned. He clutched his battered chest and collapsed to his knees.

Her throat burned. Breathing in heavy, ragged gasps, Vinna backed away.

"Do you realize what you've done?" the man hissed.

She did not know the answer. Yet she had acted as if ignorance were a mere distraction, a luxury she had already discarded.

She retreated another step.

"Finish me off."

The Tamer's voice was a ghost of a sound, nearly drowned out by the thunderous rumblings of the dying structure. Then came the deepest tremor yet. It shook the world and nearly cast her down beside her enemy.

"Coward. You're just a beast. A guard dog without honor." The Tamer coughed, spraying crimson across his silver mask. Bitter laughter hissed through the blood. "Coward…"

Vinna turned away. He had chosen to stand in her path; now that he no longer posed a threat, he mattered less than nothing. With that gash in his chest, the man was already a corpse. He lacked the strength to survive the hour, let alone tell the Binders what he had seen.

She left him to the fire.

No future, no fear, no defeat.

She retrieved her spear and sprinted toward the terrace edge. The great structure groaned, then swayed with a violent, sickening lurch. The floor shifted so abruptly that Vinna's feet went out from under her. She slammed into the marble, her chin cracking against her wrist. The spear skittered away. Vision blurred, she reeled from the impact, a splinter shaken loose from the back of a dying titan.

Above the ruin, the screech of her Lanner pierced the smoke. Amid clouds blackened by soot and choked with sparks, the raptor still grappled with its silver shadow.

Vinna stood. She cursed, tasting the metallic tang of blood from a bitten tongue, then snatched the flute and pressed it to her lips.

"Bring the Sparrowhawk to me. I will end it. Break off."

The Lanner turned. Relieved by the command, it raked its claws across the Sparrowhawk's wing and began a taunting, circular flight. Then it dived.

The Sparrowhawk took the bait. Fast and fueled by a primal fury, perhaps sensing the dark fate of its Tamer, it screamed in pursuit.

Vinna caught her spear. She rested the shaft against her shoulder and braced her weight like a javelin thrower. As the Lanner streaked toward her, a falling star of scarlet feathers, Vinna pushed her left arm forward. She coiled her torso, drawing the spear back for the kill.

The Lanner veered. It banked with a violent snap of its wings, clearing the line of sight. In that heartbeat, the Sparrowhawk's eyes widened. It saw the trap. It realized too late that rage had mastered its senses.

Vinna hurled the spear with her remaining strength. The steel sank into the beast's neck, ending the life within like a gust of wind snuffing a candle.

The Sparrowhawk's wings contracted. It gave a final, sharp screech. The ferocity of its lunge propelled the raptor forward, a mass of gray feathers hurtling toward the stone.

Vinna dove to the side. She rolled across the marble, narrowly avoiding the crush of the falling body. Without a backward glance, she blew a new command into the flute, pointing toward the lower platform where the Larsani guards dragged Deon through a cemetery of ruin and misery. "Kill the soldiers. Swiftly. Leave no witnesses."

The Lanner shot toward the base of the great structure, a scarlet streak against the ash.

Vinna walked to the edge. Should she run? Should she hope for another platform to miraculously appear and carry her to safety? No. Such hope was useless. She could only watch and wait for the raptor to finish its work.

She knelt upon the edge of the stone.

Below, the red dart with fiery wings struck down the first Larsani. With a single, powerful peck, it broke the neck of the second. Swift and silent, the Lanner waited for no further command. It touched down beside Deon, remaining still until the priest secured himself in the saddle. Only then did it beat its wings and return to the terrace.

While she waited, Vinna scanned the horizon.

Dawn broke.

Cold rays of light illuminated the remains of the iron city: Urook, once a stool at the feet of Zayr, lay in ruin. The god was dead. His son, the Only Begotten, had commanded her to raise her sword against the fighters of Kenjir. It was heresy. The sin burned her soul toward ash, a fire that would not quench until death.

But the world was dying. Urook was only the beginning. Could Kenjir survive such a catastrophe? She found no reason for hope.

Great dreams, the three cities. Shining as long as the hearts of their gods beat. Fire, when they fall. Ash, when they fade.

It was the beginning of the end, an apocalypse christened with the blood of a Tamer and an innocent Sparrowhawk.
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The Tamer's eyes met the woman's. She was in tears. Coughing, he laughed and clutched his shredded chest. This was not the end he had envisioned. He had always known his days would end in steel and sweat, but he had hoped to fall alongside Nyan. The memory of the spear piercing Nyan's neck bit deeper than the wound in his own ribs. At least Nyan had died with honor. The bird had fallen in the sky, not on its knees, choking on its own blood.

He watched the woman wait for her Lanner. She leaped into the saddle before Emmerin Deon, but before they took flight, she offered him one final look.

She had fought well. The spear had sat upon her shoulders like a heavy yoke, yet she had wielded that shield, that Sacred Artifact, with consuming precision.

He collapsed onto his side.

This was no way to bid farewell to Kenjir. What happened in Urook was an insult to nature and the Masters alike. As the floor beneath him crumbled and the ziggurat began its final descent, a single question haunted him: why? Why had an Acute spy attacked a Tamer? Did Reev truly intend to wage war against Kenjir? If so, what was the prize? Perhaps his father's death had cast the young man into an abyss of grief. Perhaps Reev sought vengeance in the wrong place.

He asked a thousand questions, but his lungs answered with a violent, bloody convulsion. Though the dawn brightened, his vision failed. He thought of his mother and brother. He saw their tears. He felt the phantom ache of their broken hearts.
He forced his eyes half-open and loosened the grip on his ravaged chest. He prayed to Aabar. He begged the god to watch over his kin, and to remember the loyalty of a life spent in His service. Then, as consciousness began to slip, a strange shape flickered in the haze.

A figure stood near him, a towering giant emerging from the smoke and sparks of the dying city, his dark cloak snapping like a funeral shroud and his hooded face swallowed in shadow.

The Tamer tried to sharpen his focus, but his strength was gone. The faceless stranger's presence pressed against him, cold and heavy. Then came the voice, rough as the sand of the Salt Expanses, more imperious than the storms of the Ymm Tide.

"What is your name, my son? Who did this to you?"
The dark giant reached out and touched the Tamer's mask.
Driven by a sudden, inexplicable instinct, he pulled the silver mask away. The gesture sent waves of agony through his frame. The hot wind whipped across the terrace, stinging his sweat-drenched forehead.

"Feroz... my name is..." He hissed the words, trying to explain the slaughter. Only gasps followed, sounds that barely resembled words.

"Ah. Them." The being spoke as if the gasps were a clear confession. "And tell me, my son," the giant asked, leaning closer, "do you know vengeance?"

Feroz's eyes widened. He knew vengeance; he tasted it alongside the copper in his throat. But the realization came too late. Life leaked from his chest like wine from a pierced wineskin. He was dying, and the identity of the Master who had unleashed the assassin would remain a mystery to him.

The giant laughed softly. He saw exactly what stirred within Feroz's ruined chest: a dark spark that the Tamer himself struggled to name. The stranger found the sight infinitely appealing.

"Vengeance it shall be, Tamer."


2
[image: ]


For many years, the simple act of opening a window stood as a rebellion. It later devolved into a subject of bitter debate before finally becoming a rare, hard-won accomplishment. At the fortress of Jabal Amira, a citadel perched precariously among the Peaks, Shadi was forbidden from unlatching a single casement, even in the stifling heat of summer. Only the presence of a parent or a watchful guard could override the mandate.

The fault was hers alone.

Had she been more discreet, had she better concealed the evidence of her midnight forays, her mother might not have drawn the bolt so often. Tiona often warned her that if she insisted on prowling the fortress rooftops like a common guttersnipe, dressed in rags and shrouded by night, she would eventually bleed her noble lineage dry. She would transform into a beast. And what man would take a beast for a wife? Who would even deign to speak to her?

Thus, Tiona Jan Hura kept her daughter under lock and key.
Shadi's confinement stretched from days into weeks, then months, and finally years. During those long silences, she was granted leave from her quarters only for formal dining, riding lessons, or the suffocating social obligations of Kenjir's nobility.

Now, Shadi approached the sprawling windows of her sumptuous new quarters in Napur. She pushed them open with a reverence bordering on the sacred, wondering what Tiona would say to see her here. Her mother would undoubtedly scrutinize the light, refined silks that Lorin, the Nurturer God, had draped upon her. Those icy eyes would have dissected every ribbon, every silk flower woven into her braids, and the delicate threads of green gold encircling her throat. Perhaps Tiona would have tilted her head, silently debating if precious fabrics alone could ever make her daughter desirable. Her mother had never bothered to hide her disappointment; in her eyes, Shadi was far less fair than she ought to have been. All the family's beauty had been squandered on Roben, the eldest son.

Shadi gripped the edge of a shutter, her knuckles white. Her temples throbbed with a dull ache; she found it difficult even to stand.

The previous night's horrors were to blame, of course.
She rested her brow against the gilded wood and sighed. The amber glow of the sunset bathed her eyelids, yet a deep tremor rippled through her, bone-deep and relentless.

Images, as jagged as they were swift, tore through her mind. She saw the banquet at the Black Amphitheater. She saw the girls, the lone survivors among the children of the Ensins of Urook, their faces masks of anguish as they drew blades across their fathers' throats. She saw the cold, disgusted sneer of the Only Begotten Reev as he urged his father to retreat to his Lethenium Dart rather than witness the slaughter.

Then came the roar of the explosion. The impact. The ruin.
Whenever she surrendered to these visions, she felt the currents pulling her down. Suffocation clawed at her throat. Driven by instinct, she stumbled out onto the spacious balcony, where the wind finally anchored her to the present.

She had opened a window. At last.

With Darjin's arrival at Jabal Amira, Tiona had begrudgingly loosened the leash, granting her daughter a sliver of the autonomy she had long been denied. The Dagger proved to be a herald of liberty, though only in increments. Though Shadi could finally unlatch a window, her mother continued to pull the strings of her existence with a cold, unrelenting precision. Her father, Leoben, had shown a rare spark of leniency in the matter; if they were to pay an assassin to ensure Shadi's safety, they might as well grant the woman the chance to prove her mettle. It was a delicious irony: the locks on Shadi's prison had been picked by a killer. Darjin had saved her life. Now, she was the only person in the world, beside Roben, whom Shadi dared to love or trust deeply.

Shadi wondered where Darjin was now, whispering a silent prayer for her recovery. A soft, bitter laugh escaped her lips as she realized she feared for the assassin and Roben far more than for her own parents. Surely, this revelation was an omen. Was it proof that her mind had fractured beyond repair? Had the horrors of the past weeks left an indelible scar upon her soul? She wondered if Shadi Jan Hura was destined to become an empty husk, a lonely woman numbed by dread and the weight of her own remorse.
Slowly, with a lingering uncertainty, she opened her eyes once more.

She had caught a fleeting glimpse of the Napur horizon hours earlier, but those brief looks through the heavy curtains had not prepared her for the staggering reality. Napur was vast. It surged far beyond the limits of her sight. The sun hung low, prepared to dip behind a jagged silhouette of soaring towers and colossal trees that defined the city's edge, just short of the Great Ramparts. Flocks of birds with iridescent plumage traced airy patterns in the sky, dancing between the massive statues and the glass walkways that bridged the green-glass monoliths. Pollen and drifting foliage flecked the air; glittering insects darted over a succession of artificial ponds and shrubbery pruned into the shapes of beasts, men, and unearthly geometries.

The streets teemed with people, a sea of emerald and jade. Shadi never imagined so many shades of green existed in the world.
Then came the music, a layered tapestry of sound that drifted from every quarter. Every neighborhood in the City of the Nurturers seemed locked in a jubilant, eternal celebration.

Tears tracked across her cheeks. She wiped them away, staring in amazement as the moisture made her fingertips sparkle with a faint, crystalline light.

Why did she weep? Had the dazzling splendor of this place finally breached her heart? Or did she fear that she would never again look upon her kin or the woman who had saved her? Despite her status, the Napuri had treated her with the highest consideration. Nothing in their conduct suggested they viewed her as a captive.

"My lady."

Shadi started, spinning toward the sound. Gatha, the young healer who had tended her since the first hour, regarded her from within the chamber. The girl approached, her arrival heralded by the rustle of fine silks and the melodic chime of jewels at her brow, throat, and ankles. As she stepped onto the balcony, the slanting rays of the setting sun illuminated the earthy and bronze patterns etched upon her dark skin.

"You should not be standing. You require rest," Gatha said, her hand reaching out to test the temperature of Shadi's brow. "Why do you weep? I must summon the servants to prepare your bed at once. You are as pale as mountain snow. You should have heeded my counsel, my lady."

Shadi sniffed, a slow shake of her head her only defense. "Do not fret, Gatha. I merely stared at the sun for too long."

The healer's expression made her skepticism plain. She took Shadi's elbow, guiding her firmly toward a stone bench shrouded in a tangle of flowering shrubs. "At the very least, sit."

Shadi felt the weight of the young woman's scrutiny. In every corner of Kenjir, it was common knowledge that the physicians of Napur were peerless; Shadi's own parents had spent years in a futile attempt to secure one for their household.

"If there is any comfort I might provide, however small, you need only ask. My Lord is deeply invested in your recovery. In ten years of service to King Lorin, I have never witnessed him take such a personal interest in a guest. Please, do not hesitate to speak your mind."

Shadi did not doubt the healer's words. Her memory struggled to reconcile the jarring events of her arrival. It was a sequence too vast, too labyrinthine for her mind to map. One moment, the crushing weight of the Lake of Currents had been her entire world; the next, she was heaving water onto the marble floor of a sanctuary, the private bath of a deity. Amidst the swirling confusion and terror, one fact remained blindingly evident: Lorin intended to keep her presence a secret.

Gatha was the only soul Shadi had spoken with, the only individual she had even glanced at since her sudden materialization in Napur. She had lacked the courage to meet Lorin's gaze, of course. The Eye of the Ether had catapulted her into the most hallowed, intimate reach of the city. To gaze upon a god unveiled was a transgression that merited the most severe retribution. It mattered little that her arrival had been an accident.

"Lorin has been... generous. I am not worthy of this."
Gatha took Shadi's hand, her grip tightening with a sudden, firm intensity. "Have a care, my lady. One might misinterpret your humility as a rejection of his grace. Do you truly wish to spurn the ministrations of the Nurturer God?"

Gatha's tone remained silk-soft, yet a cold shiver moved through her. "You speak truly. Ignore my ramblings; exhaustion clouds my judgment."

"Exhaustion, and perhaps something more."

When Shadi offered no further explanation, Gatha continued. "This city is a masterwork of the divine, a garden that has embraced every living thing with a suffocating generosity for millennia. But do not mistake beauty for safety. Every rose has its briars. Are you familiar with the Green Avendira?"

"Only through whispers."

"We brew a common infusion from it here. We drink it hot or chilled, finding any excuse to savor its essence. I shall bring you a taste shortly."

Shadi offered a small, hesitant nod.

"The Avendira is a spectacular specimen," Gatha said, her voice carrying a soft, melodic lilt. "Its fronds are broad and thin, yet fleshy to the touch. In the right light, they are as translucent as stained glass. And the flowers! Their petals shift in hue, following the sun's path across the sky. I suspect you wonder why I dote upon flora and fauna at a time like this." She laughed softly, a sound so infectious that Shadi found herself returning the smile.

"The point, my lady, is that the Green Avendira is lethal. Tiny, razor-sharp thorns line the underside of its leaves. They can breach your skin without a whisper of sensation, injecting a venom potent enough to fell a giant moose from the Peaks." Gatha illustrated the point by lightly pinching the back of Shadi's hand. "Without the antidote, that slumber turns to death in less than an hour. Yet, when treated with the proper alchemy, that same poison provides the medicinal properties that make the plant so coveted." Gatha caught Shadi's chin, gently turning her face to meet her gaze. "Do you grasp my meaning?"

Shadi let out a measured sigh. Life in the capital of the Nurturers' court clearly mirrored the courtly intrigues of her mountain fortress, merely amplified by the scale of the city. Even here in Napur, she knew she must guard her back and weigh every word she heard with suspicion. "I believe I do," Shadi replied.

"Excellent." Gatha released her hand and gave Shadi's knee a reassuring pat. She hesitated for a heartbeat, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "I do not know how or why you appeared in this sanctuary. For me to perform my duties with true precision, I should likely know the truth. But one does not survive a decade in the ziggurat without learning the boundaries of one's station. I shall refrain from asking questions that yield no answers, but do not mistake me for a silent beast of burden. Mark what I say, my lady, and mark what I choose not to say even more closely, if you wish to truly recover."

"I will, Gatha. You have my gratitude."

"Very well. I ask you once more, my lady: what can I provide to make your stay here more amenable?"

Shadi prepared to offer her standard deflection, to say that Gatha's care was already more than sufficient. A mere whisper from Lorin had sent the healer rushing to the baths without a single question. Though exhaustion had blurred the memories of those first hours, Shadi vividly pictured Gatha's voice urging her to rise and the steady, unwavering strength with which the young woman had guided her to these chambers. She recalled the meticulous way Gatha had dried her, anointed her with oils, and perfumed her skin. The healer had labored for hours, never losing heart even when Shadi had refused food, drink, and sleep. With infinite patience, she had bound Shadi's hair in braids and adorned her with jewels.

Yet Shadi felt more isolated than ever. She remained in the dark regarding the fate of those she loved, and she had no inkling of what the Napuri intended for her. Answers would only come if she shook off this paralyzing cloak of shock and trepidation. She met Gatha's gaze with newfound focus. "Actually, there is one thing."

The healer's face brightened.

"I wish to see the city. I wish to walk the streets of Napur."
Gatha departed shortly after, a smile of quiet triumph on her lips. Perhaps she viewed the request as a personal victory in Shadi's recovery. Shadi, however, felt no joy; she merely had no desire to discover how far her invisible leash would stretch. Perhaps the Napuri were testing her. After all, she was the lone survivor of a catastrophe that had surely claimed dozens of lives. Then again, they might simply consider her harmless enough to leave her doors unlatched. Neither thought offered much solace.

Gatha's return cut through her mounting suspicions. "Here, don this, my lady," the healer said, presenting a heavy, sweeping cloak. Woven with shimmering threads of moss-green and obsidian black, the garment possessed the dark, liquid sheen of a predator's coat.

Shadi stared at the fabric, her breath hitching. "Are we truly to go out?"

Gatha nodded, her smile widening. She draped the cloak over Shadi's shoulders and drew the hood forward until it shielded her brow. Strands of pearls and nearly transparent gems dangled from the hood's edge, cascading like a frozen waterfall toward her throat. "Is it too heavy, my lady?"

Shadi shook her head, watching the precious stones dance before her eyes. They were impossibly light, their facets expertly smoothed to avoid snagging her skin. Yet, they acted as a shimmering veil, a curtain of wealth that distanced her from the reality of the city. She offered no protest. She was alive. Others were tending to her, though their motives remained a tangled mystery, and they appeared willing to grant her whims. She was content, for now, to observe the cradle of the Nurturers through a lens of diminished resolution.

The healer introduced the two soldiers standing sentinel at the entrance to the private suite. "Amir and Sayda shall accompany us." Tall and lithe, the warriors were encased in intricate layers of white liturgical wraps, each bandage inscribed with faint, shimmering script. They wore trousers and boots of dark, matte leather. Swords and daggers hung from their cinched belts, and each sported an elaborate pauldron over the right shoulder, balanced by a short, asymmetrical cape draped over the left.
Amir and Sayda inclined their heads in perfect unison before heaving open the massive doors.

Shadi held her breath, her body heavy with fatigue. Perhaps if she could keep her eyes open a few moments longer, if she struggled to grasp the shape of her new world, the truth might finally become discernible. Eshfen, the man who had abducted her along with the other daughters of the Ensins, had woven a tapestry of heresy and fact for her. He seemed convinced she occupied a pivotal place in some grand, inscrutable design. Did she dare believe a kidnapper?

No.

Yet, the atrocities at the Black Amphitheater were enough to fracture the foundation of any soul's loyalty.

Shadi accepted Gatha's offered arm, and together they stepped into the labyrinth of corridors coiling through the heart of the ziggurat.

A phantom chill traced the line of her spine. Though her limbs felt heavy, her spirit remained taut. Silently, she offered a plea to Zayr, the very god she had watched dissolve into a nightmare of flame and ash, beseeching him to lend her whatever spectral strength remained of his divinity. She refused to yield until Napur surrendered its truths.
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The bottle slipped through her fingers. Darjin lunged for it, nearly tipping herself over the edge as she snatched it back. She groaned, half frustration, half disbelief, and shoved her back against the ridge. She stayed crouched there on the stone path, which was barely wider than her own shoulders. No rails. No safety. Just a sheer drop into the gut of Irmanna.

She was up so high that if she fell, she'd have more than enough time to realize exactly how much she'd messed up before she hit the bottom. Even drunk, even with her head full of guilt, the distance to the dark canal below was enough to give her time to wake up, sober up, and curse herself for every bad choice that had led her to this ledge. Like the bottle, she'd just shatter into a thousand pieces.

Darjin pulled her knees to her chest and locked her arms around them. She let her eyes drift over the sunset, watching the light catch the slopes at the edge of the city. The place was carved straight out of the limestone, stolen right from the Salt Expanses. People said the Binders of Larsa were geniuses for building it, but Darjin didn't care much for the history. It was a hell of a sight, sure. She just wished she were seeing it under better circumstances.
She took another swig, letting the sour wine burn its way down her throat. She wiped a stray tear away and fought to keep her eyes open. She knew the second she closed them, Shadi's face would be there waiting.

She saw Shadi sitting beside her in that sun-drenched room at King Zayr's residence, Shadi holding her hand, listening to her nonsense, staying up late only to watch over her. Then the image shifted to the submerged watchtower. She saw her young mistress again, face twisted in terror, clothes shredded, throwing her arms around Darjin.

But Shadi was gone. She was dead, charred by the fire or bloated in the black depths of the Lake of Currents.

Darjin had failed. Every breath she took felt like an insult to the girl who had trusted her. Shadi had given Darjin her life, and Darjin had handed her a nightmare in return.

Every time a Dagger dies, a thousand enemies turn to dust. That was the saying. But what happened to the Daggers when their masters were the ones who fell? What became of the guards, the assassins, and the slaves? How were they supposed to survive the absolute defeat of a cold grave?

She set the bottle on the polished stone near the edge of the drop. The people of Irmanna had to be lunatics to use paths like this. If they weren't, the stone wouldn't be worn so smooth. Maybe they just didn't care if they lived or died.

She nudged the bottle with one finger. The glass scraped against the rock, the sound echoing like a thin, sharp crack in the silence.

"Was the wine really that bad?" Miro was standing just a few steps away. He was tall and broad-shouldered, and his presence made the narrow path feel even more dizzying. But he moved with the ease of a man who'd been walking these walls since he could crawl.

"I'm getting old," she groaned, looking at him sideways with her chin still hooked on her knees. "Maybe I've taken one too many hits to the head. I didn't even hear you." Darjin hated the way the wine made the words trip over her tongue.

Miro's eyes lit up with a small smile, though the worry didn't leave his gaze. He held up his empty hands. "I come in peace," he said with a dry chuckle. He sat down beside her, though his long legs had no room on the narrow strip of stone. He didn't seem to care that they were perched over a graveyard; he just let his calves dangle over the void like he was sitting on a garden wall.

Darjin couldn't stop staring at his face. He had their mother's eyes, that same look of stubborn determination, but his broad forehead and square jaw were all their father. She wanted to reach out and touch his skin, just to make sure he was flesh and blood. Years of training had taught her to bury every feeling she had, but Miro saw right through the mask. He slid closer and draped a heavy arm over her shoulders. He pulled her in gently, like he was afraid she might break, until her head was tucked into the crook of his shoulder.

"Do I look like him?" he whispered.

In that second, the Tamer who had pulled her back from the brink vanished. He was just a bony kid again: small, frail, with those bright eyes and a pair of crooked teeth. He was the same brother she'd raised like a mother, the one she was sure had been dead for years.

"No," she lied. Darjin didn't want him carrying the weight of their father's memory. She didn't want him feeling any connection to the coward who had betrayed them, the man who had turned tail and abandoned his family in the Fields of Dawn like so many others.

"You're a terrible liar. Just like Mom was." His voice trailed off, the last words heavy in the air.

Darjin felt the shift in him: the old pain of losing their mother and that sharp, familiar anger that surfaced whenever their father was mentioned. She pressed closer to his chest, unable to stop the tears. "She'd be proud of you, little brother. Proud and grateful. Just like I am."

Miro leaned down and kissed her forehead. He started to tremble, his chest heaving with a sob he couldn't hold back anymore.

Darjin just held on and cried with him, staying there until the sun dipped below the horizon and the red light faded from the stone walls of the city.
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The Tamers’ Guild and the city of Irmanna were so tightly bound that most people couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. To the common folk, the city’s rise was simply the story of an army and their Silver Sparrowhawks.

Darjin had grown up far from these cliffs, but she still remembered the families who’d leave the Fields of Dawn every year. They’d travel for days just to see the ceremonies and catch a glimpse of those massive birds of prey. Every kid she knew had dreamed of becoming a Tamer and riding a Sparrowhawk. Miro had been no different.

As she followed Miro up the steep staircase carved into the rock, his childhood promise echoed in her head. He’d told her he would ride one of those birds someday. And he’d kept his word in the most spectacular way possible: he’d used one to save her life.

Darjin gritted her teeth, holding back a groan. Even the wine wasn’t enough to dull the ache deep in her bones. If Miro hadn’t shown up, her fight with that traitor Laamar Lutif would’ve ended with her in a grave. She was still trying to put herself back together after everything that had happened at the watchtower.

How many men had she cut down? How many of those Ashen Shields had come within a hair’s breadth of ending her? She tried to shove the images away. A day ago, she would’ve said she was proud of her work. But there was no pride in the heap of bodies she’d left behind. Those men had betrayed the gods and the families they were supposed to protect. She had only done her duty. She had kept her word.

Right?

If Shadi were still alive, Darjin could’ve told herself that her conscience was clear, that the blood was worth the girl’s safety.

But the truth had a different face.

A sudden flash of horror hit her. She saw Shadi’s face: pale, swollen, eyes vacant, drifting in the suffocating depths of that cursed lake.

Darjin stumbled, bracing a hand against the cold stone wall to keep from pitching over. She pressed two fingers to her throat, right where Laamar’s grip had nearly crushed the life out of her. The phantom pressure sent her head spinning.

Miro’s hand settled on her shoulder. “Let me help you.” Before she could protest, he hooked an arm under her knees and lifted her, carrying her as easily as if she were a child.

“Put me down,” she mumbled. Her head was lolling now; the wine had finally won the fight.

“Just sleep. I’ve got the watch.”

No one had ever treated her like this. Ever. Even though she felt as if her soul had stayed behind with Shadi in the disaster at the Black Amphitheater, Miro’s presence brought a strange, undeniable calm. It was a silence she hadn’t known she was allowed to have.

She closed her eyes.
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In the quiet, a cool breeze stirred Darjin’s hair and pulled her from sleep. She rubbed her eyes as she sat up.

Miro stood with hands clasped behind his back. Before him lay the city, a sprawl of shadows beneath the night ky. For a decade, Darjin had carried a frozen image of her brother, a memory fixed and unyielding. Yesterday had shattered that portrait. Truth, she now saw, wore many masks.

Every one of them was real.

The first mask was the boy. He was angry, disappointed, and driven by a desperate need to obey Ensin Leoben Jan Hura.

The second was the Tamer. This Miro had emerged from the void to find her as she dangled from the ruins of a god’s summer residence. He had reached into the wreckage and pulled her back from the edge of death.

Then there was the man who stood before her now. He wore light, refined fabrics in the colors of earth and limestone. No longer a ghost or a fleeting savior, he was a figure of quiet authority. Still very young, Miro possessed a gravity that mirrored Darjin’s own when her life in the Fields of Dawn reached its end.

He turned, as if her gaze had pricked his skin. The city lights cast amber and gold across his features.

"How long was I out?" she asked.

Miro smiled. He crossed the room and claimed a woven cane chair near the bed. "Barely an hour. But you will need a week of rest for those wounds to close." He gestured toward the bandages visible at the collar of her robe.

A week, perhaps a month. A lump tightened in her throat at how little the passage of time mattered. For years, she had survived for Shadi’s sake, often at the expense of her own body. That burden had vanished. The sudden absence of it left her hollow.

For a long moment, she met Miro’s stare. He watched her as if he might peel back her thoughts to find a hidden secret. Yet he was the mystery. The time had come to demand the truth of his past.

"How is this possible?" she whispered. "What happened to you?" Her gesture took in the whole of him and the room, from the earth-toned walls to the elegant, lightly carved furnishings. She kept the disbelief to herself, suppressing the fear that tightened her chest.

Miro understood. He took her hand and sighed, his gaze drifting back to the stone city beyond the fluttering curtains. "I was lost," he said at last. "In a way, I died and came back to life. It is a long story."

Darjin squeezed his hand. "I have all night." To reclaim even a fraction of their lost years, she intended to listen until the sun rose, and then until the end of the world itself.

Miro stood and paced the room with cautious steps. He clasped his hands and twisted his fingers, then scoured the corners of the chamber for the right words. Because he shunned her gaze, Darjin grew certain that her brother harbored a jagged truth. She wondered if any words could lift the veil of anxiety from his eyes. The realization that she caused his unease made her feel like a thief.

In truth, Miro had built a new life. He served the Binders now, a brother-in-arms to the Tamers who rode the Silver Sparrowhawks. His choice to rescue her was not merely unusual; it was a transgression. He had jeopardized his entire standing the moment he lifted his mask to show her his face. Even a woman like her, trained to listen, learn, and glean secrets from the smallest shadows, knew little of the mandates governing those warriors. But Darjin was sure of one thing: her brother had crossed an invisible line. He had risked everything for her.

Miro crossed to a wooden table near the balcony. He poured a warm brew into two carafes. After he handed one to Darjin, he claimed a spot on the edge of the bed. He sat just as he had in his childhood; back then, his frame had been so slight he barely creased the sheets. Now, his body was solid and formidable, an undeniable presence.

"I do not know how I survived," he said. "To be honest, my memory remained a blurred knot for months. Days must have passed, perhaps a week, since..." The confession withered. He sipped the warm brew and coughed to find his voice again.

She remembered the task Zayr had entrusted to every woman and child of their people. When she closed her eyes and stilled her mind, Leoben Jan Hura’s voice returned. She heard the very words of the decree, the mandate destined to reshape their lives forever:

'From today, you are a new people. You will be called Daggers. Every woman, boy and girl who lives in this city will embrace a new life. You will be instruments in the hands of your Master. You will be a weapon held between His fingers. You will be strength; you will be justice and sword. You will hate the enemies of the Masters. You will protect their Lugalens. You will persecute those who disobey their commands. The first to fall at your hands will be the cowards.'

And so they obeyed. Darjin, her brother, and every soul spared by Jan Hura’s intercession hunted bandits, traitors, and renegades until the opposition was crushed forever. Their father was among those fugitives.

Darjin cast his name aside once again. She denied him any place in her thoughts; she refused him even a trace of compassion he had never earned. Nor did she wish Miro to linger on the battle that had been said to break them both. She hungered for the truth of his missing decade, how he had lived and what had driven him to let the world believe him dead. Memories were fragile things, and she saw the pain they still caused him. She rested a hand on his shoulder.

"Who helped you?"

A faint smile surfaced amid Miro’s uncertainty, born of a memory that brought him genuine joy. "A Silver Sparrowhawk. Then, after I awoke, the guardian of his brood found me. An old, retired Tamer." He raised the glass to his lips.

Darjin drank as well. A spicy aftertaste lingered in her throat; though clearly an infusion, she had never tasted anything quite like it.

Miro returned his gaze to the rocky landscape. "I remember being so confused. I told myself to be afraid, to watch the shadows. I tried to think clearly, yet the more I rubbed my eyes, the more I understood that my past had vanished. Only fragments remained. I knew I was a child. I knew I was alive by a miracle. Blurred images of a struggle haunted me, but the faces were dark shapes on a faded canvas. The wounds spoke of a death I had somehow escaped."

He undid the buttons of his jacket. Near his heart, three scars crossed his chest. They were clean, precise cuts, the mark of a short sword. They were the work of the man who had sired him.

"Even now, the specifics elude me," Miro said. "Years later, I uncovered the details. I found the remains of his body. It seems that while he drove his blade into my chest, I severed his throat."

Darjin listened, her heart tight in her throat. She saw the redness in Miro’s eyes. She admired his steady voice even as she regretted forcing him to exhume these memories. Yet a realization dawned on her. With a precision as natural as it was grim, they both avoided their father’s name. It was as if the memory of the man who had sired them carried a curse. On the day he betrayed his children and the Fields of Dawn, he had stripped himself of any title that might preserve honor. He was no longer a father. He had become a mere line of ink in the ledger of their lives. Without a word of planning, they were in perfect accord. He was a ghost without a name.

"And then there was this," Miro said. He turned his head to reveal a thin, silver line. It ran from his right shoulder blade to the nape of his neck. "The claw of a young, inexperienced Silver Sparrowhawk. My Yante."

Darjin leaned in. The scar was a pale thread against his skin, a mark that kept its distance from the sun. "Did he attack you?"

Miro shook his head. He traced the line with a finger, his voice softening as the memory resurfaced. "Yante was the most impetuous of his brood. The Tamers struggled to break him; eventually, they doubted he was even capable of bonding. Dozens of aspirants tried and failed. Yante lashed out in his frustration, maiming those who approached him, and he grew increasingly violent. The Binders prepared to cull him, because Sparrowhawks are too lethal to live without a Tamer’s hand. One evening, after he nearly killed a contender and sabotaged his final chance, Yante escaped. He returned hours later with a dying boy, slick with blood, clutched in his talons."

A chilling clarity settled over Darjin. That was why she had never found him. Of all the scenarios she had agonized over, not one resembled Miro’s truth: saved by a Silver Sparrowhawk. The reality felt both extraordinary and impossible. "I must thank him," she said, her voice fracturing. "I want to hold him. Yante, I mean." New tears threatened to silence her once again.

Miro’s smile widened. "That is a brilliant idea. I am certain he will be pleased to see you. You made a vivid impression on him; he remembers your scent with great fondness. I believe he has a soft spot for you."

This Sparrowhawk was the same creature she had encountered on her journey. Miro had ridden the beast the night he intercepted the Jan Hura caravan to warn her of the coming danger. Darjin remembered the mixture of admiration and terror she had felt in such proximity to the creature. To her eyes, he was no mere animal.

Yante. She decided then to call him only Yante.

Miro stood and set his glass on the table. "You should rest, though I know you will not. If I leave you locked in this chamber, you will succumb to boredom or seek out new trouble."

"Careful," Darjin countered. "I am still your elder."

Miro chuckled and raised his hands in a mock surrender. "I see that has not changed."

She threw a pillow at him. He avoided it with a graceful pivot and feigned indignation. "Take me to him," she demanded. "I owe him." She needed to leave that room. She longed to touch Yante. And more than anything, she required something to steady her mind and heart. Out on the stone walkway overlooking the abyss, she had craved the fall. She had stood on the brink of surrender. The memory of that weakness tightened around her chest like an iron vise. She had to master her spirit or risk losing herself forever. Now that she had found her brother, such an end felt like a blasphemy.
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Eshfen held his breath. Within his expanding lungs, the fire of rebellion burned in its desperate search for air. The sensation resembled a dance upon the lip of a volcano.

Against the press of the ink-dark essence, he spread his arms and kept his eyes shut. He remained motionless. Neither the weight of his limbs nor the meager air in his chest betrayed him; he did not sink to the floor of the basin nor drift toward the surface. He felt no fear.

To fear the dark was to doubt the work.

The currents spoke a language he had come to understand. Some arrived as gentle as a mother’s caress. Others lashed at him like a penitent’s whip. All of them breathed life into his ears and the raw edges of his wounds. Despite his sealed lips, a few vivid drops of the dark mass seeped into his mouth. He tasted salt and iron, then the copper trace of distant blood, the flavor of the sacred.

The temptation to inhale finally took hold. His heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic rhythm bordering on panic. With a pair of powerful strokes and a scissor of his legs, he broke through the surface.

A soft torchlight pierced his eyelids. He ran his fingers over his face to cleanse away the dark liquid, then coughed and spat. Every time he emerged from the pool, the world returned in sharper, more vivid detail. Sudden light threatened to blind him if he opened his eyes too quickly.

He allowed himself only narrow slits. Slowly, the vault carved into the living rock and the torches surrounding the basin took shape. He steadied his breathing. With slow, rhythmic movements of his limbs, he sought to calm his pulse and chase away the insistent tingling that prickled his skin. The sensation was inevitable, the presence of the Vigore.

Within the basin lay the waters. Black as a starless night and born of forces beyond Eshfen’s understanding, the essence held the power to knit flesh and restore those who had challenged death too stubbornly.

Eshfen blinked, then stifled a grunt. Though his wounds had closed, his mind still ached with the memory of the trauma. The Vigore repaired the body, yet it offered no penance for the pain lurking in the souls of those who walked the line between life and death. Weeks, perhaps months, lay ahead before the buzzing in his ears would finally fade. That noise was the only remaining shard of the explosions that had shattered Lethenium’s Dart and claimed the life of Zayr, Lord of the Tutors.

As he swam toward the stone rim of the pool, a smile touched his lips. The magnitude of their triumph surged within him.

God is dead.

The rustle of silk and the chime of jewelry echoed through the vault. Four maids emerged from the shadows of the columns, bringing scented oils, bandages steeped in hot infusions, and fresh linens. They caught Eshfen’s smile. Though they could not grasp its origin, they returned the expression with fervor and waited for him to rise from the ink-dark depths. None showed any shame at his nakedness.

They moved in a coordinated swarm, scrubbing away the oily residue of the Vigore. Each stained bandage was rolled and secured in a leather pouch for the healers. Within hours, the sisters would return every reclaimed drop to the main vat before the air could steal its potency.

Eshfen stood still as they worked. He closed his eyes, and a sudden flash of anxiety pierced his calm. The success of his mission was indisputable, yet triumph often invited the sharpest knives. He knew his rivals; they intended to scour his record for any flaw, any minor oversight they might exploit.

And then there was his Lord.

Rahmadu. He was the architect of the rebellion, the spark that rekindled fire in the hearts of those who craved freedom from the Masters.

Eshfen wondered why his lord had not yet summoned him. Such silence carried a weight of its own. He had served Rahmadu long enough to know the Only God fed on whispers and subtle subterfuge. If he remained at a distance, he did so for a specific reason.

He opened his eyes and nearly groaned. Karim stood near the entrance to the cave. Even refined black robes failed to mask the sheer mass of the man. He appeared hewn from the very rock of the chamber. Only the whites of his eyes glinted from the shadows beneath the archway.

Karim crossed his arms and set his feet. He exhaled a heavy sigh, then shook his head. After a few slow steps, he reached Eshfen and the servants, then clapped twice and gestured with a sharp tilt of his chin.

The women slipped into the dark of the cave without a sound.

"You look remarkably alive," Karim said. He pulled a long gray robe from a nearby basket, spread the fabric, and waited for Eshfen to approach.

Eshfen hesitated. Karim’s kindness was a draught of poisoned wine, sweet to the tongue but lethal to the gut. He considered a refusal, yet the cold began to take hold. The Vigore had mended his flesh, but the artificial warmth of the essence was already on the wane. He had no strength for an argument. "Thank you." He slipped his arms into the sleeves and cinched the belt tight.

Karim stepped back. He watched Eshfen with a sideways glance and a lingering smile; his posture hovered on the edge of mockery and servility, an insult to any man’s senses.

"Why did you choose to steal the work of the maids?" Eshfen asked.

Karim offered no immediate reply. Instead, he let out a low, vibrating laugh. A new nuance flickered in the man’s gaze, a glint of pure, unadulterated malice. The perception was subtle, yet its persistence gnawed at his nerves.

"I only wished to be the first to welcome the hero of the Lake of Currents," Karim said.

The first. He referred to the other missionaries. Eight other men and women among the Ashen Shields enjoyed the same power and stature as Eshfen. Not one of them had yet deigned to look his way. Their silence spoke of wounded pride; Eshfen’s triumph at the Lake of Currents was a hammer blow to their own ambitions. Rahmadu was poised to name his champion, the one to lead the Ashen Shields against the Masters, and Eshfen had just moved to the front of the line.

"Is that so."

Karim nodded. "I know you do not trust me, Eshfen. I also know you are a man of reserve and a loyal servant to our Lord. I will not waste your time with attempts to change your assessment of me."

There was the familiar servility. Perhaps Karim sought to bask in the radiance of Eshfen’s victory. Perhaps he truly feared the man who had returned from the dead.

A more naive man might have tasted the sweetness of this moment. He might have savored the weakness revealed in the other missionary’s rhetoric. But Eshfen refused the bait. To drop his guard around this serpent, even for a heartbeat, invited disaster. Once again, he remained silent.

"I only want you to know that your courage will be remembered," Karim continued. "You have more friends than you imagine. Believe me. Nothing can diminish the admiration we feel for you."

Eshfen offered no reply. The words felt wrong. Even for a practiced liar, Karim’s phrasing was overly mellifluous.

"My lord.

Eshfen stared at Karim. He ignored the summons. The call likely originated from one of the maids. While he searched Karim’s face for a hidden threat or a warning, the woman spoke again.

"My lord, missionary Eshfen, you are expected in your quarters."

"Who seeks me."

The maid remained silent. She was not privy to such information.

Eshfen understood then. Karim, however, knew exactly who waited. Like a snake, he had slithered here to enjoy the spectacle of Eshfen’s confusion.

A violent urge seized him; he wanted to shatter the man’s nose with a headbutt and force him to swallow those gleaming teeth. Instead, he turned to the maid. "I will be there momentarily. Thank you." He fixed his gaze on Karim again. "I have no friends. I have only enemies. And so far, every one of them has received his due, Karim. Remember that." He turned for the exit as a flash of pure terror flickered in Karim’s eyes, a small victory that warmed Eshfen’s heart. Despite his superior mass and muscle, Karim feared engaging in a fight. That realization provided a grim satisfaction. But the elation was short-lived.

Just as Eshfen reached the mouth of the cave, the other missionary’s voice hissed, "Not all of them, my friend. Not all of them."
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The chamber was cold, carved from the living rock like the rest of the Ashen Shields’ refuge. The space felt inhospitable, even desolate. Yet for Eshfen, the bare walls and sparse furnishings provided a sanctuary. Within this silence, he found the strength to mute the constant noise that plagued his mind in the presence of others.

Eshfen embraced solitude. He held the quiet close, using the void as a shield while he listened to its lessons with care.

He wound milk-white bandages around his torso and arms, the consecrated wrappings worn by the missionaries in honor of Rahmadu. Red ink, a dense, web-like succession of symbols and letters, covered every inch of the fabric. To create this script, each missionary had spent months in a slow, daily sacrifice. They had drawn their own blood, drop by drop, to inscribe a prayer across the thin canvas. Now, the bandages carried a tireless repetition of words:

"Oh Rahmadu, God of Ashes, Fire upon all darkness.
Oh Rahmadu, bringer of all splendor, Slayer of all oppressors.
Deliver us from the shadows, our savior."

Eshfen uttered the same words, his voice a soft rasp. He claimed the oil lamp, knelt before the central brazier, and coaxed the flame into the wood with a gentle breath to feed the rising sparks. Soon, the fire took hold. Light from the brazier danced across his skin and cast long, swaying shadows against the chamber walls.

Eshfen closed his eyes and repeated the prayer. Over and over, the words fell from his lips until he bowed low; he pressed his brow to the cold stone floor, and the world outside the room ceased to exist.

A faint, impossible breeze caressed the back of his neck. The only door to the dwelling remained barred; the window high upon the right-hand wall was likewise sealed.

Rahmadu.

Slowly, his breath reduced to a low hiss, Eshfen opened his eyes. Small fragments of coal skittered across the floor, driven by an invisible force that began to grate against his mind. Heat and cold warred within him. His weight seemed to increase a thousandfold, the ground nearly giving way beneath him, before his body abruptly became as light as a feather. He felt certain that the mere movement of a finger might send him adrift. Adoration and reverence shook his frame.

Then came the voice of God, a roar as deafening as a waterfall.

Do not lift your head if you wish to live, for you are not worthy.

Eshfen nodded. He felt small and useless, yet graced with a privilege reserved for the few. The Lord of Fire and Ash spoke to him. Every syllable possessed the weight to shatter a giant’s frame in an instant.

You have done well. Zayr is dead.

Hot, stinging tears blurred his vision. He craved the release of a joyous cry. He wanted to surrender to the emotion of having pleased the liberator of every soul in Kenjir.

Then, silence.

Eshfen swallowed with difficulty. More remained; he sensed the impending command in the air itself.

But one opponent still lives. His breath is blasphemy. Destroy him, my shield, my sword.

Eshfen bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood.

Rahmadu had no need for raised voices or rebukes. A single breath, a spark emitted by his mere presence, possessed the power to annihilate every soul in the refuge. The city beyond was destined to become a graveyard in the wake of his passing.

Yet, the Creator of Fire and Ash chose to touch the lives of simple men. He used them to kindle hope within the heart of Kenjir.

And Eshfen had failed him. For the final time. He clenched his jaw, steadied his breath, and enunciated the vow: "Oh Rahmadu, God of Ashes, fire upon all darkness. Your will is law. I shall reduce the blasphemer to dust. So I say. So it shall be."

The subsequent silence was absolute.

The cold, austere walls of the chamber closed in around him once more. Eshfen collapsed onto his side. Tears of resentment carved tracks down his cheeks. Where had he faltered? Who survived? Was it truly possible for a soul to find shelter from such a catastrophe? Reev, perhaps. He was the Only Begotten of Zayr, the Champion of the Tutors. It had to be him.

Eshfen dragged himself into a sitting position and wiped his face with the back of his hand. Only minutes ago, he had prepared to speak of his triumph. Now, he merely shook his head and stared at the brazier. The sacred fire was dead.

Within the ashes, amidst embers both glowing and black, a figure emerged, a sign of Rahmadu’s will. A face took shape.

Eshfen studied the strong features, the square jaw, and the straight nose depicted in the thin gray flakes. He knew those lips.

He had executed this man with his own hands.

Andik Thawill.

Eshfen hissed with a mixture of anger and raw frustration. The Ensin lived.

With two fingers, he desecrated the features depicted in the ashes. He gouged out the eyes, then clenched his hand into a fist and reduced the Ensin’s likeness to a blurred mass. He struck the gray dust again and again, each blow fueled by a rising fury. Hot embers scorched his knuckles, growling like a cornered beast.

He ceased only when the agony in his hands and arms finally eclipsed the hatred boiling in his chest.

Andik Thawill, the blasphemer, shall be his final failure.
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Andik opened his eyes with a low groan, disoriented and aching. He surveyed his surroundings, needing several moments to recognize the small room of his convalescence. High to the left of his bed, a narrow window revealed a thin strip of sky. The light faded toward a deep violet, promising the first faint hint of stars.

How long had he slept?

A full day had passed since the Lethenium Dart exploded, the blast that claimed Zayr and sent the Black Amphitheater plunging into the depths of the lake. Each time his mind drifted back to the catastrophe, a visceral tightness seized his throat and chest. The sensation pulled at his stomach. The pain reduced him to tears. He gasped when Nalia’s voice reached him.

"I will have to tell those cursed minstrels to grant us some peace and quiet. The sun has not yet set, and they torture their instruments as if it were the dead of night." She entered the room and closed the door.

Andik studied her. It had been years since he had seen her in such simple attire. With her thin braids gathered in a high ponytail and her frame hidden by a vibrant tunic, Nalia appeared younger and more approachable than the Ensin he had known.

"Let them be." Even that short sentence sent waves of agony through his torso. Instinctively, his hand moved to the place where the blade had pierced his body.

"Do not," Nalia warned. Her voice was firm, yet it lacked the cutting edge that usually accompanied her words. She moved to the bedside. "Move too much and those stitches will snap like dry twigs." She took the hand Andik had raised and squeezed it between her own. "I can return you to sleep if you wish." She spoke the words with the softness of a prayer. The sight of his broken state clearly pained her.

"No. I am better. Soon, I will cease to be a burden," he lied.

Nalia glanced at him sideways. "Nonsense. You look wretched. But I, too, struggle to accept what has passed."

"Forgive me; my mind is not yet clear."

Nalia nodded. To keep him among the living, she and the local healers had employed ointments, infusions, and powders strictly forbidden in most of Kenjir. "We were forced to be resolute to jump-start your heart and stanch the bleeding," she explained. She chose her words with care, unwilling to insult his intelligence but needing to justify the drastic measures. "The wound was a cavernous hole. You will carry a truly interesting scar." She offered a tired wink and glanced at the thick bandages wrapped around his chest. A dark bloom of fluid marked the spot where his skin fought to close.

"Do you believe it will serve as a fine topic of conversation?"

"Absolutely." She ran a hand over his forehead. "You are strong, Andik Thawill. And you have a massive heart. Even had that sword struck its center, the core would have remained untouched."

He frowned. "Then I am truly dying. This is the first time you have spoken to me with such kindness."

"It is also the last, you idiot." She laughed, the sound brittle and strained. "Do not worry; your time is far off. People like us do not die easily. We depart fighting, screaming, and cursing the enemies of Urook."

Andik nodded.

Our hearts shine red…

Like lovers at war, they toast.

"In a few hours, the drugs will lose their grip," Nalia said. "Then you will see. You will join me in my hatred of those minstrels, as is right."

Andik remained uncertain. The previous night at the Black Amphitheater, he had stared into the eyes of a traitor and felt the icy breath of the grave. He lived by a miracle. That miracle had a name and a title: Ensin Nalia Korr.

"Thank you, my friend." His voice cracked under a surge of pain and raw emotion. His eyelids grew heavy. The rhythm of sleep and deep fatigue pulsed against his temples.

Nalia ran her hand from his forehead to his eyes, a gentle command. "Rest now. If you do not find your feet, my exploits are in vain."

Andik gave her a weak smile, heartened by the return of her familiar sarcasm. He nodded. "I will repay you."

A knock sounded at the door. At the noise, Nalia glanced toward the entrance. She squeezed his shoulder once and retreated into the shadows of the room. When she pulled the door wide, Andik caught a glimpse of a young man and a woman. The man possessed a broad-shouldered frame and a look of grim determination. The woman was slighter, her face softened by a beautiful smile. They bore buckets and baskets. Their simple tunics marked them as laborers.

Andik cursed his own silence. He had failed to ask the vital questions. Where was this refuge? Who were these strangers? How had any of them survived the catastrophe of the lake?

He sighed. The drug-fueled pull of lethargy became irresistible. He surrendered to the dark and fell into a dreamless sleep.
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Between sleep and wakefulness, Andik realized an argument raged nearby. He could not decipher the words, but the urgent tone pierced the blanket of fatigue and soreness gripping every fiber of his being.

The voices rose.

He moved instinctively, as if his body still obeyed him, and immediately regretted the impulse as sharp pains racked his frame.

Keeping his eyes shut tight, he fought to focus on the voices, a desperate attempt to bar the chilling images of the massacre from his mind. He saw the Lugalen’s Daughters. He saw them slit their fathers’ throats. He saw the motionless figure of Shadi Jan Hura, knife held to her father’s neck for reasons he could not fathom. He saw the chase after the traitor in servant’s rags. He saw the smug look on the man’s face. The cold. The dark.

Now he craved clarity, to know how Nalia had saved him; the lack of detail only deepened the debt he owed her.

The argument in the corridor stopped abruptly.

When the door creaked open, Andik expected Nalia. The lamp beside his bed cast a faint amber halo of light. He rubbed his eyes. "Nalia." He attempted to lift his head, but a jolt of agony confirmed the folly of the move.

"My lord, how do you fare."

Andik did not recognize the woman’s voice. She was young, her face marked by the transition into adulthood, one of the many who had followed Nalia’s orders to aid him. Even the name of this small village on the banks of the Nisaf River eluded him. Perhaps the drugs clouding his mind were to blame, or perhaps Nalia had never told him their location at all. Confused, Andik reached for his memories.

In his rare moments of wakefulness, after Nalia had pulled him from the rubble of the Black Amphitheater, Andik had believed himself trapped in the Midlands.

Legends described that world as a void of pure horror, a tale used to frighten rebellious children and kill time during the long nights spent watching the borders of Urook. According to the myths, those who died before swearing allegiance to a city-state, Kenjir, Urook, or Napur, became a swarm of dark sparks. They turned into a cloud of hatred and regret, wandering the realm halfway between Kenjir and the stars.

Some swore they had witnessed the curse that took hold when that cloud crossed the gates of the Midlands. Struck by fever and bleeding from his chest, Andik had watched the destruction and wept like a child. He saw towering flames defy the lake and clouds stain the sky a bloody red. He heard the crash of iron and glass as the Amphitheater sank, and the cries of the dying as the waters claimed them. The scale of the disaster made his survival feel like a shameful error. He was an Ensin who had lived, yet he craved death, not just to sever the spectacle from his mind, but because he felt unworthy of the very breath he drew. But Nalia kept him among the living. The villagers had welcomed them with the deference typical of those who rarely encountered Ensins on the run.

Andik forced a smile. This girl, whoever she was, deserved his gratitude. "I am better," he lied. "What is your name."

The young woman entered the light. She approached the bed, carrying a steaming cup of aromatic brew.

"Zata," she replied. A shy smile and a slight blush colored her tanned skin. "I brought an infusion of Green Avendira. My mother says it heals the spirit and restores the strength, my lord."

Andik recognized her then. She had been outside the room hours ago, during Nalia’s previous visit. He had heard of the miraculous plant. "The herb of the Napuri. Where did you find such a thing." He tried to lift his back. The pain was still present, but the sharpest edges had finally begun to dull.

Zata placed the cup on the bedside table. She helped him into a sitting position and leaned his back against the cold stone. "We convinced a merchant a fortnight ago," she chuckled. "The Guild usually ignores us. But when we waved the catch of the day in their faces, they changed their minds."

"Spectacular fish, I wager." Andik admitted to himself that he craved a meal, especially if those forked-tongued members of the Covenant Guild considered the harvest a fair trade. He viewed them as he did any other representative of law and order in Kenjir, an evil to be eradicated, an incomprehensible stain upon the face of the lands kissed by the Masters’ gaze. But the Masters, gods and children of gods, had chosen mercy for that mass of thieves and liars. Andik suppressed his bile and kept his silence.

"They were indeed," Zata continued. "The season has been extraordinary. The most fruitful fishing in our history, my lord. Are you hungry."

Andik was about to say yes when a shadow of inconsistency pricked his mind. He did not immediately grasp the source of his doubt, and the uncertainty annoyed him. Perhaps the infusion might clear the fog. He accepted the cup from the girl.

"Be careful, my lord. It is hot."

Andik sniffed the infusion. He let the pungent fragrance flow through his nose and into his throat. He studied the girl, her broad smile, and her sun-kissed skin. "What is this place called."

"Our village. Carenna, my lord."

"How many dwell here."

She rolled her eyes upward as if counting. "Forty, my lord. But two women are pregnant. Vala’s belly is quite large; we may have more than two little ones very soon." She smiled and covered her mouth with her hand. The laughter slowly faded, replaced by a worried mask. She clasped her hands, her fingers twisting in a nervous knot. "May I ask you a question, my lord."

Andik raised the cup to his lips and nodded. He anticipated her query but was not certain he wished to answer. Yet he could not pretend the events of the previous day were a mere figment of a fevered imagination. To be trapped in the Midlands felt almost preferable to facing the reality of his failure.

Zata glanced around as if she feared the room harbored a hidden witness. She cleared her throat. "Well, I... I wanted to ask you..." Her fear deepened, yet the need for truth remained the stronger force.

"I am listening," he encouraged. He blew on the hot liquid, waiting for it to cool.

Zata took a deep breath. "We heard rumors a few hours ago. They say that... they say that..." She stammered into silence.

Of course. The inhabitants of this tiny hamlet could not grasp the extent of the catastrophe he had witnessed. Their wildest nightmares lacked the fertile ground to accommodate the horror that awaited them. Zayr was dead. Every inhabitant of Kenjir was destined to pay the price.

Andik closed his eyes. His hands trembled as images of the coming tide flashed through his mind. Aabar, Negus, and Lord Kenjir surely knew the truth by now, as did Lorin, patron of Napur. The regents were certain to lay waste to everything in their pursuit of vengeance. War was imminent.

He wondered about Reev, the Only Begotten of Zayr. Had he survived the massacre. If so, his wrath would be uncontrollable.

"I should be silent," the girl whispered, frightened by Andik’s grim stillness.

He opened his eyes and shook his head. "Please, continue." He lifted the cup once more.

With a violent crash, the door flew open. The sudden blast of air tossed the girl’s hair and clothes. Her expression turned cold. She retreated a step and slipped her hand into the folds of her tunic with startling speed.

"Do not drink." Nalia’s voice was like ice, peremptory and severe.

Andik’s eyes widened as he jerked the cup from his face. The violence that followed happened so fast he barely managed to blink.

Knives.

The sweet, shy Zata had concealed them beneath her simple tunic. She flicked one at Nalia. The Ensin darted left, the steel whistling past her ear, then pivoted, using the momentum to drive a strike into the girl’s wrist.

The second dagger clattered across the floor.

Nalia seized Zata by the throat with her free hand. She hoisted her upward as if she weighed no more than a blade of grass. The Ensin did not even look at her captive; she remained unperturbed as the girl clawed at her wrist and kicked her legs in a futile struggle.

"Set the cup down, Andik," the Ensin hissed. Her gaze remained fixed on him, chillingly calm. "Our friend is about to explain who sent her and what she seeks. Or she shall swallow this poison herself. Every drop of it."

Andik had never been more acutely aware of his own frailty as he swallowed a lump of pure frustration. He could only watch as Nalia shielded him from a threat he had failed to perceive. He felt foolish and useless as the Ensin held the girl like a discarded rag doll.

His senses sharpened to a painful degree. He suppressed a retch as the tension in the room turned visceral. The stale air, the stench of damp wood, old ash, and the copper tang of blood made his head spin. "Poison," he managed to rasp. The word felt like a heavy stone upon his tongue. "How... why."

The girl struggled, coughed, and hissed a muffled curse as she clung to Nalia’s iron grip.

"Zata. Let her go, you sow." A man stood in the doorway. He breathed in heavy, ragged gasps, his jaw tight with fury. He leveled an arm toward Nalia. The short blade in his hand flashed in the flickering candlelight.

Andik recognized the servant from earlier, the man who had accompanied Zata. He knew him by his voice and his hulking posture rather than his face. The man fixed a hateful gaze upon Nalia. She turned abruptly to meet the new threat. It took her only a heartbeat to decide.

Andik had witnessed her act upon instinct and experience dozens of times. She was always quick, efficient, and lethal. In a sequence of uninterrupted movements, a perfect, practiced choreography, she hurled the girl to the floor.

Nalia stepped back and delivered a brutal kick to Zata’s left knee. The sickening snap of bone made Andik flinch; the cry of raw agony that erupted from the girl’s chest nearly forced him to vomit. Zata curled into a tight, instinctive ball.

Out of the corner of his eye, Andik saw the servant’s silhouette loom as he lunged. "Behind you," he shouted.

Nalia was ready. She effortlessly evaded the man’s momentum and the blade aimed at her throat. She spun in a blur of dark fabric, ducking beneath a second, violent blow.

While the enemy remained off-balance, she drove her knee into his ribs.

He howled, collapsing to his knees. Then the man scrambled back to his feet, coughing and spitting a spray of blood. He lunged again, blade leading.

Nalia deflected the steel and landed a backhand strike to his jaw that snapped his head to the side. He crashed into the low wooden table beside Andik’s bed. The furniture shattered in a burst of old, dusty wood that peppered the room.

Andik felt no fear for Nalia; he knew her prowess. The fact that the Ensin had not yet drawn her own weapon confirmed her absolute confidence. She wanted these servants to confess, to speak the name of their master. Only then would she eliminate them.

Nalia advanced. The man pressed a hand to his side, gasping for air where the shattered furniture had bruised his ribs.

"Who sent you," the Ensin hissed. She stood but a single pace away.

He coughed, yet he refused to yield his steel. His contempt for her was plain, though a flickering terror now shadowed his eyes. He launched a desperate scissor-kick at Nalia’s ankles.

She leaped back with instinctive agility. But Zata, still prone upon the floor, seized Nalia’s calf and pulled with all her remaining strength. The Ensin staggered, losing her footing, and crashed to the floor.

Outraged by the sacrilege of these laborers laying hands upon an Ensin, Andik gritted his teeth. He dragged himself upright. A guttural cry of agony escaped him, yet he did not cease his movement. He clung to the edge of the bed, swaying like a lone tree in a gale. With a monumental effort, he delivered a heavy kick to Zata’s side. The blow landed between her hip and ribs; she groaned and collapsed.

Striking a woman so young left Andik feeling as wretched as a thief. Yet she and her accomplice had forfeited the gods’ benevolence the moment they conspired to poison him.

The girl began to crawl toward the exit, desperate to flee the carnage. She cast a look of horror at Andik but no longer dared to interfere.

The man seized the moment of Nalia’s hesitation. He lunged at the fallen Ensin, his blade blurring in a series of quick, violent strokes.

Nalia recovered instantly. From the floor, she swept his knee with a low kick, then sprang to her feet as he swayed. She spun in a blur, disarming him with a strike to his wrist that sent the blade flying. Then she dropped directly onto him, delivering a rapid succession of blows: one to the stomach, one to the chest, and a final strike to the jaw. The man’s head snapped back. He collapsed like a monument built upon rotten foundations, crushing the oil lamp on the table beside Andik.

A burst of sparks erupted into a violent blaze.

The man screamed. Nalia’s assault was enough to shatter his senses, but the searing heat of the oil kept him conscious and thrashing.

"Nalia." Andik pointed toward the girl, who was nearly at the threshold. His comrade-in-arms nodded, snatched a heavy blanket from the bed, and threw it over the burning servant.

With an effort that made him curse his very birth, Andik lunged from the mattress to smother the flames. He coughed, his lungs burning, as he struggled to pin the man down. "Do not move, you idiot. You will only feed the fire. Stay still." But the man was beyond reason, thrashing like a trapped beast in a snare.

Andik managed to wrench the blanket back just enough to reveal a face bloodied and singed by the ignited oil. Wide eyes, dilated with terror, stared back at him.

So Andik delivered a headbutt. It was a blunt, well-deserved dose of justice, his forehead crashing into the temple of a would-be murderer who now reeked of roasted flesh.

The man went limp as Andik groaned at the fresh pain he had brought upon himself. Weak and depleted, he felt the world begin to tilt as he slipped toward unconsciousness once more.

The final image to sear into his mind was Nalia. Her boot was pressed firmly against Zata’s throat. "You poisonous tick," she hissed. "Do you have the faintest clue of what you have done? Of the gravity in even contemplating harm toward a man of Andik Thawill’s station."

Zata let out a low, broken groan. She was helpless now, defeated by the crushing certainty that she stood alone.

Andik’s eyes failed him. Lying atop the unconscious servant, with the acrid reek of charred flesh threatening to suffocate him, he surrendered and allowed himself to be pulled down into a pitch-black void.
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A thin, nagging voice persisted in Andik’s mind. It muttered a dangerous truth: if he had helped Nalia neutralize two assassins despite his injuries and the drug-induced daze, he was also fit to assist with the interrogation.

But Nalia was right. He was in no position to demand anything. If he intended to survive, if he wanted to prevent the stitches from tearing his chest into a shapeless ruin, he had to find stillness.

When she entered the room several hours later, Nalia was still wiping her blood-stained hands with a rag. She sighed and dropped into a chair beside the bed. She massaged her temples. "They know," she hissed. "The Ashen Shields know you survived. The girl and her companion were not the first to snoop around. A few hours before the attack, another man was asking questions. He posed as a merchant."

"She spoke too freely. And her accent was not of this area," Andik said. That was the inconsistency that had pricked him. He should have realized it immediately, sensed the threat, and acted.

Nalia nodded. "She was likely from Urook."

"How did they manage it? How did they confirm we draw breath?"

She offered a tight-lipped, joyless smile. "They only recognized you. Your inconspicuous hair gave you away."

Andik instinctively touched his long red hair.

"Those two had no inkling of my identity," Nalia continued. "They were dispatched to deal with Ensin Andik Thawill alone. Perhaps I should take such an oversight personally."

He bit his lip. "A merchant? They mistook the other spy for a merchant?"

Nalia nodded, a spark of insight igniting in her eyes. "The barges. Someone from the Covenant Guild must have spotted us on the river. I suspect they are among the few who could recognize a half-dead Ensin, supported by a beautiful woman, fleeing toward the fork in the Nisaf."

Andik laughed at her sarcasm, but the suspicion remained. "Why? What do the merchants gain from our deaths?"

Nalia clenched her fists and tapped them against her knees. "Altruism does not drive the Guild, or they would have offered us sanctuary."

"I fear the matter is more complicated," Andik said. "The Covenant Guild has traditionally avoided Ensin affairs. They know we barely tolerate their presence. If they no longer fear to meddle, then the stakes are higher than we imagined."

The more he reflected, the more certain Andik became. The Covenant Guild held a commercial hegemony over much of Kenjir, a potent ally for the Ashen Shields. But in exchange for what?

Nalia watched him, her eyes sharp. "We must determine their price. It cannot be mere coin. Perhaps the winds of change have reached Lenna."

Lenna was the opulent island from which the Guild coordinated its vast network. It served as the heart of the Covenant’s power. Andik had walked its streets, but only for brief, formal delegations. "I may know a man who could provide answers. But reaching him is a trial in itself." He scratched his rough, unshaven chin.

"You should let it grow," Nalia remarked. "It makes that baby face of yours look almost menacing."

"Baby face?"

"Yes. Are you truly telling me this is the first time someone has noted it?"

"Actually…"

She laughed softly. "You possess the height and the breadth of a mountain, so people assume you are detached. But anyone who looks closely sees the truth. That imposing stature hides a man who is genuinely good-hearted, Thawill. You are far less hardened than you strive to appear."

"Are you certain you have not sustained a blow to the head?"

Nalia leaned back and rolled her eyes. "This is not how I envisioned spending my days here. I had intended to lose myself in wine, find a handsome Lugalen to seduce, and vanish into a quiet room where the Ashen Shields do not exist. Gods, I might even have settled for a commoner." She let out a weary groan, then fixed her gaze on him again. "What manner of trouble have you brought upon me, Thawill? And how do we find our way out of it?"
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The corridors of the ziggurat challenged Shadi’s perception of reality. Everything within them, from the objects to the colors, threatened to silence her.

She missed Roben terribly. He would have helped her understand why this place seemed so enormous and every surface so impossibly smooth. The floors shone like mirrors, the enormous columns as wide as houses and as tall as mountains. The windows opened in the walls like gorges carved into rock. It seemed like the work of giants, created to show ordinary people the distance between themselves and the gods.

Yet she knew, she could feel it, that the Nurturers were different from the Tutors. They treated people with rare benevolence. Although she felt small and overwhelmed by the grandeur around her, she also sensed the Masters’ love of beauty and their generosity in sharing it.

Shadi felt lucky to have met two gods in person. Zayr and Reev, Master and Heir of Urook. The memory of their perfect faces, their eyes as clear as the sky, and their blond, gleaming hair was burned into her mind. She bit her lip and tried to banish those images of almost painful perfection.

Perhaps unlucky, in retrospect. She had experienced the deepest veneration, witnessed their infinite power, and listened to their voices. Then she had seen them vanish in the flames. And if they deserved death, how could she still be standing there in Napur, the city of the Nurturers?

"We can take a break if you prefer, my lady." Gatha slowed her pace.

"Let’s go outside, please," Shadi said, though she did not want to stop. The colonnade was about to open onto a vast arch that offered a glimpse of the night sky.

The stars, ah, the stars; that expanse of piercing lights shone so brightly. It was breathtaking.

Her father had told her many times how special the starry nights of the Peaks were. He always claimed the clear mountain air allowed the people of the fortress to see more stars, with greater clarity, than those in the regions below.

But as she gazed at the sliver of night sky just coming into view, Shadi told herself that Leoben Jan Hura was wrong. She wished she could tell him that. She wished she could sit on the lap of the man who had raised her and be the one, for once, to whisper an incredible story.

How would she describe it? What words would she use to explain to him the obscene beauty of the ziggurat, of which she had seen only a small portion, in reality, and the profound wonder that had filled her at the sight of a blade of night sky over Napur?

But those were just dreams now. And that’s how they would stay.

When she set foot on the large terrace and the wind stung her cheeks, Shadi shivered.

She watched the night sky, the way it settled over Napur, embracing it like a woman in love, dressed only in precious stones given by a vain lover. "There are no words," she whispered.

Gatha laughed softly. "Perhaps they are not necessary, my lady."

Only then did Shadi realize she had voiced her thoughts. She saw the knowing smile on Gatha’s face and not even a hint of condescension. Even the two soldiers flanking her, Amir and Sayda, seemed to rejoice in her amazement.

Had she ever felt anything like this in the Peaks, or been so proud of her homeland? It seemed silly even to think it.

She took a deep breath and tried to clear her mind. "Lead the way, Gatha. Let’s see what this city has to offer."

As she walked alongside Gatha, watched over by two benevolent guards and overwhelmed by Napur’s beauty, Shadi realized how exposed and powerless she was. The Napuri treated her as a guest, yes. However, she felt like a prisoner. Would they kill her without hesitation as soon as they stopped seeing any value in her? She feared that possibility too. So she decided to lie. Or at least try to lie.

She lifted her chin, drew a deep breath, and smiled. She looked at the long walkway that extended from the terrace on the side of the ziggurat. It looked like a bridge suspended over nothingness, illuminated by the dancing lights of the city, with the music and sounds of celebration rising from the streets below. She told herself that, at the end of that walkway, she would show Gatha, Amir, and Sayda a different person. And so would she do with Lorin, god of Napur.

She owed it to Darjin and Roben, whom she longed to embrace again at all costs

She owed it to the memory of her parents. And she owed it to herself.

So she stepped onto the walkway and let the veil of pearls and precious stones flowing from the hood of her cloak give her face the charm of mystery.

Mother Tiona would have been proud to see her so resolute.

Shadi, on the other hand, hated herself. But she prayed the charade would be short-lived and allow her to decide, even if only a little, her own destiny.

The walkway overlooked a long, crowded street so full of life that it looked like a river of green gold. And the hundreds, perhaps thousands, of people moving along it sparkled like foam on the waves and the bubbling of endless schools of fish.

Gatha pointed to the edges of the large, triangular square they were approaching: "This is the Square of the Reasons in Napur. Did you know that each of the three City-States has one? They are all similar, yet not entirely identical."

Shadi nodded. "To tell the truth, it’s something that has become very widespread, especially in recent years. Nowadays, there are Squares of the Reasons in most larger towns in Kenjir," she heard herself say, daring to speak more freely than usual and showing that she knew the subject well.

Gatha looked at Shadi with curious eyes. "I had no idea," she said, bowing her head to emphasize her appreciation for the news. "I would like to ask you if the same is true of the place you come from. But I have a feeling my lord, Lorin, would consider it inappropriate."

Shadi decided that perhaps it would be better to steer clear of such details. She was distracted by a rhythmic tremor, the steady reverberation of percussion instruments. She looked around for the source of those beats and stopped, facing an image that seemed to have jumped out of one of the stories her father used to read to her many years ago.

It was a tree. Towering above, its branches embraced the walkway thanks to the extraordinary ingenuity of those who had grown it alongside a building of green bricks and shiny metal slabs. The structure and the enormous tree were so deeply intertwined that they seemed to be one and the same. Branches and balconies merged, and cavities and corridors opened up and extended inside and outside the trunk.

The music came from a circular terrace, capable of accommodating hundreds of people, which protruded from the huge trunk and hung above the walkway.

Shadi pointed to it. "What is that place?

Gatha hesitated, then repeated the question to Amir.

The soldier approached and answered both of them. "A ballroom, my ladies. They call it the Golden Blade." Indeed, the circular terrace looked like a giant’s curved sword stuck in the colossal tree.

"Can we visit it? The ballroom, I mean." Shadi didn’t wait for an answer. Curious and drawn by the music, she advanced toward the point where the walkway met the trunk: there were branches stretching out to form a natural bridge and then stairs winding upward in a mixture of metal, glass, and bark.

"Healer, I do not think that is a good idea," said Sayda, moving up quickly beside her. Though she addressed Gatha, the warning was clearly meant for Shadi. Yet the soldier did not stop her. She simply kept pace and added, "We have been ordered to keep you away from crowded places."

There was a hint of tension in Gatha’s voice. "I have specific instructions, and the responsibility, for our guest’s well-being. I decide how far we go," she replied, winking. "Besides, have you looked around? Do you seriously expect a deserted corner right now?"

Even Shadi, who knew very little about Napur and its inhabitants, could sense the weakness of that argument. The city was overflowing with life. From the suspended walkway, she could see and hear the lights and sounds of a place that seemed to rejoice for countless reasons she couldn’t even imagine. But during their walk, they had encountered very few people: a couple of soldiers, and men and women in formal attire perhaps moving around the ziggurat for work reasons.

She realized that, in all likelihood, the path had been cleared especially for her. Lorin wanted to keep her from prying eyes; that was the most logical explanation. But how would the god react if he saw her throw herself into the middle of a noisy, crowded party?

Did she truly care?

At that moment, she remembered the feeling of walking on the narrow ledges and slippery roofs of the fortress. How many times had she climbed the walls outside her bedroom on the pretext of looking for her brother? How many times had she forgotten why she had gone out, remaining crouched and motionless on a strip of stone jutting out over nothingness, gazing into the abyss of the night?

She had terrified Roben a few months earlier during one of those moments when her mind went blank and everything—fears, resentment, anger, disappointment—vanished.

"What are you doing there?" Roben had stared at her with wide eyes and open mouth. "You could fall, hurt yourself. You scare me, Little Fox. Why aren’t you afraid?"

And perhaps there, on the walkway, Shadi was close to the point where her actions would test the patience of Gatha, the accompanying soldiers, and Lorin himself.

But she felt drawn to the prospect. And she wasn’t sure why.

The standoff between Gatha and Sayda ended quickly. Neither seemed willing to yield, but their attention was drawn to something above them.

Shadi looked up, following their gaze, and saw a series of small, bright, colorful bursts just above The Golden Blade terrace. Just as the music grew louder and the crowd applauded, fireworks drew abstract and beautiful shapes among the stars above Napur. Anchored to ropes and ribbons stretching from the branches, the real source of so much excitement and wonder was revealed. It was a man. He danced among the strips of fabric as if they were extensions of his body, leaping from one ribbon to another, defying the height. It seemed as if the music itself supported him, blowing warm wind on his legs and arms to rock him.

Shadi was too far away to see his face, but the way he moved was intoxicating. She felt a stirring in her blood.

"That’s Charu." Gatha drew in a slow breath, as if filling her lungs with opium and spice vapors, then shook her head slowly, with a mixture of disapproval and curiosity. "He is getting better and better." Oddly enough, it didn’t sound like a compliment. Shaking off her fascination with the dancer, she turned to Shadi. "Sayda is right, you know? It could be risky to mix with those people." She pointed to The Golden Blade.

Shadi had hoped Gatha would back her up. The excursion was her attempt to understand the dynamics that governed her stay in the city. But perhaps she had forgotten how much she longed for fresh air and carefree moments. These were impulses she had worked hard to suppress, and now they were haunting her with increasing force.

In any case, Gatha was not wrong. After what had happened the night before, Shadi had not spent a single moment feeling safe.

"But that doesn’t mean we can’t give our walk an unexpected twist," Gatha added, then called Amir. The soldier, who apparently preferred letting Sayda do the talking and had remained on the sidelines, approached the healer and bowed slightly.

"I have a job for you, my friend," Gatha said, smiling broadly. Then she whispered something in his ear.

Amir looked puzzled and didn’t move until Sayda gave her approval, then headed toward the point on the walkway that connected to the large tree housing The Golden Blade.

Shadi sat beside Gatha on one of the countless benches lining the walkway and let the warm wind caress her large hood and cloak. The garment was so light that it fluttered like the plumage of the beautiful birds she had seen at sunset.

"Where did you send him?" Shadi asked, making sure her voice was calm, almost detached, but also loud enough for Sayda to hear. She had the impression the soldier was rather annoyed by Gatha’s request, whatever it was.

"I don’t want to spoil the surprise, my lady. In the meantime, tell me, what do you think of our Napur?"

Shadi let her gaze wander over the nearby Square of the Reasons and the three splendid buildings arranged at its corners: there was Lorin’s Ziggurat, of course, enormous and beautiful, shining like an emerald, a city within a city. And then there were two buildings similar in shape but smaller, distinguished by the philosophies they represented. On one side was the Embassy of Larsa, clad in gold, limestone, with large, airy windows. On the other was the building that should have been most familiar to her: the Ziggurat of Urook. It was carved from the distinctive red stone she had seen so often depicted in the paintings and tapestries of the Jabal Amira fortress. Although smaller than the original, and respectfully smaller than the one in Napur, it inspired a reverential awe that was difficult to put into words. This was the symbol of her nation, a culture struck at its heart, perhaps on the brink of catastrophe.

She wondered if the people of Napur knew what had happened at the Lake of Currents. She wondered how they would react in Kenjir, the capital, upon hearing the news of a god’s death. But perhaps it had already happened. Perhaps a multitude of gears was already in motion, ready to respond to the crisis. Shadi hoped so.

She realized that Gatha was still waiting for an answer. "It’s almost painful. The beauty of it all, I mean: the ziggurats, the statues, these giant trees... I can hardly believe it’s all real. The birds, the petals suspended in the air, the colors! I could search for words to describe them endlessly and still fail."

Gatha nodded, pleased. "It is said that Napur was born from the joy of the Masters. When they saw the beauty and prosperity of the lands on which it stands, their hearts melted into tears. The emotion of the gods made these lands even richer and more flourishing, so much so that the city became a demonstration of their love for Kenjir and the people who inhabit it. Isn’t that a wonderful story?"

"Wonderful, yes."

And silly.

But Shadi kept that thought to herself and was surprised it had even crossed her mind. Perhaps something was changing in her. She remembered Eshfen’s words, how he had spoken them, and the way he had tried to make her doubt everything.

No. She couldn’t let him haunt her memories anymore.

Her eyes wandered over the rooftops and treetops, where the dazzling splashes of color from the fireworks lit the sky. It was enough to stir even the least sentimental of souls. For someone like her, who had to force every move and mull over every decision, it was a spectacle of devastating beauty.

Gatha pointed to the junction between the walkway and the tree, then smiled, tilting her head.

When Shadi saw Amir walking beside Charu, the man she had seen dancing, almost flying, among the ropes and branches, her cheeks flushed. Was this the unexpected twist Gatha had referred to? She was glad the cascade of precious stones and pearls covered her face. What good would pretending to be casual and decisive do if simple emotions betrayed her? But she had to admit, this man was disarmingly handsome. Tall, tanned, with dark hair tied back in a long braid, he walked as if barely touching the catwalk.

Shadi admired his strong features, defined nose, and almost feline eyes. Were they green? No, as he approached, they seemed golden.

"Charu! May Lorin smile upon your heart, my friend," Gatha said, touching her lips with two fingers, then pointing them toward the man as if blowing him a kiss.

This was the first time Shadi had seen the typical greeting used by devotees of the Nurturer God. That phrase reflected a worldview she could only superficially grasp. It seemed the people of Napur had a sense of intimacy and personal space antithetical to her experience in Jabal Amira.

"May Lorin smile upon your heart, Gatha. It has been too long," replied the man with a gesture similar to the woman’s.

Shadi wondered if she should stand up and bow, as the ladies of the Peaks would do in a similar situation. But Gatha remained seated, relaxed, and smiled at the newcomer. Class distinctions in this city seemed much more blurred than those under Urook’s rule.

Gatha certainly considered Charu her equal. And from the way she looked at him, she must really like him. "It’s not my fault, dear. Do you want me to remind you of the countless times you deserted us at the last moment? Many people wanted to enjoy your company, but you vanished like dew in the morning sun."

Charu laughed at the woman’s feigned indignation and shifted his gaze to Shadi. Covered by a cloak, hood, and a veil that hid her face, she must have looked like a curious sight to him.

"This is my friend..." Gatha hesitated. "Avellia," she said, touching Shadi's shoulder.

"May Lorin smile upon your heart, Charu," Shadi said, playing along. She touched her lips and extended her fingers toward him.

The man returned Shadi's greeting, then, still smiling, he asked Gatha, "What do you think of our fireworks?"

"They’re always spectacular. Your company knows how to impress Napur, my dear. Sooner or later, you'll have to introduce me to your weaver of fire, provided he proves to be more punctual and reliable than you."

Charu pretended to clutch a wound on his chest. "You're killing me!"

"I should!" Gatha laughed. "You've added some new moves on the ropes, too, it seems."

The man bowed again. "I am pleased that you noticed."

Shadi observed Charu’s hands clasped behind his back, his posture slightly forward on his toes. He looked as if he were about to take another leap or spin around and start dancing again. This man was used to being watched and admired.

He turned to her. "A truly extraordinary headdress," he said, nodding toward the cascade of stones covering her face. "Where did you find it?"

Shadi smiled without realizing it. "A gift. I did not investigate its origins, my lord."

He nodded slowly, elegantly. "You should have. With such a musical accent, every word becomes sweeter than wild honey. I would answer all the questions in the world if you were the one asking."

Shadi stifled a silly laugh. Did the mystery make her attractive? Charu must be used to playing with women and teasing their desires, so she didn’t give the compliment much weight, even if it was delivered with great elegance.

But the man had also immediately understood that he was dealing with a foreigner. And perhaps that was not a good thing.

She seized the flattery as a way to change the subject. "You must be tired. I can only imagine how exhausting your performance is; holding on to those ropes and dancing among the branches must surely test your mind and body."

"You are right, my lady. But fatigue is a reward. It means I have done my job to the best of my ability. If I did otherwise, I would spend my time wondering if I had left my clients with unfulfilled desires," he said, lowering his voice just enough to spice up the rest of the sentence. "And I love to satisfy my clients’ desires."

Shadi's eyes widened. She prayed that he hadn’t noticed how embarrassed she felt. The people of Napur were much more brazen than she had ever imagined.

"Oh, stop it, you insolent man! It’s as if you feel obliged to seduce every woman you meet. Don’t listen to him, my friend," Gatha said. "After all, Charu is a good servant of our Lord Lorin. Perhaps a few days’ rest would do him good." The healer made her rebuke sound like the bickering of two lovers.

While wondering how close the two really were, Shadi watched the fireworks over Napur. She couldn’t believe she was there, enjoying the show, after what had happened to her in recent weeks.

"I’d love to, dear Gatha. But I’m afraid my company has just received a summons that cannot be refused. No vacation in sight."

"Really? What kind of summons?"

Charu took a step closer to Gatha. "The most prestigious and honorable possible," he replied, pointing his chin toward the ziggurat of the Nurturer God.

"Will you be performing for our Lord? Where? When?"

"I don’t think I can say any more, my friend."

Gatha looked at him sideways. "You and your mysteries!" the healer blurted out, softening her tone with a smile. "Don’t think they make you more charming. Sooner or later, people will tire of your pretty face and your impertinence, my dear."

Charu laughed with her, then turned toward the ziggurat and became serious.

Shadi followed his gaze and saw two soldiers approaching at a brisk pace. Sayda, who had been watching the whole conversation from behind the bench, joined them. She spoke to her two comrades in short, clipped sentences. When she returned, her face was serious, as if she had heard worrying news and was trying hard to hide her dismay.

"We must return to the ziggurat, my ladies. Immediately."
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Miro walked slowly, telling Darjin about the stone city, Irmanna, with the pride of someone who has chosen to love a place. It wasn’t the dull sense of belonging that comes from a lifelong residency, nor the blind affection of a mind incapable of seeing beyond a hometown’s borders. No, Miro had offered himself to Irmanna. And the city had responded generously. "The Refuge," he said, pointing to the top of a large tree that stood out above the rooftops and rocky peaks clustered in the city center. "That’s where the Sparrowhawks are born, raised, and learn to fly."

Darjin frowned. Illuminated by the city lights and a myriad of tiny points of light on the branches, the huge tree seemed to enclose an immense, pulsating hearth. But the closer they got to it, the more she felt that something was out of place. Beside her, Miro continued to talk about the city and point out the beautiful buildings carved into the golden rock; even in the darkness of night, Irmanna seemed to reflect the light like a cascade of jewels.

They stopped at the end of the road; it was wide enough for three or four people to stand side by side, and opened into a wide arc to the right and left.

Darjin looked in both directions as she rested her hands on the stone and iron railing that formed a huge circle around the city center. Further on was an identical railing and a similar succession of houses, structures, and trees with branches reaching into the architecture, embracing and supporting them. Then she looked down: the river between the two opposing railings was so dark that she couldn’t see the bottom.

"It is said that Irmanna was born from a rain of fire," Miro told her, gesturing toward the entire city. "A thousand years ago, stars fell from the sky and crashed onto the rock." He pointed to large rock formations between the buildings. "Thus, mountains emerged where before there were only plains, and these canals, the Dark Rivers, were born."

To Darjin, it seemed an appropriate name. The canals, wide as a mountain river in some places, made her knees tremble. She couldn’t keep her eyes on them for more than a few moments without feeling light-headed. "What’s down there?"

Miro shrugged. He had probably heard similar questions dozens of times and didn’t realize how surreal his answer sounded. "A river of stardust, or so they say. It’s so dark it captures the light. For our Lord Aabar, the dust is sacred, but it’s dangerous to approach."

Darjin waited for him to continue. She looked away from the canal, letting her gaze wander over the succession of buildings, stone, and trees that lined it. The idea that stars could fall to earth seemed absurd and childish. But hadn’t she seen a Lethenium Dart explode and crash into the Black Amphitheater just the night before? Hadn’t Zayr been turned to ash and sparks? When did she ever imagine such events could happen? The limits of her imagination were being redrawn, constantly adapting to the boundaries of what she considered absurd.

Miro had fallen silent. He stared into the abyss and blinked with unnatural slowness.

Darjin approached him and placed a hand on his shoulder. "What’s wrong, little brother?"

He shook himself out of a long sleep, turning to scrutinize her as if searching for answers in her eyes. "Do you know the Legend of the Gems?"

Darjin shook her head.

"I don’t remember when I first heard about it, but I guess it was many years ago, when I first arrived here," he said, running a hand through his dark hair. He started walking along the railing again and invited her to follow him. "The legend says the gods, the Masters, are not of this world. They have lived for immeasurable times on gems among the stars. Some believe they landed on Kenjir after traveling for hundreds of years, and some swear they have seen their immense, shiny winged vessels. They say they arrived here with the rain of fire that created Irmanna." He pointed his chin at the blackness that obliterated everything at the bottom of the canal.

Darjin thought about it for a moment. "But that’s not possible. If that were the case, then the Masters must have set foot on Kenjir only a thousand years ago. Their domain is much older than that."

Miro nodded. "There’s a reason they call it a legend, don’t you think?"

Darjin slipped her hand around his elbow and kept pace with the tall, young man. "That’s a nice story. Every self-respecting city should have one," she said with a soft laugh.

Most of the city’s streets stretched across stone bridges and walkways. Some were supported by thin metal structures; others looked like natural formations.

Darjin noticed that all the buildings were set back the canals. None of them seemed to extend below the level on which they were walking. In fact, most grew out of the stone walls. Others were carved into giant blocks of rock that emerged from the ground and pointed toward the sky. Perhaps the city had not been born from the rain of fire and stars mentioned in the Legend of the Gems. However, that land must have suffered the consequences of violent, deep, and devastating earthquakes, changing its face forever.

In any case, the fact that the locals had managed to transform it into such a prosperous place was an extraordinary achievement.

Irmanna anchored itself to the stone. There was nothing like it in all Kenjir; Darjin absorbed every detail, hoping to preserve that vision for as long as possible. Because the truth, as she now knew, had a volatile habit of changing quickly, especially when the balance of the world suddenly faltered.

She realized she was squeezing her brother's arm too hard when he slowed and turned toward her. He looked at her, waiting for her to speak.

"Who knows?"

Miro looked around and hesitated.

She lowered her voice and moved closer to him. Looking up, she repeated, "Who knows? About the catastrophe, I mean."

"I told the older Tamers everything as soon as I could. I know they contacted the capital, but the ziggurat in Kenjir apparently already had the news. And they’re taking action."

"What kind of action?"

Miro shook his head. "I don’t know what to think, Darjin. All the other Tamers have been put on alert and ordered to be ready to take flight instantly. I only managed to get some time off by calling in old favors." He smiled at her like an old smuggler of secrets, then put his arm around her shoulders and started walking again. "None of us were prepared for something like this," he said in a lower voice. "We knew about the rumors, the threats, and the suspicious events. But we didn’t think there could be such a level of organized rebellion. We never thought we could lose..." His voice cracked. "...well, you know. Who thought one of the Masters could actually die like that?"

The Masters. Gods, and sons of gods. One of them had been eliminated by the Ashen Shields. A group of men and women, motivated or desperate, had accomplished the impossible. "Will Aabar and Lorin declare war?"

He raised an uncertain hand, palm facing upward. "They will have to. They will hunt down and destroy the Ashen Shields. But I don’t know if they’ll want to turn it into an open hunt or a covert operation. We'll have to wait and listen to the voices of their messengers. I have a feeling it won’t be long. By now, the people of Urook will have received news of Zayr’s demise, and the Tutors’ army is surely reorganizing."

Miro calmly explained his thoughts, and his composure almost made the scenario seem less terrifying. That calmness must have been the result of years of training, because as a child he had been nervous and impulsive. Darjin appreciated that change and could imagine the mental effort it entailed. But at the same time, she couldn’t help thinking that the world they had known was coming to an end.

She closed her eyes.

No, no, no.

She couldn’t let those thoughts suffocate her. She tried to focus on Miro. "Are we close?"

He smiled. "Oh yes, Yante is up there. He will hear us coming." Miro pointed to the top of the tree they had glimpsed earlier.

Darjin finally realized what had struck her as strange about the Refuge. "It’s made of stone," she whispered, breathless, her eyes wide. The tree was taller than any surrounding building, lit by hundreds of small fires dotted across its enormous branches. It reflected the natural light, impassive.

Stone, gold, and white marble. Darjin closed her mouth, silenced by amazement. The Legend of the Gems seemed less incredible. Whoever had created that giant rock must have come from the stars.

"Have you ever played Three Paths?" Miro’s question brought her back to the street, to a reality less astonishing than the towering tree. "Three Paths? The card game?" He was already pulling her by the elbow toward a building on their right. It was carved into a portion of rock slightly higher than the others, with tall windows rising on many levels, as if the building had grown and was still changing day by day. Above two dark wooden doors was a round iron sign painted silver: The Grand Table.

As Miro knocked, Darjin hesitated: "I'm not in the mood to gamble, not today."

He looked at her sideways. "You must be a terrible player, then."

Darjin shrugged. "Probably. I’ve always been too busy for this kind of pastime."

"Do you even know the rules?"

She sighed. "Vaguely. And anyway, I don’t feel like it."

Miro turned to look at her, his eyes holding a smile that made him look painfully young. He placed a hand on her shoulder. "You never had time to play, not even when we were kids. Do you think I don’t remember how hard you worked to raise me, to protect me when we were alone?"

Darjin lowered her gaze. "And what good did it do?"

He took a step forward. "Don’t say that. We're together now, alive despite everything. It will be impossible to repay you for the time and energy you spent, and only the gods know, I wish I could wipe away the pain we carry." He lifted her chin with his finger as the tavern doors opened. "I say we can allow ourselves a little frivolity. Come on, even if you don’t feel like playing, you can drink some Golden Vines. And maybe you could become a decent player by watching a champion like me," he chuckled.

Darjin gave him a light punch on the arm. "Golden Vines it is." She laughed with him and followed him inside.

The interior was well lit by finely decorated glass lanterns. A tranquility filled the air, one that should have pleased her and helped her find some peace. Instead, she tensed up. The scent of spiced wine and tea barely covered the stench of roasted opium and sweat. She couldn’t help but notice the details: many exits lined the sides of the main hall, and at the back, a heavy curtain concealed a small door.

Three men sat at a low table near the left wall, with the nonchalant air of those who hid numerous blades beneath their garments. Two other tables had a similar number of guests, each attended by women dressed in tight-fitting, sand-colored tunics decorated with golden silk, their heads covered with thin fabric shawls. They also wore numerous bracelets on their forearms and rings on their fingers and noses. Darjin knew that these women, the guides every game needed, dealt the cards, supervised the sessions, and read the results.

No one openly supervised the room, but a girl behind the large counter on the right seemed intent on polishing a glass goblet. Darjin was sure the girl had immediately spotted both her and Miro.

A voice rose above the rustling of cards and the low chatter reverberating through the room. "May all the gods open my eyes!" The man, a few years older than Miro, left his table and approached them, arms wide open. He was smiling and swaying slightly, probably from the wine.

"Rol! You're still alive after all," Miro greeted him, then nodded toward her. "My sister, Darjin."

She bowed her head as the man opened his dark eyes wide and ran a hand through his raven hair. "Your... sister?" That hesitation made her realize Rol must have known, at least in part, how Miro became one of the Tamers. Despite being tipsy, the man had the good taste not to dwell on those facts. "Damn it, Miro! If you had told me right away that she’s this beautiful, you'd be my best friend instead of…"

"The eighth or ninth?" Miro joked.

"Calm down, you're not going higher than twentieth."

"I dared too much, sir, I beg your pardon."

Rol laughed loudly. "Keep talking like an Ensin, and you’ll make my head spin, you handsome devil. Unfortunately, I can’t stay. There’s a lady with skin as smooth as silk waiting for my attention. She’s a beauty, but she’s also stubborn as a mule and outrageously impatient. If I don’t hurry to join her, she'll leave me waiting at the door all day."

He turned to Darjin and smiled at her as if he had just shared a gem of pure wisdom and expected her to agree.

She gave him an unimpressed look.

"In any case, my table is still warm, and Orpa is guarding it. It’s been years since I've heard the cards sing so clearly. That woman is the best guide in the whole city, I tell you. If I were you, I wouldn’t lose this chance." While he was still talking, the men he had been playing with got up and headed for the main exit. They waved goodbye to Rol, then disappeared into the streets.

Miro and Rol exchanged hearty slaps on the back, then the man bowed deeply to her. "It has been an immense pleasure, my lady."

Darjin responded with a nod.

The man rejoined his companions outside the bar, and Miro led her to the table.

The guide, Orpa, smiled as they took their seats.

Silently, she shuffled the cards, making them dance between her fingers like paper snakes. "You have been here before, my lord. And you are not from these parts, my lady," she said, looking intently first at him and then at her.

An ancient calm reigned in the woman’s gaze. The more Darjin looked at her, the less certain she was of her age. Orpa could have been thirty or fifty, but her hoarse voice was far from youthful: golden skin, large, light-colored eyes, a mouth tinged with shiny gloss.

Darjin exchanged a curious glance with Miro. He introduced them: "Yes, I have had the pleasure of spending several evenings here, but I have never enjoyed your guidance, my lady. My sister is visiting, and as impossible as it seems, she is shamefully inexperienced when it comes to cards."

The woman shook her head, still smiling. "Call me by my name. I am Orpa. But please," she said, shifting her eyes to Darjin, "do not tell me yours while we are under the influence of the cards. These, my lords," she continued, spreading the cards on the table in three perfect circles, "can behave worse than old, meddlesome crows, true harbingers of misfortune. But they can also bring good news, peace of mind and heart, and if you are lucky, even coins."

Miro rested his elbows on the table. "We are honored to play under your guidance, Orpa."

Darjin glared at him. "I am only an observer. My brother has certainly not been generous in describing my familiarity with the game," she said, giving him a light punch on the shoulder.

Orpa looked at her, narrowing her eyes. She kept her hands on the table, a short distance from the cards. "The honor is all mine. But one cannot be merely an observer of Three Paths. Just as one cannot be an observer of one’s own existence. We are all active participants in the game of life, whether we want to be or not. If you want to sit with us, my lady, you'll have to use the cards. Or you can decide to play a different hand, perhaps at the bar." She pointed to the woman serving drinks behind the large wooden counter, still busy polishing glasses and trays.

Darjin hesitated, seriously considering alcohol instead. Miro had convinced her to come in by mentioning the Golden Vines; she wanted to taste the wine but feared she would lose control. She was letting herself go, a fact that tormented her conscience and frightened her. Could she really afford that? Could she let the bitterness of her past prevent her from choosing her own future? "I'll stay," she said, keeping her voice steady.

Orpa nodded. "Now let’s see how you handle the cards, and let’s see where they take you: rain or scorching sun, blood or ashes, peace or war, music or tears. Are you feeling lucky?"

Darjin exchanged a glance with Miro. He seemed genuinely amused, and she didn’t have the heart to spoil his fun, having been deprived of his smile for too long.

Orpa touched the three circles of cards. "Three Paths was born from the dreams of the gods, when they discovered that they too needed to forget past pain and look to the future with joy. So they created the cards: one suit for each veil that points the way to peace of mind. Three Paths, three origins, three answers," she continued, gathering the cards gracefully. Barely touching them with her fingertips, she made them dance like waves across the shiny surface of the table. "Gold, Emerald, Ruby. And the most unpredictable: the Beast." She gathered the decks in one swift motion, solidifying three thick stacks. She then merged them together with a satisfying riffle.

Finally, she dealt nine cards to each of them. "The first hand is yours," she concluded.

Darjin and Miro took their cards and examined them. Although she knew little about Three Paths, and card games in general, Darjin knew right away that she had little chance of winning with such low numbers.

Orpa explained that, unlike common decks, those in Three Paths had only seven cards per suit, totaling forty-nine. This was because, with the exception of the Beast, each suit had two sides: dawn and dusk.

The first card of each suit bore a particular symbol or an illustration. Cards two through five showed only the number and the suit. All sixes and sevens had other illustrations, often queens and kings respectively. This was true for all suits except the Beast, where each card was uniquely illustrated. In fact, these were the strongest cards in the deck, and having even one in your hand often meant victory.

Discouraged, Darjin glanced sideways at Miro, who was smiling mockingly. "We should bet on who will win," he said, following up with a cough that foreshadowed certain victory.

"I don’t like betting. Besides, I don’t have any coins to settle the score." Darjin shrugged.

Orpa shifted her gaze from Darjin to Miro. "I advise against it. A clash between duelists of different experience levels cannot produce anything good: the winner will have nothing to boast about, and the loser will harbor resentment. Not to mention your blood ties. The cards would not appreciate the game, and you don’t want to upset them, I assure you."

Miro didn’t stop smiling. Perhaps he had expected those words and hoped Orpa would not emphasize the disadvantages and family ties. "Will you accept a gift, then? To repay you for the time spent with a genius of the Three Paths and an innocent novice?"

The woman nodded gracefully. In places like this, card guides earned their living by keeping a portion of the winnings. Orpa was lending herself to a game where she would earn far less than usual, a fact that, in Darjin’s eyes, wasn’t exactly a good sign. Orpa seemed experienced; it wouldn’t take her long to excuse herself and take a few hours off while the place was far from full. Darjin decided to put those questions aside, for the time being.

"Thank you, my lady." Miro shuffled his cards and looked at Darjin, "You go first. You're still the oldest."

"Careful, kid," she replied.

“Lay down the three highest cards,” Orpa said. “The highest score wins.”

Darjin obeyed, revealing a meager haul of two fours and a five.

Miro didn’t wait long, laying down two sixes, one Gold, one Ruby, decorated with beautiful queens. The Gold had long hair blown by a storm; the Ruby sat on a rock throne. His final card was a number one of the Beast.

Darjin fought the urge to pout. It didn’t take an expert player to see her brother had crushed her on the first try.

"Normally, you would have to bet again now," said Orpa, throwing two more cards at each player. "But as I said before, this game is not, and should not, be considered like any other. I'll give you this hand and one more."

Darjin understood. If Orpa had dealt four more cards, there would have been four additional hands, each one requiring fewer cards to be dealt in the final round.

"Are you always the one who chooses how many hands can be played?" asked Darjin, who had to admit she found the mechanics of the game fascinating. She couldn’t imagine spending hours like this, but she could glimpse the peculiar mixture of chance and strategy even with the guide leading the table. "And what would happen if the group were larger? If there weren’t enough cards?"

Orpa smiled. "Is your curiosity piqued, my lady?"

"It is, very much."

"I'm glad to hear it," replied the guide, smoothing the thin fabric covering her head. "Yes, it’s always the guide who decides how much time to devote to the game and how many people to accept at the table, provided space is adequate. I like intimate sessions, for example. I usually accept a maximum of four participants. But my colleagues may welcome more, for longer." She touched the deck, which had become noticeably thinner. "And it is possible to add more decks to the pile, for a fee paid by a single player or the whole table."

"Interesting," Darjin admitted.

"It can take years to master the game. I didn’t feel confident in my bets until two years in," Miro chuckled.

"At the end of each hand, I should point you in the right direction," said Orpa. She nodded to the girl behind the counter and ordered some wine. "But I won't accept payment. Out of respect for my profession, and so as not to upset the cards, I have something special in store for you: a gift, in exchange for a gift."

"A Path?" asked Darjin.

"One of the three that make up the game." Orpa took one of the small glasses that the young woman had placed at the edge of the table, lifted it, and tasted its contents. Miro and Darjin imitated her. The wine, Golden Vines, was sweet and spicy. "You see, my lady, it is this peculiarity that makes the game different from all others. It is not just a matter of betting or anticipating the moves of other players. The real skill lies in accepting the cards."

"You keep talking about them as if they had a will of their own," said Darjin, touching the edge of the cards she was holding in her left hand.

Orpa didn't answer right away, and Darjin wondered if she had offended her with that last statement.

"Not a will, no. But there is knowledge in these numbers and symbols," explained the guide. "After years sitting at tables like this, I have learned to discern the way players act: to read their desires, their fears, and to grasp the nuances of ambition and obsession. A player’s reaction to the cards they are dealt is a mirror of their nature, both the one they show and the one they hide deep in their hearts. Sometimes I can pick up on the signs in a couple of hands; other times it takes hours."

"Do you always succeed? These signs, I mean. Can you always read them?" Darjin found herself speaking in a low voice, more suspicious than she would have liked.

But Orpa didn’t seem to take offense. "Always. And to answer your previous question, yes: at the end of the game, I will point you to one of the Three Paths. One you may have traveled, are traveling right now, or will travel in the near future."

"That seems rather vague," said Darjin, holding the woman’s gaze. As interesting as she found the mechanics of the game, the almost supernatural aspect that was emerging bothered her.

"So it must be, my lady. Experience has taught me that there is a fine line between desire and contempt. Curiosity, sadness, or resentment could drive anyone to seek answers in the game. But in reality, few are prepared to bear the weight of what might emerge from the cards. A place like this is no stranger to stormy characters and heated exchanges, but I don’t like to provoke unnecessary battles. And in any case, what I do with the help of the cards is not divination. If that’s what you're looking for, you might have better luck chasing a caravan and questioning a wanderer." Orpa kept her voice calm, but she couldn’t hide a hint of amusement, as if she were entertaining precocious children.

Miro won the next hand, even without the help of special cards, but it was Darjin who prevailed in the last session. She had been dealt the Beast’s Seven, a beautiful card painted with a dark, copper-like varnish. It depicted a king towering over a map of Kenjir. Tall, powerful, with thick hair and a cloak billowing in the wind, he raised his sword above his head and pierced the clouds. It must have been Aabar, lord of the capital. Or was it?

Darjin didn't give herself time to gloat and ignored Miro's thinly pursed lips. He still hated losing, especially since the Beast's Seven had outclassed the results of the previous hands.

Orpa accepted the coins Miro offered her, then set about shuffling the cards.

"Where does this deck come from?" Darjin asked her.

"Napur, apparently. It's a gift from my mother. Why do you want to know, my lady?" Orpa slowed the sinuous motion of her hands, the cards gradually coming to rest like leaves disturbed by a brief breeze. She looked Darjin in the eyes.

"Curiosity. Just curiosity."

"I was right, then." Orpa allowed herself a low, rough laugh but continued to hold Darjin's gaze. "In reality, you want to know who illustrated them and why. You wonder how much truth there is in the legend that tells of their origin." She placed the deck on the table and rested her hand on it. "Because in the end, there is only one real question: is there power in these cards? Or is it just manipulation, not even very subtle, aimed solely at extracting money from the pockets of tipsy players?"

Darjin tensed. "I didn’t mean to offend you, my lady, you must believe me."

"No offense taken. The fact that curiosity can turn into disappointment, or too often into anger, does not bother me. I can take care of myself, and I recognize the intrinsic value of my craft. But as I said, time has taught me a lot. Perhaps too much." She leaned slightly toward Darjin as she stroked the deck. "Your questions cover other layers of questions. And deep down in the foundations of your spirit, there is a single, very strong doubt. One that could break your heart in two."

Darjin listened with wide eyes. She had no idea what the woman was talking about and wondered why she had wasted so much time listening to her useless chatter.

"It’s been a pleasure," Darjin lied as she slid her chair across the stone floor with a screech that drew the eyes of the other people in the room. Then she stood up. "Thank you for your time and your patience." She walked around the chair and pushed it toward the table. She also caught Miro’s surprised glance, he obviously expected to continue playing, and appreciated that he didn’t object. With a smile, she thanked the guide, bowed, turned on her heel and took a step towards the exit.

But Orpa called her. "Dagger. Don’t you want your gift?"

Darjin froze. The icy stare she gave the woman spoke louder than a thousand words.

"It wasn’t the cards that told me where you came from. All I had to do was look at the color of your hair, your skin, your bearing." Orpa addressed them both, and Darjin believed her. The guide had picked up on the distinctive features of their people, but seemed unaware that Miro was a Tamer.

Orpa kept her right hand on the deck. She slowly slid it toward the edge, then snapped her thumb, and the card she had touched flew into the air. She caught it with a flick of her other hand and turned it over between her fingers, without looking at it. She ended her little display by throwing the card toward Darjin as if it were a small blade. Darjin caught it without hesitation, with a slight movement of her right hand, at throat level.

She looked at the thin rectangle of thick paper. It was a card from the Beast suit.

"I made you a promise. I'm keeping it. That card has three names. Each with a different meaning. There will come a time when you will understand what this means, and how you can use it to make the truest choice."

Darjin looked at the card: the bright orange sun towering over an ash-gray cityscape, and the dark figure in the center of the illustration. The burning feeling of rejection that had prompted her to end the visit faded enough to allow her to show good manners. "I cannot accept, my lady."

"Oh, believe me. You don’t want to refuse. One day, perhaps, you will thank me." Orpa gave a brief nod, then waved her hand, and Darjin glanced at the entrance: four men were ready to take their place at the gaming table.

With a heavy sigh, Darjin slipped the card into her pocket, took Miro by the elbow, and dragged him out of the room.

She made a conscious effort to clear her mind, to keep her perceptions in the foreground and let them guide her actions, just as she did in combat, when being attentive and responsive could mean the difference between life and death. Her body had experienced the last moments of her interaction with Orpa as the first signs of a fight. She didn’t want that episode to poison her soul to the point of preventing her from appreciating what good remained: Miro.

So she filled her eyes once more with the extraordinary stone sculptures that made up the city, with the imposing silhouette of the Refuge and with the voices of the people crowding the streets.

But her brother knew that something was troubling her and slowed his pace, forcing her to look him in the eyes. "What’s wrong? You seemed to be enjoying yourself," he asked, frowning.

"Nothing, nothing, don’t worry."

Miro sighed and tilted his head slightly.

Darjin knew that continuing to act as if nothing was wrong would be pointless. Even as a child, he had been able to read her moods with frightening accuracy.

"It’s because of the guide," he pressed, "because of what she said about questions and doubts. If I didn’t know you, I’d almost say she scared you."

She lifted her chin and looked at him coldly. It was enough for him to raise his hands and smile. "Not scared then, but you're definitely annoyed. Do you want to tell me why?"

"Not really," she admitted. "I told you clearly that I don't like that kind of game." It was a half-truth, and she felt a little guilty about skirting around the real issue. The point was that she herself didn't fully understand its nature and wasn't in the mood for great existential reflections.

"I’m sorry, you're right. I shouldn’t have insisted. But look on the bright side: now you have a Beast card, a real playing card from a real guide. Orpa said her deck came from Napur, right?" Miro said this as if he were forced to explain the value of gold and precious stones to someone hit on the head at an early age. "Guides never part with their cards. I wonder why she decided to give you such an important gift."

Darjin listened to him and felt a wave of anxiety rising in her chest. "Maybe I should give it back," she said, touching her trouser pocket. She felt the sharp edge of the card.

"Oh no, no, you shouldn’t. This kind of gift must be accepted, for better or for worse. Blood has been shed and wars have broken out over someone rejecting the song of the Three Paths."

Darjin sighed, suddenly tired. "Listen, don’t take this the wrong way. I'm just tired and in a terribly bad mood." She saw Miro’s face cloud over at her words and decided to preempt his reaction. She reached out and stroked his jaw. "It’s not your fault. You're a wonderful host, and I appreciate what you're doing."

He smiled. "What am I doing?"

"You're trying to keep me busy. To keep me from sinking into sadness. To keep me from thinking about her."

Miro nodded.

"Thank you, little brother."

He placed a hand on hers and squeezed it tightly. "The best is yet to come," he said, his smile broadening, a spark of childlike enthusiasm in his eyes. "Come on!" He dragged her toward the Refuge, and as they got closer, the proportions of the immense structure made her feel small and insignificant.

"If you keep this up, you'll get a terrible headache," Miro said, laughing. But she couldn’t lower her head. She had sensed the height of that stone tree at first glance, but the distance and the dim lights of the city center had diluted its impact.

To reach it, she and Miro crossed alleys, wider streets traveled by carriages and citizens on horseback, suspended walkways, and paths clinging to the sides of the rock ridges that connected the buildings.

Finally, they reached the gentle slope on which the Refuge stood. A circular building, arranged on three progressively smaller levels, embraced the rock trunk.

"The Binders themselves, lords and masters of Kenjir, carved the Refuge in seven days and seven nights," Miro explained as they walked toward the circular building at the top of the hill. "The rain of fire and stars had destroyed everything, turning the earth into a wasteland of ash and coal and killing nearly all life. Only a brood of Sparrowhawks had survived. So the gods decided to bless them. They raised them until they became the extraordinary creatures that now fly through the skies of Kenjir, and gave them this gift."

That was a wonderful story too, and perhaps even more incredible than the rain of stars and fire. Darjin wondered how much Miro believed those stories. And maybe things would've turned out better for her if she'd taken them at face value.

The entrance to the building was guarded by men and women wearing armor similar, but not identical, to what she had seen on Miro when he was riding his Sparrowhawk. He greeted everyone with brief nods, exchanging a few words with some of them without lingering. Although the sun had already set, the Refuge was bustling and full of people moving quickly. Was it tension she sensed in the air? Perhaps even fear? The news of the catastrophe at the Lake of Currents was spreading, then.

Miro guided her along corridors carved into the limestone and embellished with white marble streaked with gold.

"This way," he said, pointing to a long corridor that led into the bowels of the building. They stopped in front of a series of light, polished wooden doors, each guarded by two armed guards.

Miro slipped through the first door and entered a small, empty room that could not have held more than eight people. He lifted a handle protruding from one of the wood-paneled walls, and Darjin felt the floor shake.

She couldn’t help but twitch in surprise as she felt the upward motion. Through a crack in one of the walls, she could see ropes and gears moving silently, pulling the room upward. "I've never seen anything like this," she said, meeting her brother’s amused gaze. "This city is full of surprises."

"You never get used to it, believe me, sister. Even after all these years, seeing the Refuge fills me with wonder. I think that’s a good sign."

"What do you mean?"

He bit his upper lip. "You've spent the last decade fighting, just like me. Surely you know what happens to most people who see and spill too much blood."

"They become empty."

"They become empty," Miro echoed, nodding. "I've lost so many friends and comrades-in-arms, people I entrusted my own life to, because of the horrors they couldn’t shake off. They’ve died inside. The battles fought, the lives uprooted... they marked them forever."

The room finished its upward journey, and the doors opened. An immense circular balcony opened up before them.

"We're about halfway up the Refuge." Miro walked with long strides, his arms outstretched, mimicking the convex shapes of the balcony, a beautiful smile lighting up his face.

As she followed him and approached the parapet, Darjin held her breath in amazement and admiration. The mighty rock branches of the Refuge stretched toward the stars like giant arms, while others pointed toward the city. Everything was so bright and colossal that it gave her the impression that even breathing or walking was disrespectful.

Finally, she saw the Sparrowhawks: there were hundreds of them perched on nests of white marble and iron; resting on the large branches, they were spacious enough to house a small dwelling. Some birds of prey were in pairs; others were in the company of their Tamers. Darjin saw them sleeping, eating, pecking at their feathers in search of parasites, or playing with the men and women who stood beside them. There were even Tamers equipped with buckets of water and sponges, dedicated to caring for the birds’ plumage, and others polishing the silver plates that served as shields for the birds.

Miro took something out of his pocket. Was it a flute? A whistle? He put it to his mouth and walked to the left, near the railing. He passed through a low gate that opened onto a branch and then blew into the flute.

Darjin heard no sound but followed his finger pointing to the night sky above Irmanna. The city sparkled like a sea of gold lit by a giant bonfire. And high above, between the few dark clouds and the starry blanket, Darjin saw the powerful and elegant figure of a Silver Sparrowhawk.

Miro took the flute from his mouth and called out, excited and happy as a child: "Yante!"
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Yante’s nest was almost spherical in shape. The lower part, reaching roughly to Darjin’s waist, was carved to reflect the familiar intertwining of twigs and straw found in any nest. Only much, much larger. The upper part looked like the work of a mad artist: the entire circular vault was composed of thin strands of metal, glass, and white terracotta tiles. Daylight and the soft glow of night could pass through the different materials without the cold and heat becoming excessive. Inside the sphere, accessed through a large arch, there was an open space where the bird could spread its wings without touching the stone edges. The bottom was occupied by a wooden and marble bed filled with pillows, blankets, and straw.

Darjin looked around for a few moments but soon returned her gaze to the attention Yante was giving Miro. With its wings closed, the Sparrowhawk was as big as a small house. When it opened them, it looked like a mythological creature ready to tear apart the very fabric of reality.

Now it was perched on the nest, its head bowed with its forehead turned toward Miro. It enjoyed the Tamer’s caresses and pats, listening with half-closed eyes to the words he whispered to it.

The bird of prey trembled a couple of times, gurgled contentedly like a puppy, and closed its eyes; then it let out relaxed sighs.

"He missed you," Miro said to Darjin. "Come here."

"Really?"

"Yes. If we hadn’t been together for so long, I'd start to think my friend wanted to change Tamers."

Yante let out a low gurgle and shook its head. Then it turned to her with its eyes half-open and head down.

"Do you want Darjin to pet you?" Miro asked, his fists on his hips. He feigned indignation. "You betray me like this?"

Darjin laughed softly, approached the bird of prey, and knelt in front of it. She had to fight against the most primal part of her mind, the part that kept telling her how dangerous it was to be so close to that creature. A shiver ran through her as she watched the bird of prey’s enormous head lower again and its forehead of silver feathers protrude. But the way it breathed, the low gurgling sounds, similar to the purring of a truly majestic cat, helped her put aside any hesitation.

She rested her forehead against Yante’s, felt the deep vibration that ran through its body with every breath, and immediately felt more serene, flooded with familiarity.

Maybe the stories about Sparrowhawks’ extraordinary whispering minds weren’t entirely made up.

Yante remained motionless, making no further sounds, waiting.

Darjin stroked its giant head, then wrapped her arms around it. She felt overwhelmed by the warmth it gave her. "Thank you, Yante. Thank you for saving my brother," she whispered, sobbing.

And the Silver Sparrowhawk, towering over her, sighed, pressing its forehead against hers. Slowly, as if afraid of frightening her, it spread its wings and closed them around her to shield her tears.
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Eshfen had to wait for the anger and resentment clawing at his throat to lose some of their strength. He knew his limits now, the extent of his anger and how it consumed him inside and out.

Sitting on the bed, he looked at the knuckles of the hand he had struck against the ashes. The raw, painful wounds were evidence of how difficult it still was for him to keep his outbursts under control.

He shook his head as the marks began to change and heal. These were the residual effects of the sacred fluid, the Vigore, which continued to make his body stronger and more resistant. At least for a few more hours. He did not feel worthy of that blessing. Not anymore.

He had failed and wished he could spend days silently enduring the pain. But he still had a chance to make amends. Rahmadu, in his infinite mercy, still believed he could eliminate the blasphemer. He would never contradict him, nor would he allow himself to disappoint him further.

He got up and walked over to the small wardrobe holding his spare clothes. As he pulled out dark trousers and a jacket, he heard a knock at the door.

He grunted, "Who is it?" but did not stop preparing his clothes. Where had he put his boots?

"I'm Golnar, Missionary."

He frowned, then groaned, remembering. He didn't want to deal with that matter too, but he knew avoiding certain responsibilities, even for someone like him, was impossible. "Come in," he said without much enthusiasm. He didn't turn around but kept moving quickly as he threw away his robe, still damp and infused with the metallic smell of Vigore.

Light footsteps, the determined gait of a body accustomed to fighting, approached. Whoever this Golnar was, at least she knew how to keep her mouth shut and wait. That was a good sign.

Eshfen pulled on his trousers, tying the waist straps, and turned around. He found a tall girl with broad shoulders and generous proportions. Her hands were clasped behind her back, her posture rigid, her chin high, yet her eyes scanned the floor respectfully. That was also a good sign.

Golnar was not a servant. Since there was no reason for her to see him half-naked except impatience, he asked, "Why are you here?"

The girl hesitated slightly. "I wanted to introduce myself, Missionary. I thought that…"

"You made a mistake. You should have waited in the map room like all the other assistants."

"Yes, Missionary. I beg your pardon," she replied, her gaze still downcast, her voice steady.

As he pulled on his tunic and tightened the laces that closed the front, Eshfen observed her. Golnar was almost as tall as he was and not much lighter. Her ample breasts and hips contrasted with the strength conveyed by her legs and shoulders. Her golden skin, long blond hair, and soft facial features with slanted eyes suggested an uncertain ancestry.

"Make yourself useful. Fetch me new boots."

Golnar nodded and stepped back. "Right away, Missionary." She moved without hesitation, leaving the room and closing the door silently behind her. Another good sign.

Eshfen finished tying the collar of his black tunic and looked at his reflection in the small mirror next to the wardrobe. At times like this, he wondered if he should have asked for a larger one. But he put the thought aside, dismissing it and all other ideas he considered frivolous and unsuitable for a man like him.

Not that the other missionaries were as austere. Some of them, Karim foremost among them, led much more lascivious lives. Eshfen despised such frivolity: their taste for wine, the promiscuity that filled their nights, and the hidden riches of accessories concealed beneath tunics very similar to his.

But if Rahmadu accepted that kind of behavior, then he could accept it too. Or at least pretend to.

He narrowed his eyes and looked at himself carefully. The Vigore had wiped away the dark circles, the result of a decade of insomnia, and healed the wounds he had sustained during his escape from the Lethenium Dart.

For a moment, he felt faint: screams and explosions rang in his ears, a symphony of horror that reminded him of his last moments on the immense flying machine of Zayr, Lord of Urook and father of every Tutor.

Rahmadu’s hand had guided him beyond the impossible: Eshfen had taken the correct sequence of corridors, broken through the crystal window in time, and thrown himself out of the Dart as the flames consumed his skin.

His knees trembled so much that he had to lean his shoulder against the wardrobe.

He had survived. It had been Rahmadu’s will, of course.

His gaze fell on the visible scars on the strip of skin between his collar and chin. Some marks were faint, others more prominent and uneven. He touched them with his fingertip and shuddered.

Against those scars, witnesses to a past he detested yet held tightly, the Vigore was powerless: the wounds, so old and deep, remained. Perhaps that too was Rahmadu’s will.

A soft knock repeated at the door. Silently, Golnar entered the room and placed his boots at the foot of the bed.

Eshfen sat down and began to pull one on. "What do you know?"

Golnar searched for words, but she was smart enough not to ask for further clarification to such a vague question. "The essentials: that you have been entrusted with a new task and that I should assist you. We will probably travel. We may have to fight."

"And what can you do?"

"I know how to use short swords, daggers, and retractable spears."

"Sacred Artifacts?"

"No. I've never had the honor, Missionary."

Eshfen grunted. He would have been surprised if she had; those tools were rare, powerful, and very, very dangerous. He himself had only used them a couple of times, such as during the assault on the Dart, and only at Rahmadu’s direct behest.

Golnar showed no sign of interpreting his question as an insult. If she had, Eshfen would have had at least one excuse to refuse her help and postpone the mentoring period. He had managed to avoid being assigned a new pupil for too long, and the time had come for him to take on that responsibility as well. He could already feel that he would hate every moment of it.

Flashes of images, more painful than knife wounds, tore at his mind. He saw the lifeless body of Mila, whom he had held in his arms before being forced to drop her into the sea. He saw Sidio, his arms and legs contorted into an impossible position after crashing onto the rocks.

He sighed. They had sacrificed themselves willingly, just as he would have done. Yet he felt he had lost them too soon, intensely mourning the waste of their potential. Their absence was a deep wound that showed no sign of healing with the passing of days.

"Who trained you? Where?"

"I followed the Missionary Firel Kenna for five years in Belur."

"Is that grumpy old man still alive?"

"Older, Missionary. And grumpier."

Eshfen let out a hint of a laugh. He finished putting on his other boot and stood up.

Golnar stiffened.

He approached her until they were less than a step apart. "If you prove to be a burden, I will get rid of you," he said in a low voice, staring into her eyes.

She held his gaze. "I understand, Missionary. I will be a help, not a hindrance."

Eshfen stared at her for a few more moments. Without another word, he walked around her and left the room.
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There was a subtle irony in the choice to hide the Ashen Shields’ den in Annarek. Along with Irmanna and Evvron, the city was one of the three most populous centers in the Domain of Kenjir. It was the closest to the capital, Larsa, and many believed it shone more because of the reflected light of the cradle of the Binder than because of its own merits. Eshfen thought this was an oversimplification. If he had cared about the comforts that seemed to obsess most inhabitants of the area, he would have defended Annarek. It was close to the capital but also a reasonable distance from the Sil tide and not far from the Lake of Currents. Consequently, fish and port activities made it prosperous. River transport was equally accessible and ensured a steady supply of goods that were difficult to find elsewhere. Many people lived there, but not so many that the city streets were always crowded, as was the case in Larsa, Napur, or Urook, which was a good thing.

Eshfen had little tolerance for confusion.

The place where they were hiding, however, was far from the city center; that would have been too much even for a brotherhood as ambitious and determined as the one to which he had sworn allegiance. As far as he was concerned, that fortress might as well have been sunk underground like a buried watchtower. Lost in these thoughts, he had almost forgotten that Golnar was walking beside him and nearly bumped into her as he turned towards an archway that opened onto a wide corridor.

The girl stepped aside nimbly and continued to follow him.

Eshfen glanced at the three tall black marble statues placed at regular intervals on the right side of the corridor, between the four large windows that let in the light of the setting sun. These life-size representations of the original Masters towered over him by at least two heads. Every time he saw them, a mixture of anger, contempt, and disgust stirred in his gut. They were the three Masters who had first ruled Kenjir: Enlil, Enki, and Anum.

He wondered what those three had been like, countless ages ago. Why had they allowed their hearts to become so blackened? What had made them so blind? For surely Aabar, Zayr, and Lorin were but shadows compared to the glory of the original incarnations. Zayr was nothing anymore, in fact.

That realization almost brought a smile to his lips.

Then the reality of where he was hit him: not only had the Shields chosen to hide out near the capital, but they had also taken over the oldest and most prestigious seminary in the area, the Temple of the Three Suns. That decision also contained a generous dose of irony; it was less subtle than the choice of city, because their presence there would be a real blasphemy in the eyes of the people of Kenjir and their gods. But the people would soon change their minds. The false gods, on the other hand, would be reduced to dust once and for all.

At the end of the corridor, Eshfen slowed down and turned to Golnar. "Check that the armory has prepared what we need. The same goes for supplies and horses. If you finish before me, wait in the common rooms; I'll come and find you."

Golnar nodded. "Of course, Missionary." She walked to the left, where the corridor led to a wide staircase.

Eshfen watched her for a moment, then walked up to the large dark wooden door and raised his hand to knock, stopping it mid-air.

He tried to control his breathing and stay focused on what Rahmadu wanted from him, not on the tangle of political intrigue and power games that had infected the Ashen Shields in recent months. Again and again, he had prayed to the god who would free them all, as a reward for their strength and patience. He had begged him to help him command respect from men and women who seemed to be straying further from the path of truth, exercising power in ways he did not approve of.

He bit the inside of his mouth. He was crossing the line. Even dwelling on those thoughts could be seen as a lack of submission to Rahmadu’s chosen ones.

He closed his eyes. He prayed.

Oh Rahmadu, God of Ashes, Fire upon all darkness.

Oh Rahmadu, Bringer of all Radiance, Slayer of all Oppressors

Deliver us from the shadows, Our Savior.

Rahmadu’s peace touched him instantly. With his chin held high and his eyes illuminated by a serenity that only the God of Ashes could bestow, Eshfen knocked.

He was greeted by a secretary, a sallow-complexioned, gray-haired man whose name he would not bother to remember. The secretary kept him waiting longer than seemed appropriate.

Eshfen refused to sit, waiting and trying to suppress the urge to pace the antechamber. He let his gaze wander over the wooden and iron door, set in a low arch with massive contours. Beyond that passage was the office of High Priest Baron Glau, the man who embodied the devotion of all the men, women, and children who walked the lands of the Masters. He was also the greatest traitor who had ever stood against the false gods, and the first man blessed by the presence of Rahmadu. A prophet who had embraced the cause of the God of Ashes and become its spokesman.

Eshfen longed for the day when the high priest would throw off his mask and reveal his true calling to the peoples of Kenjir. On that day, the Ashen Shields would raise their voices and swords, declare war on the Masters, and liberate the entire world.

He was shaken by the fervor those thoughts instilled in his veins, so he struggled to keep his mind anchored in the present. He lingered on the large painting that filled the left wall: it depicted an overview of the seminary, resting on the gentle profile of the hills between the Sil Tide and the Lake of Currents, and unfolding like a giant star made of rock. The three points extended towards the city-states Larsa, Urook, and Napur.

Eshfen suppressed a scornful smile. What nonsense. What lies. The people seemed satisfied, even happy, to swallow falsehoods as long as they did not interfere with the peaceful flow of their lives.

Had they really forgotten the truth? Or had they simply decided to look the other way and bury the evidence of what had happened?

The secretary emerged from the high priest’s chambers with the same gray look in his eyes. But his voice was contrite: "The high priest is busy, Missionary, and cannot receive you. He left this for you." He handed Eshfen a small wooden box. "He wishes you a safe journey and prays for the success of your mission."

Why was Glau refusing to see him? Insisting or causing a scene right now would be counterproductive. Eshfen’s position was less stable than he would have liked. On the one hand, he had achieved the most spectacular victory the Shields could have hoped for at that stage of the rebellion. He had killed a false god, hadn’t he? On the other hand, Rahmadu had made his dissatisfaction clear. Andik Thawill was still alive, which was not good.

Eshfen had to erase that stain from his record of achievements. Then he would stamp his feet, demand to speak to Glau and perhaps even expect thanks from the high priest.

So he took the box and left, silently. He had to fight with all his strength not to slam the door behind him. He found a quiet corner in one of the countless libraries that dotted the seminary. At that hour, most of the seminarians, teachers, and priests were getting ready for dinner. It was easy to hide between a tall shelf and a stone pillar.

Eshfen opened the box with slow, precise movements. When he saw the translucent cylinder, little bigger than a finger, some of the resentment he had felt toward the high priest turned to curiosity.

The object, divided in two by a gold strip as thick as a ring, concealed a message addressed directly to Eshfen and readable only by him. He rotated the lower part to the right and the upper part to the left.

There was the needle.

Without hesitation, he pricked his thumb and immediately felt a deep, painful heat. As he clenched his mouth to stifle a groan, he watched his palm light up as if it held a small star. After a few moments, a sequence of words lit up and faded on Eshfen’s skin:

"Brother, I fear I bring disturbing news. There is no way to soften the bitterness of what I am about to tell you, so I will be direct: immediately after the attack on Lake of Currents, a catastrophe struck Urook. If the news I have heard is accurate, we may have lost millions of lives. In fact, it appears the attack on Zayr itself caused the deaths of all those people. I am still trying to gather information and verify the sequence of events. I am deeply disturbed by all this. I am sharing this because I know of the task entrusted to you, and because I supervised the preparations for your journey. I also know that many would see this letter of mine as an act of insubordination or even blasphemy. But I have invested too much time, resources, and devotion in training my missionaries, and I have no intention of losing you. What we do is sacred, but the dangers we expose ourselves to must be carefully assessed. So watch your back, because someone has beaten you to it. The man you are looking for already has a pursuer. If you don’t act quickly and cautiously, you won’t be able to complete the task. I respect you, brother, even though our paths have diverged in recent years. Your health, like that of all missionaries, is close to my heart. Be careful. May Rahmadu watch over you."

Eshfen’s hand stopped glowing, and the high priest’s words vanished. With his mind weighed down by new questions, he put away the cylinder and the wooden box.

What had happened in Urook? Was it possible that the catastrophe, whatever its nature, was really due to the attack?

Eshfen walked towards the common rooms. He had to find Golnar and leave as soon as possible.
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Nalia and a couple of village fishermen helped Andik, laying him down at the bottom of a boat. They left shortly after camouflaging him among the supplies and work equipment.

From beneath a large, finely woven wicker basket, the kind that would normally be submerged in the water to catch fish swimming upstream, Andik sighed and stifled a groan of frustration. They had spread an earth-colored cloth over the basket, allowing him to see the rays of the moon now high in the sky.

Nalia sat next to the basket, one hand resting on the cloth.

Even from beneath that makeshift shelter, Andik could sense the tension the Ensin barely concealed. Hidden beneath her loose traveling clothes and cloak, she carried enough weapons to face a small army. He prayed she wouldn’t need to use them.

"Patience, my friend. The destination is near," she whispered.

The idea of embarking and following the river’s current to Levar, one of the three great cities loyal to Napur, had been hers. And, reluctant as Andik was to admit it, it was the most reasonable route. He had insisted on setting off again on horseback and heading straight for Urook. He wanted to report to his superiors and tell them what he had seen. Above all, though this was also difficult for him to accept, he wanted to go home, see his family again, and immerse himself once more in the unchanging rhythms of the place to which he had sworn allegiance.

He feared for the fate of Urook and the Only Begotten Reev; just thinking about what would happen after Zayr’s death made his mouth dry.

Nalia brought him back to reality with her pragmatism: they had to leave the village. Staying any longer would be tantamount to exposing themselves to new attacks. But he was in no condition to ride. So they had reached a compromise that dissatisfied them both yet seemed the only acceptable course. Although it was part of the land of Napur, Levar was big enough to house soldiers and government officials from different kingdoms, and there were probably important men there who could help two runaway Ensins. If that were not the case, they could ask the Napuri authorities for aid. However, he didn’t like the last option, primarily because it would require him to lie in order to justify the trip and his injuries.

As he let himself be lulled by the rhythmic rocking of the boat and the waves breaking against its sides, Andik’s mind returned to the moments when he had risked drinking poisoned tea. Once again, something in the tone of voice of the young woman who had attempted to take his life nagged at him.

"Nalia?" he whispered.

"Try to sleep, I'll wake you when we're close to shore."

"There’s something that won’t leave me alone."

"Just one?"

"I'm not joking."

"Let’s talk about it when we're safe."

He almost struck the basket, overcome by a painful wave of frustration. "It could take days."

Nalia didn’t answer.

He took her silence as an invitation to continue. "That girl, the spy, I don’t think she was there just to poison me."

"What makes you think that?"

"I'm not sure. It seemed like she wanted to ask me some questions."

"She was just trying to distract you. To get you to drink."

Andik pondered that possibility. "No. She was friendly, tried to appear harmless, and while pretending to help me, she showed herself to be in trouble. It was as if she wanted to ask me for information that only I could provide. She turned the tables to put me in a position to help her."

"What could they want to know from you? The Ashen Shields, I mean. They orchestrated the attack. They knew everything they needed to know, it seems," she pointed out bitterly.

Andik wanted to put a hand on her shoulder. He cursed his self-absorption. At that moment, Ensin Nalia Korr was as devastated by guilt as he was, if not more so.

He tried to distract her. "Maybe something happened that they hadn’t planned for. Something that…"

"The girl," Nalia anticipated. "You saw her too. Shadi Jan Hura. She was the only one who didn’t plunge the knife into her father’s throat."

His eyes widened. It was so obvious. Yet there had to be more to it.

"They didn't expect it," Nalia continued. "Whatever agreement they made, whatever they promised those girls, it wasn't enough. She backed out."

He shook his head slowly, almost as if Nalia could see him. "That girl is not a murderer. Nor is she a traitor. Did you see how they moved? There was something deeply wrong with the way they killed their fathers. It was as if someone was manipulating them like puppets."

"Now you're exaggerating. We were too far away, Andik. We only saw a portion of what happened on the lowest level. I'd say we should refrain from making any more assumptions. Let’s focus on surviving, my friend. Let’s go home, tell what we saw, and hope it helps."

He wanted to argue, but he couldn’t find the words. His suspicions were based only on feelings, fleeting perceptions with no real foundation. In the short time he had spoken to Shadi Jan Hura, he had been focused on what he could get from her. He was so fixated on his goal, so eager for confirmation, that he overlooked a crucial lesson: often the most important answers arrive before a specific question is even asked.

He should have observed the girl with a more open mind, taken a step back and collected evidence about her behavior and words, cataloging them later and more calmly. But it was too late now. The girl was buried at the bottom of the Lake of Currents along with her family and dozens of other innocent victims.

Andik closed his eyes. He told himself that the tears were once again the result of the drugs. It was a good lie, and he decided to use it for a few more hours.

He spent the rest of the night and most of the following morning suspended between wakefulness and sleep.

Nalia gave him more tea to drink and stayed by his side, and told him what she saw as they sailed down the Nisaf River: other fishing villages, towns close enough to the banks to reveal their simple, everyday beauty. Other boats passed them, ranging from smaller, family piloted vessels to the large barges of the Covenant Guild.

They traveled without any sudden deviations or obstacles. It was almost noon when Nalia said to him, "I can see the docks. Just a little more patience, we're almost there."

Andik had to stifle a nervous laugh. The fear that someone from the Guild would interfere or attack had compounded the worries and uncertainties tormenting him. There had been no fighting during the night. But the most difficult part of their journey home had just begun.

He sighed in frustration. He hated not being able to move freely, ride, or decide for himself how and when to act.

"I need to talk to the harbor guards. Don’t move."

"I'm swaddled like a newborn baby in here."

She chuckled and got off the boat while the fishermen were still maneuvering it. Andik sensed that they were nervous about trying to pass off the fish they had stolen from the village reserves as their night’s legitimate catch. He hoped they would earn enough from the sale and not regret having helped him. Waiting silently, he vowed to repay their generosity.

The transition from the small boat to the carriage was complicated and exhausting. Andik did not have to lift a finger, but the tension pushed him close to a nervous breakdown. As the fishermen wrapped him and the basket under layers of canvas, Andik bit his tongue to keep quiet, holding back the questions and moans of pain caused by every movement.

He lost track of time and even regretted the limited field of vision he had enjoyed on the boat. When the voices and noises of the port became muffled, and the fishermen stopped moving the basket like a coffin, Andik strained his ears. They had placed him on the hard bed of the carriage and were anchoring his cocoon. He clearly heard the typical clicking and groaning of leather straps on iron rings, then a discussion punctuated by short, sharp sentences.

A few moments later, Nalia’s voice reached his ears like water in the desert. "You're costing me a fortune, Ensin Thawill. When we get home, I expect dinner at the most expensive restaurant in town."

Home. Urook.

A hole opened up in his soul at the thought of what awaited him there. The abyss widened every time he considered the series of meetings, interrogations, and bureaucratic procedures he would be forced to face, when, in reality, part of him, most of him, just wanted to go back and hug his family.

He wondered what his grandparents were doing, stubbornly segregated in the family estates on the outskirts of the city, and how his nephew Abedin’s training was progressing. His career in Zayr’s army was only just beginning, yet that boy already reminded him so much, almost painfully so, of his mother, Latia, Andik’s older sister.

He closed his eyes to stem the flood of memories and remorse. He couldn’t dwell on what had happened, not now. Years had passed. The past remained distant, impassive, protected by the towering walls of time. The pain it could inflict on him depended on how close he allowed it to get; so he decided to remain motionless, at a safe distance from it.

He focused on Nalia. "I'll cover you in gold, my friend."

She laughed, sitting down next to the cocoon. "Good wine is enough for me. For now, let’s just think about getting to a safe place. Our fisherman friends suggested an inn. Let’s hope the host is discreet, or our stay will be truly unpleasant."

Despite several stops due to city traffic, the journey from the port to the inn was short. When he finally saw Nalia’s smile again, Andik breathed a sigh of relief so deep that it strained the stitches holding his wound together. He groaned and touched his chest as he reached out to her.

"Slowly, slowly. Put your arm around my shoulders." She helped him up while pushing away the sheets and bandages that had hidden the basket.

Andik gritted his teeth, whispered his thanks, and looked around him. They were under a large canopy, surrounded by rows of wooden boxes, chests, and shelves. Yet he had to squint and wait for his eyes to adjust to the daylight. What time was it? Perhaps shortly after noon.

Nalia helped him reach a wooden door set in a stone frame. A middle-aged man, sporting a snow-white beard and wearing fine clothes woven in the typical green shades of the domain of Napur, was waiting for them. He introduced himself: "I am Tacas Lonne, my lords. Welcome to the Reed of the Currents. This way."

Andik appreciated the way the man kept his eyes fixed at the level of their faces and showed no sign of finding Andik’s posture disturbing. He led them down a corridor that ran alongside the kitchens and common rooms. The smell of freshly cooked food mingled with the voices of the patrons and the music that entertained them. After two days spent dozing and stubbornly keeping to themselves, Andik found these sensations both exhilarating and overwhelming.

The climb to the second-floor accommodation was a real challenge. He found himself panting, and the burning pain of his wounds was a stark reminder that he was alive by the skin of his teeth. By the time they reached the landing, Andik was sweating as if he had been running at full speed all day. He barely heard the innkeeper’s words as he led them to the room and exchanged pleasantries with Nalia.

She quickly got rid of the man, then gently helped Andik lie down on the bed. It was soft, and the cool sheets smelled of spices and freshly cut green grass.

"I could sleep for a hundred years," he said between yawns.

"You'll have to settle for a couple of hours." Nalia removed his simple shoes, also a gift from the fishermen. "I'll wake you up for dinner. Try not to get into any more trouble in the meantime."

Andik struggled to keep his eyelids open. "I'd rather go myself."

"And I wish you had warned me before chasing that rebel. It’s that very decision that has left a hole in your chest. No, I'll go to your friend."

"He’s not my friend."

"It doesn’t matter. The innkeeper has been paid to keep everyone away from this room. I can’t guarantee his honesty, but I've given him enough coins to buy at least a little respect. I'll be nearby, don’t worry."

"I'm not afraid, Nalia. And I'm not that weak either."

"If I had a gold coin for every time you overestimated your abilities, my friend, I could buy the whole inn."

"You're being unfair."

"Hardly. Now lie down," she said as she spread a blanket over him. "I’ll be back soon."
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Andik woke to the sound of water being poured into the tub behind a curtain of thin silk. Rubbing his eyes and trying to remember how he had gotten there, he looked around.

Ah. The inn.

Overcome by exhaustion and softened by the substances Nalia had given him, he had let himself drift off to sleep without much argument. Thus, he had failed to put into practice one of the most important aspects of his training: observing the environment, scanning entry and escape routes. One did not become an Ensin without learning to see every room as a battlefield, every object as a weapon.

He propped himself up on his elbows and watched the procession of servants, two women and two men, filling the tub and sprinkling scented oils and petals into the water.

Nalia entered the room shortly after. "Did you sleep well?"

Andik nodded. "What time is it?" he asked, looking at the reddish light filtering through the two windows near the bed.

"An hour, maybe an hour and a half until sunset."

"I slept all afternoon?"

Nalia didn’t answer, but she gave him a smile that made it clear how much she considered his sleep a kind of personal victory. The way she was taking care of him cut him deeply and filled him with guilt. He was ashamed of the opinion he had formed of her. He respected her and admired the determination with which she did her job. But he had also considered her a somewhat superficial woman on a human level. Yet she had saved his life, and was actively keeping him alive.

He watched her dismiss the attendants and close the doors behind them, before turning to him. "Come on, Ensin. Now undress."

He laughed at the mischievous look that accompanied that sentence. If they hadn’t worked together for so many years, and fought, won, and accepted defeats, he might have misunderstood her intentions or felt embarrassed. "Oh my gods, save me from this sinner," he chuckled as he pulled up the sheets.

"There isn’t an inch of your body I haven’t seen countless times already, Thawill." She pointed a finger at him. "Don’t make me rip your clothes off." She laughed with him as he began to undo his traveling clothes.

"I can wash myself. I don’t want to be a burden to you to this extent."

She shook her head. "You'll end up drowning in that tub. Now stop being childish, and strip. You stink like a beast of burden."

"I could get a servant to help me."

"They think we're married. They expect us to bathe together like two lovebirds. And besides, it’s better if they don’t see the wounds. Don’t you think they would arouse suspicion?"

She was right, of course.

"I'm afraid dinner out won’t be enough to repay you for all this."

She approached the bed, helped him sit up and raise his arms. As she pulled off his shirt, which did indeed reek, she said: "Absolutely not, you're right. I'll think of something and let you know when I've decided. Now stand up, big guy. We have to wash that mane of red hair. I'm afraid it will take all night to untangle the knots."

At that moment, Andik wondered whether contacting Den Shonu was a good idea. Like many of the most influential people in Kenjir, that craftsman was an endless source of information and whispers. But Andik didn’t trust him. Shonu had torn up his contract with the Covenant Guild, choosing independence, yet instead of suffering the consequences, he had become richer and more powerful.

Andik followed Nalia into the tub and prayed that the hot waters would help wash away his doubts. They didn’t have much choice, he told himself. They had to convince Shonu to help them, or this journey would turn into an endless pilgrimage.


INTERLUDE
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THE CURSED ARMY


My King Zayr, my Master, Lord, and Father. My God. Your humble servant, I am about to present to you the results of my research regarding the Ashen Shields.

As I shed light on these facts, my heart grows heavy. I wish I could act immediately to eradicate their blasphemies and the consequences of their wicked deeds. But I know that you will act swiftly to purify Kenjir from the lies that have been spread by these rebels and that you will not tolerate any insult to your Holiness.

Rahmadu, the charismatic figure who has poisoned the minds and souls of his followers, has established a theocracy in which his word is law. We know he has lured people of all kinds: commoners, merchants, minor nobility, but also high-ranking officers in the Red Army and, I am sad to confirm, some priests of your faith. Within his organization, Rahmadu has instilled doubt regarding the authenticity of your right to rule Kenjir, suggesting it is the result of lies and manipulation.

My palate darkens with disgust and my hands tremble with anger as I write this: he, consumed by unimaginable ambition and driven by revolting contempt, calls You blasphemer.

The outrage he perpetrates is unforgivable.

His servants have been persuaded to consider all the Masters, their Sacred Houses, and their lineages as false gods. Evidence shows that Rahmadu has adopted different recruitment strategies depending on the cultural context from which he has selected his followers.

Nobles and merchants have been corrupted. We have traced large movements of money, precious objects, and property transfers that show how some of the most influential families in our nations have succumbed to his flattery. Further writings attest to agreements being signed that guaranteed him the loyalty of rich landowners. At least two members of the high council of the Covenant Guild have been bought too.

For ordinary people, unfortunately, Rahmadu’s deceptions are more veiled.

He presents himself to poor families as a savior, promising them food, protection, and military training. Rahmadu contacts people from the lower classes in moments of weakness, despair, and poverty. He instills in their hearts the belief that you, the Masters, are the source of all evil.

And so the ranks of his squalid army swell with ignorant and ambitious zealots.

This vile being, a veritable scar upon the face of Kenjir, has succeeded in creating a cloud of mysticism and untouchability around himself. To fuel the ignorance on which his power is based, he has imposed on the Ashen Shields an inflexible hierarchy guided by precise rituals and customs.

My King Zayr, my Master, Lord, and Father, My God. I weep tears of rage as I report these heretical acts.

But I find comfort in the certainty that every word written will help make your sword ever more complete and resplendent. Once again, I enclose documents and evidence to support my statements.

This is only the beginning, my Lord.

I believe I have found something else.

A name. I may have identified one of the leading figures within Rahmadu’s accursed army.

A missionary. That is what the blasphemer calls his killers. I will tell you about him as soon as I have gathered further evidence.

May your strength and wisdom guide me through these tribulations. May your justice watch over all the inhabitants of Kenjir.

In veneration,

Emmerin Deon, Ensin from the Red Army and priest of Your Faith.

Investigation Report. Secret Document
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It was Vinna’s first time visiting the Fields of Dawn. As she walked among the low buildings, some resembling large, elaborate tents woven from purple fabrics, others looking like huts made of rock, wood, and dried leaves, she finally understood the reason for the name.

The Fields of Dawn had grown. In recent years, they had expanded to cover a vast area, perhaps almost as large as Belur, but they did not resemble more traditional settlements. They did not house a real city, nor were they surrounded by walls and fortifications. Instead, the place was dotted with dozens of villages, large and small, with no real boundaries: where one seemed to end, the first signs of the next settlement were already visible. It was a peculiar and chaotic layout, enough to make Vinna uneasy.

She stopped walking along the dirt road that ran along the edge of one of the larger settlements, which the locals called Cedar Forest, and looked at her hands.

She couldn’t stop the slight tremor.

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. A bad idea. Images of Urook, overwhelmed by earthquakes, flames, and black smoke, flashed through her mind and took her breath away.

Urook, the cradle of the Tutors, the pride of Zayr and his entire family, was gone. She had seen it collapse like a giant sandcastle.

And Zayr was dead. That lack of clarity made Vinna’s steps unsteady, giving her the impression of being forced to walk endlessly on a small boat overwhelmed by a stormy sea. She hated both boats and the sea.

She opened her eyes again, surprised to find a hint of a tear in her eye. Her hands were stained with blood. Innocent blood.

She gasped when a flock of birds streaked across the clear sky, dotted only by a few distant clouds on the horizon, and spiraled in splendid maneuvers. The small birds joined together, separated, and chased each other, creating fluid and ever-changing shapes. She saw them dart toward the center of the settlement. There, the tallest and most powerful cedars were home to beautiful wooden huts that clung to the branches and were interspersed with bridges designed to look like extensions of the trees themselves.

Vinna focused on her breathing. She struggled to banish the last words of the Tamer, the warrior she had challenged and defeated in Urook: "Coward. You're just a beast. A guard dog without honor." They echoed in her mind like a curse, repeating and mixing until they became a low, piercing noise that stabbed her ears. With a groan, Vinna brought her hands to her temples. She had simply followed orders. She had simply obeyed Reev.

The screech of the Scarlet Lanner she had ridden during the battle made her look up at the sky. The bird of prey was patrolling the borders of the Cedar Forest at a safe distance, and she had the impression that those large, curious eyes were looking for her. So she put the bronze whistle between her lips and blew gently.

"Later. Let’s meet later," she signaled.

The large bird of prey pushed itself away, flapping its powerful wings. Was her mind playing tricks on her? Did it really seem as if the Lanner was angry with her? She had refused to learn its name because she feared she would lose it in battle and, in any case, it did not belong to her. Reev had found the beast for her near Euphora, ready to go. Its Tamer, a young man with honey-colored hair and a serious gaze, had handed her the reins without wasting time with useless recommendations.

Her heart ached as she remembered watching the boy hug the bird of prey’s enormous head and then pat it on the neck to say goodbye. The bond between those warriors and the large birds fascinated her and at the same time made her deeply uncomfortable. She didn’t like the idea that this creature could read her emotions; some said it could even read her mind if it wanted to.

In any case, that forced brotherhood would soon be over: after a final report to Reev, she would return the bird of prey to its Tamer and then head back to Euphora, where the older Acutes were waiting for her.

She wouldn’t mind having a chat with Emmerin Ensin. After all, if Reev had wanted the Ensin returned to him so badly, he must have been guarding some vitally important information. And she had been trained to be curious, to ask questions even where no one would seek answers: why was Deon being held at the Larsani? What was happening at the top of Kenjir’s power structure?

She shook her head. That kind of thinking was more typical of Andik than of her. Just a few days earlier, she had helped him dispose of a body and made sure he had a little more time to snoop around.

To be honest, it had all seemed like nonsense to her. But she still liked Andik, despite herself. She had been foolish to encourage him. And now she was beginning to feel guilty for not stopping him. If the information she had was reliable, then the catastrophe at Lake of Currents had been the ruin of a good, yet far too nosy, man.

She looked at her hands again and felt a little calmer when she saw that they were no longer shaking as they had been a few moments earlier. Maybe she just needed a little time. And traveling, returning to Euphora, would do her good.

But first, duty.

She was about to walk towards the woods and the huts when she felt someone pull on her short cloak. Surprised that someone had managed to approach her without her hearing them, Vinna turned around. Then she had to look down. A dark-skinned girl with big eyes smiled at her, revealing a generous gap where her front teeth should have been.

Vinna tried to put aside the serious look she usually wore. The last thing she needed right now was to scare the little brat and have to deal with her tears. Or her screams.

She managed a smile so strained it wouldn’t convince a novice. Yet the little girl’s eyes lit up. Silently, she raised an arm and pointed to one of the larger tents at the edge of the forest.

Vinna scanned the spot the child was pointing to and saw a gap between the tent flaps. A man was inside. From the colors he wore, Vinna guessed he was an Ensin, perhaps of the same rank as Andik.

The man beckoned to her with a wave of his hand. He had dark skin and hair that had perhaps once been a dark blond; thick eyebrows and a beard that hung down to his chest accentuated the face of a man accustomed to receiving only nods of approval. He stared at her as she pulled back the flaps. "This way, Acute," he said, looking toward the room that smelled of herbs and tobacco.

Vinna entered and glanced around at the sparse furnishings: a metal hearth stood in the center, where a low flame burned, warming a terracotta pot. A bed, hidden by gauze netting, occupied one side; a table surrounded by six chairs stood opposite the entrance.

The man bowed his head slightly, "I am Ensin Aco Bajrami, servant of the Red Army. Thank you for accepting my invitation. Please, sit with me." He approached the table and poured a steaming infusion into two small cups. He sat down, took one cup, and regarded her, utterly serene.

Vinna suppressed the urge to frown. She was a servant just like him, and yet he'd defined her presence as an accepted invitation. It was a truth laced with deceit.

"Could I have refused?" she replied. She sat down in front of the man and stroked the cup.

Bajrami smiled slightly. "Of course you could have. We serve the same god, but I will not give you orders. I am not that kind of man."

On paper, Vinna and the Ensin were part of the same army, both loyal to Zayr’s family, bound by the imperative oath to uphold the welfare of Urook. But the Acutes and the Ensins operated differently, on paths that rarely crossed officially. Their respective ranks and hierarchies were so disparate that any comparison was pointless.

Bajrami was right to treat her with respect, to ask rather than order, but his colleagues rarely felt the same. Men like him usually saw themselves as masters of the world, protectors of the people who inhabited it. She had often endured the delusions of grandeur of Urookite Ensins, obeying their orders lest she compromise an ongoing mission.

The Acute, on the other hand, were trained to attract as little attention as possible. This often meant accepting the petulance of powerful men who failed to understand, or, more often, pretended not to understand, the subtleties with which Zayr’s army divided its tasks and responsibilities.

Andik was a rare case, in fact.

She bit the inside of her mouth, pushing the young Ensin’s face, his fiery hair, his beautiful lips, out of her mind. Dwelling on the intimacy she had shared with him always made her feel foolish. And anyway, in all likelihood, Andik was gone.

Bajrami, then. If he was so kind to her, there could only be one reason.

"What can I do for you, Ensin Bajrami?"

Engaging in such a conversation, in the presence of an influential figure, without introducing herself still felt wrong. It was a custom dictated by necessity: those who employed an Acute needed secrecy, setting aside pleasantries to divulge as little as possible.

The Ensin had said his name, along with his rank, to intimidate her. And he was deliberately ignoring hers. Customs, in this case, were only a small piece of the power dance behind every military action.

Bajrami raised the cup to his lips and took a small sip. "I didn’t think we could lose. Not like this." He shook his head but did not stop staring at her. He took a deep breath, scratched his jaw beneath his bushy beard, and clenched his teeth. "But there is still much to be done, millions of lives to avenge, isn’t there?"

Vinna felt her throat tighten. Zayr’s death was the most bitter defeat Kenjir had ever suffered. The Ashen Shields had not only destroyed the Lord of the Tutors and his city; they had undermined the very concept of power that the Masters represented as deities. The gods should not be susceptible to such defeats. Sooner or later, the people of Kenjir would ask themselves difficult and deeply uncomfortable questions.

Vinna nodded again.

The Ensin pushed his chair back and stood up, tucking his thumbs into his belt. He began to pace around the hearth, deep in thought.

"The Only Begotten is organizing an armed response as we speak," he announced. "He will attack harshly, I am sure. But his army has suffered a severe blow. And there are Ensins who are now beginning to reconsider their priorities. Do you understand me, Acute?"

Vinna nodded again. She understood that in such tragic and uncertain times, desertion was likely. But she still couldn’t understand why this man wanted to discuss it with her.

"I must reassure them. I need them to know we are taking action, and that their needs, as well as those of the men they command, remain at the top of our priorities."

Vinna waited. She could have demanded he get to the point. But experience had taught her patience: men burdened with such responsibility always revealed their intentions in unexpected ways.

"We were caught off guard. We have all failed, and will pay the consequences. But the people of Kenjir are already suffering undeserved pain. We must remedy this; these are people we have sworn to serve."

Vinna tensed. Suddenly, her chair seemed infinitely uncomfortable.

"And that is why I need you."

The truth, at last. Or a version of it.

"Almost a third of our forces were in the city that night."

Almost one hundred thousand men. Vinna knew this, yet the sheer number made her wish she did not.

"Most of our soldiers were too far away to be affected by the catastrophe. They are the ones we need now. We must gather them."

Despite herself, Vinna felt the need to ask, "What about the official channels? Surely the Only Begotten and his court are working to gather the rest of the armies."

"You're right. That is happening. But it won’t be enough. As I've already told you, there are Ensins ready to take drastic decisions, but before they do so, it’s best they know certain details first."

"You are asking me to act behind the Only Begotten’s back."

Barjami looked at her sideways. "I'm asking you to deliver a message, as soon as possible, into the right hands. You will make the difference between life and death."

Vinna took a generous sip of the infusion, which stung her throat. "I imagine I won’t know the message’s contents. You expect me to deliver it without knowing what will happen once I've done my part."

"Correct."

Vinna stifled a bitter laugh and stood up. "Good day, Ensin." Without giving him another glance, she headed for the entrance flaps, but the man’s next words stopped her cold.

"They will kill you. You and the beast."

Vinna stopped with her arm in midair, just before touching the flaps. She turned to the man, waiting.

"I know what happened. I know what you were forced to do."

She hoped the Ensin was too preoccupied with his priorities, the fate of his men and colleagues, to discern the cause of her immobility. She didn’t want to start trembling in front of him. She didn’t want him to understand how disgusted she felt by the memory of what she had done. Even more, she feared the man had received that information through an Eye of the Ether. It had been only a short time since she had fought the Tamer. Who else knew? How many had witnessed her actions?

Bajrami said in a tired, low voice, "Those Larsani warriors didn’t have to die. Emmerin Deon is certainly not worth their lives. But what’s done is done. Move quickly, and you may be able to get to safety."

The Ensin took a few steps closer. "You were a tool." He stopped using formal language, speaking with an almost paternal familiarity. "But you made yourself an accomplice, albeit unwillingly, to an act of war. They won’t let you see the sunset, girl. You'll be buried alive, and they’ll skin that poor raptor."

Vinna lowered her arm. She was hearing pure, simple blasphemy. This man was questioning the authority of the Only Begotten, the deity who would take Zayr’s place, giving substance to the doubts and fears that had poisoned her soul and robbed her of sleep. She too doubted Reev and his motives. She feared what would happen. Admitting it was as difficult as walking on a beach made of shattered glass.

The Ensin noticed her hesitation, staring intently. "I can help you escape. Or I can hand you over to your executioners. If you want to live, take my message to the Ensins I will point out. The choice is yours."
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The darkness was deep. Feroz’s mind shattered, lost in that dark, boundless sea, overwhelmed by pain.

Crushed by forces he could neither understand nor name, Feroz’s consciousness struggled not to collapse, to resist and remain whole. But it suffered defeat again and again. It destroyed and rebuilt itself in a cycle of silent screams, suffocated by something dense.

The blackness receded. Slowly, as if every fiber of his being had been stretched to the extreme and pushed toward a cruel denial of death, small spots of light began to dot the annihilation.

Feroz opened his eyes. He discovered he couldn’t scream. Terrified, he realized he couldn’t run away. And that he had changed.

He moved his arms and legs in the black fluid, emerged from the surface of the pool, gasping, coughing, and letting out cries that pierced his own ears, raw and devastating.

He clung to the edge of the rock and blinked until the outlines of his surroundings became barely visible.

There was a figure. Tall and thin like a specter exiled from a night populated only by nightmares, it reached a bony hand toward him. "Come to me," said the shadow. "Come to me. Do not be afraid."

Feroz let the tears blur his vision and his own moans deafen him. He heard them echoing in the cave, returning to pierce his ears until he was too exhausted to make another sound.

The specter did not move.

"Who are you? Where am I? What happened to me?" he managed to mumble. He stumbled over his words, bit his lips and felt them bleed. Why was it so difficult to speak?

Silence stretched.

The specter born of shadows wavered, blurring and reforming until, in its place, a man appeared.

A giant.

Feroz gasped in recognition. It was him. He who had emerged from the smoke and fire that had consumed Urook. He who had knelt down, held out his hand, and whispered words of vengeance in his ears.

The memory of those moments shook him, pulling him back to the tragedy. Zayr was dead. His city had fallen.

An Acute had carried out a clear act of war against Kenjir’s army. Precise and lethal, she had wiped out two soldiers, a Tamer, and his Silver Sparrowhawk. New tears stung his cheeks, the memory of Nyan, his beloved raptor, dying: the spear that pierced him, the way he crashed into the ziggurat.

The giant exuded calm, an almost otherworldly tranquility. A long cloak hid his figure; a hood covered most of his face, revealing lips bent in a smile. He moved lightly and approached the edge of the pool. Kneeling down, he reached out his hand to Feroz.

"Come to me. I have so much to teach you and so little time," he repeated in a voice laden with ancient knowledge, "and I will make you a symbol. Vengeance is yours. Seize it."

He touched Feroz’s forehead.
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Sleep arrived, trailing dreams that retreated the moment Shadi tried to grasp them. The harder she reached for those fleeting images, the more she struck an invisible wall. The night before, Gatha and two Napuri soldiers had hurried her back to Lorin’s green ziggurat.

Walking the road toward the seat of government, Shadi had sensed a shift in the glances shared between the healer and the common folk. Reality was vibrating, changing at a quickening pace. The catastrophe at the Lake of Currents was finally reaching into the heart of Kenjir.

Returning to her lodgings after so brief an absence felt like a defeat. A part of her still clung to the walkway: the memory of crisp wind on her skin and the fires dancing in the sky. She had been forced to leave Charu with little more than a glance. A tragedy for her eyes, she admitted privately.

There was no room for protest. Gatha oversaw her bath and her hair, then dressed her in silks far finer than those she had worn the previous night. Shadi found small comfort in the fabric; these garments were infinitely more forgiving than the restrictive layers her mother forced upon her in Jabal Amira.

Gatha moved through the chambers with a brisk, practiced efficiency. Yet, beneath that experience, Shadi caught notes of fraying nerves: a hand lingering too long on a hem, the rubbing of wrists, a series of stifled sighs. Sensing Shadi’s scrutiny, Gatha turned with a serene smile. It was a beautiful mask, but Shadi wondered what lay beneath it.

Gatha approached to smooth a crease in Shadi’s sleeve. She lifted the heavy hood, pulling it over Shadi’s head until the veil of small beads once again obscured her face. "The guards will knock in a moment, my lady." Gatha’s voice held the weight of a warning.

Shadi waited for Gatha to continue speaking, but the woman remained silent. She knew neither their destination nor their summoner, and the impulse to ask died in her throat. Anxiety had spread beyond her mind, settling into her bones like a physical weight that pressed against her brow and tightened the muscles of her neck.

Gatha stepped forward to adjust the gown, a spill of green and black silk with a modest neckline. Bands of fabric wrapped Shadi's torso, narrowing into delicate nets that enclosed her arms. For once, the skirt was light, falling away from her hips in a way that granted her the freedom to move.

The healer secured Shadi’s dark hair in a high bind, cinched by a leather knot encrusted with pearls. She had spent an eternity, or so it felt, shaping Shadi’s eyes with pigments of earth and painting her lips with deep, bloody red.

Shadi offered no protest. She suspected Gatha might have relented had she demanded to meet the Champion of Napur as she was, but she lacked the conviction to try. She had to look her best. She was about to meet a god.

Two light knocks signaled the arrival of their escort. Gatha admitted Amir and Sayda, along with the two silent soldiers from the previous night.

"Let’s go," Gatha said, her hand firm on Shadi's arm.

Amir and Sayda took the lead, the two nameless soldiers falling in behind to complete the procession. Shadi forced a steady rhythm into her stride.

They began on a familiar path, but soon veered towards the interior, into the ziggurat’s dark heart.

Shadi bit her lip to stifle a sigh. She cursed the beaded headdress; it turned the surrounding splendor into a fractured, glittering blur. They entered a long corridor where the floor was a river of green marble, streaked with veins as dark as ink. Their footsteps echoed off high walls that sloped inward, meeting at a steep, claustrophobic angle far above.

They reached a doorway of deep, veridian stone. It was a monolith of history; scenes of hunts and forgotten wars unfolded across its surface in a continuous, flowing tale. Shadi ached to reach out and trace the cold, smooth furrows left by the masons. She could not fathom the decades of labor required to coax such life from the rock.

The doors parted as if sensing her approach. A heavy draft met her, thick with aromatic incense, sharp spices, and the cloying sweetness of fresh blooms. The transition from the dim corridor to the brilliance beyond was sharp, almost violent. The space was a vast cathedral hollowed within the ziggurat, so vast its boundaries were lost to the light. If the exterior had been a testament to power, the interior was a defiance of nature.

Inside lay another city.

It lacked the sprawling chaos of Napur and the dusty modesty of Jabal Amira; instead, it was a world refined. An artificial sky stretched overhead, a vibrant blue dome dotted with clouds so expertly rendered they seemed to drift. Standing a few paces from a glass balustrade, Shadi fought the urge to rip away her headdress and scrub her eyes. She needed to see this impossible vision without any filters. The surrounding walls acted as a silent choir, their reliefs singing of ancient legends: of gods and heroes, of betrayals that broke empires, and of loves that started them. Where did such light find its source?

Shadi knew the ziggurat’s summit was sealed, yet far above, the stone walls surrendered their solidity. They dissolved into a shimmering dance of currents and phantom clouds.

Below, the distant rustle of fountains swelled, finding a rhythmic pulse in the gurgling of water through a network of artificial channels. The sound offered a thin shield against her mounting dread. She felt trapped within a hidden design, a script written by incomprehensible wills in a language she could not hope to decipher. The weight of it remained, though the melody of the water blunted its sharpest edges.

At the center of this stone gorge, a canyon carved by divine mandate, stood a cluster of green-gold palaces. They rose like a fever dream. Domes of burnished iron and faceted glass caught the light, throwing back a blinding radiance, while the exterior walls wept with the luster of inset jewels and mother-of-pearl. Slender towers climbed toward the artificial sky, their flanks wrapped in mosaics of daily life and geometric riddles. The ancient inscriptions etched into the tile-work caught the glaring, bleeding colors that pulsed with a life independent of their source.

A riot of greenery cradled the structures. Date trees hung heavy with fruit, and palms bowed to a breeze that shouldn’t exist, offering pools of deep shade. Exotic flowers, vibrant and strange, crowded the banks of artificial waterfalls that tumbled from terrace to terrace, turning the air into a haze of liquid diamonds.

Shadi shook her head, drawing a jagged breath to steady her racing heart.

How long had passed since her invitation to the Consort’s private garden? At the time, that sanctuary within King Zayr’s summer residence had felt like the pinnacle of splendor. Now the memory withered, a dim shadow cast by the impossible brilliance of the ziggurat’s heart.

A light touch on her shoulder jolted her.

"Did I startle you? Sometimes I forget how foreign this must be to you." Gatha’s voice was a soft murmur as she took Shadi’s arm, guiding her back into motion.

Foreign? The question was a mask for a probe. Shadi weighed the woman’s curiosity. She did not seek a friend, but an ally was a precious commodity. Perhaps Gatha was merely inquisitive, a keeper forced to tend a girl she did not know. Even in a court as storied as Napur, Shadi knew her arrival must have been an anomaly.

Perhaps Gatha was a test. If so, it was a wasted one. Why employ subtle games when any of Lorin’s soldiers might break her in an instant? And what could she tell them? She understood so little herself, clutching a few fracture shards of doubt in place of the truth.

Then there were the visions. While she had struggled in the cold depths of the Lake of Currents, she had seen... something. The memory was a visceral terror that left her knees weak whenever it clawed at her mind.

"It’s not that. My head simply throbs," she lied.

"It’s the gorge," Gatha said, gesturing to the immense void carved into the ziggurat’s belly. "The first time I stood here, the sheer scale nearly stole my senses." The healer sighed, her fingers closing around Shadi’s hand. "You are to dine with the Champion of Napur. With Naven himself."

Shadi stiffened. The interrogation had arrived.

She knew the hospitality of the Nurturers was never an act of pure benevolence. She was a witness; the lords of Napur would expect a return on their investment. She resolved not to flinch. If her memories could serve as a bulwark against another catastrophe like the one at the Lake of Currents, she would give them freely. Perhaps then she might find a scrap of peace in this foreign land.

The prospect of facing a Master, the scion of the Lord of Napur, turned her stomach. The last time a deity had spoken to her, the world had ended in blood.

Gatha felt the tremor in her arm. "Do not fear, my lady. Naven is a blessing, the purest light to ever shine upon Kenjir. His voice is honeyed and his gaze as warm as a sun-drenched spring. You will find yourself at ease within a heartbeat. And you will treasure the memory of this meeting for the rest of your days." The healer’s eyes grew bright with unshed tears. The mere mention of Lorin’s Only Begotten seemed to drench her soul in adoration.

Shadi, however, could only think of Kerina, the friend she had lost within the dark, suffocating confines of the Watchtower. How Kerina’s heart would have leaped at this news. Shadi closed her eyes, conjuring the girl’s bright, hungry gaze and the ecstasy she once felt at the mere mention of the Masters. Every daughter of the Lugalen would have bartered her soul to stand in Shadi’s boots.

Now, Kerina only lived in her dreams and nightmares.

Too many young women had perished in that tower, crushed and undone by marble and bedrock. Others had been claimed by the black waters beneath the Amphitheater.

"Oh, poor dear! I meant to hearten you, but you are trembling." Gatha pulled Shadi close, her arm a steady weight across her shoulders.

Shadi leaned into the healer's warmth, surrendering to a touch she desperately needed. Her façade of strength had crumbled. She had wanted to project confidence, hoping to scavenge some insight into what the city planned for her. Instead, she found herself stunned by a world that was as terrifying as it was magnificent.

Yet one truth remained.

Naven had made time for her. The royal house deemed her significant enough to merit a formal audience. That meant something. Though the true design eluded her, she could use that single certainty as a foothold. "I am not afraid, Gatha. Only confused." She whispered the half-truth, praying her voice did not betray her.

Naven. What did she truly know of him? Little enough. But she understood the high-born and the rigid customs they used as armor. If she watched and listened, and if she found the strength to speak clearly of the events she had witnessed, she might survive this meal. Gatha viewed this invitation as a divine blessing, but Shadi felt only the weight of the trap. "I know someone I would like to show this to," she murmured, the thought escaping before she could check it.

"Then you must ask your host for permission."

Shadi fell silent. If she lacked the courage to even speak in the presence of the Only Begotten, she had no hope of making demands.

Gatha appeared to take the suggestion seriously, and Shadi lacked the heart to explain just how unready she felt for an audience with the Champion. "I suppose I could ask," she said instead. "Perhaps then I might enjoy a walk that does not end before it has truly begun."

The healer’s laugh was quick and mischievous. "True enough! They barely permitted us a breath of city air before summoning us back to the ziggurat. But the excursion had its rewards, did it not?" She punctuated the question with a knowing, sidelong glance.

"Napur is breathtaking," Shadi replied, playing for safety.

Gatha feigned an indignant gasp. "Do not toy with me. You know exactly whom I mean." She fluttered her lashes with exaggerated longing. "What did you think of Charu?"

Shadi's cheeks burned. She could almost hear her mother’s voice, harsh with the rebuke she always leveled whenever Shadi showed such vulnerability before a man outside their kin. In the past, Shadi met those scoldings with cutting remarks, reminding her mother that it was her own overprotective hand that had left Shadi so ill-equipped for the world.

She studied Gatha. The healer seemed a rare creature: a woman who might listen to such stories and nuances without the mask of disapproval or a judging eye. Yet Shadi knew too little of this woman’s true nature. She knew even less of the grander design, the ancient rivalries and shifting tides that governed the Masters and their Seats of power. Perhaps Gatha was a soul of genuine kindness. Or perhaps she was merely fulfilling an office: to tend the stranger, to distract her with idle talk. At worst, the healer was a sentry in the vein of Amir and Sayda, only better dressed and far more cunning. A woman capable of dispensing comfort and death with the same steady hand.

Gatha might be any of these, or none.

Shadi chose to retreat into the safety of trifles. "Charu? He is a talented artist, nothing more."

"Nothing more? My lady, the man was devouring you with his gaze."

Shadi reminded herself that she had been so starved of male attention that she might not distinguish a carnal invitation from a declaration of war. "Nonsense. I was lost beneath a cloak and a shroud of beads."

"Nonsense? I have seen blood shed over far less. Your eyes, my lady, are impossible to dismiss, even through a veil."

That was even more difficult to credit. Tiona Jan Hura had bestowed every drop of her beauty upon Roben, leaving Shadi only the dregs. In Jabal Amira, this was an undisputed truth; no member of her kin had ever troubled themselves to argue otherwise.

"Perhaps Charu was merely drawn to the enigma," Shadi countered. "He likely wondered what manner of woman hid her face so carefully."

"Perhaps. But I suspect poor Charu has lost his heart to you."

"We barely spoke, Gatha."

"Indeed. And yet…"

Gatha’s voice faded into the background as Shadi’s attention was stolen by the abyss within the ziggurat. Despite the veil of pearls, the view sharpened as they descended. Balconies clung to the inner walls in tiered rows, linked by walkways that arched and spiraled like a web of silver, forming a bustling vertical city. Mobile platforms, similar to those she had seen at the Black Amphitheater, darted between the levels of glass and burnished iron.

The air was bathed in a diffused glow, free of the harsh glare of the world outside.

Shadi tilted her head back, squinting at the myriad constellations dotting the stone vault. Some pools of light were vast as lakes; others were mere pinpricks. It was the natural light of the sun, she realized, caught and bent by the Arts of the Masters to illuminate this carved structure.

Amir and Sayda led them to a platform. Within moments, Shadi was three levels lower, pacing a walkway bordered by tall colonnades and sheer walls of glass. On the far side lay a sprawl of manors cradled by lush, emerald gardens. It was as if Napur itself had crept into the ziggurat, snaking through stone domes and colonnades to thrive under the protection of the sacred height. Here, the world seemed even more vivid, as if seen through a lens of polished crystal.

It is the breath of the gods. So the people of Kenjir sang, their eyes filled with longing as they praised the beings who brought light to the world. Every soul in the land dreamed of such a sight.

Shadi suppressed a bitter laugh, fearing she would sound mad. She did not share their wide-eyed wonder. Not after the horrors she had endured. Perhaps, she admitted, she had never craved this divinity at all.

Yet there she stood, at the threshold of a city within a city, prepared to face a being whispered to be the living embodiment of joy.
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Irmanna was a fever. Darjin felt the thrum of it in the frantic press of the alleys and the rattle of carriages over stone walkways overlooking the Dark Rivers. Or was it merely her fancy? She knew nothing of this city. She had arrived less than two days ago and spent the better part of them in a stupor, nursing her strength and hiding from her own thoughts. This place defied anything she had seen before. It was the nest of the Silver Sparrowhawks; the sanctuary where her brother had built a new life.

She stepped back, turning from the view. With a heavy sigh, she latched the shutters and pulled the curtains tight, drowning the room in a familiar gloom. For a moment, she stood in the shadows. It was nearly noon, and the urge to crawl back to bed, between the linens, and never emerge was a seductive weight. Her mind seemed determined to betray her, catching on every stray perception to drag her back to the catastrophe at Lake of Currents.

If sleep was a lost cause, perhaps a walk would serve. She had seen little beyond Miro’s apartment and the path through the city center toward the Refuge. A ghost of a smile touched her lips at the memory of Yante. The creature had accepted her without hesitation, folding great wings around her until the world felt safe. But they had not permitted her to stay. The Refuge was a sanctum for Sparrowhawks and Tamers, not for Daggers.

She wondered what it would be like to live as a Tamer: to bond with a giant raptor and claim the vast skies of Kenjir as her own. She shook her head, dismissing the fantasy. It was likely just boredom driving her to such daydreams. Even so, boredom was a kinder master than despair.

She sat on the edge of the bed, lacing the boots Miro had left for her and pulling on a light jacket. She searched her memory for his return time; he had been vague, and the shadow in his eyes that morning suggested he wouldn’t be coming back with good news.

Darjin stood, the silence of the apartment pushing her toward the door. She snatched the keys from the table and pulled the door open, stifling a gasp. A man stood in the threshold, arm raised and fist clenched as if to strike the wood.

"Who?..." she stammered.

He lowered his hand, his body tilting forward. Had it not been for the reek of cheap wine and the crimson flush of his cheeks, Darjin might have braced for an assault. He was profoundly drunk, his limbs disconnected from his intent. The mere effort of lowering his arm sent him off balance.

She stepped back, narrowly avoiding the collision. He was a stocky, muscular ruin of a man; had he landed on her, he would have hit with the force of an avalanche.

He struck the floor instead, collapsing into a heap of sobs and disjointed laughter.

Darjin stared, her heart hammering against her ribs, paralyzed by the absurdity of the sight as the man let out a resonant: "You’re not Miro."

Darjin shook her head.

The stranger narrowed his eyes, peering at her from beneath a thicket of white brows. "Oooh, you must be... yes, the sister! By all the gods, you’re even more beautiful than the rumors!" He laughed again, the sound dissolving into a wet cough. He covered his mouth with a trembling hand. "Forgive me, Miro’s sister. It appears the wine has the upper hand today."

Darjin extended a hand. "Get up. Why were you looking for my brother?"

Heaving the drunkard to his feet was like trying to steady a falling mast. After several failed attempts and a low tide of expletives, the old man lurched toward a nearby chair. He collapsed into it, making the wood groan under his bulk, and peered up at Darjin with glassy eyes. "The boy never stopped talking about you," he wheezed. "He’s been praying for this reunion for ten years."

Darjin crossed her arms over her chest, her stance rigid. "You didn’t answer my question."

He widened his eyes in a look of contrition that wouldn’t have fooled a child. "I am Buchra Fadil, my lady. An old Tamer and a profound admirer of the finest vintages Kenjir offers." He patted his chest and hips, rummaging through his pockets with clumsy fingers. "I should have a bit more here somewhere, perhaps we could, "

Darjin stepped into his space, cutting him off. "No. Put the flask away, Tamer Fadil. If you have a message for my brother, give it to me now."

The old man froze, mouth agape. "All right, all right." He tucked the wine back into his coat, his gaze lingering on her. "Now I see why Yante took such a shine to you," he chuckled, a wet, rattling sound.

Darjin pressed her lips together. She had dealt with obnoxious drunks before, but this man was testing the limits of her restraint. Habit took over; she reached for her hip, her fingers seeking the familiar hilt of a blade. The realization hit her like a cold draft, she was dressed in borrowed clothes, her weapons gone. Where had she put the Shield Band?

The old man raised his hands in a defensive mock-surrender. "Peace, girl. I'm a friend to Miro. A friend to Yante, too."

She studied him, trying to sift the truth from his rambling. A memory from Miro’s story the night before surfaced: a Silver Sparrowhawk had plucked him from death, and its guardian, a retired Tamer, had nursed him back to health. Could this wreck of a man be the one? "When did you meet him?" she asked, her voice softening slightly. "My brother, I mean."

Buchra Fadil possessed a mane as gray as the stones of the Peaks and a beard that put fresh snow to shame. He regarded the world with a gluttonous curiosity, eyeing every object in the room as if it were a delicacy served on a silver platter, intended solely for his pleasure.

As she sat across from him, Darjin wondered with a touch of malice how a Silver Sparrowhawk could possibly endure the burden of such a mountain of a man on its back.

"He was a mere stack of bones when I found him," the old man said, his voice softening. "I didn’t even realize he was a boy. Yante had tucked him into its brood, deep in the nesting straw, shielding him with its body as if he were his own fledgling. We stumbled upon the boy by pure chance while tending the little ones." He smiled, the memory clearly vivid in his wine-clouded mind. "Ah, the wounds were gruesome, my lady. Gruesome, in truth. We kept a watch for three days and three nights, never truly believing he would survive the dawn."

Darjin knotted her fingers in her lap, fighting the images rising in her mind. Every detail of Miro’s suffering was a fresh sting of guilt. She had been leagues away while her brother was being pieced back together by strangers and birds. "Why did Yante take him?" she asked. "To the nest, of all places?"

Buchra cast a sidelong glance at her. If he intended the look to be mysterious, the alcohol-flushed bulb of his nose ruined the effect; he looked less like a master of secrets and more like a meddling grandfather. "Are you asking why he didn’t make a meal of him?" he asked. "I wouldn’t blame you for wondering. To this day, we have no answer. The Silver Sparrowhawks are raptors, and hunger is a cruel master. Yet, he chose to carry him rather than consume him. That bird has always possessed a wit that outshines his kin."

Darjin found no comfort in the answer. It draped Miro’s survival in a shroud of destiny she found difficult to trust. "And who decided his path?" she pressed. "Who decided that Miro would become a Tamer?"

Buchra burst into a fit of laughter that dissolved into a racking cough. "Do you truly believe we had a say? We Tamers decided nothing. Yante chose for us. He held your brother fast until the boy could stand, and from that moment, they were tethered. Do you know the gold it takes to feed a Silver Sparrowhawk? The sheer will required to bond one to a trainee? We were trapped, girl. It was either accept Miro or put Yante down." Buchra’s eyes clouded, his focus drifting into the gray reaches of memory. When he spoke again, his voice held a strained note. "He finally found you. But these last few months... the boy was not himself."

"In what way?"

The old man gave a heavy shrug. "The days of a Tamer are… difficult. We spend a lifetime learning the dance of steel and tempering our bones. We grow alongside our birds, surrendering everything to them: time, strength, and soul. We become the Silver Sparrowhawk, and they become the Tamer. We are one. There is little room for anything else once you set foot upon that path."

Darjin nodded. She understood the cost. Living as a Dagger had demanded similar tithes, offering only scars in exchange for her youth.

"But something shifted in Miro," Buchra continued, his gaze returning to her. "A dullness took root in his eyes. An emptiness in his voice. He moved like a man already dead."

"Do you think it was his past?" she whispered. "The shadows from before Yante found him?"

"Perhaps. I have known warriors who could shatter a man’s ribs with a single blow, yet lacked the strength to pull themselves from bed in the morning. War and the blood we spill... they leave wounds in here." He tapped his temple with a gnarled finger. "Miro was always a quiet soul, but for months, he grew near-silent. He moved as if his own shadow meant him harm. Being with Yante was his only medicine, and he improved so much that we almost forgot how fragile he had been. Then, the change came."

"What changed?"

"I cannot name the cause, girl. I only saw the decay. Miro and Yante began to vanish for weeks at a time. They were reprimanded more than once for their negligence, or what looked like it. Some whispered that the boy had found a lover in some far-flung village, or that he was losing his heart for the sky. But I felt it was something else. Something stranger."

Darjin remained silent. Buchra’s tale was more than a mere confirmation of a shared past; it was an unearthing. She could have silenced him, but she didn’t. She was hungry for the truth, willing to seize any crumb of information that might illuminate the dark years that had swallowed her brother. Yet, beneath the tale, she felt a tectonic shift, a dangerous current that threatened the fragile bond she and Miro were trying to forge.

"What was happening?" she prompted.

"He had grown irritable, picking fights with the other Tamers over trifles. For a fortnight, he even refused to fly with Yante."

The weight of those words was not lost on her. Miro’s rejection of his Silver Sparrowhawk sounded like heresy.

The front door didn’t just open; it slammed against the wall. The violence of the sound sent both Darjin and her guest bolting to their feet.

"Miro?" The name died in her throat. She was stunned by the sheer venom in her brother’s gaze. Silently, he lunged across the room, seizing the old man by the collar and hauling him upward. "What did you say to her?" Miro hissed. "What have you done?"

Despite the reek of sour wine clinging to him, Buchra moved with a sudden, startling fluidity. He slipped his forearms between Miro’s wrists, breaking the hold with the practiced ease of a soldier. "It’s good to see you too, lad," the old man said, his voice dropping an octave into something cold and sober.

Miro didn’t back down. Jaw clenched, eyes burning with a feverish intensity, he circled Buchra like a wolf and shoved him toward the threshold. "Get out," he growled.

"I cannot," Buchra replied. The slurred playfulness was gone, replaced by a low, controlled authority.

Darjin felt a chill; the drunkenness had been a ruse. "Miro, please. Calm down." She took a tentative step toward them. Only once in her life had she seen him this unmoored, and the memory of that day still bled.

"Stay out of this," Miro snapped, never once breaking eye contact with the Tamer. "Get out of my house. Do not make me say it again, old man."

Buchra stared him down, his gnarled hand scratching at his beard. He gave a sharp, mirthless shrug. "If I go, they will simply send another. And another after that. They will keep coming until you remember your duty." Buchra leaned in, his voice a hammer blow. "Or until they name you a traitor."

Darjin’s heart hammered. "What does that mean? What are you talking about?"

Miro turned to her, his jaw tight. "I will explain everything. But not while he is here." He shifted his gaze back to the old Tamer, his voice dropping into a dangerous register. "Leave now, Buchra, before I do something foolish. May the gods protect you on the road, but go. Leave now, or this house will become your grave."

Darjin felt the ice of those words settle in her marrow. That cold, lethal tone was a stranger to her. She struggled to find the boy she had lost within the man standing before her. The realization struck with the force of a physical blow. Too much time had turned to salt. Miro was a different soul now, just as she must have appeared a phantom to him. Yet he was still her blood. She could not watch him descend further down a path that would only leave him more scarred.

"Leave, Tamer Fadil. Please. We need time." She took a step toward the bulk of the man, breathing through her mouth to bypass the sour reek of him. "We have been apart for a lifetime. Allow us to mend what is broken. Then my brother will join you and do what he must."

Buchra backed toward the exit, shaking his head. "Listen to your sister, lad." He reached for the handle and pulled the door open. As he stepped out, he cast one final look back. "If you are not at the Refuge by midnight, they will brand you a deserter. There will be nothing I can do to help you then."

Miro seemed possessed by the night winds. After slamming the door behind the man, he moved with frantic energy, tearing through the apartment: rifling through cupboards, upending boxes, and snatching up clothes and dried stores to cram them into travel-worn satchels.

"We have to leave," he whispered, his eyes never meeting hers.

"Why?" she asked, her gaze tracking his every desperate movement. The cold dread of some unseen catastrophe settled in her gut.

"We'll talk once we're clear of this place."

Darjin bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted copper. The frenzy vibrating through her brother’s frame was a warning she couldn’t ignore. She stepped into his path and, before he could pull away, threw her arms around him. She held him, forcing his frenetic motion to a halt. Pressing her head against his chest, she pleaded, "What is happening? Miro, please. Tell me." She felt the tension drain out of him; he simply deflated. In the span of a breath, the towering man vanished, replaced by the ghost of the little boy she had lost so many years ago.

"We have to leave," he repeated. "We have to leave now." His voice had thinned to a reed, and he began to tremble.

"I am here. You aren’t alone anymore, brother. Talk to me." She kept her face hidden against him, knowing that to meet his eyes now would only provoke a warrior’s shame. She simply anchored him and waited.

After what felt like an age, Miro returned the embrace, his fingers digging into her shoulders. "They’re calling us to arms," he choked out. "The summons is for all of us. We fly for Larsa tonight." His chest heaved with a ragged sob. "I'll lose you again. If I fly into this battle... it might be the end. I cannot lose you again, Darjin!"

Darjin understood all the shades of an oath. She had spent a decade as a Dagger, bound to a cause she had chosen for herself. But she also saw the darkness in her brother’s spirit, the raw, unhealed loneliness that had clearly haunted his sleep.

Was this the “strangeness” the old Tamer had sensed Perhaps. She, too, had fought to keep the ghosts of the past at bay, struggling against a history that threatened to devour her soul. For Miro, tethered to a Silver Sparrowhawk and a life of constant vigilance, the burden must have been even more crushing.

"When I regained my memory, I realized I had been too young, too foolish. I was far from home and knew I could never return on my own. So I gave up. Do you understand? I gave up!" He broke their embrace and seized her by the shoulders, staring into her eyes as heavy tears streamed down his face. In a fractured voice, he continued, "I decided to erase it all. I surrendered to Yante’s affection to forget that I had killed my father. I knew we had sworn an oath, that our duty was to Zayr, but how could I come back? How could I tell you that I hated him? That I hated the gods with all my soul for forcing that horror upon me?"

Darjin stood frozen.

"I carried on, binding myself tighter and tighter to Yante and the Tamers. Until…"

She placed a hand against his cheek. He swallowed with visible difficulty, the muscles of his throat working. "Until we discovered the threats against the Lugalen’s Daughters. I traded favors and pried into secrets I should have left alone. When I found your name, I couldn’t believe it. I was overjoyed that you were well, living with a respected family. But the thought that you were in the path of the Ashen Shields... I felt the edges of my mind unraveling."

"That is why you came to warn me," she whispered.

Miro nodded, his eyes snapping shut. "A few breaths more and you would have been dead, Darjin. I nearly missed you at the summer residence. Do you understand? Now they seek to tear us apart again. And for what? The whims of the Masters will be the death of us all!"

Darjin clamped her hand over his mouth. He was her brother, her blood: the miracle of his touch and the warmth of his embrace were things she had thought lost forever. But he had just spoken blasphemy. Had it been any other man, Darjin would have broken his neck where he stood, without a flicker of hesitation.

She, like every loyal citizen of Kenjir, loved the Masters. She respected their wisdom and obeyed their word. Rebels were a sickness, an anomaly to be purged. The Ashen Shields were a shadow that would soon be swept from the world’s memory.

And what about her brother?

He was a man broken by remorse and reality. Finding her had forced him to confront a past that was now threatening to bury him.

Darjin felt the leaden pull of responsibility. She searched his eyes, then slowly moved her hand from his lips. She drew his face down until their foreheads touched, their breaths mingling in the small space between them. Perhaps there was a path through the darkness, a loophole to buy them the time they needed. It was a wild gamble, but in this moment she would have staked her life on far less. "We will do as you say, little brother."
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Eshfen had discovered the assignment details etched onto a scrap of parchment. It sat encased in a wooden cylinder, secreted away in one of his saddlebags, as was the custom of the Ashen Shields. In his younger years, he had struggled to grasp the necessity of such silence and the oppressive secrecy that cloaked their order. Missions were never uttered aloud; results were scrutinized only in the dark, far from prying ears.

Every act they committed, the theft of secrets, the sowing of lies, the kidnappings and the killings, flowed directly from Rahmadu’s will. The God of Ashes chose his warriors and dictated their every move. He permitted the Shields to manage the mundane mechanics of slaughter, but no real decision originated from anyone other than the god himself.

So what was there to fear? Rahmadu was their patron. No power could oppose him, certainly not the pale, false gods that infested the rest of Kenjir. Yet the coded messages, the muted whispers, and the mocking glances remained. Over time, he had learned the cost of arrogance. He had discovered, through blood and failure, that rejecting secrecy was a death sentence.

He brushed the coarse fabric of the bag for the thousandth time. He knew the parchment was secure. It would not slip from its housing even if he spurred his mount to a gallop to outrun death itself. Yet he could not still his hand. Every time his fingers traced the hard contour of the wooden cylinder, a fleeting calm settled over him. It never lasted. When the peace evaporated, he sought out new compulsions to fill the void: a scratch of the nose, a hand through his hair, a forced cough. Then, inevitably, his hand returned to the bag.

A full night in the saddle had done nothing to ease the gnawing unease born of the ink on that page:

A caravan of wanderers will move across the plains at the edge of the Lake of Currents. Reach it before it approaches Annarek. Speak to Sasa Dimce, the man in charge, and show him your scroll. He has a second one. It contains the rest of the instructions.
Have a safe journey, Missionary. May the God of Ashes watch over you.

He did not like wanderers. They were a people who clung to the margins of the world, anchored to traditions rooted in superstition and rank blasphemy. That such creatures still drew breath in Kenjir was a festering wound on the Masters’ authority. Rahmadu would put an end to their aimless drifting soon enough. Yet, in his infinite mercy, the god had decided these insipid people had a role to play in his ascension.

Eshfen drew rein, allowing his horse to slow as he glanced at Golnar. His auxiliary had maintained the grueling pace in a disciplined silence. She returned his gaze with a sharp nod, showing no signs of fatigue. Though he had loathed the command to bring her along, he had to admit her conduct was impeccable.

He, by contrast, had been a wretched assistant in his own youth. But that was a shadow she did not need to see.

The first gray light of dawn began to bleed across the horizon, silhouetting a cluster of shapes in the distance. There, nestled between the plains of Annarek and the Lake of Currents, lay the caravan. A lone figure detached itself from the camp, intercepting them before they could be perceived as a threat.

Was this Sasa Dimce?

Both Eshfen and Golnar were draped in the nondescript garb of the road, pointedly avoiding the colors of the city-states: no Urookite red, Napur green, or the ostentatious gold of the Binders. Veiled and wrapped in heavy, sand-colored cloaks, they appeared as nothing more than common travelers too poor for a carriage or too secretive for the main thoroughfares.

If this man was Dimce, how much had he been told? Who did he expect to find at the end of the world?

In moments like these, Eshfen would have preferred a deeper understanding of the gears that drove the God of Ashes’ designs. Was this gnawing uncertainty also a piece of the Great Plan?

The man approaching them wore light linens that mimicked the hues of the earth: ochre, pale willow-green, and faded trimmings that might once have been yellow. He came to a halt, smiling with his hands perched on his hips.

"Greetings, travelers. Did the road treat you well?" the man asked, offering a brief, practiced bow. Then, as if suddenly recalling a forgotten task, he reached into the wide collar of his tunic and produced a wooden cylinder. It was the twin of the one Eshfen carried. He stepped forward, offering the object on his open palms like a sacred relic.

Eshfen took a moment to study the man’s weathered face. Deep wrinkles webbed the corners of his eyes; Eshfen found himself wondering if they were carved by decades of laughter or a lifetime of worry. He signaled to Golnar with a slight tilt of his head. She dismounted in a single fluid motion and approached the wanderer with a stride that radiated cold confidence.

As she closed the distance, the man took a half-step back. His gaze searched hers, a question trembling on his lips, one he seemed terrified to ask yet powerless to suppress. "Is it true?" he whispered.

Golnar glanced back at Eshfen. He gave her a nod so slight it was nearly imperceptible. "What are you prattling about, wanderer?" the auxiliary asked, serving as her missionary’s voice.

"Urook," the man stammered. "They say... the word on the wind is that the city has fallen."

Golnar snatched the cylinder from his grip. "Are you seeking answers, old man? Or merely comfort?" she hissed.

The wanderer’s eyes went wide, his face pale. "Then the rumors are true. The city of the Iron Lords... destroyed." A violent tremor seized him. He clutched at his chest with one hand, his other fumbling at his temple as if to steady a world that had just tilted off its axis.

"Go back to your people," Golnar commanded, her voice like grinding stone. "Lead them away. If you value your lives, seek the high reaches of the mountains."

She turned on her heel and walked back to her mount without a second look. Eshfen did not wait for her to climb into the saddle; he spurred his horse into a gallop, riding hard toward the rising sun. He tried to outpace the memory of the man’s shattered gaze and the raw terror that had cracked his voice.

The news was outstripping them.

Urook was dead, and the world was beginning to scream.
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They did not call a halt until the caravan had faded into the horizon. As the rising sun stretched long, uneven shadows across the plains, Eshfen and Golnar finally dismounted.

He reached into the bag and retrieved the wooden cylinder, his gaze fixed on a lonely rock formation that broke the monotonous roll of the hills. With a brisk, flat-palmed gesture, he addressed his auxiliary. "Tend to the mounts. Eat and drink what you require."

The girl offered a disciplined nod, handing him the wooden cylinder. "As you command, Missionary." She took the reins of both horses, her voice softening into a murmur as she stroked the salt-crusted neck of her mare.

Eshfen walked a short distance away, his boots crunching on the dry earth. He opened the second cylinder. As he had anticipated, the parchment within was a jumble of nonsense, fragments of an Urookite chant that held no meaning on its own. It was a shell, an empty vessel.

He slid the scroll back into its housing and brought the cylinder’s end, marked by a nearly invisible thread of silver, against the one he had carried since leaving the seminary. He twisted the two components in opposing directions until they met with a sharp, metallic snap. A low vibration pulsed through the wood, and before his eyes, the seam vanished: the two objects became one. It was a miracle of Rahmadu, one of the countless ways the god manifested his reach and his absolute wisdom.

Eshfen opened the fused cylinder and withdrew a new scroll. As he unfurled it, the paper began to lose its substance, softening beneath his touch. He read the ink quickly, knowing that within moments, the message would dissolve into a handful of pale dust.

The blasphemer sails for Levar. He likely seeks sanctuary there. He is not alone; another survivor travels in his shadow. Reach the fringes of the abandoned ruins near the Salt Expanses. Seek the catacombs and the tomb of Omar the Long-Lived. Watch your back, for the soil there is cursed. Your passage to Levar awaits within. Have a safe journey, Missionary. May the God of Ashes watch over you.

As the ink dissolved, Eshfen fought to sear the instructions into his mind: the coordinates of the abandoned ruins, the hidden markers for the tomb, and the subterranean passage to the city.

The path was clear. Every step was within his reach.

Yet one detail gnawed at him above all others.

Andik Thawill was not alone. There was another survivor.

The knowledge that Thawill breathed was already a failure he struggled to stomach. This new revelation felt like a second defeat, a fresh stain on his soul. He clenched his jaw until the bone throbbed, his teeth grinding together as he released a low, venomous hiss.

Minutes ebbed away as he mastered his breath. He would have preferred to face a hundred men, blindfolded and stripped of steel, rather than confront the reality of his own inadequacy. He had disappointed Rahmadu. Again. Yet the God of Ashes continued to grant him secrets, bestowing trust where Eshfen felt only shame. If the Liberator of Kenjir was willing to look past his failings, then Eshfen would find the strength to do the same.

He waited for the bile to settle in his stomach, then slowly unfurled his fingers, exhaling with a ragged wave of relief when he found the wooden cylinder still whole. Had his grip been any tighter, he would have crushed the relic to splinters.

Opening his eyes, he sought out Golnar. She was perched on a nearby rock, a small flask in one hand and a strip of dried meat in the other. Sensing Eshfen’s gaze, she offered the food in a silent gesture of hospitality.

He strode toward her. "We move," he said, his voice grating with a harshness he could not suppress. "Are there abandoned ruins in these lands?"

Golnar stowed her rations and rose, dusting the desert grit from her trousers. She gave a curt nod. "Toward the wastes. An hour's ride, perhaps two. I saw them years ago. It’s a foul place."

According to the scroll, the ruins were cursed; the look in Golnar’s eyes only confirmed the warning. "Prepare your steel," he commanded.

As he hauled himself into the saddle, a chaotic brew of fear and frustration swirled in his chest. He did not seek to name the feeling; he only sought to drown it. He craved the clarity of the kill, the moment when the spray of hot blood might finally quiet the screaming in his mind.

He spurred the horse forward, a mirthless grin baring his teeth.

Golnar’s memory proved true. After a little over an hour of hard riding, the skeletal remains of a watchtower and a few crumbling walls broke the horizon. Though the sun sat high and the air was thick with the suffocating heat of the Salt Expanses, a sudden cold crept up Eshfen’s spine. A silent, dark omen began to pulse in his veins.

Eshfen drew rein, scanning the fringe of the settlement. No houses remained, only the slumped ribs of walls made of mud and crumbling mortar. He looked down the deserted streets, ancient witnesses to a time before the land had surrendered its prosperity to the encroaching wastes. "What do you know of this place?" he asked Golnar.

The auxiliary tilted her head, her gaze drifting over the barren landscape. "Little enough, truth be told. I’m not certain I ever knew its name; likely, everyone who held that memory is long in the earth. Regardless, the missionary Firel Kenna brought me and five other candidates here years ago."

"Survival training?"

Golnar nodded. "And endurance. It was... an enlightening experience."

The weight she placed on those words resonated with Eshfen. He had endured his own crucible before rising to the rank of missionary. Every agent was expected to traverse the span of Kenjir, often far from the tether of civilization, exposing themselves to the most inhospitable corners of the world. Like this one.

He studied her. Golnar gave the impression that she could withstand trials that would break the spirit of auxiliaries twice her age. Her unusual height and the breadth of her shoulders made her an imposing figure, yet her features held a quiet, watchful curiosity. Nothing seemed to catch her off guard.

Eshfen found himself wondering precisely what kind of trust he could invest in her.

"We did not cross the town’s perimeter during my training, but Kenna shared what he knew," she continued.

"Anything of use?"

"Perhaps. He said these ruins were a symbol. A reminder. The people who lived here rose against the Masters centuries ago. They were a peaceful folk: simple men and women who traded salt and welcomed strangers with open hands. But they prized their independence above their lives."

And the Masters, of course, demanded absolute obedience.

"It is said that Aabar extinguished this settlement, and a hundred others besides, in a single night," Golnar said, her voice flat. "Over the centuries, the memory of that slaughter curdled into legend. Some say you can still hear the echoes of their cries on the wind, their pleas for mercy, their final breaths. Since that night, every land bordering the Salt Expanses has remained loyal."

"Fear and loyalty are two very different things," Eshfen corrected, his voice a low rasp.

She offered a slow nod. "Is this the first time you’ve heard the tale, Missionary?"

"It is. But the cruelty of the Masters has long since lost the power to surprise me. Every time such a horror reaches my ears, it becomes fresh tinder for the fire in my soul. A new reason to serve our Lord with greater zeal."

"Praise be to the God of Ashes," Golnar agreed, her eyes fixed on the ruins, and Eshfen echoed the invocation, the words a firm, eternal vow: "Praise be to the God of Ashes."

The only structure that hinted at the presence of catacombs lay at the far edge of the settlement. At a cursory glance, it seemed a ruin like any other, perhaps in even worse repair, but one detail snared Eshfen’s eye. He dismounted and approached a weathered column that stood nearly as high as his shoulder. Its surface was choked by intricate bas-reliefs. Though centuries of wind and abrasive sand had scoured the decorations until they were nearly invisible, he had no doubt of their nature. These were funerary motifs, solemn carvings depicting the soul’s descent into the shadow worlds and the futile praise of eternal rest.

He turned to Golnar. "It is here."

They surveyed the building’s shattered remains. The interior formed a faded labyrinth of abrupt turns, blind intersections, and empty spaces.

"What shall we do with the horses?" the girl asked.

As she rested a hand against her mount’s neck, Eshfen realized the time for absolute silence had passed. He recalled with biting clarity the frustration of his own years as an auxiliary, the feeling of being a blade swung in total darkness, acting on a pittance of information while risking his life for a cause he could not see. Golnar had accepted her lot with a stoic grace, refraining from awkward questions or visible impatience, and Eshfen respected that.

But he knew she would serve him better if she understood the stakes. He wanted her to be an instrument of his success, not an obstruction to it. "Let them go," he said.

Golnar nodded, though for the first time, a flicker of doubt shadowed her gaze.

Eshfen scanned the ruins and the labyrinthine debris the walls had become. There was not a soul in sight, nor any sound to suggest the presence of unwelcome listeners. Nonetheless, he stepped closer to the girl and lowered his voice.

"We hunt an opponent who by all rights should be dead. His name is Andik Thawill. He served the false god Zayr as an Ensin from the Red Army. Two days ago, Thawill attempted to stop me as I carried out Rahmadu’s judgment. I believed I had eliminated him, but I failed. He found aid and managed to escape."

Golnar’s eyes widened. "He survived the Black Amphitheater? The fires of a Lethenium dart should have scorched every living thing within those walls to ash."

"Perhaps I will find my answers while I am slitting his throat."

Golnar’s lips thinned into a hard, grim line. "So we have no knowledge of who aided him?"

"None. But we know his destination. He was last sighted sailing toward Levar."

"Then he has already gained a staggering lead," she noted, her brow furrowed. "How can we hope to overtake him?"

Eshfen looked toward the heart of the ruins. "Our Lord has provided a shortcut. It lies within the catacombs that branch beneath this settlement."

Golnar took half a step back, the weight of the revelation hitting her. "Are we to use a Sacred Artifact?"

"We are. But first, we must reach it. This place will not welcome our presence. Gather only what you need for another day’s travel, then check your steel."

Together, they passed the fractured column and navigated a path that had once been a grand corridor. It opened into a clearing punctuated by the weather-beaten remains of a colonnade, its circular layout still visible despite the eroding touch of time. In the center of the stone pavement, partially obscured by a veil of wind-blown silt and pebbles, lay a tessellated mosaic of tiles, their colors bleached pale by centuries of sun.

Eshfen paced in a deliberate circuit around the mosaic’s center, his eyes tracing the faded imagery of leaping flames, lightning, and the gaping, bestial maws of monsters. "The people of this region believed in life beyond the veil," he said, his voice hovering between a question and a cold statement of fact.

Golnar recognized the invitation to speak: "A vast span of time has passed, and perhaps the truth is buried too deep to recover. But the legends suggest they knelt to a single deity. That being embodied light, shadow, and the gray space between. A god of three faces, three tempers, and three conflicting wills. It was their devotion to this entity that invited their ruin. I find myself wondering how their fate might have differed had they known the word of Rahmadu."

"Our Lord would have offered them the anchor of hope, Auxiliary. Yet His designs follow currents we cannot hope to fathom. I am certain the God of Ashes holds the hearts of such innocents in His eternal memory," Eshfen said, halting his stride near the center of the tiles. He searched the ground for a sign, some subtle marker that would reveal the hidden path. Rahmadu would not cast them into the dark without a lantern; they surely possessed the key already, even if it remained veiled to his sight. "Was it Molochai? Their god, I mean."

A flicker of both doubt and approval sparked in Golnar’s eyes; she was well aware they were treading upon a sensitive, perhaps even forbidden, topic.

"I shall not condemn you for your curiosity, Golnar. Not today, nor in the seasons to come. I know many of my brothers demand that auxiliaries limit their minds to the mundane, fearing that deep study leads to pride. I hold a different view. Rahmadu favored me when I sought the hidden truths of this world. I am confident He will do the same for you."

"I thank you, Missionary. Your understanding... it is a rare gift."

Eshfen looked away, the sudden heat of the girl’s gratitude striking him with unexpected force. "I pray that one day the high priests and my brethren will see fit to nurture the spirit of an auxiliary rather than treating such initiative as a transgression. Or a slight against their rank. Were we to follow their narrow path, this clearing," he said, his arm sweeping across the sun-scorched ruins, "would remain a total mystery to us."

Golnar offered a faint smile. "I find myself wishing I had devoted more seasons to the study of the old faiths. Forgive me, Missionary, but I still feel as though I am moving through a fog. I do not know how to aid you."

He looked from the girl’s face to the faded tesserae beneath his boots. "Perhaps you have already provided the spark I need." He swept aside a mound of silt, uncovering a central motif that had been buried for ages. It was a strange, sprawling shape. A scorpion, perhaps? Or something far older. "Molochai possessed three heads, did he not?"

"One for each aspect of his divinity: the benevolent, the malevolent, and the indifferent," Golnar added.

"Like these? Look closer," he urged, gesturing to the figure etched into the stone.

She knelt, her fingers tracing the grit-filled lines. "This beast... yes. It has three distinct maws. I had always believed Molochai was depicted with human features. Perhaps this bestial form holds some forgotten ceremonial weight." Her fingers lingered over narrow, thumb-sized apertures that bored deep into the rock. Eyes.

"Move." Eshfen knelt in her place, spurred by a sudden, electric intuition. The thread of logic he had been weaving tightened; he was certain now that Rahmadu had equipped them with every tool required for the journey. He retrieved the wooden cylinder, the very vessel that had carried his orders to this dead place, and pressed one of its ends into the eye of the uppermost carved head, murmuring the triad like a prayer: "The light, the shadow, and the gray." He slid the wood deep into each aperture in turn. With every insertion, a clear, resonant snap echoed through the clearing.

When he withdrew the cylinder from the final eye, the earth responded. A subterranean groan preceded a violent tremor, followed by the agonizing screech of stone grinding against stone.

"Step back!" he commanded. He caught Golnar’s arm and sprinted for the edge of the clearing. They turned just in time to see the tiles shift and realign, the mosaic’s geometry twisting into entirely new, unrecognizable symbols. In the center of the pavement, the earth simply fell away, revealing a dark, yawning throat.

"It is a staircase," Golnar whispered, her voice barely audible over the settling dust.

Eshfen allowed a grim smile to touch his lips. He tasted cold satisfaction and a renewed thirst for vengeance. "Unsheathe your steel, girl."

Eshfen struck flint to pitch, igniting two torches and passing one to Golnar. With practiced caution, he began his descent into the narrow gap revealed by the shifting mosaic. Step by step, his vision adjusted to the dancing sphere of amber light and the suffocating gloom of the stone stairwell as it coiled deep into the bedrock. "Tell me, Auxiliary, what predators haunt the wastes and the wreckage of the world?" he asked, his tone deceptively casual.

Golnar did not falter, understanding the weight of the test. "Scarlet foxes, jade scorpions, onyx serpents, and vermin of every conceivable size."

"Competent. And what, in your estimation, waits for us within these catacombs?"

"Foxes require multiple exits and a proximity to water; I would strike them from the list. Scorpions and roaches, however..." A trace of revulsion colored her voice.

"And which of the two should we dread?"

"Neither, Missionary. Rahmadu walks beside us. However, a scorpion’s sting could poison our blood and turn the remainder of this hunt into a slow agony."

Eshfen remained silent, pleased by her pragmatism and the steady clip of her words. The stairs eventually terminated at a long, silt-choked corridor of dressed stone. As they pressed forward, the meager light bleeding from the entrance above faded until it vanished entirely.

With his torch held high and his short sword unsheathed in his off-hand, Eshfen advanced. These catacombs felt far more ancient than he had anticipated. It felt like stepping through a rift in the weave of time into a reality long since discarded. Rows of doors, a dozen or more on either side, marked the individual vaults. Each threshold featured a stone carving of the face of the deceased; a silent guardian over their eternal rest. But a complication arose. He scanned the cryptic symbols etched into the lintels. "Can you decipher these inscriptions?" he asked. Without a guide, finding the tomb of Omar the Long-Lived would be an exercise in futility.

"No, Missionary. They are foreign to me."

Eshfen refused to let doubt take root. This was merely another trial Rahmadu would see them through. The passage eventually spilled into a vast hexagonal chamber. Eshfen traced the perimeter, his torchlight pushing back the shadows to reveal stone arches on each of the five remaining walls: gateways to further tunnels steeped in pitch. As he weighed their options, he realized Golnar had stopped dead in the center of the vault. She was peering upward, her torch angled toward the vaulted ceiling.

"There is something above us," she whispered.

Eshfen tracked her gaze, searching the heights where the torchlight frayed into the dark. Was it a mural? Or another weathered carving?

Reflexes honed by years of brutal training took hold as a shape shifted within the overhead shadows. Eshfen lunged backward, Golnar mimicking his movement in a single, panicked breath. A heartbeat later, the beast detached itself from the vaulted stone and plummeted toward the floor.

Eshfen reacted with savage instinct. He swept his torch in wide, defensive arcs to create a barrier of fire while leveling his short sword at the creature, a monstrosity, larger than a draft horse. The unsteady light of the flames died against an array of rust-colored scales and hooked protuberances that armored its hide.

"Behind you," he hissed.

Golnar nodded while keeping her eyes locked on the predator. Though sweat beaded her brow and her pupils were blown wide with terror, she did not falter. She sidled toward the hexagonal wall, using her torch less as a weapon and more as a ward to keep the beast at bay.

Eshfen studied the thing. One would have to be blind to mistake it for a mere scorpion; it bore a grotesque, literal resemblance to the triune god of the mosaic.

Molochai in the flesh.

The creature hoisted its tail, a limb thick as a cedar trunk and tipped with a gleaming, obsidian stinger, until the point hovered level with Eshfen’s eyes. With a sudden, jarring crack, the beast retracted its horned heads beneath a translucent cowl of interlocking bone. It unleashed a wet, shrill cry that sounded like a chorus of starving bats.

Then it lunged.

It bridged the gap in a single spring, its heavy tail scything through the air. Eshfen spun, the air of the blow whistling past his ear, and lashed out with his steel. The blade bit into the scales, snagging for a fraction of a second in the uneven hide. He wrenched it free, his eyes narrowing as white-hot sparks flew from the friction of metal against chitin.

The creature shrieked again, the sound vibrating with raw fury. It whirled, rearing upon its hind legs like a panicked stallion, before throwing its full, armored weight into a second charge.

Primed for the kill, his spirit alight with a dark fervor at the prospect of slaying a relic of the ancient world, Eshfen hissed, "Come then."

He threw himself backward, coiled in a tight, disciplined somersault that carried him clear of the beast’s crushing momentum. As he rolled to his feet, narrowly evading a lash of the hooked tail, his gaze flickered past the monster. He saw Golnar poised to pounce from the flank, but a movement in the shadows behind her caused his pulse to spike. Within the black maw of another tunnel, a second set of scales caught the torchlight.

“At your back!” he roared.

Golnar did not hesitate, nor did she waste breath questioning her missionary’s command. She dropped low and rolled away. The second predator, having already committed to its lunge, overshot its mark and collided violently with its kin.

For a breathless interval, the two monsters were a thrashing maelstrom of rust-colored plates, interlocking horns, and frantic, clawed limbs.

Golnar scrambled to her feet, her eyes searching Eshfen’s for direction. Fear was etched into the lines of her face, yet her grip on her blade remained steady; she was ready to stand her ground.

Eshfen didn’t waste seconds on complex stratagems. If they were to reach the tomb of Omar the Long-Lived and the Sacred Artifact within, these guardians had to be dispatched.

"Fire?" Golnar asked, her torch held aloft like a warding brand.

"No. If the pitch catches the silt or the ancient dust, these catacombs will become a furnace. That would be our end," Eshfen replied.

The two creatures disentangled themselves, their movements chillingly synchronized as they turned to face the intruders. They possessed a predatory intelligence he had not bargained for. In unison, they began to circle, and forced the pair to pivot constantly to keep one eye on the darkness.

Then, slicing through the hiss of the torches like a blade of ice, a voice drifted from the shadows.

"Who are you?"

Eshfen’s eyes widened.

It was impossible.

"Who do you worship?" The voice was a low rasp, like the friction of wind against sun-smoothed stone. The words seemed to grate against the air, each syllable clinging to the next as if the speaker were in the throes of an endless agony.

Seized by a cold amazement, Eshfen nearly abandoned the lethal tempo of the fight. Only the rhythmic, serpentine lashing of the massive, hooked tails, now dangerously close, forced him to shake off his stupor.

"Who are you? Who do you worship?" The voice repeated the demand, and this time Eshfen was certain it emanated from the creature on the left, the first to have struck.

"We are the Ashen Shields," he replied, his voice ringing out with the steady authority of a proclamation. "We serve the one true God. If you persist in barring our path, His wrath will consume you where you stand." The declaration echoed through the hexagonal vault, vibrating against the ancient masonry before fading into the pitch-black tunnels.

"The one true God?" the creature hissed. "The same one who delivered you here to be our carrion?"

Eshfen would not suffer such blasphemy. He thrust his torch forward, the flames licking at the gloom. "We kneel only before Rahmadu, God of Ashes, Lord of Fire, and Liberator of Kenjir!"

The two entities went rigid. Had it not been for the armor masking their features, Eshfen could have sworn they were exchanging a look of profound, mocking amusement. "Rahmadu?" the voice echoed, dripping with a dark, ancient irony. "Him. At long last."

Then came a slight movement, a subtle, barely perceptible shift in the pressure of the air.

Eshfen felt a surge of bitter foolishness as his gaze flickered toward Golnar. A hooked tail, nearly as thick as the girl’s torso, slammed into her midsection with enough force to catapult her off the stone. She unleashed a single scream before colliding with the masonry and falling limp.

Before he could even draw breath to shout, a third Molochai surged from the blackness of a side tunnel. Its stinger flashed like a strike of dark lightning, punching through Eshfen’s chest.

He collapsed to his knees, his lungs seizing. Even through the haze of agony, he could not help but recognize the tactical patience of his attackers. The first two beings had merely been the sheepdogs, herding him and his auxiliary into position until their backs were exposed to the unseen predator in the shadows. He slumped forward, his forehead striking the floor. In the flickering periphery of his vision, he saw Golnar lying motionless, a broken silhouette against the wall.

"Rahmadu... my Liberator... aid me," he wheezed. He tasted the copper tang of his own blood and choked on a ragged cough.

The towering shadow of the third monster loomed over him, eclipsing the light of the fallen torches. "You are too late, Son of the Ashes," the beast hissed, the voice dripping with a malicious glee. "You have been betrayed by your own brethren."

The creature reared back, its stinger plunging again, this time higher, biting into the muscle near his throat.

"Where is your one true God now? Why has He veiled His face from your suffering?" the monster mocked. "Let Him strike me silent, if He is truly as almighty as your prayers suggest."

The stinger fell a final time, and a cold, heavy darkness began to pour into Eshfen’s veins.
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The Reed of the Currents was far more sprawling than Andik had anticipated. To reach the secluded chamber the innkeeper had secured for them, they were led down wide stairwells and through a labyrinth of galleries and parlors. Most of these stood vacant, creating a silence that felt too deliberate to be accidental. They eventually skirted a sun-drenched courtyard that sheltered a lush and vibrant garden.

For the first time since crossing the threshold of the inn, Andik allowed himself to study the eccentric architecture and finery. While he held no claim to being an aesthete, he was a master at tracing the scent of wealth and the brazen ways in which men displayed it. The establishment offered grand, opulent suites like the one he shared with Nalia, yet it also tucked away cramped cells barely larger than a larder.

This desire to house such a disparate clientele mirrored Levar and the wider domain of Napur. In these lands, the gates were flung wide to all. This fostered a volatile mingling of cultures and a shared pursuit of indulgence.

In Urook, such an arrangement would have been judged as rank disorder. It was a fundamental affront to the pragmatic discipline of the Tutors. Even Euphora, a city surrendered to the vices of the flesh and the roll of the dice, still operated under the rigid shadow of the Lords of Iron.

Nalia’s voice cut through his reflections.

"How are you feeling?" she asked. She did not break her stride. Her eyes were perpetually roving as she cataloged every shadow they passed.

"I am well enough. Though I suspect my gratitude will wane when the time comes to ascend those stairs again."

She laughed softly. "Simply seeing you on your feet is a comfort. I admit, my friend, I harbored a deep fear that we would not survive the journey."

He found himself unable to articulate the depth of his gratitude, certain she would simply brush his words aside with a sharp laugh or a touch of sarcasm. "You look like a noblewoman," he said at last.

Nalia ran a hand over the layered green silk enveloping her. She smoothed the soft fall of the skirt, which turned every step she took into a muffled rustle. Then she lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes in a practiced gaze. "The role of the lovesick little wife bores me to tears. Still, it is a diverting change to test the skill of the tailors here in Napur."

In Urook, practicality was a virtue. It was as if every man, woman, and child had to be prepared for combat at a moment’s notice. There were exceptions, such as the fine garments he and Nalia had worn at the Black Amphitheater, but here in Levar, the culture was different. People took a visible, unabashed joy in adorning their own bodies.

Andik adjusted his wide-necked shirt and the jacket that clung to his shoulders. The tailor, a man of golden skin and an observant eye, had sworn he had moved mountains to adapt the cut to Andik’s frame. They had given the poor man very little time to prepare their wardrobe, yet Andik was already pining for the simple weight of his traveling clothes.

The innkeeper, who had maintained a polite distance as he led them through the house, came to a halt at the edge of the portico framing the inner garden. "I have prepared the blue silk parlor for your meeting. Your host awaits you," he said. He offered a wide smile as he pushed open the double doors of wood and bronze. He stepped aside, gesturing into the room with an outstretched arm. "Spiced wines will be served shortly."

Den Shonu sat atop a cloud of shimmering cushions and silks the color of a spring sky. When Andik and Nalia entered, the man stood and offered a smile. Clad in rough linen and cotton, he defied the common image of his station; he also wore his years gracefully, with streaks of silver sweeping across a broad forehead and light wrinkles framing his narrow, dark eyes. He looked like a man forever on the verge of laughter, even when plunging a blade into an enemy’s gut.

Andik knew this well.

"Ensin Andik Thawill," Shonu said, hand to his heart. He offered a brisk bow and a fleeting glance toward Nalia. "It has been too long. You look well."

Andik returned the gesture, nearly groaning as he moved. The stitches on his chest, though freshly bandaged and treated with costly ointments, continued to torment him. "Artisan Den Shonu. We thank you for accepting this sudden invitation. I know your time is at a premium. Your presence is appreciated." Andik gestured toward the couches.

As they settled, Shonu replied: "Only a fool would refuse the call of an Ensin from the Red Army. And only an ungrateful man would ignore a request for help from such an honorable house."

Andik declined to humiliate the man by pointing out the obvious: Shonu was rich and powerful because of his charisma, but he was alive only because of the Thawill family.

"You already know my comrade-in-arms," Andik said, "Ensin Nalia Korr."

"I never thought the rank of Ensin could rest upon a more beautiful face." Shonu studied Nalia, exhaling a long sigh as if beholding a sacred vision.

Nalia chuckled, leaning back into the avalanche of cushions. "I have known many men like you, Artisan Shonu. You must do far more to win my favor. Your flattery, I fear, falls on ears accustomed to much grander music."

Shonu’s eyes widened. "My lady, if only you would grant me the opportunity…"

Andik cleared his throat. He felt the urge to elbow Nalia and recall her to order, but the Artisan composed himself and resumed his role of gracious host.

"How fare your affairs, my friend?" Andik used the term deliberately. He needed Shonu to recognize the urgency of this summons and accord it the gravity it deserved.

"Wonderfully, Ensin, wonderfully." Shonu scratched a chin framed by a dark beard shot with silver. "Since you secured the support of your house on my behalf, business has flourished. My barges are more efficient than ever, and my clients want for nothing. I have begun to consider hiring more guards."

"Do you fear reprisals from the Guild?" Nalia asked. She idly twirled a lock of hair, her gaze drifting over the fine silks and rare woods of the hushed room. Andik knew the mask; she wasn’t admiring the decor, but marking every exit and assessing the lines of sight for an ambush.

"I would be a madman not to," Shonu replied. "The Covenant Guild has little patience for competition. They allow a rival to run his course only until he becomes a real threat. I fear I have reached that point of no return."

"And if memory serves, you are not the kind of man who would shy from a direct confrontation. Am I wrong?" Andik let the question hang.

The rustle of light silk announced the arrival of barefoot maids. They moved silently across the thick carpets, bearing jugs of spiced wine, sugar-dusted fruit, and bowls of frozen cream. They set the offerings upon the low table between the couches, then slipped away with bowed heads and hands clasped to their chests.

Shonu replied by raising a glass of pale wine. "Your family saved my life, Ensin Thawill. Should I choose to spend that life in hiding, I would only tarnish the memory of your mercy."

It was a peculiar philosophy. Most would argue that a quiet existence, far from the reach of steel and shadow, would be the truest way to honor such a debt. Yet Shonu was a man who moved by his own internal compass, and perhaps his vast fortune was the direct result of such defiance.

"I respect that." Andik nodded, raising his glass alongside Nalia. "To courage."

They drank only after Shonu had swallowed, waiting a heartbeat to ensure he remained among the living. The conversation drifted then into the frivolous: the ethereal beauty of Levar, the cooling climate, and the vintage of the wine provided by the innkeeper.

Then Shonu, with an air of studied nonchalance, touched the raw nerve. "The Trials are approaching. The city will be a fever of excitement. My barges are booked to capacity; they’ll likely sink if my captains haven’t mastered their sums," he added with a chuckle.

The Trials.

Andik had spent days refusing to dwell on the event. It loomed over his conscience like a mountain cracked by an omen, teetering on the edge of collapse. Only a week ago, the mere mention of the Trials had been the pulse of a thousand lives. Every thirty-three years, the Champions of the three city-states battled for the mantle of the Negus, king, Emperor, and supreme deity over all Kenjir. The Negus shone brightly, guiding the faithful and ensuring peace.

The time was nearly at hand, yet Andik doubted the celebrations would proceed as they had for centuries. Not after the tragedy. How would Aabar and Lorin react? Zayr had fallen, the victim of rebels who, if the Masters were to be believed, did not even exist. In the sacred halls, they preached that unity of thought was absolute, and that loyalty to the gods was beyond question.

Yet the Ashen Shields were a reality. They had proven it in the most spectacular, blood-drenched fashion imaginable.

Realizing he had let the silence stretch too long, he looked at the Artisan. "We have difficult days ahead of us. That is why I requested your presence, my friend."

Shonu shifted among his silks, rubbing his palms together. "How may I serve you, Ensin?"

Andik drained his wine, letting the spices linger. He wondered how much Shonu knew of the catastrophe at the Lake of Currents and the ruin it would bring to his trading business. Should he speak of it? To keep silent felt selfish, yet a panicked Artisan might flee or, worse, seek to profit from the void left by Zayr’s fall. The quick-witted always found a way to harvest gold from a massacre.

Andik chose to skirt the finer points, offering only what was necessary. "As you may have surmised, I am operating outside official channels," he said, measuring his pace. "My comrade and I have been delayed, and we must now reclaim the time we have lost."

Shonu watched him with the intensity of a man parsing every syllable for hidden subtext. The Artisan was considering the cost of his curiosity against the price of his aid. "That you would seek my counsel, my lord, is a mark of prestige I shall not soon forget."

"I hope so," Andik replied, lacing his fingers in his lap. "For I fear I must put your vaunted abilities to a rigorous test."

Shonu inclined his head, a silent invitation to proceed.

"I must reach Urook with the utmost haste. I cannot draw scrutiny to our movements."

The Artisan’s features shifted as he scented an arrangement. "Say no more, my lord. As comfortable as these surroundings are, I believe it would be prudent to discuss the logistics in a more secure environment. Would you not agree?"

Andik nodded, noting Nalia’s subtle shift in her seat. Her discomfort was a ghost of a movement, but to his trained eyes it was a scream. Combined with Shonu’s invitation, it confirmed his own rising suspicion.

Small omens had been gathering: a tremor among the heavy silk drapes, the way the servants skirted the perimeter of the room, and the Artisan’s insistent stare: an attempt to bind their attention and keep their eyes from wandering.

"Is that why you have concealed assassins behind those columns?" Andik asked. He kept his tone light, his smile as casual as if they were merely discussing the vintage of the wine. "Was it a measure to protect your interests, Artisan Shonu, or an attempt to threaten ours?"

Shonu’s eyes widened, and he snapped his fingers. A heartbeat later, two women stepped from the gloom between the pillars and the drapes behind the Artisan’s seat. They were clad as he was, in plain, unadorned fabrics, but their faces were masked to the bridge of their noses with charcoal cloth.

Shonu smiled like a child caught stealing sweets from a windowsill. "Nothing escapes the watchful eye of Urookite Ensins," he said, gesturing broadly. The two women approached, their hands held open and visible to emphasize the absence of steel.

Andik noted the tension in Nalia’s frame; she had read the room with the same lethal precision as he. Had the moment turned, she would have fallen upon the nearest girl, ended her in a heartbeat, and moved to obliterate the second before Shonu could even draw breath. Finally, it would have been the Artisan’s turn.

"Allow me to introduce my beloved daughters: this is Adeela," Shonu indicated the woman approaching from the right, "and this is Intisaar." He gestured for the twins to join them on the divan.

Andik offered a shallow bow. They were mirror images of one another, sharing their father’s keen, amused gaze.

"Please, my lords, do not mistake my caution for insolence," Shonu continued. "I seek only to preserve my life. As I have said, my position grows precarious, and I find myself forced to look for shadows even in the most unlikely corners. I trust you understand. If my conduct has caused offense, I shall make whatever amends you deem appropriate. Command me, and I shall obey." Shonu sounded sincere, yet he was right to fear the consequences.

In any other setting, the presence of concealed blades would be interpreted as a grave insult, if not an explicit threat. In an ordinary world, Andik would have been forced to take blood for such a slight; the Artisan’s very life was a debt owed to the Thawill line.

But the world was no longer ordinary, and Andik’s need was too great for the luxury of pride. "Come, let us drink, my friends." He poured the wine himself, beginning with Nalia, who still looked prepared to slit the throats of the trio without a second thought. He then turned his attention to Shonu and the young women, filling their cups with a steady hand. "Let us enjoy these splendid chambers and the artistry of the kitchens here at the Reed of the Currents. Afterward, we shall follow you. You are correct, Artisan; I am certain you will provide a more fitting venue for the discussions that press upon us."

The tension that had draped over the room like a heavy shroud began to lift.

Andik clapped his hands, summoning the maids to parade among them once more. They replaced the flagons and crowded the table with roasted meats, steamed fruits, and vegetables marinated in sauces rich with pink salt.

Nalia was the first to taste the offerings. She ate in a predatory silence, her smile directed at Shonu’s daughters with the chilling promise of a hawk watching field mice.
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They followed Shonu and his daughters out of the Reed of the Currents toward the waiting carriage.

Andik was acutely aware of their dwindling options; the more time passed, the more he felt they would be better served by avoiding the local authorities and their rigid channels. In truth, it would have been easy to appeal to the Lugalen, who governed the city in the Masters’ name. The treaties between the city-states and their satellite centers established precise protocols for crises, but Andik had watched those same chains of command collapse at the Black Amphitheater.

They climbed onto the wagon, and he turned his focus to the view beyond the window. Like every city within the domain of Napur, Levar was a lush emerald compared to the arid lands of Urook or the stone-choked environs of Kenjir. Situated where the great Nisaf River forked, the city was a sanctuary of fresh water, kept preternaturally clear by the will of the Masters.

Andik watched the sprawling market, which remained open through every hour of the day and night, surging along the main thoroughfares toward the city’s edge. In Levar, everything from livestock to jewels, from spiced meats to fine silks, was for sale: everything had a price and was subject to bargaining.

It was common knowledge that the most powerful Artisans of the Covenant Guild had spent decades attempting to transform Levar into an independent city-state, free from the Masters’ shadow. Having failed, they had diverted their ambitions toward fortifying the island of Lenna, the ancestral cradle of their mercantilist culture.

"I beg your pardon once again, my lords." Den Shonu’s voice was stripped of its usual amusement; even his eyes had lost their self-assured sparkle. "Perhaps I was overzealous, but it was never my intent to cause you any trouble," he said, casting a fleeting look at his daughters seated opposite Andik and Nalia.

Nalia let out a sound halfway between a dry laugh and an incredulous cough, though she did not press the matter. She laced her hands behind her head and leaned back into the carriage cushions, returning her gaze to the passing streets.

"I believe you," Andik said, offering the man a small nod of reassurance. "It is likely that, had I been in your position, I would have acted in much the same way." He did not wish the Artisan to dwell on the misunderstanding. Andik knew well that those who craved legitimacy too desperately were prone to fatal errors of judgment; he needed Shonu cooperative, not cowering. "I imagine you grasped my meaning earlier. I must cover a vast distance in very little time. I know the Network was active here in Levar years ago, and I know that if anyone remains capable of guiding me to a Hub, it is you."

Shonu exhaled a breath laden with resignation and tilted his head conspiratorially. "I suspect there is far less chance of an eavesdropper here in this carriage than there was among the silks of the Reed," he said, rubbing his chin. "Yes, I understood your message, my lord. It is true that Levar still boasts three Eyes of the Ether, and each remains functional to a degree. However, I fear two of them no longer possess the particular properties you require."

Andik bit his tongue to stifle a curse. "Then only one Eye remains capable of nullifying the distance?"

A slight movement of Shonu’s shoulders dismissed the mystery. "Sacred Artifacts are rare and complex, my lord. We utilize them, often irreverently and almost always without the sanction of the gods, yet their true nature remains elusive. The forces that manifest these miracles are far beyond our grasp; consequently, a marred Artifact is a useless one. We possess no means of repair. Only the Masters would know the path to restore them to their original state, and we, naturally, endeavor not to be caught exploiting their indulgence."

A searing heat of guilt and revulsion bloomed in Andik’s chest. In truth, few were aware that a secret Network of the Eyes even existed, let alone the purposes it served. To the common citizen, these objects were but the stuff of legend; they were whispered to be tools that wove lines of communication between distant realms, projecting voices and images so vivid they seemed born of sorcery.

The deeper reality was reserved for those entangled in the machinery of state, such as an Ensin, or those walking the edges of the law. Only they would have known that the Eyes of the Ether could rupture the fabric of the world. These were gateways to infinitely remote places, permitting travel so swift it defied the bounds of the wildest imagination.

The Masters had been aware of the Network’s existence for ages, yet they had never demanded its dismantling. Hitherto, such leniency had been a riddle to Andik. Now, the cold logic behind their benevolence finally became clear. "Then take me there," Andik commanded. He leaned forward, his gaze locking onto the Artisan’s. "Show me this Eye of the Ether. Now, Artisan Shonu. I can brook no further delay."
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"I must admit, this is the last place I would have imagined." Nalia stepped down onto the gravel path. Her gaze traveled from Andik to the surrounding sea of monuments, settling at last on the horizon.

Andik shrugged. "The logic is sound. A graveyard is rarely a destination for the curious. No one comes here in search of an Eye of the Ether."

He stepped down after her. Shonu and one of the twins led the way, while the second daughter took up the rear. Nalia kept one hand near a belt of silk and leather; the hilt of a hidden blade was never far from her touch. Across the expanse of the cemetery, a single structure dwarfed the marble chapels and stone markers.

"This way," the Artisan directed.

At this hour, midday meals occupied the citizens of Levar. Only a few living souls haunted the grounds. These figures remained hunched and distant, lost in the shadows of memory.

The Wasmi family mausoleum stood at the end of the path. A facade of white marble and emerald tiles caught the light, and its true proportions emerged only through proximity. Its graceful lines had suggested a modest height at first, but up close, the structure dominated the cemetery. It was a behemoth; the rest of the graveyard seemed like mere clutter at the its feet.

"Wasmi?" Nalia’s voice broke the silence. "As in the Lugalen?"

Shonu gave a solemn nod. "The Wasmi line has held Levar by the throat for five generations. This monument is evidence of their reach."

Nalia let out a dry laugh. "Or perhaps the men of that house are merely compensating for some tragic... inadequacy."

"Nalia."

"Stop it, Thawill. You have a desperate need of my humor. Just admit it."

A groan of defeat escaped Andik. To his side, Shonu and his daughters giggled at the jab.

"Every Lugalen of the Wasmi name rests within these walls. Each floor is consecrated to one of them," added the Artisan.

Andik counted five levels above the massive entrance. The soaring height of each floor forced him to crane his neck; after a few moments, a sharp ache flared at the base of his skull.

"Each time a Lugalen of Levar falls, the top of the spire is dismantled to make room for a new level," Shonu explained.

Nalia’s chuckle was low and irreverent. "I was not mistaken. These men feel a pressing need to distract the populace. They must be utterly useless in the bedchamber."

Andik abandoned any attempt at a reprimand. A soft chuckle slipped from him, while Shonu and his daughters erupted into hearty laughter. They moved toward the entrance, a space framed by a great gilded archway.

"The Eye is kept upon the highest level," Shonu said. "Armed guards watch over it, but I count most of them as acquaintances. Allow me to make the introductions, my lords."

Tension coiled in Andik’s back muscles, and a faint tremor moved through his hands. He reached for his belt, checking his two curved daggers. Beside him, Nalia mirrored the gesture. She brushed his elbow, a sharp smile playing on her lips.

Two guards held the ground floor. Shonu approached the elder of the pair, and a few whispered words drew a round of raucous laughter. A moment later, the Artisan beckoned for them to follow him toward a staircase on the left. With a brief bow, the sentries stepped aside.

The interior was cavernous. Andik estimated the structure could easily accommodate a sprawling manor; each level likely housed dozens of the Wasmi dead. They climbed in heavy silence. Shonu led the way with one daughter at his side, leaving Andik and Nalia in the center with their backs covered by the second girl.

They passed the first landing without pause. Green-painted columns flanked the entrance, where another pair of soldiers stood watch. Shonu greeted them by name, exchanging brief pleasantries. The guards showed no interest in the Artisan’s business. Perhaps they were simply indifferent, or perhaps they harbored a quiet fear of the truth.

Andik stole a glance into the chamber. Broad windows of pale wood pierced two of the three walls. One stood wide, allowing the wind to billow through white curtains. Light fractured against stained glass, lending the room a rarefied, ghostly atmosphere. Rows of tombstones lined the walls on either side of the entrance and the windows, the eternal, silent residents of this Wasmi generation.

The rhythmic repetition of their ascent, the ceaseless upward trudge, the identical chambers, the unchanging silence, served as a lullaby for the senses. Only the names on the stones changed, marking the steady march of generations.

The fourth floor shattered the monotony. Halfway up the steps, a new sound cut through the silence: two muffled groans followed by the dull, fleshy impact of bodies striking stone.

The metallic tang of blood filled the stairwell.

"Watch out!"

Adeela’s cry, sharp and jagged, froze the blood in Andik’s veins.

Steel shrieked against stone. Andik pressed his spine into the freezing marble of the wall. He drew the daggers in an instant. Across the narrow gap, Nalia waited.

And then it happened: a limp weight struck the steps. Adeela’s body rolled past them in a tangle of limbs, followed by a scream from the sister below that seemed to shred the very air. High above, at the threshold of the fourth level, a frantic struggle had broken out. Shonu was locked in combat with a figure clad in rags of bruised gray.

"Ashen Shields," Nalia whispered.

"The Eye," Andik rasped. "Nothing else matters."

A grim smile touched Nalia’s lips. "A captive would be useful."

"They will choose death over a single word."

"Too bad for them." A fierce intensity flared in her eyes. She leaned in. "Stay back, Thawill. Do not join the fray. You will bleed out before the first kill is finished. Do you understand?"

Pride was a bitter meal, but Andik swallowed it. Nalia was right; the warmth of fresh blood already soaked through his bandages. He managed a single, stiff nod.

She was gone. A blur of motion cut between Shonu and the Shield. Two lightning-fast thrusts, a spray of crimson on the white marble, and the attacker was kicked into the void of the stairwell.

Fury had transformed Shonu. He was a beast now: nostrils flaring with a frantic, animal energy. He did not thank Nalia. Instead, he lunged at two more Shields descending from the fifth floor. His fingers sank into the throat of the first man, and he hammered the man's skull against the wall until something gave. Between strikes, insults rained down on Nalia for "stealing" his previous kill.

The trickle of enemies became a torrent.

An endless river of gray-clad soldiers poured into the spiral. They must have been using the Eye of the Ether as a bridge. From below came the thunder of boots; the four guards from the lower landings had arrived.

A horrific collision followed as the guards slammed into the Shields heading in the opposite direction.

Rage quivered through Andik, coiling in his chest, To throw himself into the fray now was a death sentence, as painful as it was pointless. He scanned the carnage. Skilled and prepared, the Shields met the guards with a precision that turned the stairwell into a grinding machine of steel.

But where was Nalia?

"Stay behind me, Thawill."

Andik gasped. Intisaar stood before him, painted in the vivid crimson of her sister’s blood.

"I am sorry for your loss." It was all he could offer.

A sharp nod was her only acknowledgment. "If we do not move, she will have died in vain. Stay behind me. I will clear the path."

Hesitation gripped Andik. He had no wish to see Intisaar sacrifice herself, and a cold doubt whispered that they would never reach the top floor in one piece.

Intisaar did not wait for his consent. Driven by a fury hardened into resolve, she lunged up the steps. Two long daggers flashed in her hands. She carved through the first Ashen Shield in her path with a raw force Andik would never have attributed to her. Like her sister, Intisaar possessed a subtle, seductive grace; she was the kind of killer who should have emerged from shadows to find a kidney, not a warrior charging head-on.

Fear of a fatal delay drove Andik to follow. He trailed the assassin at a cautious distance, focusing on the chaos above.

Shonu's face was a knot of strain, locked in a Shield's grip as he fought to break the man's wrists. Nearby, the remaining guards traded desperate thrusts and parries with the invaders.

At the summit of the stairs, a fresh chorus of clanging steel and guttural curses erupted.

Nalia's silhouette blurred against the wall. She used the marble surface as a springboard, launching into a spinning kick that sent a Shield reeling. In a vault as spectacular as it was swift, the Ensin crashed into another attacker.

A cheer rose in Andik's throat, only to be choked back as he dodged the falling corpse of a man Intisaar had just gutted.

The tide of the skirmish shifted. Nalia and Shonu fought with a ferocity that defied the narrow space, breaking limbs and plunging blades without hesitation.

Ahead of Andik, Intisaar cut through anyone foolish enough to stand in her way.

"Run! Get up here, Ensin, the path is clear!"

Intisaar was right. Between her and the upper landing, the press of steel and flesh buckled, a narrow vein of blood-slicked stone opening amidst the scream of clashing blades.

Andik scrambled after her, lunging from step to step, his boots skidding on gore-slicked marble. Twice his hands slapped against the cold walls to stay a fall, and twice he nearly plummeted over the tangled limbs of the dead. Daggers gripped in sweating palms, he raced up the final flight, his spine tingling with the cold ghost of a blade. A mere shadow ahead of him, Intisaar cleared the fallen sentries at the threshold without breaking stride and vanished into the three-cornered chamber beyond.

The girl halted so abruptly Andik nearly collided with her.

Before them lay a woman, her long blonde hair matted against the floor. She clutched at a ruinous wound in her abdomen. Blood bubbled between her lips with every ragged breath; her eyes, clouded by tears, searched for words her throat no longer held the strength to form.

Behind the dying woman stood a man. He was dressed in dark gray, his feet planted wide, his fists white-knuckled at his sides. He did not look like a common soldier; he wore the smile of a holy instrument, a reaper certain of his harvest. Directly behind him, the wall had been claimed by the Eye of the Ether. Framed in silver and set into the cold white marble, the portal shimmered like the surface of a mountain lake disturbed by rain. Andik looked into the depths, yet no far-off land appeared; only a chaotic churn of grayish currents and pale, rhythmic waves met his gaze.

Intisaar did not hesitate. She leaped over the dying woman and unleashed a torrent of strikes, her fury focused on the adversary. The man was a ghost on his toes. He did not merely parry; he moved with a terrifying, fluid grace, spinning through her guard and dancing clear of Intisaar’s steel before retreating with a mocking flourish. He spread his arms wide, inviting her to try again.

"Stop! Stop, Intisaar!"

Andik’s shout rang through the chamber. With a hawklike gaze, he watched the man across the room. The stranger possessed skin as dark and polished as teak, and beneath his piercing eyes, a predatory smile flashed. The confrontation was his amusement.

"Who are you? What do you want?" Andik demanded. He reached out and placed a hand on Intisaar’s shoulder, drawing her aside with a gentle but insistent pressure. The girl vibrated with the tension of a hunter, but despite her fury, she yielded and allowed Andik to step forward.

The man dipped into a shallow bow. “I am Karim. I bring the silence of the grave to blasphemers.” He reached behind his back in a single, fluid motion and drew a curved blade, its metal forged from a substance as black as the midnight sky.

"Blasphemers?"

"Such as you," Karim replied with a nod. "Men who look upon things forbidden. Men who foul the air of my Lord with their very breath." He began a slow circle to the right. The dance had started: a calculated exchange of weighted glances and provocations.

"Who is your Lord?"

"You lack the standing to speak his name."

"Why?"

"Because you are a ghost who has not yet realized he is dead."

"And yet," Andik said, "someone found me significant enough to dispatch an army against a sanctuary. This is an invasion, Karim, an act of war."

"What your people deem sacred is a mere mote of dust in the eyes of my savior."

Andik reached for the collar of his tunic and slowly lowered the fabric, revealing the blood-stained bandages beneath. The frantic climb up the stairs had already torn open the stitches. "Whether by your hand or because of the wounds I already carry, I will die soon. I want to know why. I want the name of the man who decreed my sentence."

Karim looked upon the bandages with a cold contempt.

Andik had not anticipated such a reaction. Perhaps his survival was a disgrace to those who had sent the assassin; in some distant place, a powerful figure likely considered his continued existence a catastrophic failure.

Karim raised his sword in reply, leveling the black tip at Andik’s chest with a slow, deliberate motion. "Kneel, and my blade will be swift. You shall not suffer, blasphemer."

Andik weighed the offer. Karim intended to grant neither satisfaction nor mercy, and no explanation would come from this man. The leaders of the Ashen Shields desired Andik’s death with a desperation bordering on madness. They had compromised the Net of the Eyes and exposed their presence within reach of Napur’s domain.

But why? Was it possible that survival alone had marked him?

A spark of intuition flared. "I saw everything. I saw the truth." Andik spoke with a calm, iron certainty. His hand remained at his collar, his chest bared to the blade. He spread his fingers, letting the daggers clatter to the floor, discarded, before raising his open palms in a gesture of surrender. "The right people have already heard my testimony. My superiors know quello che è successo. Kill me if you must, Karim, but my silence is a prize you have already lost."

Karim’s eyes widened: a fractional, involuntary flinch. Most men would have missed the tell, but Andik’s training allowed for no such oversight.

"Did you not know? Is your Lord truly so ignorant of these truths?" Andik stepped into the provocation. "You crossed a Sacred Artifact for my life. But what did you actually achieve? Tell me, Karim, what is the penalty for a failure of this magnitude?"

Karim shook his head, pulling his eyelids shut for a single heartbeat. Then, with a roar of effort, he launched himself forward.

Intisaar threw herself into his path, the screech of steel on steel filling the room as she caught his blade. Nalia burst into the chamber a moment later. Drenched in sweat and the spray of fresh gore, she moved with the terrifying grace of a death goddess, lunging at the enemy with a hunger for his life plain in her eyes.

Karim met the dual assault with a terrifying composure. He deflected Nalia’s opening strike and spun in a tight circle to parry Intisaar’s follow-up, fighting both women with a cold, rhythmic confidence. One moment he slipped past the Ensin’s reach; the next, he delivered a punishing backhand strike to the assassin.

Andik scanned the threshold, but Shonu was nowhere to be seen. If he was not here, fighting alongside his daughter, only one grim conclusion remained.

Karim let out a feral growl. He lunged, his sword a silver streak toward Nalia’s stomach. She pivoted away, allowing the force of the thrust to throw him off balance, and without a heartbeat of hesitation, she drove her blade deep into his shoulder.

Through the opening, Intisaar moved. With teeth bared and her face a mask of fury, she slipped behind him, her dagger seeking the soft flesh of his throat. Karim anticipated the strike, jamming his wrist between the cold edge and his neck. He did not merely endure the pain; he leaned into the steel, using his limb as a lever to shove the weapon aside before launching himself toward Nalia with the violent power of a mountainside collapsing onto a plain.

Caught off guard, Nalia could not escape those dark fingers. Karim’s hand clamped around her throat, hoisting her into the air. With a casual, almost indifferent gesture, he hurled the Ensin toward the window.

Nalia struck the wood with a sickening crack. She shattered the stained glass, her body disappearing through the frame. Andik’s shout tore from his lungs. For a fraction of a second, his gaze locked with hers, an instant of shared terror amidst the chaos, then he threw himself toward the shattered window.

The world dissolved into a blur of violence. Even as the heat of the fight drove his limbs to ignore his wounds, Andik caught a glimpse of the struggle behind him. Intisaar leapt, her boots slamming two kicks into Karim’s spine. The man groaned and hit the floor, barely managing to raise his forearms before the assassin was upon him again, her weight pressing the daggers toward his heart.

Andik reached the window. His breath hitched. One of the heavy curtains had ceased its fluttering; taut and shredded by glass, the fabric groaned under Nalia’s weight. The Ensin clung to the silk with a single, white-knuckled hand, her boots finding no purchase on the sheer wall. The fabric began to tear.

He leaned down. Beneath his bandages, the stitches snapped with the wet pop of crushed grapes. White-hot agony flared. He reached toward the woman, his face wet with involuntary tears. "Your hand!" he hissed. "Give me your hand and pull!"

Wide-eyed, Nalia threw herself toward him in a desperate lunge. The curtain shredded. For the length of a single heartbeat, she hung suspended over the abyss, then her fingers clamped around Andik’s forearm.

A howl of pure pain tore from his throat. With his boots braced firmly against the masonry, he hauled her upward with two violent jerks. Nalia scrambled over the ledge, collapsing on top of him and driving them both into the bed of splinters and broken glass.

Through a haze of tears, Andik watched the final exchange. Intisaar lunged, her blade sinking once into Karim’s stomach, then again, and once more. The man let out a fractured growl. He struck out with a backhand so powerful it sent the assassin tumbling across the marble like a rag doll. She crashed into a tombstone, slid to the floor, and did not move.

Karim forced himself to his feet. Blood spurted from the ruin of his midsection, yet his gaze held the fire of an endless rage. He staggered. For all his height and imposing strength, he moved like a monument with its foundations kicked away, taking uncertain steps toward the silver-framed slab.

The grayish currents of the Eye of the Ether swallowed him.

Silence rushed back into the room. The surface of the Artifact smoothed instantly, once again reflecting the bloodied faces of Andik and Nalia.
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Past a gauntlet of soldiers and through towering gates, the path led on to more steel and even taller doors. With Gatha at her side and the guard at her back, Shadi descended into the inner depths of King Lorin’s ziggurat.

The inner palace mirrored the airy elegance of the outer structure. This was no mere transit point or security buffer, as she had first suspected. Beyond a final set of sliding doors lay a garden so vibrantly green it stung the eyes. Naven waited somewhere within that verdant sprawl.

Shadi felt a prickle of fear beneath her curiosity. "How old is he?" she asked.

Gatha kept her voice low, hushed by the sanctity of the halls. "Our Champion? The Masters do not measure time by our reckoning. I doubt anyone can say for certain how long they have endured." The older woman sighed, a sound of genuine longing. "Oh, how I envy you, my dear. Few women ever know an experience like this. Make use of every moment he grants you, I beg."

Shadi turned those words over in her mind. She clung to the smallest details, desperate for any scrap of clarity that might illuminate this strange reality.

To Gatha, this audience with Naven was a romantic rendezvous. She spoke of it as the fulfillment of a nursery tale, the moment a prince finally appears to claim a young girl’s heart. The sun might as well turn to blood and the earth split open beneath her feet. Shadi was no princess; she had never entertained fantasies of marrying a Master, nor did she expect anything from the people of Kenjir beyond the cold gaze reserved for a singular oddity. She was a girl who had survived by mistake, with no means of proving her worth.

The Eye of the Ether remained a mystery, a portal that had unceremoniously deposited her into what felt like a god’s private bath. The memory of the water, the gasping for air, and the sight of a naked deity still stole her breath. Then came darker visions: ink-black skies, a fire-red moon, and the giant who had hunted her.

Yet Gatha bore no blame for these mysteries. Whatever the woman’s hidden agenda, she had offered only care and respect. She took Shadi's hand in a brief, grounding squeeze. "I will do my best, Gatha. Thank you."

The healer departed shortly after. In her wake, Shadi felt a sharp sting of guilt for her own indifference.

There was no time for lingering regret. At a decisive signal from the soldiers, Shadi fell into step. She bowed her head and forced a small, fragile smile, praying she might live long enough to remember Gatha with genuine gratitude, not as a murderer hidden behind the guise of a hedge witch.

"This way, my lady," Sayda said, offering her arm in invitation.

Unease pressed at Shadi's heels. Her fine silks had soured, an irrational itch turning the fabric into coarse sand against her skin. She narrowed her eyes, fighting the urge to scratch, to scream, to flee. She broke the impulse down into smaller, manageable pieces. The sensation wasn’t real; it was the friction of doubt. Ahead lay the meeting, and with it, the truth. One way or another, she was walking toward certainty.

With a deep breath and a defiant lift of her chin, Shadi moved forward. She passed through semi-open galleries where glimmers of light played across waiting rooms and fountains ringed by quiet benches. Time began to blur, lost in the rhythm of her footsteps, until Amir and Sayda halted before a set of massive doors. They swung inward to reveal an indoor garden more extraordinary than anything she had ever imagined.

The greenery was lush, incandescent, and violent with life. Flowers and fruits of every imaginable hue, of which she recognized only a fraction, smothered the trees and choked the flower beds. Beneath her feet, a path of emerald tiles cut a trail into the heart of this artificial forest. High above the tangled foliage, a crystal dome spanned an artificial sky, its sliding sections open to the air.

The sudden silence of the guards drew Shadi's attention. Amir, Sayda, and the soldiers had stopped at the threshold.

"You must go on alone, my lady," Sayda said. A slight tremor ran through her voice, as if the secret hidden among those trees shook her to her core.

Naven was close.

Shadi swallowed hard against the sudden void in her stomach. Isolation terrified her, yet the company of soldiers offered little comfort; their kindness did not blind her to the lethality of their steel.

Adopting a mask of confidence she did not feel, Shadi crossed the threshold. The heavy thud of the doors closing behind her echoed like a final judgment.

She stood still for a moment, adjusting to the riot of color among the leaves. Each uncertain step deeper into the garden sent her mind spinning with fresh wonder. The palace seemed to defy the laws of space to house such a wilderness. Perhaps it was smaller than it appeared, its dimensions distorted by her own fear, or perhaps the ziggurat truly was an impossibility made manifest.

With deliberate slowness, Shadi extended her palm to brush across the leaves and flowers. She needed tangible proof that this greenery was more than a phantom of the mind. Further on, the path forked. To the right, the thicket thinned and revealed the unmistakable shimmer of water.

A lake.

The sight defied reason. To find a garden of such scale within a palace was one thing, but an entire body of water was a staggering absurdity. Shadi narrowed her eyes. She scanned the distance for a horizon or the telltale glint of a stone wall. A boundary had to exist. This fragment of Napur surely remained a prisoner of glass, metal, and stone. Yet the illusion held. Without the memory of the great doors behind her, she might have mistaken this sanctuary for a land untouched by man, blessed by the eternal peace of the wild.

"It is a gift."

The voice stole Shadi’s breath. Before she could turn, before her eyes found the speaker, her soul recognized the truth. A primal part of her mind recoiled and then bowed to a fact as simple as it was universal: she stood in the presence of a god. She collapsed to her knees. Her forehead touched the emerald tiles as she stifled a sob. The resonance of that voice hummed through her very soul. The sensation felt entirely new, yet ancient beyond reckoning. It was unfamiliar, yet it felt right.

Shadi trembled and barely held back her tears. She had heard tales of the effect a Master’s presence had on the hearts of common folk. She had never imagined the reality was so absolute, or so all-encompassing.

Events at the Black Amphitheater had been different. Relative distance had protected her there, separating her from Zayr and his son, Reev. In those moments, the memory of the submerged Watchtower had claimed her mind entirely, unbidden and unwanted. Her parents had stood by her side and lent her their calm. Now, in this hidden garden, that peace felt as faded as an ancient memory.

She was alone with a god.

As she knelt on tiles warmed by the deity's proximity, Shadi drifted as if suspended in clouds or the gentle currents of a river graced by summer rains. Every truth resided in that calm voice.

She closed her eyes and bit her lower lip.

"My Lord," she whispered. "Forgive me, please." She begged without understanding her own plea. What new debt did she owe him? Why did the shame burn so brightly?

The rustle of silk reached her ears, followed by the soft strike of soles on pavement. The god approached. Warm light vanished beneath the shadow that towered over her.

"Do not cry, Shadi Jan Hura. Do not cry. Lift your face."

Shadi held her breath. She wished a chasm might open in the path and swallow her whole. Oblivion promised a simpler, more righteous path than this. She did not feel worthy of his presence or the weight of his voice.

Yet she could not disobey. She raised her head.

Through the veil of tears, she saw him. He could only be Naven, Champion of Napur and only son of Lorin.

A giant.

Naven stood at least as tall as Reev and Zayr. Like them, Naven towered over the inhabitants of Kenjir and the other Masters. He stood a full head taller than her brother Roben, or the Tamer she had met outside the submerged Watchtower.

With a tremendous effort, Shadi focused on the gentle order she had received. She kept her face turned toward Naven and breathed slowly.

She waited.

She observed him.

He differed from the regents of Urook. Those gods were tanned, with wheat-colored hair and impossibly blue eyes. Their sculpted bodies inspired more fear than admiration; they looked as though they could take a man’s head with a single punch.

Naven, however, conveyed a barely restrained amusement. His large black eyes were two pools in which a soul might lose itself forever. He wore his raven hair long, held back by a chain of small green beads, and kept his beard short. He opened his mouth in a smile that breathed pure life into her heart.

The god reached out his hand.

"Get up, Shadi. Come with me, and let me tell you about this garden. It is a gift from my father."
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Into the bags went dry food, small waterskins, and light clothing. They added the essentials for survival in case they were forced to camp outdoors. Just before she tightened the laces, Darjin slipped the Shield Band into her bag. A shiver ran down her spine. She remembered the immense power it held and the blood it had allowed her to spill.

"Are you sure Roben will accept me? Why would he not hand me over to some Ensin?" Miro asked. The words seemed to burn like coals on his tongue.

Darjin turned to him and tilted her head. The grandeur he had displayed upon the Silver Sparrowhawk remained, even without the Lethenium mask. A warrior’s posture animated his every movement. But a new shadow had surfaced. An uncertainty. A barely perceptible tremor. After years of obedience and bloodshed, Miro found his mind, once closed to any dangerous thought, torn by doubt. And fear.

Darjin placed a hand on his shoulder. "We have good reasons to hope. I have known that man since he was a boy. He cares for honor and justice. He will listen to us, at least. I am certain of that. If we explain our reasons, he might help us."

Our reasons?

The question scraped at her nerves. Escape had been Miro’s desire: he was willing to leave everything behind, from the Tamers to the life he had built with them. Darjin merely tried to keep him afloat, to prevent his flight from turning into tragedy. She had found a loophole and clung to a hope as thin as a hair. It was all she had left.

"But what could he do against the Tamers? What could he do against Larsa?" Miro asked.

"That is the point, Miro. We are not Larsani. We come from the Fields of Dawn, in the domain of Urook. Our loyalty lies first and foremost with the royal family of the Iron Lords." Darjin lowered her voice for the next words. Shame darkened her eyes at what she was about to suggest. "That old Tamer, Buchra Fadil, how much does he know of your past?"

"Not much. Less than he desires. I told him about you and how much I missed you, but nothing more. Of course, he knows you are a Dagger and that I helped you escape the catastrophe at the Lake of Currents."

"Does he know what you did?"

Miro shook his head slowly.

"Good. If your past remains shrouded in mystery, you can claim your memory returned only in the last few months. That would explain the change in your mood."

Miro turned away. With tears in his eyes, he ran a hand over his forehead and sighed heavily. "I must lie to the son of a Lugalen."

Darjin swallowed hard. "In truth, news of the attack on the Black Amphitheater has surely reached Roben Jan Hura by now. With his father dead, the mantle of Lugalen rests solely on him. He will know the fate of his kin long before we reach his side."

She braced her hand against the table. Discarded tools lay scattered across the surface, remnants of Miro’s life here, the cold ashes of his past among the Tamers. She fought to keep the burning in her chest at bay. A mere mention of Shadi’s family blurred her vision. When would the ache ever end? Did she even deserve the reprieve?

No. She had failed. Remorse was her permanent shadow.

"The Lugalens take their bonds of loyalty to the Masters and their cities with the utmost gravity. When he hears your story, how you kept your oath and brought down our father, Roben must welcome you to Jabal Amira with full honors. Remember, my brother: his own father negotiated the salvation of our people. Leoben Jan Hura provided honor and purpose for us all. Without that treaty, the Fields of Dawn faced certain ruin."

"And the Daggers would not exist," Miro added.

"If we present our version of events correctly, he might even consider you a long-lost brother."

"I am no actor, Darjin. I survived here only because the Tamers considered my bond with Yante too valuable. You ask for something else. You want me to embody a lie too heavy to carry."

Darjin took a determined step toward him. "No. You are a Dagger. Your place is with the people of the Fields of Dawn. Your loyalty belongs to Zayr’s family first, and only then to Aabar’s. If the situation were reversed, a Larsani man who regained his memory and returned to fight for the Binders would receive mercy. Some might even hail him as a hero."

"I don’t know, Darjin. Larsa remains the capital, at least until the Trials. The power it wields over the city-states is total. I doubt my Urookite origins are enough to guarantee asylum in Jabal Amira."

"You say that because you do not know Roben. I have seen how he treats his people. I have seen how he cared for his sister. We must try."

Miro ran his hands through his hair and let out a low groan. "You speak of the Jan Huras as if you were one of them. As if they were your real family. Does your heart belong to them?"

Darjin’s eyes widened. Jealousy colored Miro’s voice. Had she allowed her loyalty to the Jan Hura family to morph into affection? Only in this moment did she truly understand the depth of it. She nodded. "The girl, Shadi, was dear to me. She treated me as a sister, and at times, a mother. Perhaps loneliness drew me to her, just as it drew you to Yante and the Tamers."

Miro looked into her eyes with a mix of love and compassion. He pulled her into another embrace. "Let us go to this Roben, then. And let us hope he listens."

Darjin clung to that hope. She prayed her intuition, and everything she believed of Roben, held true. She had found her brother. She refused to let him become just another fugitive, spending the remainder of his life in the shadows. Not now, when the world seemed swept up in winds of anger and rebellion that thirsted for blood.

They left the apartment through one of the windows of the bedroom. They walked along the maze of narrow streets carved into the stone that wound between the main thoroughfares. Outside, Irmanna overflowed with the typical frantic activity of a city under Larsa’s rule. During her brief stay, she had seen many Larsani soldiers sporting the capital’s signature golden decorations. There were also Napuri, and a few Urookite. Few in such a throng would spare them a second glance, despite the bags slung over their shoulders. Yet the thought reminded Darjin how little she knew of the customs within the home of the Refuge. Perhaps the Tamers were so popular that Miro feared his specific movements might be recognized. But men like him often wore masks.

Miro remained silent. Darjin followed without question. They were to meet Yante outside the city limits. Thanks to their winged friend, the journey to the Peaks and Jabal Amira promised to be short. First, however, they had to leave the city without arousing the interest of the Tamers.

Miro pointed to a staircase. It led downward near the edge of the neighborhood. They followed a narrow walkway along the wall overlooking the Dark River. The stone was smooth, as if centuries of salt water had worn away its rough edges. After a few minutes, they reached an alcove in the stone.

Darjin narrowed her eyes at the heavy gate and the tunnel that led into the dark. Miro shoved the metal twice. The gate groaned and opened just enough for them to pass.

Darjin held her breath and glanced upward. She scanned the parapet that separated the canal from the road above. No one leaned over to look down.

"Let us go," Miro whispered, and stepped into the gloom.

Silence and darkness filled the tunnel, mingled into a substance so thick it felt solid. It crawled over Darjin's skin and seeped into her lungs. They walked until the light from the gate failed them.

Miro lit a short torch. A sphere of light enveloped them in a reddish glow. That intense, blood-red hue made it feel as though they traveled through the veins of an immense beast.
"These tunnels run under the entire city," Miro said. "Most are abandoned. Those near the Refuge and the primary buildings remain under guard. We will stay away from the dangerous sectors. With luck, we'll be clear of the city in less than two hours."

Two hours in that darkness. Two hours in the thick, stagnant air that grew colder and more humid with every step.

Darjin nodded. She trusted Miro's experience and hoped his years in the city had granted him enough secrets for such an escape. She had done the same once, in Jabal Amira. From the moment she set foot in that foreign city, Darjin had studied the Jan Hura palace and its surrounding streets, mapping the inner city and the settlements beyond the stone walls. It had taken years to know the place well enough to ensure an escape. "Who built these tunnels? What is their purpose?" she asked.

Miro walked on. He held the torch high. "I don't know. Perhaps the older Tamers have heard stories, but they keep them to themselves. Many would choose death long before letting the Dark Rivers claim them."

"Curious," she hissed.

"Disturbing," Miro corrected with a shrug. "Now lower your voice. Look there." He pointed ahead, where a cone of light pierced the gloom. "We are close to an exit. That light marks the base of a staircase leading to an ancient building. By the look of it, the city's commercial court."

"Guards?"

He nodded. "Likely not down here, though they might patrol the top of the stairs."

They moved with practiced silence and reached the illuminated area. Miro checked the staircase twice. With a sharp motion, he signaled for her to follow. Darjin crossed the light in three quick strides. Her feet barely touched the pavement. She allowed herself to breathe only when the darkness reclaimed them, Miro's torch providing the sole light.

They repeated this sequence three times over the following hour. With every approach to a significant building, an exit lit from above awaited them. The final one differed from the others. Voices drifted down even before it came into view.

Miro stretched out his hand, palm open, signaling for Darjin to remain still. He extinguished the flame. When he drew two short swords from his leather belt, Darjin's senses sharpened. She took the blade he offered and followed him toward the light. With each step, the voices grew clearer. A man and a woman were speaking. The man sounded nervous, his voice loud and broken by groans of frustration. The woman responded in monosyllables.

Miro stopped. He was careful not to lean beyond the circle of light at the base of the staircase.

Above them, the conversation continued. "It has collapsed! Do you understand me? Collapsed like a sandcastle. There is nothing left of Urook now!" the man growled in desperation.

Darjin felt faint.

The woman sighed. "We cannot be sure, my dear."
"Woe to us. Will you listen? Zayr is dead! They blew him up along with his wretched Lethenium Dart. A few hours later, the city began to die."

Miro froze, still as a statue. Darjin watched him turn to her with wide eyes. "Collapsed?" he whispered.

She did not answer. She could not fathom such a catastrophe.

"My love," the woman said from the top of the stairs, "why should we trust your merchant friends? We must wait for official news."

"The members of the Covenant Guild are no mere merchants! They know Kenjir better than any soul alive. They have eyes and ears everywhere. If they have begun to divert goods destined for Urook, we must do the same," the man countered. His growl subsided into a resentful grumble.

"Do you think it possible? That the Lord of Urook is dead?" the woman asked. A tremor cracked her voice.

Silence followed.

A scuffling of feet and new voices joining the pair drifted down before the quiet returned.

After a long moment, Miro leaned forward to check the staircase. He signaled the all-clear.

Darjin followed him deeper into the tunnel. From the way he relit the torch, his hands trembling and movements clumsy, the conversation had clearly rattled him. She caught his elbow and brought him to a halt. "Do you believe it?"

He bit his lower lip and shrugged. "Zayr is a god. Gods do not die. He must have survived the attack somehow."

Darjin's head snapped back as if she had been struck. Her mind raised a wall of stone against the words, desperate to separate her reason from the jagged reality of the man's claim. Urook, the ancestral bastion of the Iron Lords, the seat of the Tutors, could not be gone. To imagine it crumbling like a child's sandcastle defied every law she lived by. Every sacrifice she had made as a Dagger, every drop of blood spilled for its borders, screamed against the possibility of such a wretched end. "Roben will know more. I am certain that right now, our presence will be welcome. If Urook has indeed fallen, the Ensins face a crisis of unimaginable proportions."

Miro nodded. Focus returned to his eyes as he looked back at the tunnel. He her again through the darkness with the confidence of one who had explored this maze often enough to lose his fear of it. They passed forks and junctions that branched in every direction.

A new light appeared ahead. A gate stood at the end of their final turn. The exit.

The tightness in Darjin's chest eased. She found herself almost running, drawn toward the light without thinking.

Then the earth buckled.

The first seismic wave hit with such sudden violence that Darjin lost her balance. A deep roar ascended from below, piercing her ears and skull like a stab wound. The very foundations of the world seemed to grind together.

Darjin groaned and covered her ears. She searched for Miro. He had also fallen, and now scrambled for purchase against the heaving stonework while streams of dust and rubble rained from the upper arch of the tunnel. The air grew thicker, choked by the breath of the shifting earth.

"Come on!" Miro reached her. He held out his hand and helped her gather the bags that had slipped from her shoulders during the tremor.

"What was that? What…"

He did not pause to listen. He dragged her toward the gate at a frantic pace.

The second tremor surpassed the first in power. Darjin fell atop Miro. The stone blocks supporting the tunnel groaned and crumbled. A moment later, the passage behind them collapsed.

Darjin dragged herself to her feet and grabbed Miro. Together, clinging to each other like children lost in the dark, they ran toward the gate. They yanked at the iron until it opened enough to squeeze through. As soon as they set foot on the walkway, the iron twisted like paper. The tunnel caved in. They barely stepped aside in time to avoid the rocks and debris that erupted into the Dark Rivers.

Instinctively, Darjin glanced down into the darkness at the bottom of the canal.

It was rising.

Another tremor struck. The river, black as night, transformed into a blossoming of fine droplets. Like an impossible reverse rain, it shot toward the sky of Irmanna.

"By all the gods," Miro hissed. With his face smeared by dust and powdered stone, he looked like a terrified ghost.

The walkway shook again. "Go!" Darjin shoved Miro toward the stairs. The steps gave way beneath their feet. Large fissures tore through the canal wall.

Darjin surged ahead, overtook him, and dragged him upward. They scaled the stone flank of the canal, clawing at the heavy railings to find purchase on the street. They gained the far side of the thoroughfare just as the pavement buckled, the collapsing tunnels hollowing the earth beneath them.

As they turned, the dark abyss surged skyward, propelled by forces no mortal could name.

The god's doing. The mass of tiny black drops gathered into a perfect sphere. Immense and menacing, the orb hovered over a city stilled by shock.

Then it shot away.

It moved with such velocity that it left only a thunderous roar in its wake, tearing the sky open behind it.

"Darjin."

With her eyes wide, she kept her chin tilted toward the void left by the giant black sphere.

"Darjin, we must leave immediately." His voice echoed in her mind, distant and almost incorporeal.

When she finally felt his frantic pulling, she looked down. The young man stared at a point ahead, toward the now empty canal.

No. It was not empty.

A cold, suffocating horror tore through her chest. Shapes stirred below. They were black and barely distinguishable from the remnants of the dark abyss.

Then they moved.

They stood.

They were not merely shapes, but beings. They bore the form of men, yet they were something else entirely. Hundreds, then thousands of them crowded the canal. When the first cries of fear rose from the onlookers, the beings moved in unison. Their heads, black as ink, snapped toward the sound.

Suddenly, they flung themselves against the canal walls and scaled the stone with their bare hands. Like beasts vomited from a rotten mind, the offspring of a nameless horror swarmed the parapets. They surged over the edges torn apart by the tremors and poured into the streets of Irmanna.

Terrified, Darjin felt Miro's pull again.

He her face between his palms. "We must run! Do you hear me? We must reach Yante!" He pointed toward the city limits. There, past the walls that merged with the living rock, stood the silhouette of the Silver Sparrowhawk.


INTERLUDE
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A STRANGER


My King Zayr, my Master, Lord, and Father. My God.

The Ashen Shields stand as wretched victims, consumed by the fires of their own ambition. As they surrender to the profane practices of Rahmadu, the price of their excellence exacts a mounting toll of time and blood. A desperate hunger for the approval of their false god drives them onto a path of shadow, a cycle of trials and internal strife that culminates in savage conflict.

Authority under Rahmadu clutches to the hands of a prophet, the architect of his god’s unholy arrival. Great Master, the identity of this architect remains shrouded in darkness. Yet, a terrible suspicion coils within my breast: he stalks among Your most illustrious servants.

The truth is within my grasp. Every night, I offer my breath to Your name, praying for the fortitude to strip away his mask. The absence of definitive proof is a failure of my spirit alone. I have stood before Your glory and I have disappointed You.

Other revelations, however, have come to light.

As noted in my previous missive, the hierarchy of the Ashen Shields contains a sect known as missionaries. These figures serve as the keen edge of the organization’s blade. They answer to the mysterious prophet, yet whispers suggest that Rahmadu himself speaks to them without the need for an intermediary.

Access to the rank of the missionaries requires a grueling pilgrimage of sacrifice. These souls invest years in a profane search for enlightenment from their deity of lies. Most rise from the lowliest of origins. Others are the bitter fruit of misfortune.

One among these missionaries, the most brazen and bloodthirsty of their ilk, now wears a face I recognize.

His name is Davi Mazur. His kin hailed from the distant wastes beyond the Peaks. Records suggest Davi was but an infant in swaddling clothes when his family traversed the mountains that sever Kenjir from those frozen reaches. Those lands have never known Your benevolent gaze; they remain forever exiled from the warmth and generosity that define Your reign.

The Mazur kin eventually integrated among the inhabitants of the Fields of Dawn. Yet, the father and the elder brothers proved guilty of the same transgressions that summoned Your divine judgment upon that region. Under the treaty signed by Leoben Jan Hura, then an Ensin of Your holy Red Army, they were condemned. Death was the price they paid at the hands of the very people they had wronged.

Davi was but a youth when mercy offered a path to purge his name; he spat upon the grace. Whether driven by cowardice or a wretched contempt for Your mercy, the boy fled. He vanished into the wild, eluding Your light for a full decade.

Rumors of his movements proliferate, placing him among the wanderers, cloaked by the dust of their caravans. Others swear they witnessed him upon the Nisaf River, a laborer in the service of the Covenant Guild.

Davi Mazur never sought the shadow of a disguise, flaunting his pale skin and light hair, markers of northern blood, as emblems of defiance. He trumpeted his origins from beyond the Peaks. It was a calculated insult, a way to broadcast his distance from Your grace and his mockery of Your sacred authority.

Perhaps madness has claimed him. Such stubbornness makes him easily recognizable and, in light of our gathered intelligence, profoundly dangerous.

Evidence suggests Davi Mazur is the architect behind a series of acts intended to erode the authority of Your Ensins. At least ten young women of marriageable age, born to influential houses, have vanished; we suspect a grim parity among the missing young men. In five of these disappearances, witnesses have come forward to describe a stranger from beyond the Peaks.

The culprit is he, my Lord: Davi Mazur.

But the world knows him by a different name now. He calls himself Eshfen.

I shall find him.

I shall question him.

I shall force the truth from his lips.

My King Zayr. my Master, Lord, and Father. My God.

The pride forged by Your every word hardens my veins, an eternal source of comfort. Within the certainty of Your hand poised to sweep across all Kenjir and restore a lasting peace, I find my courage.

May Your strength and wisdom guide me through the trials ahead.

May Your justice watch over every soul within Kenjir.

In veneration,

Emmerin Deon, Ensin from the Red Army and priest of Your Faith.
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Eshfen saw and sensed everything: the green plain stretching to a distant horizon, the intense blue of the sky, and the midday sun, which burned the shadows away. Then the sharp, blood-red rock formations and the great river that carved the landscape in two. A warm, pleasant wind caressed his cheeks and ruffled his hair. It slipped beneath his robes, carrying the scent of tall grass to his nostrils.

He took in every detail with agonizing intensity. Yet, he knew it was false.

A part of him understood the deception. He regretted that he could not reach out and touch the nearby rock parapet. He could not walk upon that terrace, nor could he feel the grain of the white columns or pass through the marble door behind him.

He was dreaming. But he knew he was not merely dreaming.

His chest ached. If he concentrated, he could still feel the beast’s sting as it tore his skin just below the throat. He almost laughed at the thought of the new scars. If he survived, they would be grim trophies.

He heard laughter and turned abruptly. Scanning the terrace, he heard the mocking gurgle that came from one of the beasts he had encountered. The sting must have carried poison. Through abilities he could only guess at, the monsters used his state, suspended between wakefulness and sleep, life and death, to speak to him.

"What do you want from me? What have you done?"

The laughter echoed. "We like you. You are different."

"Different?" Eshfen asked the empty terrace.

"For all the blood on your hands, it is the hunger for answers that consumes you."

"I crave only justice. I take only the lives my Lord has condemned."

More laughter followed. "So you believe."

"It is the only truth I know."

"Yes. That is not good. Look."

A flash blinded him. The landscape vanished: the hills, the rock formations, the river, and the glistening grass. All that remained was a starless night.

Suddenly, distant sparks pierced the dark blanket, like fiery arrows streaking across the sky in wide, fast arcs. As they drew closer, the objects brightened. The flames surrounding them curdled into thick, black smoke.

Then came the explosions. Although they were distant, they hurled shock waves that stole his breath.

"What am I seeing?" Eshfen whispered. His throat felt parched.

The answer came as a low laugh. "Them."

"Them?"

"Your gods."

"I serve only Rahmadu."

"That is just a name. One of many. Watch."

The scene shifted. A dull crackling filled his ears. Distant lights suddenly flared. Now he saw the impact as if it occurred only a few dozen steps away. He stood on a boundless beach, far greater than any the inhabitants of Belur boasted of. Craters scarred the earth around him by the hundreds, perhaps thousands. In the center of each, small spheres of light no larger than a grape sizzled and emitted a whitish smoke.

"Your gods, your Masters, were not so impressive."

Eshfen’s eyes widened. Frustrated, he turned to find the source of the voice, spinning until he felt dizzy. "They are not my gods. The Masters are false gods. Impostors."

"How is it possible to be so right and yet so blind?" The disembodied laughter mocked him again. "Watch the waves."

Eshfen wished to tear each of those beasts’ jaws away, empty their shells, and set their hearts on fire. Yet, he obeyed. They were right about one thing: he was cursed with curiosity. He wanted to see how far they might push this charade. Above all, he sought to understand what they expected of him.

He approached the sea until he nearly touched the foamy water. Did he truly have a body in this strange dream? He narrowed his eyes. Bright spots pulsed among the waves. Some of the spheres had fallen into the water. The surface stirred as strong eddies formed and died. A succession of muffled flashes pulsed below the crests, followed by an intermittent bubbling.

Something emerged from the depths. Three men. No, three giants.

He could not clearly see their features, but he recognized the effect their mere presence had on him: that misguided veneration, that disgusting and powerful desire to please.

Eshfen shook his head. He was torn between amazement and an inexplicable thirst for revenge. "Liars. Thieves. Manipulators."

Those were Masters; even a child could see the truth. Contrary to the false beliefs taught to the masses, they had not created the world, much less shaped it with their blood. They were strangers. Travelers. Invaders.

At that moment, Eshfen stifled a surge of joy. He barely restrained a shout, only because he remained uncertain of the nature of the vision. He knew all too well that seeking an answer meant risking confirmation where none existed.

"Wait." The beasts’ voices were stripped of mockery now. "Look at them closely."

And time exploded.

Eshfen groaned. Had his body obeyed him, he would have pressed his palms to his temples to stem the tide of agony. Instead, he remained rooted, unable to curl upon the ground like a beaten cur.

The silhouettes of the three Masters shifted, their forms bleeding into new shapes as their surroundings dissolved. A thousand different robes draped their shoulders; tens of thousands of different crowns weighed upon their brows. Like a plague, they multiplied until they had infected the very marrow of the world. By marrying the daughters and sons of men, they seized dominion over every bloodline. They forged empires, crushed them to dust, and constructed them anew from the rubble.

Eshfen’s cry went unheard. His voice vanished into the roar of myriad soldiers: men bound to the Masters’ will and driven to slaughter one another in holy wars born of vanity, only to be extinguished in ash.

Then, the world froze. Reality crystallized into a single, impossible tableau.

One of the three Masters from the sea, a member of the Sacred Triad that oversaw every birth, every choice, and every death, held a blade to the throat of the deity beside him. He drove the steel home.

A traitor to his own kin. A killer of invaders.

"That is your Rahmadu."

The words pierced Eshfen deeper than any blade. "No."

"Yes. He is one of them. One of the three who have sat atop your beloved sacred cities for far too long. What did you think he was? From what well did you imagine his powers sprang? This fratricide is a cycle. Kingdom after kingdom, era after era, the traitor severs the bond and seeks to rise above his brothers."

Eshfen shook his head, his movements frantic. "Rahmadu existed before light, before darkness. He forged the world and breathed life into every man, woman, and beast that walks the soil of Kenjir. He has never ceased his war against the Masters. His sacred purpose shall shatter their false dominion." He spoke the words of the liturgy, reciting them with the iron conviction of a man clinging to a collapsing cliff.

"Is that not the height of folly? The Masters spin a similar yarn. They claim to have forged this world, to have breathed essence into human husks out of some grand generosity. It is a lie. You are seeing the reality now."

"I do not know what I see," Eshfen hissed, his confusion hardening into a defensive edge.

"Verity. Fact and nothing else." The voice of the beasts surged, heavy with a simmering rage. "Observe."

The vision shattered. The triad of Masters dissolved into golden sparks. Beneath Eshfen’s feet, the very earth betrayed him, dissolving into a pool that had not existed moments before. He recoiled from the edge, his lungs seizing as he stared into liquid as black as a starless night.

He recognized it instantly.

It was the Vigore.

A current rippled across the dark surface. Rhythmic waves carved the contours of a face. It breached the liquid to reveal skin the color of curdled milk. Full lips remained tight, while large eyes stayed squeezed shut as if gripped by a soul-deep anguish.

A silver line of light bisected the forehead.

A third eye snapped open, burning with a cold blue fire.

Eshfen’s breath died in his throat.

"We were here first. We. Not the Masters, and certainly not Rahmadu the Liar. We, who were three and shall forever be one: The Origin."

Molochai.

"This world was our demesne. Every spark of life here is the fruit of our dreaming. Then the invaders arrived. They defiled the slumber of our children and spawned their own nightmares. They are a blight; our land is choked by their bloody pustules. All of this must end."

Eshfen remained silent. Paralysis compelled him to stay, forcing him to listen as powers beyond his comprehension dismantled every tenet of his faith. After a stretch of time his mind refused to measure, he addressed the blue eye. "I do not believe you. I do not trust you. Why should I lend you my ear? Why reveal this to me?"

Silence returned, thick and suffocating. Then came a sound: low, mournful laughter.

"We have tasted your lifeblood, Eshfen. We have peered into your history and savored the tenacity with which you hunt for verity. Such an inquisitive nature is rare, precious, even, in a world that slumbers in a drugged haze and swallows the Masters’ edicts as gospel. Yet, that same hunger has proved a double-edged blade. You have unearthed the wrong answers to the right questions. The Masters are no gods; they are merely invaders of terrible, staggering power. And your Rahmadu? He is no savior. He is but the newest tyrant, biding his time to cast his brothers from their thrones."

"No... no! You lie. You weave deceits to mock me!"

A smile unfurled across the creature’s visage. Slow and deliberate, the entity rose from the dark pool. It possessed a body of graceful, terrifying proportions: shoulders chiseled from marble, limbs lithe and powerful. The being was of unknown gender, its only open feature the third eye burning in the center of its brow.

"Invoke my name the next time you prostrate yourself before your god. Recount what you have witnessed here and mark his reaction. You will require no further proof."

"To what end?" Eshfen demanded, his voice cracking. "You seek to weaponize me. You toy with an enemy."

The being glided across the water’s surface. It was as white as the spray of a mountain cataract, its skin shimmering with a network of azure veins beneath a mane of obsidian hair. It drew near. A hand reached out toward Eshfen’s brow, hovering just inches from his skin. "We have need of you, man of curious blood. Your kin, every soul that draws breath in this realm, must hear your cry. This curiosity of yours shall ripen into a thirst for justice. That thirst will ignite a conflagration. We bestow a gift upon you. You shall discover its nature upon your awakening."

The being’s fingers brushed his skin.

Eshfen screamed.
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Eshfen flailed, limbs thrashing as he tore himself from sleep. He could still feel the stinger ripping through his chest, but his wild swings struck only empty air. His desperate cries spiraled upward, echoing uselessly against the cold stone.

Nearby, Golnar knelt in the shadows. The auxiliary watched him, her face caught in a tide of amazement and trepidation.

"What happened?" he hissed. "What..." His voice trailed off as his hand found his chest. Beneath the shredded fabric, the deep lacerations carved by the Molochai had vanished. The flesh had knit itself back together. As he felt the smooth, unscarred skin, Eshfen understood why Golnar kept her distance. He tasted the same fear that clouded the woman’s face.

"When I came to, you were gripped by a fever. You spoke in tongues, weeping and thrashing with such violence that I dared not approach," she replied, her gaze pinned to the spot where his wounds should have been. "The beasts retreated into one of the tunnels, Missionary. They have not shown themselves since."

Eshfen sat back. Part of his mind clung to the tangible reality of the cavern, desperate to dismiss the vision as a delirium born of poison. It had to be a nightmare, a fever dream conjured by the venomous barbs that had pierced him. Yet, the evidence remained: the wounds were gone.

The impossible had occurred. There had to be an explanation.

We bestow a gift upon you. You shall discover its nature upon your awakening.

The being’s promise resonated in the cavernous reaches of his mind. Could he dare to grant those words his attention? "How do you fare?" he asked Golnar, forcing himself to rise.

"Nothing is broken, Missionary." She stood with him, though she pointed toward his brow with a trembling finger. "That cut looks deep. Should we stitch it?"

A hard knot formed in Eshfen’s jaw as he touched the wound on his forehead. He stared at the red smears on his fingertips in disbelief, then wiped the blood away with his sleeve: "No need."

Golnar remained unconvinced, her skepticism a palpable weight between them. She kept her doubts to herself, however, merely nodding toward the dark. "There is something you should see."

Eshfen retrieved his torch from the floor and coaxed the flame back to life. He followed the auxiliary into one of the shadowed offshoots branching from the hexagonal chamber. Near his boots, a dark ribbon cut across the stone.

A trail of blood.

"It was here when I came to," Golnar whispered. "The pooling is fresh. It was spilled recently, perhaps mere moments before we arrived."

Eshfen opened his mouth to question her, but the words died in his throat as they rounded the next bend. Scattered across the tunnel floor lay the corpses of five Ashen Shields. Three men and two women had been cast aside like broken dolls. Their throats were shredded ruins; their chests had been torn open with a savagery that spoke of a brief, hopeless struggle. The Molochai had transcended mere killing; they had butchered them.

"Why were they here? Why were we not informed of their deployment?" Golnar’s voice was a mere breath in the stagnant air.

You are too late, Son of the Ashes. You have been betrayed by your own brethren.

Eshfen struggled to stifle a groan of mounting frustration. He forced his mind away from the visions, pinning his focus on the carnage at his feet. "Someone learned of the mission entrusted to me," he said, his voice cold. "They decided to bypass my authority."

"Who? Who would dare such a slight?"

Only one name clawed its way to the surface of Eshfen’s mind. A man consumed by an ambition that rotted the bone, someone who would lead his own brothers into a slaughterhouse without blinking.

Karim.

Eshfen tracked the trail of the fallen to a massive door hewn into the living rock. Beyond that threshold lay the final resting place of Omar the Long-Lived. There, the Sacred Artifact waited. He moved toward the tomb, his heart hammering against his ribs, but Golnar’s hand clamped onto his elbow.

"Missionary, a word, if you please."

He nodded, slowing his pace to meet her gaze.

Golnar gestured toward the butchered remains. "If someone has sabotaged your mission, we must guard our backs with far greater care. The one who led these men is willing to do anything to succeed. Are you certain you wish to pass through that door?"

Eshfen heard her spoken words, but he felt the weight of the ones she lacked the resolve to utter. The massacre birthed a thousand questions, each more treacherous than the last. Had a brother intercepted the secret missives before they reached him? What manner of influence was required to orchestrate such a betrayal?

Perhaps it was all a ruse, a ploy to lead them into a death trap. Or worse: had Rahmadu assigned the task to two different missionaries? If so, to what end? Did the deity hope they would cull one another? Was this a blood-soaked trial to select a new senior missionary "I understand your trepidation, auxiliary. We shall be vigilant. Whatever waits beyond that threshold, we will meet it ready."

She nodded in silence. Lifting her chin, she took a steadying breath and bared her steel once more. "Praise be to the Lord of Ashes."

"Praise be to the Lord of Ashes," he echoed. He had spoken those words a thousand times, yet they tasted like cinders in his mouth. Why did the holy rite feel so alien now? With a forceful shove, he heaved open the door to the tomb of Omar the Long-Lived.

Inscriptions swarmed across the walls. Lines of diminutive, finely carved characters wove a dense fabric of text over the stone. Every groove in the dark rock pulsed with the erratic, flickering glow of the Artifact: an Eye of the Ether. It cast waves of silver radiance into the chamber, light that warped the geometry of the room and flattened the carved phrases into illegibility.

To Eshfen, the irony was a bitter sting. A dance of light and shadow defied the very purpose of the tomb, making the chamber thrum with a deceptive vitality, heavy with a looming possibility. This was the work of the Artifact. A distilled essence of the Masters’ power, it resonated with the most intimate fibers of his soul.

Eshfen loathed every second of this ephemeral euphoria. After the horrors he had witnessed, he should have felt only revulsion. He should have been seared by the sacred fire of the Lord of Ashes. Yet the Eye, a massive, silvery ovoid that dominated the far wall, trifled with his senses. Even the stone monolith in the center of the room, the eternal sentinel of Omar the Long-Lived, pulsed with a semblance of life. The effigy carved upon the lid strained against its lithic armor, and Eshfen would have felt no surprise if the statue had sat upright to offer a mocking smile.

"Missionary," Golnar whispered, "Who is operating the Artifact?"

Eshfen met Golnar’s gaze and saw the same threat reflected in her eyes. Under normal circumstances, the activation of an Eye of the Ether required a specialist’s touch. Only the Masters possessed the innate power to command their Artifacts without an intermediary. "I suspect we shall find our answer on the other side." He projected a confidence he did not truly possess. It was a necessary mask; his quarry was still moving, likely widening the distance between them with every passing heartbeat.

"Let me go first," Golnar insisted. "If they’ve laid a snare, I shall spring it."

Eshfen shook his head. "We go together." He stepped to her side, offering a curt nod. They crossed the threshold in unison. The silvery surface surged forward to envelop them, its cold touch clawing at their skin like a winter gale, and the world vanished into absolute darkness.
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The transition out of the Eye of Ether exploded into a blinding assault of light. Andik threw a hand over his face, shielding his vision as the world rushed back in. Pain flared deep in the open wound, sudden and white-hot, and his knees buckled under the weight of it. Within the chamber, the air felt thick and cloyingly warm. The artifact’s unnatural chill vanished, replaced by a heat that broke a sweat across his brow almost instantly.

Cries of amazement tore through the gloom. Dozens of boots clattered across the floor. Then came the unmistakable hiss of swords leaving their sheaths in a hurried, metallic chorus.

Spots crowded the edges of his sight, but a glance to the side confirmed Nalia was still there. She braced herself upright, cradling the dying young woman they had pulled from the Wasmi family mausoleum in Levar. Had the girl’s will not commanded the Eye of Ether, that tomb would have claimed them all.

To his other side Intisaar loomed, drenched in blood and vibrating with the tension of a plucked wire.

Ahead, a blockade of astonished Urook soldiers barred the way. A single officer stepped forward, the decorations on his epaulettes swam briefly before Andik's eyes resolved them into rank. "Who are you? Identify yourselves. Now," the colonel thundered.

Andik forced his hands up in surrender, though the movement wrung a stifled groan from his throat. Despite the fire in his side, he kept his gaze pinned to the officer’s eyes. "Ensin Andik Thawill, from the Red Army," he rasped. He held each word flat by force, the way a man holds a wound closed.

Nalia spoke next. "This woman’s name remains unknown. Weakness has robbed her of speech, but she was in service to the Wasmi family of Levar; we have come from the city."

"Levar?" The colonel’s gaze scoured the group, lingering on Intisaar’s blood-stained form. The gathered guard stared at the four travelers as if they were gore-slicked specters.

Andik forced a single, strained nod. He shifted his weight, driving the colonel's scrutiny away from Intisaar. "We require aid, Colonel. My business with Grand Ensin Marzouq cannot wait; I carry vital intelligence regarding the attack on the Black Amphitheater." He laid the words out like a gambit. News of the catastrophe had surely reached Urook, leaving no space for hesitation.

"Grand Ensin Marzouq?" The Colonel tilted his head, his expression souring. "Where do you think you are, man? If your claim is true, the state of this city should be no secret to you."

A cold shock seized Andik’s lungs. His gaze darted to Nalia, then to the woman who had guided them through the Eye, finding her face drained to a deathly grey.

Behind the group, the Sacred Artifact died with a final, keen crackle. The air seemed to thin as its hum vanished.

Something cold settled in Andik's chest. His jaw tightened as he looked at the surrounding chamber, the silk hangings and polished marble clashing with the blood on his skin. "Where are we? Where did she take us?"

The Ensin offered no reply. She knelt to lay the corpse upon the floor. With two fingers, she reached down and drew the woman’s eyelids shut.

The colonel recoiled, his posture stiffening. "This is the residence of Lugalen Balqis Hindi and her husband, Ensin Thaabit Sari, of the Red Army. You are in Belur."
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"Hold still. I am nearly finished," the healer said. Like most Napuri, he drew out the final syllable of every word, though his time in this city, and his service to a half-Urookite family, had probably smoothed the edges of his accent. Now, his speech also carried the clipped, whispered cadence common among the Iron Lords.

Andik pressed his lips together while the man stitched the ragged opening in his chest. With a shaved head, dark beard, and sun-darkened skin, the healer looked more like a Covenant Guild sailor than a master of medicine. Exhaustion weighed so heavily on Andik that he found it strange he could even notice the man’s appearance.

"This will sting. But relief will come soon, my lord." The man spread an iridescent paste over the fresh stitches.

The warning was honest. A sharp, burning sensation surged across Andik’s skin. He stifled a gasp as the heat radiated through his chest, only to be replaced seconds later by a deep, pleasant coolness.

Across the large sofa, Nalia let out a dry chuckle. She sat beside Intisaar, both women draped in the grime of battle and struggling to keep their weary eyes focused. Two young acolytes moved between them, focused on the task of cleansing their wounds.

"Close the curtains and shutters. Quickly now." Lugalen Balqis Hindi paced the floor, her voice sharp with authority. "I require a private audience with our guests."

The Lugalen was a petite woman. A severe, gray haircut emphasized the angular lines of her face, which was dominated by a pair of large, searching brown eyes. Though she stood on the precipice between maturity and old age, her posture remained upright and graceful. Her movements across the windowed side of the room were light, rhythmic, as if the motion itself helped to organize her thoughts. She unclasped her hands from the small of her back and watched the servants scramble to obey.

A pang of regret touched Andik as the shutters began to close, cutting off the view of the coast. Bathed in the waters of the Ymm Tide, Belur was a city of vibrant beauty. It was a trait common to all the jewels of Napur, where the pursuit of physical health and the love of aesthetic form were inseparable.

The healer and his acolytes gathered their tools. "Let the stitches and ointments do their work," the man advised. He nodded respectfully before turning to the hostess. "Your guests require sleep, my Lugalen. Without rest, our care will prove useless. Please excuse me." The small flock of servants followed the healer out of the room.

Balqis offered a brief nod of acknowledgment, then turned her attention to the Colonel, the same man who had confronted them at the Eye. Two soldiers stood like statues at his flanks. "Any news from my husband?" the Lugalen asked.

"He has been notified, my lady. His arrival is expected at any moment."

"Very well. Wait outside, Colonel Debu. As I stated, the remainder of this conversation is private."

Debu pressed a hand to his heart and inclined his head. A flicker of hesitation crossed the Colonel’s face as he looked at the Lugalen; the prospect of leaving her alone with blood-stained strangers clearly sat ill with him.

Andik found the caution easy to respect. Had he been in the man’s position, he would have harbored identical reservations. Nevertheless, the dictates of a strict chain of command won out. Without another word, the officer turned and led his soldiers from the room.

Silence followed their departure. The Lugalen smoothed the sleeves of her light green jacket, a shade so pale it nearly passed for white, and ran a hand over the quilted floral motifs. She crossed to a table beside the now-shuttered window, gripped the back of a chair, and dragged it to the center of the room. Only when she was seated directly in front of the sofa did she speak.

A brief massage of her temples preceded her scrutiny. Andik stood measured and appraised under the heavy press of her gaze. Those piercing glances betrayed the iron will that had secured power for a woman of such unassuming stature. "Your story is incredible. Do you realize that?"

Andik nodded. The confession had been exhaustive. He had recounted the conversation with Shadi Jan Hura and the impossible sight of the girl halting her own blade before it could open her father’s throat. He had detailed his intuition regarding the rebel in the servant’s uniform, followed by the blinding catastrophe of the explosion. The memories surfaced in jagged pieces: the shock of the blast, the suffocating proximity of death, and the fishing village where he had finally woken. He spoke of the girl with the poison and the long trek along the Nisaf River. Finally, the words faltered as he sought to honor the clash at the Wasmi mausoleum and the slaughter of Intisaar’s kin.

"You survive only because you tumbled from an Eye of Ether," the Lugalen remarked. "My husband’s men are suspicious by nature and far too quick with their steel. But even they recognize the miraculous when it lands at their feet."

Andik met her gaze without flinching. "We are grateful, my Lugalen. This hospitality," he said, gesturing toward the fresh bandages across his chest, "is a mercy. Consider my family and me in your debt."

"I may hold you to that, provided my husband confirms your identities. He is Urookite, as you likely suspected. I have little doubt he knows the Thawill name and can put my remaining suspicions to rest."

"My lady, I understand your caution. Truly. After what I have seen, what we have seen," Andik’s eyes drifted to Nalia and Intisaar, "I am convinced such vigilance is more necessary than ever. Yet I must trespass upon your generosity once more. A report must reach Grand Ensin Marzouq immediately. And, in truth, I desire word of my grandparents."

Lugalen Balqis drank in his words with a fixed intensity, her large eyes narrowing to thin, dark slits. "You simply do not know," she whispered. "It stands to reason. If your account holds, you have been far enough from the beaten track to remain in total darkness."

A sudden chill invaded the room. Andik caught Nalia’s profile out of the corner of his eye, her posture locking into a rigidity that mirrored the tension in his own spine. "In the dark regarding what, my Lugalen?"

The woman laced her fingers together in her lap and let out a heavy, weary breath. Her gaze moved between Andik and Nalia, burdened by a sudden, somber gravity. "It pains me to be the bearer of such tragic news." She paused, as if steadying herself. "Mere hours after the catastrophe at the Lake of Currents, your mother city fell. The cause remains a mystery. Our usual lines of communication have vanished, leaving us with only fragmented reports. But the scale of the ruin is immense. It appears the capital of the Tutors has been claimed by fire and earth. Millions of lives may already be lost."

The world seemed to tilt. Pain was forgotten as Andik surged to his feet. "Nonsense. I left the city only..." He turned instinctively toward Nalia, but she stood like a statue, her gaze locked onto the Lugalen with a terrifying vacancy. "How long has it been? Two days? Your words are absurd. There must be a rational explanation. Perhaps an attack occurred and your contacts, " His voice failed him. The remaining words turned to grains of salt in his throat, dry and bitter as he forced them down. A furrow deepened in his brow as he looked from the Lugalen to Nalia, and finally toward the barred light of the closed windows.

Air turned to lead. His lungs seized, refusing to expand.

The most terrifying evidence was the Lugalen’s silence. She made no move to comfort him, nor did she offer further proof. Her stillness carved a cavernous void in his gut.

Could the unthinkable be true? Urook. Lost.

"Forgive me. I need air. I..." He stumbled toward the large windows, his hands fumbling blindly with the latches. A violent tremor had taken hold of his fingers.

Logic screamed that there was no reason to trust the word of a stranger, yet the gravity of the news sank through him like a stone dropped into the deep.

No. The woman was mistaken. Simple error or faulty intelligence, it had to be one of the two. Reasons, explanations, and hope surely waited behind the confusion of the day.

Abedin. Had the boy remained in the city? Or had some general driven him to a suburban post? No, the boy had been in Urook. He had to be safe. He had to be. After the tragedy involving his sister, the gods lacked the cruelty to demand this loss as well

"Andik." Nalia’s voice was a soft caress, unusually sweet against the roar of his pulse.

The shutters groaned and yielded, swinging wide under his frantic tugging as he stumbled onto the terrace. An invisible vice tightened around his throat, and within his chest, his heart bolted like a panicked stallion.

Beyond the city limits, the Ymm Tide stretched out, a blade of water keen enough to sever the flawless sky. Not a single cloud marred the horizon. Peace reigned over the landscape: the great buildings sprawled lazily across the coastal plain, while the artificial canals channeled the Nisaf River’s mighty arms through the streets. Below, thousands of citizens moved through the gardens in a rhythmic, undisturbed dance of life.

The port dominated the gulf, an immense sprawl of industry beneath the granite shadow of the Colossus. The statue of Lorin, god of the Nurturers and guardian of Napur, towered over the water with an eternal granite gaze.

The salt air filled Andik’s lungs. He forced himself to listen to the gulls and the distant, melodic hum of Belur’s people. This parade of beauty was a direct contradiction to the Lugalen’s words. He bit his tongue, the keen sting of blood grounding him.

His discipline wavered. Could a few cold sentences from a stranger truly dismantle his world so easily?

Nalia’s hand touched his shoulder, making him flinch.

"Do you think it’s possible?" he whispered, his eyes never leaving the horizon.

Before she could offer a word of comfort, the door to the chamber burst open.

A tall, imposing figure with dark blond hair shot through with silver strode inside, Colonel Debu and a pair of soldiers hard on his heels.

"Is it true?" the newcomer thundered. He came to a halt, fists planted firmly on his hips.

The Lugalen rose to meet him. "Darling. You arrived quickly. Come, there are people you must meet."
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"I recognize the burden upon your spirits, Ensins." Thaabit Sari was the archetype of the Urookite soldier. An imposing stature, a keen, attentive gaze, and a relentlessly pragmatic manner combined to make him a living embodiment of the ideals of both the city-state and the ruling family. Every man and woman in Zayr’s service likely aspired to his level of commanding presence. Few ever reached it.

Andik accepted a glass of hot, spiced wine from the man. Nalia and Intisaar followed suit, receiving theirs from Lugalen Hindi.

On the surface, the pair stood as a mismatched couple. The stark difference in height and the contrast between her deep tan and his freckled skin pushed them to opposite ends of the aesthetic spectrum. Yet, physical traits were only the beginning of their divergence. The two belonged to cultures that had historically maintained a cold distance: the Urookites, devoted to the grim arts of war, and the Napuri, so enamored with humanistic culture that the two groups often teetered on the edge of linguistic incomprehension.

He caught himself as the digression took hold. These idle reflections served as a shield, a barrier to keep the Lugalen’s devastating report at bay. Urook destroyed. A culture obliterated. Millions of lives lost.

"I, too, fear for my kin," Thaabit said. "My father and two brothers reside near Zayr’s Ziggurat. I spent the morning pressing every contact I possess in the hope of a denial. None came. To speak plainly, even the confirmations remain scarce." Sari spoke of his family with a steady conviction, as though their survival were an objective fact. Not once did his voice crack with anxiety. He spoke of his loved ones firmly in the present tense, refusing to cede them to the past.

Perhaps this phrasing was merely a symptom of the strange limbo they now inhabited. When life and death coexist as equally plausible but unprovable fates, every sentence becomes a hollow succession of denials. Or, more simply, the Sari refused to entertain the notion that his family had vanished into ash.

Andik was guilty of the same denial.

"I am aware that your grandparents settled north of Urook. Years ago, the elder Thawill invited me and half my cohort to visit your estates," Thaabit continued. He took his place beside the Lugalen, his fingers tracing a familiar, gentle path over her hand. "The opportunity to accept his generosity never arose. Such is the nature of our lives. We labor under the delusion of time, planning and postponing as if the course of events were ever truly ours to command."

Andik nodded and took a slow sip of the wine. He welcomed the burn against his palate and throat, clinging to the physical sensation to ground his drifting mind. Between his fingers, the glass swirled. The dark liquid shimmered with a warmth reminiscent of freshly spilled blood. "Is there no other way to be certain? Must we await a command to mourn our dead?"

The Sari and his wife exchanged a look, a silent dialogue forged through years of shared history. "We must wait, yes. But waiting is not the same as helplessness," the man replied. "Urook has fallen. Euphora and Jabal Amira must act in unison to stabilize the realm and support the smaller provinces. The Fields of Dawn will be required to recall their Daggers and place them at the service of the regular army. The lives of Zayr’s subjects now depend on the decisions of the Ensins as never before. Yet my commitment, and that of every politician loyal to the city, will mean nothing without the support of the men of war."

The Ensins. Men like the one standing before him. Men like Andik.

"Every Eye of Ether within the walls of Urook has gone dark," Sari said, his tone turning clinical. "No outgoing signals, no responses. We have already dispatched our most skilled Tamers and the fleetest Scarlet Lanners on reconnaissance. If the gods favor us, they will return before the first light of dawn. Until then, my wife and I offer you the sanctuary of this palace. You look as though you have reached the end of your strength."

Thaabit Sari spread his arms to encompass the opulence of the Lugalen’s residence. Beside him, his wife offered a firm nod, confirming that her hospitality was as absolute as her husband’s word.

A heavy sigh escaped Andik’s lips. He set the wine upon the low table and drove his palms against his eyes, barricading himself against the soft light of the room. "Words cannot adequately express our gratitude for your generosity, my lords." The prospect of the coming hours sat heavy in his gut. Without the distraction of movement, he feared the time would be spent pacing the floor like a madman, a prisoner to his own anxiety. Perhaps the spiced wine offered a temporary shroud, or perhaps the healer possessed a tincture strong enough to force a dreamless sleep. With a silent nod to his companions, he turned to follow the servants toward the quarters the Lugalen had prepared.

The walk led them through a wide corridor where the sunlight spilled in from a continuous balcony. Andik cast a final glance toward the horizon. Below, Belur sparkled like a green coral reef torn from the seabed and nestled into the golden sands. The city teemed with a flurry of motion: thousands of lives, a million desires, fears, and ambitions.

A question gnawed at him: how much longer could the great cities of Kenjir enjoy the prosperity bestowed by the Masters? Those beings, their gods, surely intended to strike back against the violations of their dominion. Perhaps this bright, beautiful jewel of a city was destined to be extinguished.

Perhaps.

But reality stood poised to cast off its mask, a disguise no one had truly recognized until it ran slick with innocent blood.
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Vinna had long armored her mind against those who clawed at the foundations of the Masters and Kenjir, for to pity a dissident was to spit in the faces of the gods. Any act deviating from their divine sense of justice or conflicting with their power, however theoretical the slight, constituted blasphemy. Such rebellion revealed a craving for death that bordered on the imbecilic.

Why, then, seek to understand? To search for logic or relatable motivation in the heart of a rebel was to legitimize their sin.

Vinna had lived by this creed. Throughout her life, she had shuttered her soul against any light not sanctified by the High Ones, and this devotion had defined her service. She had surrendered her eyes and ears to scan Kenjir for threats, traitors, and blasphemous scum. She had offered her flesh to be forged into a blade for Zayr and his kin.

She believed.

No. That was no longer the absolute truth. Doubts had begun to fester. Within her mind, room now existed for both faith, the craving for peace and the completeness it once guaranteed, and questions she had never dreamed of asking.

They will kill you. You and the beast.

The memory of the words returned, unbidden.

You were a tool. But you made yourself an accomplice, albeit unwillingly, to an act of war. They won’t let you see the sunset, girl. You'll be buried alive, and they’ll skin that poor raptor.

Her knuckles bleached white against the leather as the warning of Ensin Aco Bajrami coiled in her skull. The gravity of his words was undeniable. By obeying the commands of Reev, the Only Son of Zayr and his direct successor to the throne of Urook, Vinna had committed a war crime. The moment she activated the Vibrating Band and raised her spear against that Tamer, she had become the herald of an illegal war.

She had sinned against the sanctity of peace. She had become a disgrace.

The Scarlet Lanner must have sensed the guilt, remorse, and resentment that blackened her soul. It slowed imperceptibly and turned its large head just enough to roll its eyes. It stared at her.

Vinna spat a curse at the salt burning her cheek. Once again, just as during the ill-fated rescue of Emmerin Deon, she was grateful to the wind for blowing away the traces of her weakness.

It was true, then, that these giant birds of prey could read the minds and hearts of the men and women who flew on their backs. She could sense how he was interpreting her negative feelings. Although she was anything but a Tamer, and had even refused to learn its name, the Lanner seemed to be wondering how to help her.

Vinna patted him on the neck. She couldn’t give him more than that, not now that she felt lost and divided. Her life had taken a path she didn’t recognize, pushing her in a direction someone else had chosen for her.

They won’t let you see the sunset, girl. You'll be buried alive, and they’ll skin that poor raptor.

Questioning the will of the gods or their divine motives was a boundary Vinna had never expected to cross. Reev, however, had shattered those certainties.

My blade, my vengeance.

That was the title he had bestowed upon her. Instead of pride, the words left her feeling stained.

A keen jerk of her head could not choke back the sob clawing up her throat. Her life seemed to be turning to ashes, the meaning and value of her existence dissolving with every passing moment. Yet, the possibility of a different, better future still existed for others. The uncertainty of the path the gods had laid out for her no longer mattered.

Millions had perished. Millions more faced a fate far more harrowing. Her role in this conflict required a new focus: a contribution that might offer the people of Kenjir a glimmer of hope. As the horizon widened, the first scars of the devastation emerged where the sky and earth met in a violent clash.

The ruins of Urook. Plumes of smoke still ascended into the heavens, looking as though they might burn forever, an eternal witness to the greatest tragedy of the age. Beyond the rubble lay the Crimson Desert and, further still, the city of Belur. Her destination.

Trust for Aco Bajrami did not come easily. As an Ensin, he claimed to be motivated by the safety of all people, specifically those vulnerable to the power vacuum left by Urook’s fall. Vinna owed him no obedience. The last few hours had taught her the heavy price of blindly assuming another’s burden.

Still, she had accepted his charge. Her mission was to fly to Belur, seek out the Red Guardian Ensin Thaabit Sari, and deliver a message so sensitive that even the bearer was forbidden to read it.

Her curiosity regarding the parchment’s contents remained a biting, persistent itch. A part of her was certain the document held more than simple reassurances or vague promises of aid. Aco Bajrami had offered only a fragment of the truth, and she had allowed that to be enough. For a time.

At that moment, as the devastated remains of the City of the Iron Lords filled her vision, Vinna made a silent vow: no more orders accepted without scrutiny. No more truths embraced without a challenge.

A heart fractured and stained with innocent blood deserved at least this much: sincerity and absolute clarity. The parchment and the message within its seal would be her starting point. One way or another, the truth would belong to her. Then she would decide how to spend the remainder of her days.

The choice would be hers, and no one else's.

After an hour of flight, the rising heat and churning smoke of the ravaged plain began to clog the air. The Scarlet Lanner was swift—not as agile as a Napuri Emerald Goshawk nor as high-soaring as a Larsani Silver Sparrowhawk, but far more robust and aggressive than both breeds combined. Yet even for such a creature, maintaining a course over the ruined landscape without flinching was a grueling trial.

Vinna pressed the bronze flute to her lips and tore a shrill, piercing command from the metal.

"Rise above the soot. Find your calm. This fire is not for you."

The Lanner obeyed. It banked into a wide, sweeping spiral, keeping the smoldering ruins of the city to the left and the Nisaf River to the right. Ahead, the desert began to dominate the horizon. Soon, the site of the primary destruction, the one that had signaled the end of Urook, would come into view.

The Lake of Currents.

A violent lash of her head cast the thought aside. She forced her gaze toward the sea of dunes growing steadily larger.

Belur. Her focus had to remain entirely on Belur.

It was then that she caught a flicker of motion. Below, a dark speck marred the plains already scarred by the city’s collapse. A man stood near a crater choked with fire and debris. Had the wind not been howling down from the peaks to clear the haze, the small figure would have remained invisible. He lashed his arms at the sky, a frantic silhouette begging to be plucked from the ruin. To his eyes, Vinna likely appeared as a divine messenger: a herald of hope rising from the ashes of tragedy.

A bitter laugh escaped her. In recent hours, her only gift had been death. She had obliterated that Tamer with such cold efficiency that she had nearly convinced herself that her training served no other purpose. She had been a sword. She had been the end of that man, his Sparrowhawk, and every soldier at his flank. Yet, a different path seemed to be opening before her in this very moment.

Down there, a life hung in the balance.

Vinna raised the flute and tore a piercing new command from the metal, signaling her Scarlet Lanner.

"Descend. We go to his aid."

The Lanner slammed its talons into the blackened, scorching earth. A foul stench, the scent of burnt flesh mingling with charred timber and molten iron, choked the air. Thick, shifting smoke rendered the features of the plain indistinct, turning the landscape into a gray ghost of its former self.

Nearly twenty paces away, the remains of a military convoy lay scattered. Six or seven carriages, their frames still gnawed by flickering orange tongues, lay in a broken, serpentine spine across the waste.

Corpses lay everywhere.

Vinna refused to count them. There were simply too many, a grim tally that promised to leave a lasting scar upon her spirit. She dismounted from the raptor and squinted through the haze until she located the figure who had signaled her. As she drew closer, she realized her error: this was no man, but a boy. His height and broad shoulders had deceived her from the sky, but up close, the youthfulness of his face was undeniable. He had likely served as a soldier for no more than a few years. Despite a heavy limp and a hand clutched tightly against his side, the young man did his best to scramble toward her.

Upon reaching her, he collapsed to his knees. A jarring mix of laughter and sobs escaped him, the sheer magnitude of the horror finally breaking his composure. "Fire... it fell from the heavens, my lady," he stammered. He reached a hand toward her but hesitated, his fingers hovering in the air as if afraid to touch a dream. "The rocks struck us out of nowhere! They destroyed everything—everything! My brothers are… they’re…"

The words died in his throat. Tears, blackened by soot and stained with the blood covering his face, tracked paths down his cheeks. The youth stared up at her. A spark of recognition ignited in his eyes, and his gaze widened with a jolt of terror. "Acute! You are one of them... you know! You must understand what has happened! Tell me, please."

Bile burned at the back of Vinna’s throat, a bitter tide she fought to swallow as she wrenched her eyes from the boy’s mask of terror to survey the wreckage: death was painted across the ground in the broken forms of soldiers who had perished without ever seeing their executioner.

The mechanics of the slaughter began to grind through her mind. It was possible that entire sections of Urook, monuments, street-paving stones, the very bones of the city, had been heaved into the air by the initial tremor. They had been thrown with such violent force that they fell here, miles from the city center.

Urook had not merely sunk into the earth. It had exploded first.

A shiver raced down her spine as the anatomy of the city’s death flashed through her mind: grand buildings collapsing into dust, streets splintered by the violent tremors, and chasms devouring the landscape. Even the three ziggurats surrounding the Square of the Reasons, symbols of eternal stability, had been sucked into the void.

Then came the memory of the screams. It was as if the earth had unhinged its jaws to grind every Urookite man, woman, and child between teeth of stone.

How could she find the words to explain? What purpose would it serve? This young soldier was, in all likelihood, the sole survivor of his company. Now that the capital and its surrounding territories had been reduced to a plain of burning coals, he was also an orphan. Or perhaps he had already taken a wife and fathered children of his own.

Vinna forced those thoughts away. One priority at a time, she told herself. "What is your name, soldier?"

The youth scrambled to his feet. He ground his teeth against the searing heat in his side, dabbing at the gore as he struggled to stand upright and salvage the pride of a fallen empire. "Thawill. Abedin Thawill, my lady."

Vinna tilted her head, her eyes narrowing as the name forced its way into her mind. "Thawill?"

Beneath the layer of ash, grime, and gore, the soldier’s hair possessed a distinct red hue. Were his face washed clean, she would likely find freckles dotting his nose and cheeks. The color of his eyes was an unmistakable match as well. He shared the same height, the same frame. In a few years, he might even be as handsome as Andik.
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Feroz watched the amber sparks dance across the natural ceiling, their faint glow creating the only light within the cave. He tracked their movement as he followed the giant, the same being who had reached into the pool and plucked him from the edge of oblivion.

With his face still tilted upward, a question escaped his lips in a hushed whisper. "What are they?"

The giant did not turn. He answered with the weary patience of one who had provided the same explanation for an eternity. "Insects. They carry the fire of life within their bellies to ward off the dark."

The resonance of that full, calm voice caused Feroz’s eyes to widen. A sudden caution took hold of him; perhaps silence was the only armor he possessed. He considered bowing his head, searching his mind for a title or address befitting such a creature. As the fog of shock lifted, the sheer impossibility of his survival became clear. Against all logic, he drew breath.

The spy had split his chest open with a sacred artifact, the Vibrating Band, and slaughtered his Nyan before taking to the sky without a backward glance. She had abandoned him to perish upon a crumbling ziggurat, surrounded by the profane fires consuming Urook. Yet, salvation had claimed him. Such a recovery was, beyond doubt, a divine act. But what was the name of the deity who walked before him through this corridor of ancient rock?

The tunnel terminated in a vast circular chamber crowned by a soaring dome. Luminous insects clustered where the stone walls met the columns, their collective glow revealing the fresco upon the ceiling. It depicted a scene of ancient strife: a towering giant stood over two richly adorned men, a flaming sword leveled at their throats. Feroz felt a pull toward the image, certain that the fresco held a profound omen or a hidden prophecy of things to come.

The giant came to a halt on the far side of the chamber, standing beside a polished slab that rose from the stone floor to meet the edge of the mural. He placed a hand upon the smooth surface and turned. The slab ignited with an inner radiance, transforming into a flawless mirror.

When Feroz saw the reflection staring back, a guttural groan of terror escaped his throat. He clawed at his arms, his neck, and his face, desperate to find the skin he knew. The image within the slab pierced his mind. There, naked and defenseless, stood a being that seemed a confused fragment of a nightmare.

The golden, tanned skin he had always flaunted was gone, replaced by a complexion as black as the thick liquid of the pool, a skin that seemed to absorb the very light of the chamber. His nails had elongated into sharp, pointed claws.

Feroz felt the strength vanish from his knees. He began to tremble violently. "What’s happened to me? What have you done?" he asked, his voice a ragged whisper. A wave of dizziness surged through him. Before his balance failed completely, the giant was at his side. Large hands gripped Feroz by the shoulders. Gently, yet with an immovable strength, the being pulled him back toward the mirror.

"You are reborn," the giant rumbled. "A new body. A new purpose. A new future."

Feroz forced himself to study features he struggled to recognize as his own. His eyes had grown larger, as red as fresh blood, dominated by irises nearly as dark as his skin. He opened his mouth to gasp in amazement, only to recoil at the sight of his teeth, now as sharp as fangs.

"Where is your heart?" the giant asked. "To whom does it belong?"

A heavy sense of guilt settled in Feroz’s chest as his memory returned to all that was lost when the spy defeated him. He thought of his Nyan, his prestige as a Tamer, and his kin in Irmanna. He saw his mother, consumed by her long illness, and his younger brothers on the cusp of adulthood.

Within the Order, the severing of one’s past was an unspoken but absolute law; it was a ritual of spiritual isolation enforced by the gaze of the Masters. To be a Tamer was to exist solely for the sky and the hunt, yet in the shadows, many maintained secret, fragile threads of contact with the families they had supposedly forgotten. And despite the rigid expectations of his station, Feroz held his beloved ones in the deepest parts of his heart. He had exchanged clandestine messages with them, a thin tether to the boy he had been before the Order claimed him. Now, as he stared at his monstrous reflection, he wondered how much time had passed since the attack. What would become of them if he never returned?

"I serve Aabar," Feroz replied, his voice shaking with the old loyalty. "Lord of Kenjir, Negus of all the Civilized Lords."

The giant let out a long sigh. "That is not what I asked you."

Feroz wrenched his eyes from the impossible vision within the mirror. He could not accept that the features in the reflection belonged to him, nor that the rest of his form had been so utterly transformed.

A monster. He had become a monster.

Yet the being beside him waited, its presence a heavy demand for a response.

"I am consumed by worry for my family," Feroz managed to say, his voice thin. "I must return to them."

A low, satisfied laugh rumbled through the giant’s chest. "I respect such a bond. You may return to them, provided you agree to enter my service."

"But I am loyal to, "

"Be quiet. Say no more." A subtle, angry growl vibrated through the giant’s voice, like a storm held back with great effort. The being placed a large hand upon Feroz’s chest and slid it down toward the stomach. "This is what your Aabar has given you," he hissed.

Feroz ground his teeth, a groan torn from him as a searing heat uncoiled to claw at his vitals. Right where the Vibrating Band had struck, the flesh was torn once more. He looked down to see the open wound throbbing, blood dripping onto the stone floor.

Then the giant made an opposite gesture.

The wound vanished instantly. The skin turned dark again, absorbing the amber sparks of the cavern.

"And this is what I give you," the giant said. "Your Aabar would have let you die. Now you will be my messenger."

Feroz’s throat constricted, the words burning like lye in his ears and splintering his mind. Who was this being? What was his true desire? He had witnessed extraordinary acts: the healing and reopening of mortal wounds and the transformation of the flesh. It was more than just the change in his skin, his strange eyes, or the arrival of claws and fangs. The giant had touched something deep within his core. His senses quivered with a burning hunger. He fed on every perception as if light, sound, taste, and touch were entirely new. Even the air smelled different.

Perhaps the promise was true.

A new body. A new purpose. A new future. Was this a new life? And in exchange for what? The mere thought of acting outside the will of Aabar made his knees tremble.

Do you truly realize what you have done?

He had hurled that very question at the woman who had unmade him, the warrior whose every blow carved a deeper trench between the cities of Urook and Napur. She was a storm-bringer who perhaps failed to grasp the gravity of her actions. Or perhaps she was fully aware.

Feroz did not know which of the two possibilities he found more terrifying.

He stood upon the edge of an abyss. A desperate part of him wanted to heal, to return to the man he had been. He had lost Nyan, but his mother and brothers remained. To see them again, he first had to escape this place. Only then could he seek help and reveal the madness he had witnessed.

He found the courage to turn and seek the face of the giant. "What do you require of me, my lord?"

Only a smile and the crease of smooth cheeks were visible beneath the edge of the hood as the being continued to touch the large mirror.

Feroz’s reflection vanished. The surface rippled as if disturbed by a dozen small stones. When the plate returned to its smooth, even state, it displayed a new figure.

A young woman with dark eyes and hair appeared. She seemed close enough to touch, yet the image remained motionless: a stolen fragment of life frozen in time.

"I want her head."

Feroz stiffened. "She is but a girl."

"No." The giant shook his head slowly. "She is far more than that. She is the end of everything. That is why I created you. My Diaspro."

"My name is Feroz Vas. I am a Tamer."

"You were. You will be again, if you do as I command."

"You ask me to renounce every belief I hold sacred."

"I offer you the chance to open your eyes."

Feroz sighed, his gaze anchored to the young woman. Could she truly be so dangerous? Why had this being labeled her the end of everything? "I do not even know your name, my lord. I do not know the cause for which I am to fight. Who are you?"

The giant reached out and took Feroz by the right wrist.

"I am Rahmadu, God of Ashes, the fire upon all darkness. I am the bringer of all light and the slayer of all oppressors. I am the one who will free you from the shadows, the savior who will restore the life stolen from you by a traitor. Swear your allegiance to me, my Diaspro, and I will return all you have lost and a thousand times more."
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Naven guided Shadi’s hand into the crook of his elbow. He adjusted his stride, taking steps that must have felt painfully short for a being of his stature: so tall, yet possessed of an innate grace.

Shadi appreciated the impalpable lightness of the dark green fabric draped over the Champion of Napur’s arm. She could have sworn a low vibration pulsed from him, mingling with the natural warmth of his body. To walk beside him was like standing next to the sun.

Naven’s attire consisted of a loosely draped tunic that fell open across his sculpted chest, and loose trousers of a slightly darker shade. A belt of generously woven fabric encircled his hips. He wore no shoes, nor did he carry even the shadow of a weapon. A scent of citrus and mint drifted from him.

When he spoke again, a strange flutter stirred deep within Shadi’s ears. The sensation was unexpected and new, yet undoubtedly pleasant. Though she did not understand the feeling, the mere thought of its absence brought a sudden, sharp wave of sadness. "My father, King Lorin, has always cherished the natural beauty of Kenjir. He once told me of his youth, how he stole out of the ziggurat at midnight to scale the tallest trees in the city. I believe that is why he never truly punished me for the times I followed in his footsteps." A low laugh escaped Naven, his voice weaving those memories into a cloak of affection and gratitude. "Yet, as his only son and the Champion of Napur, I carry the same mantle he once wore. Duty demands adherence to the rules. I am not supposed to spend entire nights leaping between branches, spying on street celebrations, or losing myself in music and fireworks. And the stars! Whenever I look at the blanket above us, I feel as light as a feather, as if I might take flight at any moment."

Shadi lived those words, one by one. Naven did more than merely recount tales. In a peculiar way, he possessed the ability to project the very emotions within his memories.

As the silence lingered, Shadi tensed. She wondered if she were free to speak. Did the Champion of Napur expect her to take the initiative and provide him with entertainment?

Naven seemed to read the anxiety in her mind. He paused, shifting the hand resting on his arm until his fingers entwined with hers. "I know my presence brings you discomfort. What you feel is the inevitable result of the customs in your homeland. You have always viewed the Masters as unapproachable beings, entities to be feared rather than worshiped. From a certain perspective, that is a correct assessment. The Tutors have ensured our safety for millennia. They have lived and breathed war since an age when time flowed very, very differently."

He stared directly into her eyes.

Those black irises read every breath, every tremor, and every stir of movement within her. "But I am a Nurturer. My existence is dedicated to the care of you and all the people of Kenjir. The well-being of your mind and body remains my primary focus. This is the truth for my father and every other member of my Household. This imperative forms the very foundation of Napur’s culture."

Shadi nodded.

"So talk to me, Shadi Jan Hura. Do not fear those who wish for your happiness," he said, caressing the back of her hand with his large thumb.

"Yes, my Lord. Thank you, my Lord." It took every ounce of strength remaining in her heart to utter those words. She spoke in a voice so low and trembling that she feared the wind had swallowed the sound before it reached him.

Was this the method charmers used to enchant their audience? Shadi recalled the travelers who had moved from city to city, years earlier, performing in the squares and living by their skill in deception. They performed card tricks, made dice dance in the air, and predicted the future. They demanded the gaze of people who were happily ready to accept a lie as part of the bargain. If Naven desired to manipulate her, would she possess the wit to perceive it? Was the reasoning of a deity of such immeasurable beauty even within the grasp of a Lugalen’s daughter?

She set those questions aside. Perhaps they would never find an answer. Yet, Naven wanted her to speak, and the memory he had shared offered an unexpected bridge between their disparate lives.

"It happened to me too," she said, gathering her courage. "The nighttime outings, I mean, my Lord. At the fortress of Jabal Amira. My older brother, Roben, and I used to play secretly on the roofs of the inner palace. We acted out stories he created and hid among the balconies, cornices, and towers. But there were times when I remained on my own, simply looking at the stars, my Lord."

Naven’s smile grew, tinged with satisfaction. "Many young women of your lineage venture from their apartments only to participate in social rituals."

"I do not know if my family would describe me in such a way. They never approved of my nighttime excursions. Nor did they spare me the punishments they deemed necessary."

Naven frowned. If possible, the gesture made him even more attractive. Then, he burst into a crystal-clear laugh. "Your irony is refreshing."

Irony? Shadi felt a flush of confusion. Now, it seemed, the god was truly making fun of her.

Naven looked back at her and allowed the laughter to fade. His expression became thoughtful. "I am sorry if my idle chatter has rekindled painful memories. Your parents possessed an excellent reputation. I am certain they served the Masters with the utmost dedication. Your loss pains me, Shadi Jan Hura." The Champion’s voice fell to a whisper, fractured by a tremor of seemingly raw emotion. The sound brought unexpected tears to her eyes. Shadi nodded. Her throat tightened, and her mind failed to suggest an appropriate way to accept the condolences of a god.

Naven turned back toward the lake: "Everything you see was created at my father’s behest. When he realized that the ziggurat had become too confining for me, he decided to create a sanctuary inside a sanctuary, a place that belonged to me alone. He filled it with the rarest plants. Then he populated the grounds with small animals, insects, and fish." He gestured toward the lake and the towering stone outcroppings that pierced the canopy of lush vegetation. These peaks were not true mountains, of course, but gargantuan, sculpted rocks designed to mimic the rugged heights of the wild. "The water there is deceptive," Naven continued, his eyes reflecting the dark surface. "You could plummet from the highest of those crags, and vanish like a nail into the depths, never to find the bottom."

The Only Begotten led her to a stone building directly opposite the water. It consisted of a circular colonnade supporting a tall, pointed dome. Three wide, low steps, carpeted with yellow petals and small round leaves, led to the interior. Climbing plants laden with flowers and tightly closed buds scaled the columns, cloaking the dome like a rich ball gown.

Once they were under the shelter of the roof, the Champion pointed toward a bench set along the stone railing of the colonnade. He waited for Shadi to take her seat. To her shock, he folded his great height to sit cross-legged upon the mosaic floor, yet even then, he remained level with her gaze.

"My Lord, I cannot... please, I cannot," she hastened to implore him. She surged toward the edge of the bench, desperate to kneel; the prospect of sitting level with a Master struck her with a cold horror.

Naven shook his head. "You are my guest. My only desire is for you to feel safe and appreciated."

"Appreciated?"

"Your presence here is an extraordinary event, Shadi Jan Hura. From this moment, I shall call you Shadi. To you, I will simply be Naven. Are we agreed?" The Champion of Napur spoke to her as if she were a member of his own family.

She managed a slow nod, her mind reeling, and forced herself to silence the frantic part of her mind that wondered how her friend Kerina would have acted. She suppressed the phantom voice of her mother, Tiona, which was on the verge of reciting a string of ambitious advice. The woman would have sacrificed anything to place her daughter under this rotunda, seated before a Champion.

Shadi attempted to settle onto the stone bench and meet Naven’s gaze. "As you wish, Naven."

The Champion tilted his head. The natural crimson of his lips would have sparked envy in the most celebrated beauties of Kenjir. "I suppose it is time to pose the most uncomfortable questions. You are free to remain silent, of course. But you must understand that the lands of Kenjir stand upon the precipice of a monumental change. Dangers loom on the horizon. Threats gather. What you reveal could shorten the duration of hardship and suffering; we seek to avoid them altogether, yet the unknowns are too many. Do you understand, Shadi?"

She did, though only in fragments. "Ask your questions, Naven."

He ran a thumb over his short dark beard, the hair a deceptive softness against the hard, sculpted lines of his jaw. "If my inquiries cause you distress, take whatever time you require to reflect. I assure you that I find no pleasure in dragging you back into the events at the Lake of Currents."

"Thank, you, Naven."

After a brief pause, he asked: "What did you witness? How clear are your memories of that day?"

Shadi struggled to remain concise. She began with the moment her parents interrupted her conversation with the Ensin, Andik Thawill. Then she attempted to articulate the shift in her mind as she listened to the daughters of the Lugalens who had survived the kidnappings. "Now that I reflect upon it, I believe I began to lose control in that very moment. Perhaps the anxiety I felt was not caused solely by the presence of Lord Zayr or his Only Begotten, Reev. What they did to me... it was already taking effect."

Naven narrowed his eyes. "What they did to you?"

Shadi took a deep breath, trying to steady her racing heart. "When Darjin, my Dagger, managed to find me and bring me to safety, I had only just emerged from a strange stupor. Even after I was reunited with my parents, my memories of that captivity remained confused and vague. But then, something happened."

Naven waited in silence. Without rising, he drifted across the floor with a fluid, unearthly grace, closing the distance until he stopped only a breath from her. He reached out and took Shadi's hands in his, yet he did not utter a word.

A new calm flowed through her veins. She soon realized this tranquility was a gift from the deity touching her, a deliberate soothing of her frayed nerves. "You see, at one point I found myself standing, completely unable to control my own actions. I believe the same fate befell all the other young women. Then I realized I held a knife in my hand. I watched the Lugalens die suddenly, slaughtered by their own daughters. I was terrified I would do the same. I felt that something, or someone, was using me as an instrument of death. I resisted that will just as my memories came flooding back." Despite Naven’s calming influence, Shadi had to stop, the horror of the memory momentarily choking her.

The Champion squeezed her hands with a warm, steadying pressure. "What did you remember?"

"The face of the man who had imprisoned me," she whispered. "And the flower he showed me."

Shadi spoke of Eshfen, the man who had held her captive, and described the Aimflower that seemed to be the source of her trance.

The attraction of these petals goes far beyond color and scent. It can reach into the depths of our souls, take us to shores we have never dreamed of.

"So this Eshfen was in the Black Amphitheater."

"Yes. He pretended to be one of the attendants. I do not know how he managed the deception. I only know that I did not do it, Naven. I did not."

"Are you referring to your father?"

A thin tear traced a path down Shadi’s cheek. "The other girls plunged knives into the throats of their fathers. I did not. I wish I could say I know why. I wish I could boast that I defeated the curse that criminal cast upon us. The truth is, I stood still until the Lethenium’s Dart crashed into the Amphitheater."

Naven nodded slowly. "As I have already told you, your presence here is an extraordinary event. Apparently, it is but the latest in a series of circumstances that have involved you. Do not worry, Shadi. Together we will discover the meaning behind these events. Your testimony is precious. Your life is precious. We will guard both with extreme care. I promise you."

Something caught the attention of the Champion of Napur. He turned toward a spot beyond the trees that surrounded them. Shortly thereafter, he stood and freed her hands from his gentle grip. With a smile that had lost some of its brilliance, he spoke. "I am afraid we must postpone the rest of our conversation, Shadi. My presence is required elsewhere. Wait here. Enjoy my garden and find some peace. I will send someone to escort you later."

He reached the first step and turned back to her before descending. "Your assumptions are reasonable. The Aimflowers possess a powerful hypnotic effect. It is more than likely they used them to force you to strike at your loved ones. Do not blame yourself, either for the events at the Watchtower or for raising a blade against your father. On the contrary. Be proud that you kept your hand steady."

Shadi lowered her gaze. She appreciated those words, yet she wondered if she truly felt comforted. "Thank you, Naven. My grief remains. Whether it was my fault or not, my father and mother are dead. They were there for me, after all." That was not entirely true. In reality, she had only surrendered to her mother’s ambition and her father’s desire for stability. But the result remained the same.

They were dead. She had survived.

Guilt would wrap its bony fingers around her neck forever.

"Are you certain?" Naven asked.

Shadi looked him in the eyes, curious for once and unconcerned with her sense of inadequacy. "Of course I am certain. How could they…"

"You survived. Do not give up hope." Naven looked back at the spot where his gaze had rested a few moments earlier. Then he gave her one last smile. "I will ask some questions. I will help you resolve your doubts when I return. For now, farewell, young Shadi."
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Darjin gripped Miro’s hand and bolted. The people of Irmanna, shattered by the tremors and the sudden awakening of the Dark Rivers, dissolved into chaos. Thousands abandoned their homes, invading the streets with wide eyes. They watched in horror as the river of black bodies scaled the high walls of the canals and surged into the heart of the city.

Darjin registered the screams, the cries, and the pleas for help. She fought the urge to look back, then focused on the city walls, which grew closer with every stride. The fear of the unknown propelled her, driving her feet to devour the road. "What were those?" she asked Miro, but his lips were pressed into a stern grimace.

"I do not know. I have heard stories. I did not think…"

A nearby scream pierced her ears.

Darjin could not help herself. She turned. Without fully realizing the danger of the delay, she stopped to observe the slaughter.

She regretted the impulse immediately.

Two Larsani soldiers lay sprawled upon the ground. A cluster of dark beings, perhaps five or six in number, swarmed them. The monsters pinned the soldiers’ weapons and arms. They stripped the men of their small shields.

More of the creatures arrived. They began to hammer and pry at the golden plates shielding the soldiers’ torsos, seeking the soft flesh beneath. Just before the monsters tore away the metal to reach the flesh of the two unfortunate men, Darjin turned back to her brother. The even more desperate cries confirmed her instincts. Fighting was not an option. Not at this moment. Not in this place.

Miro pulled her away. "There’s nothing we can do for them, Darjin. We have to leave now."

The flow of fleeing people grew ever stronger. The wall of desperate cries pierced her mind with the bite of an icy wind.

Miro guided her toward a side path. He pointed to the stone and terracotta pipes. They scaled the side of a building carved directly into the rock. "The rooftops. We'll be safe up there."

Miro’s words had barely left his lips before Darjin was in motion. She took a few steps back, eyed the roof tiles, and calculated the momentum she needed. Her injuries still hindered the agility she once possessed, yet she leaped toward the first handhold and began to climb.

From above, Irmanna revealed an unexpected weakness. The streets below Darjin were clogged with people in flight from the central part of the city. The congestion was heaviest where the Dark Rivers were widest and deepest. Without the dark matter that had rendered them mysterious and hypnotic, the gullies looked like scratches on the face of the earth. They were furrows on a skull skinned and dried by the sun.

"They’re only attacking the soldiers."

Darjin remained frozen. Her eyes were fixed on the carnage below, her breath trapped in a chest that felt as tight as a locked casket. She heard her brother shouting speaking—heard every word, in fact—but they reached her as shapeless sound, stripped of meaning. The relentless surge of the crowd became a singular, heaving beast of panic, its weight pinning her against the stone.

"Darjin!" Miro’s voice seemed to come from a great distance, muffled by the roar of her own pulse. She blinked. It took several seconds for his question to penetrate the fog of her terror. "What?" she finally whispered.

"Those beings. The monsters that emerged from the Dark Rivers. I thought they were targeting everyone indiscriminately. Instead, they’re only attacking the soldiers. See?" Miro pointed to a crossroads just behind them. A group of Larsani soldiers, perhaps a dozen, traded blows with the creatures. Above them, a few Scarlet Lanners held the line with grim efficiency. Ordinary people flowed around the clash and managed to get away mostly unscathed.

"Those things do not touch them. Not on purpose, at least. I bet the number of civilians victims will be small compared to the soldiers lost."

Miro was right. Ordinary citizens and those merely passing through the city for work had succumbed to shock. Most had not paused to calculate the danger. They simply fled.

Darjin had surrendered to the same raw instinct, yet the realization brought no comfort; the attack remained a terrifying, incomprehensible slaughter. It was a bloody, calculated slaughter. "Someone is controlling those beings. This is an act of war," she hissed. She looked at Miro, then scanned the city walls and the horizon for any sign of Yante. "What happened to your friend?"

Miro raised his chin toward a rocky formation. The crags obscured a large portion of the city’s borders. "Over there."

They navigated the heights with a series of precise bounds across the rooftops. These buildings were honeyed veins of carved limestone fused directly into the ancient foundations of the city.

Miro led the way across the narrowest gaps where the eaves nearly touched. At the edge of the district, the last of these stone spires leaned toward the outer perimeter. They scaled a weathered outcropping of the golden rock and used a final, flat ledge as a springboard.

Darjin lunged. She cleared the gap between the natural cliffside and the massive fortification. Her boots struck a narrow stone walkway that clung to the inner face of the wall. This gallery was a slender shelf of masonry, suspended high above the ground and anchored into the sun-drenched stone. Above, the primary battlements loomed, still distant and guarded by the silhouettes of anxious soldiers.

She lost track of time, following her brother and mirroring his movements. He alternated between brisk strides and silent tiptoes. At intervals, he flattened himself against the stone to avoid the gaze of the soldiers on the battlements.

"I hoped to arrive during the changing of the guard," Miro whispered. He motioned for her to stay still as he glanced upward. "With all this chaos, every man on duty will be on high alert."

Darjin could see they were nearing a dead end. The ploy Miro relied on for their escape had vanished, and the spirit seemed to drain from his posture. He pressed his head against the cold wall and closed his eyes.

Darjin placed a hand on his shoulder. "We just have to wait. Those creatures are moving toward the walls. I think they are trying to get out of Irmanna. When they arrive, the soldiers will be too busy defending themselves to notice us. We can still make it." She tightened her grip on his arm. "Do you understand me? We can still make it."

As if summoned by her words, the dark beings appeared at the base of the walls.

Miro let out a bitter, jagged laugh. "Do you think they can climb such high walls with their bare hands?"

"I am afraid we will find out soon."

They were capable of it.

The black bodies scaled the limestone as if their limbs were forged for the vertical ascent, and soon dozens, then hundreds, poured over the parapets. They threw themselves at the soldiers of Irmanna. The creatures massed their numbers against a point just ahead, swarming the large bastion that jutted like a weathered spire toward the Salt Expanses.

The charge drew the attention of the remaining guards. Darjin looked up at the edge above. Shouts of command and determined replies echoed over the stone, followed by the frantic clatter of boots as men rushed toward the fray. She looked at Miro and waited for a signal. At last, he gave a sudden jerk of his chin.

Darjin stooped and interlaced her fingers to create a foothold. She braced herself as Miro placed his weight on her palms, then she heaved upward. Miro leapt with a grace that mocked the danger. He caught the ornate edge of the masonry with one hand and found a hollow between the supporting blocks with the other.

Before the strain could break Miro’s grip, Darjin surged upward. She clawed at his legs, then his belt, and finally his shoulders. She climbed him as if he were the rock itself, and forced herself to breathe deeply, fighting the fire in her side. Had she not calculated every movement with such care, her wounds would have surely reopened. By the time she reached the parapet, she was gasping. She hoisted herself over the battlements and saw a dozen soldiers locked in a desperate struggle with the dark creatures. Most of the men fought only to survive the horde. Their faces were masks of horror and confusion, the look of warriors who did not understand the nature of the enemy they faced.

She climbed onto the wall-walk. It was wider than she had anticipated; five men could have marched side by side across the stone surface without crowding one another. Darjin kept her gaze low and moved with a furtive haste. She prayed the soldiers would remain occupied with the dark attackers for a few moments longer. That window of chaos was all they needed to reach the opposite edge and leap over the facing parapet. She turned back and reached down to help Miro.

When he finally stood beside her, she leaned close to his ear. "Where is Yante?"

Miro narrowed his eyes toward the horizon. He pulled the small whistle from beneath his shirt and blew into it three times. The device emitted a series of very low pulses, vibrations that shivered through the air but remained largely beyond the reach of the human ear: a silent signal to the sky, a way to call for aid without alerting the guards. Then he began to walk quickly in the opposite direction of the bastion. "This way. To the watchtower!"

Darjin followed him. She wished for a handful of wool to plug her ears and drown out the din of the slaughter behind them. Those soldiers fought a nightmare that defied their very understanding of life. Some raised war cries. Others prayed to Negus Aabar, Lord of Larsa and god of the Binders. Would they die in ignorance of the dark nature of their killers? A cold doubt gnawed at her. Had this attack fallen upon Jabal Amira, would she have fled with the same desperation?

"Is this the true value of your word? Are you turning your back on us, Miro?"

The call was sustained by a hoarse, powerful voice, and the effect was immediate; Miro slid to a halt, his boots grinding against the stone. The way his shoulders locked and the shadow that clouded his gaze erased any doubt.

Buchra Fadil, the elderly Tamer who had taken Miro in so many years ago, stood behind them. He gripped a longsword in his right hand and raised the blade in a defiant arc. "After all these years, Miro! We cared for you, fed you, and taught you how to live. And now you leave like this. You abandon your duties just when Irmanna needs you most."

The man turned his contemptuous gaze on Darjin and spat at her feet. "Is it her fault? Did she convince you to forget your creed? "Do you trample your honor for a woman you haven’t seen in ten years?

Miro was so taut he might have snapped like the tendon of a horse driven to exhaustion. "Stay there, Buchra. I do not want to raise my steel against you."

"Why not?" the old man barked. "What remains of the man I trained? That man would never trample the honor of the Tamers, nor would he forget his oath to Irmanna."

Miro rested his hand on the hilt of his dagger. "Stand back. You know my skill. You know what Yante is capable of." He tilted his chin toward the sky. The Silver Sparrowhawk rode the air currents above. Its wings caught the scorching sun and shone like a polished instrument of death.

Buchra laughed, a dry and bitter sound. "Would you go that far? You are a raving lunatic if you think you can turn your back on us and walk fly unscathed." The Tamer’s voice dropped to a growl. "I am ashamed of you. I should have left you to bleed to death in that nest, traitor." He took a step toward them. Beyond the parapet a shadow shifted. It was far enough back to remain invisible to Buchra, but Darjin’s eyes widened as she caught the movement.

Miro shifted his weight forward. He was a hair’s breadth from a lunging strike.

At that moment, an answer crystallized in Darjin’s mind. Part of her had wrestled with the same questions since the moment the Dark Rivers gave birth to this ink-black army.

Who was manipulating these beings? Why did they target only the soldiers?

The first question vanished. The second found its solution with a clarity that chilled her blood.

The weapons. This dark tide sought only those who carried the tools of death. They fought the men who stood with steel in hand to hinder their march.

Another movement caught her eye, clearer than the last. Limbs and faces emerged from the gloom. They did not merely exist in the shadow; they seemed to consume the very light and convert it into a void.

"Stay still, my brother." She reached out and covered the hand that gripped the dagger.

"I have to fight, Darjin. I cannot just, "

She stepped in front of him, her gaze fixed on the parapet. A desperate urge to explain her theory surged through her, yet she kept her silence. She could not afford to reveal her hand too soon. "Drop your sword, Buchra Fadil. We must not fight. Miro needs time, and I need him." She took half a step toward the old man, her palms open and empty. "Put your steel away."

A wave of shadow surged over the parapet directly behind the Tamer. Fadil gasped. He spun on his heel and lashed out with his sword, the blade whistling in wide, desperate arcs.

"You cannot fight them!" Darjin shouted. "There are too many!"

The Tamer did not listen. He cast one final look of disgust at Miro and his sister, then lunged into the center of the dark mass.

In the blink of an eye, the horde surrounded him. The weight of those shadow-bodies crushed him to the stone.

Darjin took Miro’s face in her hands and pulled his head into the hollow of her shoulder, shielding him from the sound of the end. "Do not look, little brother. Do not look."

Yante dived toward them. The Sparrowhawk let out a piercing shriek that rose above the din of the slaughter. As he banked to land on the battlements, the great bird’s wings flared, and his talons scraped deep grooves into the limestone. His big eyes were fixed in a stare of pure horror.

Miro ran toward him. He was close to tears as he reached the bird’s side. "Take us away!" he pleaded. His voice cracked with deep grief. He vaulted into the silver-trimmed saddle and reached back to catch Darjin’s hand.

She hauled herself up behind her brother. Before the bird took flight, she cast one final look at the city, the stone walls, and the writhing heap of shadows that had claimed Buchra Fadil. More creatures stood motionless near the watchtower.

Darjin could not discern the shape of their faces, yet the weight of their gaze was a physical pressure against her spine. The beings tilted their heads in a singular, mechanical motion. The beings tilted their heads in unison. They tracked Yante’s ascent, their unseen gazes pinned to the trio until the city of Irmanna vanished behind the shimmering dunes of the Salt Desert.
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Eshfen crossed the thin, invisible border between two worlds. The Eye of the Ether had stitched these distant places together, and as he breached the threshold, the sheer scale of the endeavor arrested his breath.

He had approached the Sacred Artifact with the grim resolve of a martyr. A thousand threats likely lurked beyond that shimmering veil. He did not know who had stirred the Eye to life, nor did he know where the currents of the Ether would cast his soul. Had Karim, that poisonous snake, secured a direct line to Thawill? Had the man managed to steal the assignment that was Eshfen’s by divine right?

Eshfen cast those questions into the darkness. They were fuel for the fire of doubt that burned in the deepest folds of his mind, a conflict ignited by Molochai. It was a struggle that reeked of the most high blasphemy. He shook his head to clear the rot and surveyed his surroundings: this was not Levar.

The parchment had promised clarity. Thawill was bound for Napur, and the secret network of the Eyes was their only hope to close the distance. Yet the original plan had splintered. Forces beyond his ken now played with every soul in Kenjir, twisting the destination of the Eye for their own inscrutable ends.

A vast terrace stretched before him. It was flanked by limestone walls and shielded by a massive stone canopy, yet the structure had clearly endured centuries of isolation. Piles of fine, predatory sand choked the corners of the pavement. Intricate mosaics had once adorned the colonnades, but the wind had stripped them of their glory. Beyond the weathered parapet, a sun-scorched desert lay in wait.

"Where are we?" Golnar asked.

She shared his stunned silence. Her gaze swept across the open space in a frantic search for enemies, but she found only the remains of a dead civilization.

Eshfen did not answer, while the air crackled with the fading energy of their passage. He did not need to turn back to know the Eye had collapsed, for the threshold was gone. They were alone in the silence. No one waited to operate the artifact on this side, or at least, no one stood within the reach of his sight.

The sand swallowed the sound of their footsteps. Heat hammered against them, a sudden and brutal weight that forced their breath into ragged, heavy gasps. Eshfen stared into the shimmering distance. A desert. But which one? Did he look upon the Crimson Desert, or were these the Salt Expanses?

The architects of this terrace had carved it directly from a massive rock formation, a realization struck him with the force of a physical blow. This was no simple ledge, but the crown of a sunken tower.

They halted near the parapet.

Eshfen stood paralyzed, surveying the endless blanket of dunes and the sporadic stone peaks that pierced the sand like the bones of a buried god. Far in the distance, a discontinuous stretch of stone and bold, violent shapes cut across the horizon like the brushstrokes of an angry artist.

A city.

"Is that the Refuge, Missionary?"

Eshfen struggled to process her question. His mind felt slow, baked by the sudden sun. "The Refuge?" He saw where Golnar pointed. Beyond the city’s boundary stood the giant stone tree: the roost of the Tamers and their Silver Sparrowhawks.

Something, or someone, had cast them to the very borders of Irmanna.

"LOOK AWAY, MY SHIELD, MY SWORD, FOR YOU ARE NOT WORTHY TO SEE MY FACE AND LIVE."

The voice lashed his mind and heart. It tore a deep furrow into his very soul.

Rahmadu.

Eshfen obeyed without a conscious thought. He collapsed to his knees and spun away from the source of the command. As he pressed his palms and forehead against the sand-covered floor, the scent of his own sweat and the metallic tang of blood from his stained clothes filled his senses. Beside him, the rustle of a cloak confirmed that Golnar had also knelt in the dust.

The voice of the deity was full, deep, and resonant. Eshfen had heard it before on a few rare occasions, but never with such terrifying clarity.

Rahmadu was here. He was no longer an incorporeal whisper carried by the flames or a resonance of words within the mind. The God of Ashes stood close. His presence pressed down upon the terrace like the mass of a mountain. What Eshfen felt made a mockery of his petty understanding of life and death. To kneel near the liberator of all life on Kenjir was an agony of grace, and it was too much for a mortal vessel to contain.

Eshfen sobbed despite his best efforts. He felt a searing mixture of shame and gratitude. Beneath those emotions, a new perception took root, a dark seed split open within his spirit. He waited in silence for the God to speak again.

"What did your eyes fall upon? What did your ears hear?"

Eshfen hesitated. A hurried, confused account spilled from his lips. He recounted the clash with the beasts beneath the ruins. His voice trembled as he struggled to order the images and sensations that had crowded his mind while Molochai invaded his thoughts.

As he spoke of the contemptuous, fiery words Molochai used to describe the God, a shiver raced down his spine. The memory of that voice returned to haunt him:

And your Rahmadu? He is no savior. He is but the newest tyrant, biding his time to cast his brothers from their thrones.

"I do not know what truly happened to me, my Lord, my God. But it all felt so vivid. Perhaps I have lost my mind. The stings of those beasts poisoned me and shattered my sanity." Eshfen almost prayed for madness, sd every other alternative terrified him. That new spark in his chest was the cold fire of doubt. It was the suspicion that the being he knelt before was not the savior he claimed to be, a fear of ambiguous truths and divine manipulation.

"You are not mad. Your eyes and ears have been opened."

Eshfen held his breath. Even the scorching desert wind grew brittle, as if the air itself had crystallized under the gravity of that voice.

It was the voice of Molochai. The Origin.

The being spoke from a vast distance, yet his words carried the resonance of a military commander rallying his legions. A piercing hiss pierced Eshfen’s ears, a breath of cold disapproval from Rahmadu. "That beast craves your approval, my missionary. I wonder why." The rustle of heavy fabric followed the god’s words as he commanded, "Look at the horizon."

Eshfen swallowed with effort, his throat was parched by heat and a mounting, suffocating tension. He would obey, even if this was how Rahmadu intended to dispose of him. Perhaps a single glimpse of the deity’s true form would end his life.

Did he deserve such a fate? He forced his forehead from the ground, a movement as agonizing as a struggle through a sea of molten rock. Yet he persisted. He stood upon the edge of a precipice. Never before had he allowed doubt to touch Rahmadu’s words or the perfection of his divine motives. But now, the poison had taken hold.

The God of Ashes likely sensed his uncertainty. He might kill him where he knelt. But Eshfen refused to die with his eyes closed like a coward.

He looked up to find Rahmadu standing with his back to him at the parapet. The giant god’s hand reached toward the desert, a lone finger extended in a silent accusation. Slowly, shaken by the proximity of the being to whom he had sworn his soul, Eshfen rose. He did as he was commanded, and gasped at the sight.

A dark crowd, a wall of human figures as black as the void, marched toward the Watchtower. At their head stood the pale-skinned being Eshfen had encountered before his journey through the Eye.

Molochai.

"The beast wants you. Has it tasted your blood?" Rahmadu asked without turning. His cloak whipped in the wind, a great sail that devoured the light of the sun.

The vision had not been a nightmare, then. That creature lived. It breathed. It walked the soil of Kenjir.

"So it claimed," Eshfen replied. "It believes I am different…"

"… more curious. Less a victim of fear. Is that not so?" Rahmadu’s voice was heavy with a subtle pressure, a nuance Eshfen was surprised to find he could decipher.

He hissed a confirmation, the sound barely audible over the wind.

"Invoke my name the next time you prostrate yourself before your god. Recount what you have witnessed here and mark his reaction. You will require no further proof."

We bestow a gift upon you. You shall discover its nature upon your awakening.

Molochai had promised a gift, yet what was the nature of such a boon?

"He is an enemy, an animal who refuses to accept his place in the natural order of things," Rahmadu continued. "For centuries, he has sought to mislead the inhabitants of Kenjir to bolster his support. But with you, he will fail."

Eshfen felt a violent internal schism. His mind had been forged to feel gratitude for every syllable his god uttered. That faith remained, a tethered anchor, yet it was now lashed by a sharp pain and a growing, cold uncertainty.

Molochai’s voice cut through his thoughts.

"Accept my gift!" The being’s cry was louder and more imperious than before. It surged across the strip of desert that separated the army of dark figures from the sunken tower. "Open your mind. Embrace the truth," the being commanded. He touched his pale forehead and opened an eye that shone with a piercing blue light, a perfect echo of the vision.

A sharp agony lanced through Eshfen’s skull. The skin above his eyebrows burned. He stifled a groan and reached up to touch his forehead. The scar from the catacombs had torn open. A hot trickle of blood ran down his face and stained his lips.

The transition was brutal: a stab of awareness followed by the echo of an incredulous laugh. In an instant, the world wore new colors. A different sun cast unfamiliar shadows across a sky cloaked in strange, roiling clouds. The perception was so vivid and undeniable that his jaw slackened.

"There! There is the truth!" Molochai shouted.

Eshfen watched as the being signaled for his army to halt. The dark legion stood still, a wall of shadows against the sand. Only the three-eyed entity continued his advance.

"My name! Invoke my name!"

Was that a hint of amusement in his voice?

"What name?" Rahmadu growled.

Eshfen fought to suppress the fire of these new perceptions. He answered Rahmadu with a voice that felt like someone else’s. "That being asked me to intone his name. He wishes to test you, my Lord."

"I do not fear it."

Lie.

"Do as he says. Let him reveal his intent. Let him taste the wrath of the one true God."

Lie.

Eshfen pressed his hands to his temples until his bones groaned. The searing pain migrated from his forehead to the back of his skull. It cascaded down his neck and coiled in his chest and stomach like a nest of vipers.

Lie.

Falsehood.

Lie.

"This is my gift to you, Eshfen!" Molochai thundered. His voice grew even more resonant. "Truth and lies shall show their faces to you without shame. You will distinguish the sincere from the deceiver. No secret remains hidden from you. Step back! Fear the sword of the God of Ashes! Step back!"

The events blurred into a frantic sequence that Eshfen’s mind could barely grasp.

Rahmadu’s hand plunged into the folds of his cloak.

A sword emerged from the heavy fabric.

The steel caught the scorching sun in a flash of predatory light.

The God he loved. The Lord he served.

Then came the slash. It was a wide, lethal arc of silver.

Eshfen dodged the strike by a hair’s breadth. The blade hissed through the air and sheared through the fabric of his cloak. He threw himself backward in a clumsy, desperate somersault. He scrambled across the sand-slicked stone, his dignity forgotten in the face of death.

"Say my name!"

The being’s call echoed off the limestone walls and vibrated in Eshfen’s very marrow. Stunned by the impossibility of the betrayal, he could not accept that Rahmadu sought to mow him down like a common unbeliever. He acted on raw, terrified instinct.

"Molochai! You are the Origin!" he shouted with every bit of breath in his lungs. He scrambled away on his elbows and heels, his eyes wide as he watched Rahmadu prepare for the final blow.

Fear forced the words from his throat. In that moment of terror, he clung to any shred of hope that might offer a reprieve from God’s wrath. Yet the act was only possible because of Molochai’s gift.

Eshfen finally understood the nature of the boon. He could see the truth and the lies woven into the breath of any speaker. Even Rahmadu was no longer opaque to him.

The hand of the God of Ashes froze in mid-air.

Beneath the deep shadow of the black hood, the god’s jaw stiffened. His lips pressed into a bloodless line, then parted to reveal gritted teeth.

Molochai had told the truth. The gift worked.

The mere act of invoking that name provided a confirmation that lashed at Eshfen’s mind and heart.

"Molochai, Origin. Molochai, Origin." He repeated the words like a frantic prayer. With every repetition, the grimace on Rahmadu’s face twisted and widened.

Eshfen wept in a fit of pure desperation. Though a fragment of his soul tried to deny the reality before him, he knew this moment signaled the death of his old life. Everything he believed in was turning to ash.

A hoarse, guttural grunt emerged from the deity’s lips.

With a blurred movement, Rahmadu knelt. He pressed a single fingertip against the stone floor and growled a curse that vibrated through the terrace. "Traitor. Beast. I spit you from my mouth like sour wine. Return to the mud from whence you came, Davi Mazur."

The limestone beneath Rahmadu’s feet shattered. Deep fissures snaked across the pavement, radiating outward from the god’s touch. A sudden flash of reddish light erupted, blinding and violent.

Eshfen shielded his eyes.

When he finally dared to look again, the God of Ashes was gone. In his place, a cloud of angry, red sparks drifted through the heat.
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The lodgings provided by the Lugalen smelled of sea breeze and crushed aromatic herbs. Amidst this unfamiliar medley of fragrances, Andik recognized the notes of Green Avendira. The fragrance summoned the visage of the young woman who had once attempted to poison him while he lay bedridden in a hut by the Nisaf River.

He felt the crushing pressure of entire existences upon him. These were lives spent fighting for ideals he once embraced without a flicker of doubt. Now, only one thing burned against his conscience: the deaths of Den Shonu and his daughter, Adeela. Neither would have left a mark on history for their honesty or the morality of their hearts, for they were not figures of purity or high honor, but creatures of the shadows: smugglers who lived by the blade and the bribe. Yet they were dead because of him.

The sacrifice felt too great, especially since he never reached Urook. If the Lugalen and her husband spoke the truth, he had been chasing nothing but the wind. No, it was worse than that. He was an Ensin without a home, a family, or a future. He had dragged a father and his daughters into a useless battle to the death.

He sat on a sofa facing the large windows. Beyond the glass, the cityscape of Belur rested in the sun. Seagulls darted across a sky the color of polished sapphire. The breeze stirred the curtains and the fine fabrics of the armchairs, rustling the piles of brightly colored cushions. And the scene was too beautiful, too radiant and far too peaceful for a man like him.

Intisaar lay nearby, her skin scrubbed clean of blood. White linen bound her wounds. She slept in a large armchair facing the terrace. Her eyes shifted beneath her eyelids. Her lips moved in short, silent jerks, as if she still argued with the wreckage of their flight.

"I do not like that look." Nalia approached him, a fresh bottle of wine in her hand. She offered him a full glass as she settled into the armchair opposite the sofa.

Andik declined with a small shake of his head. "No. Thank you."

Nalia studied him from the corner of her eye. "I mean it, Andik. If I were a gambling woman, I would bet heavily on the thoughts that swarm your mind right now. None of them deserve your attention. We both know that."

"None?"

"Not a single one."

The philosophy of the Tutors was absolute. Order, Peace, and Protection stood above all else. Every soul who saw the light of Kenjir knew the gifts of the Household. Their strength relied upon a single, grim acceptance: nothing thrived without Order. No one found serenity without the Peace that followed. The Tutors offered refuge to any who respected these principles. Protection was the reward for recognizing one’s place in the world. Deviation from those truths was to invite disaster. Yet Andik wondered if such absolute truths were anything more than a convenient cage.

He would never have voiced such a doubt to an ordinary citizen. But he had lived long enough to learn how to dance around the edges of blasphemy without fear.

Nalia watched him with a gaze that grasped the nuances of his silence. He had no desire for idle talk, yet the news brought by the Ensin had rattled his core. He could not pretend otherwise.

He took a deep breath and scratched his eyebrow. "Do you remember their faces? The men and women who fell in the thick of the fight?"

Nalia rinsed her palate with a noisy swallow of wine. She set the glass down and fixed him with a hard, unwavering stare. "Are you asking me if I remember those I sent to their deaths?"

He shrugged, but that was exactly what he was asking.

Nalia snorted. "Yes and no. It depends on the episode. I led hundreds of soldiers during the conflicts beyond the Peaks. And then I met you, when Lugalen Qabe did... what he did. Some faces I remember with clarity. For most, I can barely recall a name." She sank into the cushions of the armchair. "Do you want the truth, Thawill?"

Andik shook his head slowly.

"You know it. You know it well, but you are too shaken to accept it." Nalia interlaced her fingers and rested them on her stomach. "The truth is, I did not send anyone to their deaths. Neither did you. Do you want me to tell you that I dream of those dead every night? That I hear their cries as our enemies tore them apart?" The Ensin’s voice turned brittle. Her eyes hardened into flint. "Or do you imagine I spend my nights in tears over the wives, husbands, and children who lost their kin in those battles? Do you listen for despair and remorse in my voice?"

Andik remained motionless; stung by her words but unable to offer a defense, he reached for the wine, thinking perhaps he did need another glass. "I am not trying to make you feel bad about your decisions, Nalia, nor am I feeling sorry for myself."

"Oh, I know. But something eats at you from within. I see it on your face." She unclasped her hands and pointed a finger at him. "You are an Ensin by choice. You embraced this career in the same way every soldier we commanded embraced theirs. You knew the weight of your oath. They were aware of the risks of theirs. And before you say anything foolish, know that the same holds for her and her family." She tilted her chin toward Intisaar, who still tossed in the throes of her restless sleep.

"Shonu navigated the thin line between legality and the underworld. He was a smuggler who thrived on risk, and his daughters were his shadows: bodyguards and assassins who slit throats to keep him breathing. They lived dubious lives long before they met you. Upon agreeing to join your cause, they did not need to know the full scale of the war to recognize the scent of death. They saw the danger, they assessed the stakes, and they chose to move. You must stop letting your conscience devour itself by dwelling on what happened at Levar."

"You are right, my friend. You are right," Andik said. "But it’s not just that."

Nalia rose with a soft groan, then sat beside him, her arm coming to rest around his shoulders in a rare, comforting gesture. "I have no family in Urook, Andik. I cannot claim to understand the depth of what you endure. But I have loved ones down there, believe it or not, and I worry for them."

Andik turned to look at her. At this distance, her dark eyes were large and vibrant, reflecting the glass-blue sky of the harbor. "You never spoke of them."

"That' s true."

"Why?"

"For the same reason you kept your lips sealed regarding your own kin. There was no need before. Now, the need has arrived. So we talk."

Andik nodded. In Urook, he had cultivated few friendships and allowed only a handful of romantic entanglements to take root. Every person who sought an intimate connection eventually met the wall he built around his heart. They labeled him taciturn, reserved, and aloof. One by one, they drifted away, convinced he was incapable of a deep bond.

Everyone except Nalia.

Andik realized with a start that in the decade since their first meeting, their past lives remained distant islands. His own remoteness had always been instinctive. A quiet habit of being. Nalia’s, though… hers felt chosen, a deliberate step back from the shores of his world.

After the blood they had spilled together and the countless debts he owed her, the time had finally come. He would lift the veil on what she did not know.

"I fear for Abedin, my nephew. He is only a boy, the last remaining piece of my sister Latia. I raised him myself. I still recall the heft of him in my arms, his chubby face and fiery red hair, when I hugged him on that final night. We were told then that most of our kin fell in the fight. We won, but the victory tasted of salt. The Qabes deserved their dishonorable ends. They wailed and begged for mercy in vain. They stole lands that never belonged to them, hoarding power only to seat a Lugalen of their own blood over the province. Latia was the one who broke them. She fought on, even after our parents fell. But the price we paid was too high. Her husband, Bell, was a simple soldier from the Academy. They died together in the conflict and left me their son. It was just the boy, my grandparents, and me."

The tears came then. They burned paths down his cheeks, but he did not stop. "Abedin is like me. He casts questions aside, obeys his orders, and does not falter until the task is complete. He carries the same burning void in his chest, a chasm that feeds on loss. It is a subtle, relentless fire. He never speaks of it. He will not admit that he longs to rest his forehead against his father’s shoulder or run to his mother for comfort. He remains silent because he fears the weight of his own ingratitude."

"Because he loves you," Nalia said. She pulled him close, and he let his head rest upon her shoulder. She gently stroked his hair.

"Yet I am not his father," Andik whispered. "Regardless of my love or my efforts, I am a shadow of what he lost."

"You did what you could."

Andik closed his eyes. "To what end? If he lies beneath the rubble of Urook, every ounce of love and care I invested in him is rendered useless. I do not wish to be the final bearer of my family’s name. He was our hope. He was meant to benefit from our scars and learn from our failures, not relive our tragedies."

Nalia turned to him. She lifted his chin, her grip firm, and forced him to meet her gaze. "We do not know his fate, just as we have no certain word on the city itself. Why do you surrender your hope, Andik?"

He did not answer. New tears blurred his vision. But she was right. Why was he surrendering to the dark before the sun had even set? Trained to hold the line until the very end, yet here he was, mourning a boy who might still be breathing.

"When I met you, you were a mere braggart," Nalia said. "The scion of an ancient, powerful family. You were a young man far too handsome for his own good and damnably aware of his lineage."

Andik laughed, the sound breaking into a cough through his tears. How right she was. "You broke my arm."

She smiled back, the memory glinting in her eyes. "We were in training. It was an accident. But you deserved it."

"Yes. I deserved it."

"You have changed. Over the years, you lowered your guard. You stopped the constant effort to impress those around you. You became the best."

"Better than you?"

"Never. Not in a thousand years. You are second only to me, and that is all."

Andik laughed again. He wiped his face with the back of his hand and sniffed, the weight on his chest finally beginning to shift.

"I have seen you overcome your weaknesses and survive injuries that would have claimed a lesser man. I have watched you learn to adapt. And it will happen again. You will change once more, but you must not close your heart to what is possible. Do not turn your back on the future, Andik. Kenjir needs people like you. Lugalen Hindi and Ensin Sari are correct about one thing: if Urook has fallen, the Ensins must seize the reins of government, at least until Negus Aabar acts officially. Until that day, the task of holding this nation together falls to us. The security of Urook’s domains depends entirely on our strength."

In Nalia’s eyes burned a determination Andik had only ever witnessed on the battlefield. This was how she rallied her troops; she infused their very veins with a pure desire for victory, justice, and revenge. With a slightly different tone or less carefully chosen words, her speech might have felt like a reproach. Nalia was a master of the spirit, and she knew how to forge her reasoning into a sword and her caress into a shield.

"Thank you, my friend," Andik whispered.
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Shadi sat on the same bench she had occupied during her conversation with Naven. She twisted her hands together and smoothed the fabric of a beautiful dress that did not belong to her.

Nothing here belonged to her. Everywhere she looked, from the vast rotunda to the lush vegetation and the glassy surface of the artificial lake, she found realities that failed to resonate with her soul. There was nothing to recall the rugged peaks of Jabal Amira. Nothing carried the scent of home.

The thought of belonging brought a stinging memory to the surface: the smell of burning parchment and the sight of a growing fire.

She had thought those books were hers. She had curated that private library volume by volume, hiding her heart between the covers. But her mother had proven otherwise. Shadi had watched her little world turn to floating ash. Even then, she had owned nothing. A flash of disgust pierced her. How could she resent a dead woman? Her parents were gone.

Though Naven had tried to bolster her spirits, the stark truth of their loss anchored her like iron. She stared at the water and wondered what Roben knew in this moment. Did he know the fate of their father and mother? Did he believe his sister was already a ghost? Or was he already standing in the ruins of their home, realizing that everything they once thought they owned was written in sand?

Driven by these restless questions, Shadi rose and clasped her hands behind her back. She began a slow, repetitive circuit within the perimeter of the rotunda, her steps tracing the line of columns and benches. Naven had promised that someone would join her soon. He had shown such intense interest in her story… he made her feel capable, almost whole, for the first time in days.

And he had clearly resented the interruption.

Who had summoned him? What matter carried enough urgency to interfere with the plans of a Champion?

The sound of approaching footsteps caught her attention. They echoed from the same path she and Naven had traversed earlier.

Shadi moved toward the edge of the stone shelter and strained her eyes against the light. She stood transfixed. A magnificent creature advanced along the stone-paved path, flanked by two beings as tall and ethereally perfect as she was.

It was a goddess.

Shadi knew the rarity of such an encounter; to see a female of that chosen race from afar was a gift, but to meet one was nearly unheard of. It was equally extraordinary to see her followed by two warriors of her own kind. Few Masters embraced the path of the sword, but those who did were the most formidable fighters Kenjir had ever known.

The goddess wore a gown of forest green and white gold. The light, gossamer fabric left her shoulders and arms bare. The dress cinched at her waist before it cascaded like a waterfall over her hips. Pearls coiled softly at her neck, her wrists chimed with delicate bracelets, and her fingers sparkled with rings, her raven hair swept into an elaborate crown upon her head. Luminous, golden earth tones enhanced the perfect oval of her face.

When the goddess’s eyes fell upon her, Shadi trembled with an intensity that rivaled her first meeting with Naven. She began to sink into a kneel, but the goddess raised her chin.

"That will not be necessary," she said. Her voice was as clear as struck crystal. "Shadi? Shadi Jan Hura?"

Shadi widened her eyes and froze mid-motion. Realizing she remained bent in a half-kneel, she straightened up quickly. "Yes, my Lady. I am she."

The goddess signaled to the two warriors behind her. Their mirror-polished armor caught the sunlight with such intensity that Shadi nearly shielded her eyes from the glare. The warriors did not leave; they stepped back, maintaining a respectful distance while their eyes continued to scan the perimeter. She breathed a short sigh of relief for the small pocket of space they granted.

"I am Lea," the goddess said as she advanced. She held out both hands, palms down, in an invitation to be grasped.

Shadi watched her approach. Lea stood tall and proud, a living sculpture that surely eclipsed the dreams of any other god who walked the streets of Kenjir. Shadi reached out and took the goddess’s hands; they were large, yet possessed a startling grace.

"What a small, delightful flower you are," Lea said. She studied Shadi with clear eyes that shifted in hue: now blue, now green, then a deep, shimmering purple. "Now I understand why he finds you so interesting."

"Pardon me, my Lady?"

"Lea. Just Lea." The goddess laughed, the sound lighting up an honest, curious smile. "Walk with me, Shadi Jan Hura." Lea showed a rare consideration, shortening her strides so that Shadi could keep pace. They walked across the low-cut meadows toward a tree that towered over any other in the garden. It was tall enough to dominate the skyline, its branches tapering into thin, weeping vines laden with small white flowers.

When they reached the shade of the great tree, Lea turned and gestured again to her two warrior guards. They remained at a respectful distance, sheltered by smaller trees but positioned to rush forward at a moment’s notice.

"Let me say that I am impressed, truly impressed, by the strength of spirit and the courage you show. Believe me, the others did not react as you have."

Shadi sought words to deflect these unearned compliments, but her breath caught as the true meaning of the sentence pierced her mind.

"Thank you, my Lady," she replied, and held her tongue, stifling the obvious question. What did "the others" mean? Were there other survivors? She hoped the goddess would offer answers without the need for a direct inquiry.

"To endure such tragedy, to see all you possess stripped away and yet remain upright... forgive my repetition, but it is truly remarkable. I imagine your strength stems from your culture; the Urookite have always been the most steadfast of peoples. Nevertheless, it would be foolish not to recognize your own merits," Lea continued.

Then Shadi felt those large, luminous eyes pierce her very soul.

"I have made you uncomfortable, poor little thing."

Shadi shook her head. "No, Lea. You have been kind. And Champion Naven has shown me such thoughtful care, though I am only a humble servant. I could ask for nothing more."

Lea smiled. "They trained you well. The pigments with which they decorated your face are finely crafted, but the dark circles beneath your eyes speak of lost sleep. What troubles your dreams, Shadi?"

The answer was simple. Painful, but simple "As you said, I have lost everything. There is little chance my parents survived the catastrophe. Champion Naven promised me refuge and protection among the Nurturer Masters, but the truth is, I do not know what awaits me. I do not know what to hope for, or if I am even permitted to wish for anything." Shadi heard her own words and turned pale. Had her mother heard that tone, she would have whipped Shadi’s fingers until they bled. She had dared to address a deity with such raw, unvarnished honesty.

Her eyes wide, she stammered, "Forgive me, my Lady. I do not know what came over me."

"No. That is not necessary. It would be hypocritical to reproach you for a confidence I invited. Speak freely, Shadi. Do not fear to give voice to the torments of your heart."

She felt as if she had surfaced from icy waters after a long, suffocating silence. "Thank you. Yet I know my tone was inappropriate. Please, accept my apologies."

Lea nodded. "Let us speak of it no more. Your feelings are poisoned by this ordeal; I can only imagine the depth of your pain. Tell me, is there someone who waits for you at the Peaks? A lover, perhaps?"

She blushed. "No, Lea. No lover. But my older brother, Roben, must be terribly worried about me. I wish only to let him know I survived."

"I can certainly ensure he receives word," Lea said, her smile knowing and soft.

Shadi felt as though she might float off the ground. Had she the courage, she would have embraced this radiant, towering figure and kissed her hands. Instead, she restricted herself to a graceful bow, a gesture that would have finally made her mother proud, and offered a smile more genuine than any she had worn since her arrival in Napur. "I do not know how to thank you, Lea. You fill my heart with joy."

The goddess dismissed the gratitude with a casual wave. "Nonsense. What kind of hosts would we be if we offered only food, lodging, and fine silks?" A shadow passed over Lea’s face, imperceptible yet chilling. "But I will not deceive you, Shadi. Our hospitality remains subject to the whims of the Negus. When Aabar decides to hear your testimony, he may also choose to take you with him to Larsa."

Larsa.

The name of the capital was a dream that graced the nights of everyone in the realm, from the lowliest servants to the highest Ensins. Most would never set foot within its walls. Yet Lea had spoken the name with a tone that bordered on a threat. Was the goddess afraid for her? What fate awaited a girl like Shadi in the heart of the empire?

As if she had plucked the thought directly from Shadi’s mind, Lea spoke again. "Oh, pay no mind to my stray thoughts. Never doubt the value we place upon you or your account. I sense your dismay. After all that has transpired, it is only natural that you doubt yourself and fear what lies ahead. I also know that my reassurances, or even Naven’s, might ring hollow. But there is a simpler way to prove how unique and extraordinary your experience truly is. Perhaps then you will grasp the depth of our concern." The goddess tilted her head, her gaze steady.

Shadi knew she was under scrutiny. Those eyes peeled back her layers, searching for a truth hidden even from herself. A decision took shape in Lea’s mind, a choice that rested on factors far beyond Shadi’s understanding.

Shadi hated every moment of the silence that followed.

"This way," Lea said.

They crossed the lawn again, weaving through the vibrant flower beds. They skirted large cages that held birds of iridescent plumage and passed fountains where fish shimmered in colors unknown to the natural world.

"Naven shared the highlights of your account with me." Lea kept her gaze fixed on a dense grove just ahead. "May I ask you a question regarding it, Shadi?"

"Of course, Lea."

"I am grateful. Naven says the blasphemers utilized an Aimflower to manipulate you."

"Yes, so it seems. I wish I could be certain, but my memories remain a tangled mess."

"I can imagine. We banned those flowers from our lands specifically to prevent such subversion. But tell me: do you recall if you drank or ate anything? Did you slip into unconsciousness during your captivity?"

Shadi paused to think. "As I said, my recollection of those hours is far from reliable. But yes, I believe I slept. I do not know for how long. One of the rebels, Eshfen, questioned me and then lifted a veil from a glass case. He removed the flower. After that, there is a gap in my mind, a period of total darkness. When I woke, I possessed no memory of our conversation. Shortly thereafter, Darjin, a Dagger in my family’s service, rescued me. The sequence only became clear on the night of the attack, when... when…" She pressed her hand over her mouth to stifle a sob.

"Oh, my dear. I regret that I summoned such horrific images. Let us steer toward less painful topics." Lea reached out to touch her shoulder, then stopped and turned to face her fully.

Shadi stood still, struggling to master her breath.

"We can agree that a substantial gap exists in your story," Lea said, her voice dropping an octave. "You were unconscious for minutes, perhaps even hours, before your rescue. And you have no memory of what transpired in that interval. I am afraid I have some very, very bad news for you, Shadi."

Shadi stood prepared for any revelation. That she remained among the living felt less like a miracle and more like a mathematical impossibility, though she could not yet discern if the gods offered a curse or a blessing. She remained silent, granting Lea the space to speak her mind.

"It is unlikely you slept during that lapse in your memory," the goddess said. "The blasphemers surely used the flower for more than the mere manipulation of your hand against your father. A deeper transgression occurred within that submerged Tower, an event your captors were loath to leave within your mind."

The logic of the claim possessed a cold relevance. Shadi felt a stinging pang of foolishness; the hypothesis was so plain that it should have occurred to her the moment she escaped the darkness.

"We shall uncover the truth of it, my dear. I promise you that. But first, your heart requires solace. Your soul must recognize the inherent value of your survival, a worth you currently choose to ignore." Lea draped an arm across Shadi’s shoulders, guiding her away from the path’s edge. "You will feel more settled once this is done."

They moved beyond the screen of trees toward a villa of startling elegance. White marble gleamed beneath the marble-roofed walkway, while branches from the surrounding trees arched above and around it, dappling the stone with shifting light. A long colonnade stretched from the forest’s edge to the main gates. Under its cool shelter, the marble path glowed faintly, smooth where the sun could not reach. Beneath the shade of that stone corridor stood eight figures: three boys and five girls. They wore silks of the same cut and hue as Shadi’s own.

The others.

At the sight of the goddess, the youths knelt as one, their movements fluid and practiced.

"A celebration awaits," Lea whispered. "Speak with them tonight, Shadi. Exchange your histories. Observe them with clarity and listen to the cadence of their lives. Only when you embrace the uniqueness of your shared burden will you truly understand."

A small assembly of servants soon converged upon them. Shadi allowed the tide of laughter and soft touches to pull her toward the marble halls, buoyed by their smiles and the quiet heat of their admiration.

She had never witnessed such radiant industry. Every gesture of the servants and every delicate entreaty to follow them exuded a profound, contented peace. Perhaps they found genuine joy in service to the family of the Nurturer God. Among all the divine peers, he remained the one most fervently dedicated to the inhabitants of Kenjir.

Yet, a shadow of suspicion remained. Despite a life spent largely within the confines of a fortress, Shadi possessed enough worldly intuition to recognize a mask. Many donned the veneer of happiness as a mere requirement of their station. It was a duty, nothing more. A familiar agitation stirred within her breast. She followed the servants and observed the other youths, each encircled by their own attendants. She sought a name for the sensation. When the term finally crystallized, the agitation sharpened into a cold, visceral fear. She dreaded the weight of her own judgment. She felt a distinct terror at the prospect of granting such a thought a voice.

It was contempt.

This opulence, this unending sea of prosperity in which her own family had drifted for generations, felt fundamentally misplaced. The absolute dominion the Masters held over those beneath them seemed even more egregious. Kenjir flourished, certainly. However, its people endured lives they had never been permitted to choose.

A brief vertigo seized her. For the first time, she understood that these seeds of rebellion had been dormant within her for years.

The servants led her into the manor and up a spiral staircase toward the upper levels. They moved with a rhythmic grace: their smiles fixed and bright as they gestured toward the heights of the villa.

Tradition demanded she savor every moment and rejoice in the honors bestowed upon her. Instead, her mind turned to the forbidden: she imagined the world as it might look if these people were free to chase their own ambitions.

Shadi turned her gaze toward the other youths. These beautiful young men and women had collapsed to their knees at the mere shadow of a deity, just as she had. What potential lay dormant within each of them? Perhaps they possessed the minds of merchants or the hands of healers. Some might have been born for the sword or the lectern. She found the reality galling. Why should the sum of their ambitions be restricted to a favorable marriage with a Master?

The assembly of servants guided her into a wide corridor. There, her retinue joined several other small groups, each escorting a boy or girl toward the heart of the villa.

Shadi pressed her teeth into the soft flesh of her inner cheek. She fought to regulate the tempo of her breath. A frantic rhythm hammered against her ribs. Her throat felt parched, as though the very air of the manor had turned to dust. She swallowed a low moan of frustration. These treasonous thoughts chose the most inopportune moment to inundate her mind.

Perhaps the encounter with Naven and Lea had finally fractured her resolve. Her intellect felt frayed; it was a mind weary of burdens, exhausted by the accumulation of too many secrets and the sight of too many wonders and horrors. And beneath all of it, beneath the frantic thinking and the brittle calm, waited a grief so near it felt like a bruise she kept brushing against. The collapse of the amphitheater, her parents’ deaths… she had been moving through the world half-numb, half-dazed, as if her mind were shielding her from the full force of it. Sometimes tears threatened without warning, rising from a place she hadn’t dared to look at directly.

A soft, bitter laugh escaped her.

She was agonizing over the agency of strangers. She knew nothing of these people, yet their lack of choice felt like a personal affront. Her own life offered little better. Despite the frequent barbs of her mother’s reproaches, Shadi had spent her years as a creature of her parents’ design. Every spark of dissent or minor act of rebellion had been met with a calculated price. Eventually, she had simply ceased to dream. In the innocence of her youth, the written word had been her sanctuary. She recalled the way her father’s voice had animated the great chronicles of Kenjir. Those stories had ignited a fire in her mind, a hunger for knowledge so ravenous that she had become the bane of her tutors. She had hounded them for more scrolls, more ink, and deeper truths.

History. The word alone felt like a lost lover. She had cherished every hour dedicated to its study. Then, the passion had simply vanished. Shadi searched the hollows of her memory for the cause. What had occurred to extinguish that light?

The servants ushered her into a chamber draped in drifts of white silk and furnished with wood carved to the likeness of frozen lace. Only two maids remained to attend her. With practiced, silent efficiency, they helped her dress.

Shadi fought to still the tempest of inquiry and memory that had besieged her since she first crossed the chamber’s threshold. She pressed the maids for details regarding the celebration Lea had promised, and she sought the identities of the other youths residing within Naven’s walls. Her queries met only a wall of polite silence.

By the time the maids completed their ministrations and withdrew, the sun had begun its late afternoon descent. Shadi found herself alone in the quiet opulence.

She stepped out onto a narrow balcony that overhung the forest canopy. From this vantage, she observed the towering trees and the sliver of horizon they deigned to reveal. The exquisite artifice of the place struck her anew. Standing amidst the rustle of leaves and the scent of loam, no soul would ever suspect that this verdant sanctuary lay hidden deep within the stone heart of the ziggurat at the center of Napur.

A sudden stir among the high branches drew her gaze. Shadi initially dismissed the movement as the flight of a bird or perhaps a rodent prying at the bark. Recognition struck with the force of a physical blow, and her breath hitched. Beneath the canopy stood Charu, the artist she had encountered in Napur. From a rope secured to a stout limb, the man swung with effortless fluidity. He bound himself to the line only to break free in a series of mid-air pirouettes that defied the weight of his frame. In the dappled sunlight of the garden, he appeared far more graceful than her memories had dared to suggest. For a long interval, she remained motionless, caught in the rhythm of his descent.

Her presence caught his eye. With a flash of teeth, Charu turned toward her and offered a buoyant wave.

Shadi offered a hesitant gesture in return while a faint warmth colored her cheeks. Though she stood before him with her face uncovered, she felt a lingering sense of security in her anonymity. During their first encounter, she had remained strictly veiled, a shadow behind a mask of pearls that surely defied any hope of recognition now.

Charu’s gaze locked onto hers, and for a fleeting heartbeat, his buoyant expression faltered. An uncertain flicker crossed his features as he squinted. He did not know her real name or station, yet the connection seemed to pull at him. Despite his confusion, the man beamed once more, as though he addressed an intimate of many years.

She inclined her head in a slow nod.

Charu descended the rope with the practiced speed of a sailor. He grazed the trunk before he leaped the final few feet to the sun-baked earth. Barefoot and glistening with the honest toil of his craft, he wore nothing but trousers of a vibrant ochre. He bridged the distance between them with a spirited stride.

Shadi’s involuntary smile mirrored his own.

He halted at the hedge marking the boundary between the stone perimeter and the wider garden., the man halted. He pressed his fingertips to his lips and then extended them toward her in a formal arc.

Shadi mirrored the Napuri greeting. "So this was the summons you spoke of," she said. "An honor impossible to refuse."

Charu’s eyes rounded in surprise. "It is you! Gatha’s friend!"

A soft laugh escaped her. The memory of the healer and the false name she had assumed to mask her station felt like a relic from another life.

"I knew those eyes," he exclaimed, his voice bright with triumph. "Everything is clear to me now."

The artist brought his palms together with a loud clap. A wide, boyish grin split his face. "I spent half the night after we met trying to capture your spirit in my sketchbook," he admitted, his gaze steady and honest. "I tried to draw the way you carried yourself, that quiet strength in your posture. But charcoal and parchment are poor tools for such things. I see now that I hadn’t even come close to the truth of you."

Shadi shook her head, her expression softening into polite dismissal. "You flatter the wrong woman, Charu. While I appreciate your kindness, I have a clear enough view of my own image. There is no need to lavish such praise upon me."

The artist took half a step back. A look of genuine bafflement crossed his sun-browned face. "No woman has ever responded to my words this way," he admitted. He offered a short, self-deprecating laugh, yet Shadi noted the lingering traces of his surprise. For a moment, she wondered if her directness had caused him embarrassment.

To spare them both further awkwardness, she gestured toward the ropes dangling from the canopy. "Were you training?"

Charu seized the change in topic with visible relief. "I was, my lady. Tonight I perform for you and the other guests of the Champion. I must ensure my movements are as fluid as the wine."

"It will be a pleasure to witness your craft, then."

The man beamed as though her words were the very prize he sought. "I shall strive not to disappoint you. Perhaps, in return for my efforts, you might grant me a dance?"

"A dance?" Shadi echoed the word, her eyebrows arching.

"What manner of celebration would it be without music and movement?" Charu asked, his eyes glinting with mischief.

Shadi felt her smile broaden. The sheer ease of his invitation startled her; such an informal request would have been a scandal at Jabal Amira, an impossibility within those straitened walls. She cast a sidelong glance at him, artfully feigning a touch of noble outrage. "We shall see," she replied.

With a final, lingering smile, Shadi turned from the stone balustrade and made her way back to the sanctuary of her rooms.

The conversation with Charu lingered in her thoughts like a pleasant fragrance. For a brief interval, the artist’s vibrant energy had shielded her from the strange reality of her exile and the shadows of doubt that usually crowded her mind. A quiet envy stirred within her. She admired the unyielding devotion Charu gave to his craft, the way he distilled years of effort into a performance that was both singular and mesmerizing. In the silence of her rooms, Shadi questioned whether she possessed the spirit to create something of equal worth. She felt the bitter sting of regret; the stifling expectations of aristocratic life had acted as a wedge, prying her away from the scholarly passions she had once cherished.

Was her path truly lost to her? Could she ever return to the dusty scrolls of history and the disciplined wisdom of those who taught the ancient arts? A dry, mirthless laugh escaped her. She knew so little of the road ahead that such worries seemed almost indulgent.

Yet the failure was hers to claim.

At some unmarked point in her journey, she had simply stopped resisting. She had allowed the tide of events to sweep her toward an unknown shore without a struggle. Though she was but a girl, the recent weeks had been defined by a shameful frailty. She had trembled at shadows and waited, like a beggar, for someone else to provide the answers she lacked. Perhaps those answers were not forthcoming. Perhaps the truth would remain forever veiled.

One resolve, however, hardened within her. She refused to die as a puppet, its strings tangled in the hands of others. She refused to meet her end shackled by the regret of her own silence; if death came, it would find her mid-stride, reaching to reclaim her life.

A low, muffled sound broke her reverie, the unmistakable cadence of moans and soft weeping. Shadi moved toward the far wall and pressed her ear against the cool stone.

The sheer raw despair of the weeping in the adjacent room pierced Shadi’s composure. She suspected the sufferer was one of the girls she had glimpsed earlier, the very ones Lea had urged her to observe.

"I shall do exactly that," she whispered to the empty room. "Regardless of her reluctance, that girl will provide answers." She moved toward the door but hesitated as her hand hovered near the latch. Sentries likely walked the corridor, and she had no desire to seek their leave. Instead, she stepped onto the balcony and surveyed the distance. The neighboring terrace sat but a few feet away, serving the chamber where the moans originated. It was a simple leap, a trifle compared to the clandestine nighttime scrambles she had once enjoyed at the fortress. A momentary concern for her attire flickered through her mind; the jump would surely ruin the fine dress.

She dismissed the thought, the state of her finery no longer mattered.

Shadi climbed onto the stone balustrade, gathered the heavy silk of her skirts, and launched herself across the gap. She landed lightly on the neighboring balcony, her dress whispering against the stone. Through the open glass doors, the scent of heavy incense and fresh flowers met her. She stepped into the dimness of the chamber, her eyes adjusting to the lack of light.

The girl inside sat huddled in a heap in the corner. Sobs racked her frame, and heavy tears carved tracks through the fine cosmetic powder on her cheeks. Her misery was so absolute that she offered Shadi only a fleeting look. She did not question the intrusion, nor did she cry out for help.

Shadi approached with measured steps and lowered herself to the floor before the stranger.

"I am Shadi," she said. Her voice was a low thread of sound. She recognized this level of agony; questions would be useless until the storm of grief passed. She watched the light play off the girl’s reddish hair and waited for the name to take root in her mind. "I come from Jabal Amira, in the Peaks," Shadi continued, offering her own vulnerability as a bridge. "I have not slept for days. I cannot find the will to eat. My head feels as though it might shatter."

The girl finally looked up, her expression a mask of salt and ruin. "I want to go home," she whispered between gasps. "I only want my mother."

Shadi edged closer to the girl. The fine silk of her gown bunched and dragged, the delicate weave surely ruined by the friction. She dismissed the thought with a cold, internal clarity. Let them scold her. Let them threaten her with the lash. Such trivialities no longer held any power over her.

"I know that longing," Shadi whispered.

The girl’s weeping subsided into a low, rhythmic moan. "We should be dead already," she sobbed. "They mean to kill us. I want to go home. I only want to go home."

"No. They will not kill us." Shadi placed a firm hand on the stranger’s shoulder. "They will protect us. Do you understand why?" With a deliberate, gentle motion, Shadi brushed a stray lock of hair from the girl’s eyes. "They keep us alive because they crave something we possess. Information, most likely. I know nothing of your name or your origins, but I recognize the terror in your heart. I see the way you look at these walls, this city, as if Napur were a tomb."

Shadi reached out and took the girl’s face in her hands, tilting it upward. "Believe me when I say I am your friend. We are sisters in blood, survivors of a tide that has drowned far better people than us. There is a strength in our veins, an inheritance of birth that has kept us breathing when we should have fallen. I am Shadi Jan Hura. I promise you, my sister, we shall live. We shall live long enough to understand this world and to strike back at it. Cease your tears. Give me your name. Choose to survive with me."

The girl offered a slow, hesitant nod.

In that silence, the reason for Shadi’s compulsion became clear. It was more than pity or curiosity that had driven her across the balcony gap. It was the visceral recognition of a ghost. In the set of this stranger’s jaw and the sunken depths of her eyes, Shadi saw the haunting reflection of Kerina. In this broken stranger, Shadi saw the shadow of the friend she had pushed away throughout the long years of her own stubborn ignorance. She saw the friend she had allowed to die.

A new clarity took hol. Every question, every doubt, and every moment of torment had led her to this specific point of convergence. By choosing to remain beside this weeping woman, she had found the purpose her exile had previously lacked.

Fear no longer held its dominion over her.

The invisible vice that had constricted her chest for weeks finally loosened its hold. If the Masters of Napur craved something from her, let them come and demand it. If they had written a sentence for her life, let them attempt to execute it.

Let them plot. She breathed, she endured, and she stood unbroken. Never again would she choose the barren safety of solitude.
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Pressed against Miro’s back, Darjin allowed the wind’s howl to drown out the echoes of the horrors she had just witnessed. The reality of the situation defied her understanding. She had watched as the Dark Rivers were bled dry of the obsidian essence that had defined them for ages. The image of that colossal dark sphere remained burned into her mind: the way it had coalesced, then ignited across the sky, leaving only slaughter in its wake.

Creatures born of shadow. Monsters that had butchered the Larsani elite as if they were nothing more than harvest grain.

She wondered if some ancient curse had settled upon her soul. Since that day she had followed Shadi into the mountain streams of Jabal Amira, the seams of the world had come loose. Events had gathered a terrifying momentum, hurtling toward a madness she could no longer navigate. She had survived the rescue of Shadi, Laamar’s assault, and the ruin at the Lake of Currents. Each time, she had tasted the lie of peace. She had sought sanctuary in the reunion with her brother, only to find the ground crumbling beneath them once more.

Perhaps the gods harbored a specific wrath for her. She questioned the point of the struggle if every victory merely birthed a new betrayal. Miro’s grief was a physical weight against her, his body racked by heavy sobs. Even Yante seemed to lose his fire. The great beast ceased the rhythmic beat of his wings and simply surrendered his bulk to the currents of the sky.

After a time, Miro turned to her, his voice straining against the gale. "Yante is hungry. We must find a place for him to rest."

They descended onto the crags overlooking the Sil Tide. The great bird of prey tilted his massive frame to one side, allowing them to dismount. He waited with visible tension for Miro’s signal of approval. When the gesture finally came, Yante launched himself skyward with the frantic energy of a captive finally granted the open sky. He traced increasingly narrow spirals above the white-capped waves before he tucked his wings and plummeted. He struck the water with the precision of an arrow, slicing through the surface with barely a ripple, only to emerge moments later with his beak laden with silver-scaled fish.

Miro stood at Darjin’s side. He watched the hunt with a fixed intensity, his eyes raw and crimson from the grief he no longer sought to conceal.

"Yante will carry us to the Peaks before nightfall," he said, his gaze locked on the bird’s maneuvers. "But I have uprooted him from his territory without warning. I will not have him go hungry while we cross the wastes."

The bond between them was so profound and transparent that Darjin felt a sudden pang of jealousy. She quelled the feeling quickly; she too had felt the warmth of the beast’s strange, fierce devotion.

She rested a hand on her brother’s shoulder. "Do not fret for him."

Miro turned toward her, his gaze lingering in a heavy, prolonged silence. He finally lowered himself onto a weather-worn outcrop of natural rock. There, with the vast expanse of the sea stretching toward the horizon beneath him, he let his legs dangle over the precipice. "Buchra Fadil was my foundation," he admitted. "Without his protection, the senior Tamers would have cast me from the brood years ago. He had interceded for me. He had shared every secret of the craft. And now…"

"You attempted to stay his hand," Darjin countered. "Had he heeded your warning, he might still breathe. You did not raise a weapon against him."

Miro’s shoulders slumped. "He spoke the truth. My place was on those ramparts, defending the gates and the people of Irmanna. Instead, I fled. I am a coward."

Darjin took his hand, her grip firm, in an effort to ground him. "Fear is a companion, Miro; cowardice is a choice. You carried a burden of pain that Fadil refused to acknowledge. That agony forced you onto a path you never sought. Had you remained in Irmanna, feigning a peace you did not feel, the spirit inside you would have withered. You would have survived as an empty shell, the best of you suffocated by duty."

He pressed his palm against hers, and she lent him the warmth of her skin.

"It was a senseless end," she continued, her voice softening. "Fadil died in a horror of his own making because he chose pride over his pupil. He knew you. He saw the cracks in your resolve and decided to look away."

"Perhaps he believed I would find my footing," Miro murmured. "Throughout my boyhood, the shadows often claimed me for a time. Eventually, the light always returned."

"Perhaps." Darjin leaned in, resting her head against his shoulder. "But men of his ilk view such shadows as a stain. They offer silence when they should offer questions; they pass judgment when they should listen. He chose the iron fist of authority when he should have offered the hand of a friend. He leaped into the embrace of death through his own stubbornness."

"He stood upon those ramparts because of my failure."

"You cannot claim his fate as your own." Darjin gestured toward the sky where Yante circled. "Your companion sensed your distress and remained. Fadil boasted of a lifetime of kinship, yet he vanished when your need was greatest. Mourn the man. Honor the lessons he imparted. But do not tether his ghost to your conscience."

"I can scarcely believe I have found you again," he murmured.

"Nor can I, little brother," Darjin replied. Her spirit lifted as she watched him return to his raptor with the heavy gloom finally receding from his features.

She resumed her place behind him on Yante’s broad back. Her gaze drifted toward the distant horizon, searching for the first craggy silhouette of the Peaks that remained hidden by the haze. In the quiet of flight, she measured her memories of Roben against the man he might have become in the wake of the recent chaos. Though the time since they last spoke was brief, she knew that the fires of war and the weight of command could forge a stranger out of a friend in a matter of hours. She prayed the Roben she once knew still existed beneath the armor of his new reality; only then could she hope to plead her brother’s case with any chance of mercy.

It was a gamble of the highest stakes. Yet Miro represented the final ember of her world, her solitary hope for a life of purpose. She would fight for him and the future he carried as though it were the final campaign of her life.
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A sanguine mist lingered in the air where Rahmadu, God and Sovereign, had just stood.

Eshfen remained paralyzed. He barely dared to draw breath. Beads of sweat broke across his brow, a cold moisture born not of the struggle against the divine blade, but of a terror that sat deep in his bones.

Had Rahmadu spoken a falsehood?

Molochai had promised him a new form of sight, a sense capable of unmasking every deception. He had described it as an awakening, like a man born in a cavern who finally beholds the sun, or a tongue that tastes the complexity of salt and spice for the first time. The weight of this new perception bore down upon him, heavy as the footfall of a titan.

During the confrontation, the truth had seemed absolute. He had weighed the words of his deity and found them wanting; he had heard the ring of a lie. Now, in the sudden silence of the god’s departure, his certainty wavered.

He had consecrated his existence to Rahmadu’s glory. He had waded through blood and offered countless sacrifices in that name. To turn away now would be to admit that his entire history was written in lies.

Eshfen reached up to touch the gash on his forehead. The flow of blood had ceased, the flesh already knit together beneath his fingertips. He realized now with a sickening clarity that the God of Ashes had not sought to discipline him. If it were a matter of holy correction, Eshfen would have welcomed the strike without a tremor. No, his master had intended to discard him. That realization would have been impossible a mere day ago. But Molochai had breached the walls of his mind. From that moment of intrusion, the foundation of Eshfen’s loyalty had fractured, and his once-pure devotion had curdled into a dark, relentless doubt.

It appeared that Rahmadu loathed this transformation so intensely that he had behaved like any other petulant, prideful lord.

A sudden flicker of movement in the shadows forced a gasp from his throat.

Golnar. In the wake of Rahmadu’s fury and Molochai’s whispers, her presence had slipped from his mind. The auxiliary approached him with hesitant, uneven steps. Her complexion had turned the color of bleached bone, and her jaw hung slack with shock. She came to a halt beside Eshfen and searched his face for an answer he did not possess.

After a silence that felt as though it spanned decades, she finally found her voice. "What’s happened?" she whispered. She turned her gaze toward the vast, open desert. There, beyond the dunes, lay the undeniable mass of Molochai’s host.

"I do not know, Golnar. I do not know."

She shook her head with a slow, mechanical rhythm, rubbing her eyes as if to scrub away the vision of the impossible. "Those monstrosities... from what abyss do they crawl?"

Eshfen forced himself to stand. He braced a hand against the cold stone and drew several ragged breaths. One facet of his mind, a primal voice rooted in the raw soil of instinct, had already ceased its interrogation. That part of him accepted the horrors Molochai had revealed as objective truth. Yet, a conflicting facet remained. This was the steel that had preserved him since he turned his back on the Fields of Dawn, the force that had driven him to cast aside his former name and hunt for the ultimate truth. It was the part of him that had sung with a desperate, holy joy when Rahmadu had first manifested before his eyes.

How could he hope to survive the conflagration that had just ignited within his soul? How could he envision a future if he no longer possessed a compass for the truth? "I do not think I can offer you a satisfactory answer, Golnar."

The auxiliary pressed her palms to her temples, her back hitting the stone wall with a dull thud. "That was Rahmadu. It was truly him," she stammered, her voice thin with disbelief.

"Yes, it was."

"And he attempted to take your life."

"I fear that is the case." Eshfen pushed away from the rock and fixed his gaze upon her. "His fury was reserved for me alone. If you depart this place now, I'm certain he will grant you mercy."

"But why? Why would he turn his blade against his own servant? And that being..." She pointed a trembling finger toward the mass of shadowed forms and the creature at their head. "It spoke of a gift. You cried out his name. You stayed the hand of God. How can such a thing be possible?"

Eshfen released a slow, heavy breath, emptying his lungs before he replied. "I cannot provide the answers you seek, Golnar. My own understanding is far more fragile than you imagine. But of this I am certain: if you remain by my side, you invite that same divine wrath upon yourself. Do you understand the cost?"

"Are you in rebellion?"

He considered the word in silence. Was he rebelling? The moment he had evaded Rahmadu’s strike, he had implicitly defied the divine will. He suspected that even if he crawled to the gates of Annarek on his knees to beg for the High Priest’s mediation, he would find no absolution from the God of Ashes. Was his fate already etched in stone? "I must seek clarity, Golnar. I must discover who he truly is," he said, gesturing toward Molochai. "And I must learn the nature of those things."

He glanced at the dark figures following the master of shadows, a motionless assembly of bodies as still as funeral monuments, yet as terrifying as nightmares of slaughter that had forced their way into the waking world.

"I wish to stay," Golnar whispered, her hand moving restlessly through her hair.

"Are you certain of this path?" Eshfen asked.

"No. Are you certain of yours?"

Eshfen shook his head slowly. "I am not. But I shall proceed regardless."

"What I witnessed... Missionary, it alters the world as we knew it. You are our champion. You are the man who struck down Zayr. You are the paragon for every auxiliary and every Ashen Shield. Do you not see? If your faith wavers, the foundation of our order crumbles. Rahmadu behaved as though that creature had shamed him. Even speaking these words makes me feel tainted. Yet I know that if I turn back now, I will never grasp the truth." Golnar seemed to teeter on the edge of a total collapse. Her eyes shimmered with unshed tears, her cheeks flushed a deep ruby, and she pressed her hands to her forehead as if to hold her very mind together.

"We may not draw breath by the next full moon, Golnar. We trifle with fire in the shadow of entities whose power defies all reckoning. I comprehend only a sliver of this reality, and I suspect I shall not survive the full truth, whatever form it takes," Eshfen countered, his voice cold.

She did not flinch, holding his gaze with a desperate intensity. "What occurred in the catacombs? What did you behold after those beasts set upon you?"

Eshfen turned away, his boots heavy as he walked toward the parapet. "I lack the strength for the tale, and time is a luxury we no longer possess. He waits for me, whether I wish for the encounter or not. I am sorry, girl. I cannot choose for you, nor shall I attempt to sway your resolve. As I have said, I will not judge you for your curiosity, nor for the methods of your search. But I tread a path of ruin. If you follow, know that no certainty awaits you."

Golnar nodded, her expression hardening as she reclaimed her composure with a strength that bordered on the unnatural. She followed Eshfen through the labyrinth of stairways and narrow walkways carved into the ancient spine of the ridge. Together, they descended from the heights of the sunken tower, moving toward the silent figure that commanded the sea of shadows.

As they drew within a few paces, Molochai’s features stretched into a thin smile. Just as he had appeared in the vision, only the vertical eye in the center of his brow remained open. A rhythmic pulse of sapphire light bled from the iris.

The entity extended its right arm, splaying fingers against the desert air. Even as it spoke, the atmosphere around its palm began to thicken and warp. "My gift is a double-edged blade. It flays the deepest truths and inters the most exquisite lies." A sliver of cold satisfaction colored the being’s tone. Its lips remained perfectly still, yet the words resonated within the bones of Eshfen’s skull. "The God of Ashes has fortified his reign with myths and risible legends. He has cultivated a garden of fear and superstition. Yet his authority is a flickering candle compared to the flame I now place in your grasp."

A sudden flare of light and a metallic sizzle cut through the silence. Molochai now gripped a long, dark sword. The steel was stippled with tiny, shimmering lights like distant stars, and the razor-edge breathed wisps of the same blue smoke that emanated from the being’s eye.

"This is Ossidiana," Molochai declared as he offered the weapon, his palm upturned to present the hilt. "Take it and merge your will with its power. Use it to shred every deception and extinguish the lies that have suffocated this world since the dawn of memory."

Eshfen focused his gaze upon the blade. The luminous specks scattered across the steel moved with a life of their own, dancing in shifting whirlpools and drifting away like embers in a gale. The dark vapor rising from the edge brushed against his skin, a cold caress that sent a violent shiver through his frame. A searing heat on his brow confirmed that Molochai’s initial gift remained active. Without a conscious command, his mind had already begun to sift the entity’s proclamations for the scent of a lie.

He found nothing but truth.

"How am I to know you do not weave a grander deception? How can I be certain that you are not the false deity?" Eshfen asked, his voice low and cautious. "And if your cause is just, why do you not wage your own wars?"

The smile on Molochai’s lips grew broader, though his expression remained as inscrutable as the void. "My words alone are insufficient. Whatever I speak, whether through gift or grace, will fall upon ears long poisoned by suspicion. I do not cast blame upon you; you have been fed a diet of falsehoods for far too long. Therefore, I shall propose a compact."

Eshfen felt a familiar burning sensation in his chest, a heat that usually signaled the brink of a profound revelation or the completion of a holy task. He had felt that same fire when the Lethenium Darth plummeted into the Black Amphitheater, a roar of metal and death that ended Zayr even as Eshfen turned to flee the rising inferno. In an instant, the pride he once associated with that victory disintegrated into desert sand. He forced himself to banish those memories into the dark recesses of his mind, fearing that if he lingered on his past, he would lose his grip on the terrifying reality of the present. There would be time enough later to ponder his choices and, perhaps, to embrace the horrors that awaited him.

"I entrust Ossidiana to your care for thirty-three days and thirty-three nights," Molochai said, his voice resonating within Eshfen’s very soul. "What you achieve with my gift and this blade remains your own concern. Seek the answers your spirit craves. If you find them, return to me, and you shall witness the heavens themselves buckle under the weight of my generosity. But be warned: shed the blood of the innocent, and my gift shall transform into a curse. I can be your architect. I can be your executioner. Do you accept?"
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A knock at the door broke the quiet of the quarters late into the night. Andik and Nalia had spent the hours in conversation, lost in memories of a life dedicated to a god now turned to ash.

Intisaar had merely drifted between sleep and the table. She ate and drank in a stupor. This retreat into exhaustion likely served as a shield against the memory of her father and sister’s slaughter. Andik anticipated the eruption surface of her fury. One day, she might loathe him for the chain of events he had sparked. She might even demand blood for blood. That logic was sound. In response, he intended to offer shallow platitudes, while refusing to let her rage lead her to the grave. Such manipulation fell within the scope of his duties. He did not back down from difficult choices, even as guilt gnawed at his gut.

Andik crossed the room to the heavy door. Colonel Debu stood in the hall. "Lugalen Hindi summons you," Debu said. "A Scarlet Lanner arrived with news from Urook, Ensin."

Struggling to maintain a mask of composure despite the frantic rhythm in his chest, Andik gave a stiff nod: the answers he required had finally reached him.

Debu led Andik, Nalia, and Intisaar through the residence and up the stone stairs toward the terrace. Throughout the walk, Andik kept his hands locked behind his back. He gripped his fingers until his knuckles ached. A dry heat gripped his throat, sweat dampened the nape of his neck. Within his ribs, his heart beat with the cadence of war drums.

He ducked through the narrow archway to the terrace and swept a lock of red hair from his eyes. It was the color of his lineage, the color of Urook, and the color of the blood spilled in the streets.

Lugalen Hindi and Ensin Sari stood near the stone parapet. Urookite and Napuri soldiers flanked them, their iron breastplates a stark contrast to the grandees pressing in from all sides. To keep his mind from fracturing under the weight of the coming news, Andik forced himself to catalog the finery of the high-born. He focused on the deep-dyed silks of the Napuri elders and the heavy, gold-threaded surcoats favored by the Larsani nobility. Every stitch and gemstone became a temporary anchor against his rising dread. The crowd looked toward the star-studded sky, their backs turned to the sea. Andik mirrored their stance. A great silhouette, the Scarlet Lanner, approached at high speed.

Nalia gripped the crook of his left elbow. Through the contact, he felt a tremor in her arm. She had acted as his pillar, yet the Ensin clearly shared his distress.

The bird slowed and carved a wide arc toward the stone floor. The crowd parted with a low murmur, like a school of fish avoiding a predator. With a final, graceful sweep of its wings to maintain balance, the creature touched down.

Its rider, an Urookite Tamer, dismounted a moment later. His carmine cloak snapped in the wind. To Andik, the man looked like a grim omen of battle. The soldier wore an iron mask painted red and etched with subtle inscriptions to mimic the large eyes and pointed beak of his mount.

The Tamer approached the Lugalen and the Ensin, then dropped to his right knee and withdrew a wooden cylinder from the folds of his cloak. He offered the message to the woman with downcast eyes, his hands held out like a tray bearing a heavy burden. "Lugalen Hindi, Your Grace, and Ensin Sari, I bring news from the cradle of the Tutors."

Balqis Hindi reached out and took the cylinder. "Thank you, Tamer. Your speed and courage will be rewarded. My men will tend to your friend. Please, accept refreshment after your flight."

The Tamer bared his face, revealing angular features and eyes as dark as deep water, a look common to the lands across the sea.

Andik held the man’s gaze. A flicker of recognition stirred within him. He clung to the possibility of a shared past, using the mental distraction to wall off his anxiety.

Nearby, the Balqis Hindi broke the seal of the cylinder and scanned the parchment, then turned toward Andik and Nalia. She offered a single, slow shake of her head. With a sudden jerk, she crushed the parchment in her fist and hurled the wad over the parapet. The grief in her expression mirrored the fury in her movements.

Andik did not need to see the words. He knew then that Urook had truly fallen. A dark mist seemed to swallow the horizon. Air became a luxury; his lungs refused to expand. He stumbled toward the stone balustrade and gripped the cold surface, forcing his breath into a slow, deliberate rhythm.

Could it be true? Did he have the strength to doubt it? Such hope served no purpose now.

"Ensin Thawill? Andik Thawill?"

The voice came from directly behind him. Andik kept his hands locked on the stone as he turned. He found himself staring into the piercing eyes of the messenger who had just validated his nightmares.

The man struck his right fist against his chest, over his heart, and offered a stiff bow. "I am Tamer Goro Nagoya, sir. I must speak with you in private."

The words rang in Andik’s ears, yet they refused to settle. He tried to compartmentalize the world into logic and order, seeking a sequence of actions that might make sense of the ruin.

He failed.

The fall of Urook threatened to shatter the resolve of even the most seasoned veterans. Beyond the ruin of the city, the implications for the territories dependent on the Tutors loomed like a shadow.

Then came the faces of his grandparents, his nephew.

"Ensin Thawill, sir."

The Tamer’s voice drifted past him. Andik could not anchor his focus. He looked instead at the cluster of notables surrounding Lugalen Hindi and Ensin Sari. Their voices clashed. Their eyes betrayed a frantic cycle of fury, dismay, and bitter resentment. Even the high-born struggled to digest the catastrophe.

"... Retired Ensin Thawill…"

"... your grandmother, sir…"

"... sir?"

Andik snapped his gaze back to the warrior’s face. "My grandmother? What did you say?"

The man’s posture shifted, oscillating between irritation and relief. "Retired Ensin Addira Thawill, sir. Your grandmother entrusted me with a message for you. Is there a secluded place for us to speak?"

She lived.

The thought eclipsed the ruin of the city. Andik seized the lieutenant’s shoulders, his grip far too tight. "Where did you see her? How long has it been?"

The Tamer’s eyes dropped to Andik’s hands, conducting a cold, calculating assessment of the breach in protocol. Andik recoiled at once. "Forgive me, Tamer Nagoya. The recent days have... they have been trying."

"They have been so for us all, my lord. I saw the Ensin and her husband, your grandfather, at the end of my reconnaissance mere hours ago. As I stated, she gave me a message for you. However, I have precise instructions regarding its delivery."

Andik forced a breath, attempting to isolate his problems into a manageable sequence. He had been cast into a pit of grief only to be pulled out by this sudden lifeline. "Yes. Come with me, Lieutenant."

The walk from the terrace took only minutes, but the silence between the two men stretched the distance. Andik secured the door to the quarters granted by the Lugalen and gestured toward the sofa he had shared with Nalia hours before. "Will you sit, Tamer?"

"No, thank you, Ensin. With your permission, I shall close the windows."

Andik gave a silent nod.

Nagoya drew the shutters and pulled the curtains tight. The man moved with the economy of a predator and possessed the grace of a man who had forged his limbs for instant reaction, a balance between a shield and a blade. Andik felt a pang of envy. His hand drifted to his chest, tracing the lingering heat of the wound that had nearly ended his life. He questioned the pace of his own recovery and craved that former strength, the ability to move with muscles that seemed to ignore the pull of the earth.

"I appreciate your patience, my lord." The Tamer unfastened the collar of his shirt. Beneath the layers of chain mail and light armor, he pulled a leather strap tied to a dark wooden cylinder. "Ensin Thawill instructed that you read this at once." He detached the vessel and offered it. "She requests a reply in kind. I am to deliver it to her personally."

"You intend to depart so soon? You have spent the day in the sky. You require rest," Andik said. He accepted the cylinder and unscrewed the cap.

"I will wait only until the Scarlet Lanner is fed and groomed. Then I leave." The man retreated a single step, his gaze fixed and attentive.

Andik recognized that restless drive. He had spent years under the same compulsion, fearing that even a moment of sleep might allow a threat to take root.

He turned his focus to the parchment, where the sight of his grandmother’s familiar script brought a sudden warmth to his heart.

"Andik, my grandson, I pray these words find you in good health. By the time you break this seal, the reports will have reached you. It is true; the city has fallen. Earthquakes and fire have claimed everything within the walls and ravaged the outlying settlements. The flames continue their relentless feast. No one can say when they will finally die out. The tremors tore the earth into great maws, wide enough to swallow the three ziggurats and the Square of the Reasons in their entirety. It is over, Andik. Your grandfather and I are safe. We are well away from the ruin and intend to hold this country estate for as long as we are able. We have no word of Abedin. His last report placed his training camp near the edge of the Crimson Desert. He wrote to grumble about the heat, the rations, and the incompetence of his superiors, as is his habit. I cannot say if his cadet company held their ground or received orders to march. I can only pray he was far from the walls when the disaster struck. I am exhausting every contact and favor from my years of service to track his location. Andik, child of my blood, I hope with all my heart the boy is well. But we must steel ourselves for the worst. Be strong. Now, let me perform my duty, even in this hour of uncertainty. I must reprimand you. Reports have reached me regarding your personal and entirely unauthorized inquiry into the Ashen Shields. You abandoned your senses, Andik. You disregarded the chain of command. The tragedy at the Lake of Currents occurred as a direct result of your arrogance. Do not assume for a moment that I remain ignorant of the details. The gods saw fit to shield you, and you survived. I swear, were you standing before me now, I would beat the pride out of you until you wept. You have always played the conceited fool. Yet, you are my fool, and my blood. I intend to assist you, despite your failings. I much prefer the prospect of striking you while you draw breath over mourning a corpse. Understand this: a sanctioned, secret investigation into the Ashen Shields was in motion long before you decided to meddle. From what I have gathered, this inquiry began decades ago, entrusted to the Ensin and Priest Emmerin Deon. He was last seen shortly before the city began to buckle. He was a captive within the Larsani embassy. It seems negotiations for his release were in progress at the time. The affair is a tangle of political filth. It is possible the Larsani found his discoveries distasteful. It is more likely they found his knowledge too precious to reach the ears of our Lord Zayr before it reached their own Negus. The entire matter reeks. Now, listen closely to the part that concerns you. Do you know who served at Deon’s side for nearly a decade? Do you know who shared in the labor of his investigation? An Ensin from the red Army, a man married to a Napuri Lugalen. The man is Thaabit Sari, Andik. Sari himself was the subject of the inquiry. He and a circle of Ensins stand accused of wielding their military and political influence to seize authority. I suspect Sari is entangled in a plot of sedition. Watch your back. You must depart the city without delay. I am aged, Andik, but my eyes remain clear. I still command the skill to navigate the shifting currents of this world and pluck the secrets I require from the stream. It brings me some peace to know Ensin Nalia Korr stands beside you. But I have scolded you enough. I have speculated enough. In my mind, I reach out to embrace you, even as I long to strike that handsome, stubborn face of yours as I did when you were a boy. Listen to the words of Lieutenant Nagoya. Flee Belur at once."

A chill settled in Andik’s bones. Pressure clamped around his temples like a physical vice as he finished the final lines. He rolled the parchment tight and looked up.

The Tamer stepped forward. "The letter must be destroyed."

"You are aware of its contents?"

"Only the portion regarding my own duties."

Andik placed the scroll into his grip. With a practiced motion, the man slid the parchment into the dark cylinder and twisted the cap home. A faint glow pulsed through the grain of the wood. Soon, the scent of scorched paper filled the small space between them.

"An escape route is prepared, my lord. Be at the gates of the old city at dawn." The Tamer struck his right fist against his heart in a final salute. "Now, I must take my leave." Without a reply, he crossed the room and slipped through the door, vanishing into the gloom of the corridor.


INTERLUDE
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SACRED ESSENCE


My King Zayr, my Master, Lord, and Father. My God. With a heart full of reverential fear, I prepare to act beyond the sanctuary of your mercy.

I beg your forgiveness. I recognize that my conduct appears offensive or suggests a vainglory that is not mine. My conscience, however, refuses to remain silent.

I must act.

While these letters serve to update you on the investigation, I offer daily gratitude for the blessing and honor of this post. Yet during my inquiries, I have unearthed a truth with the power to alter the foundation of our world.

There is no mercy in the delivery of such news. I implore you, my Lord, grant me your grace and trust my conviction.

One of your own Household works against your interests.

My heart bleeds. My bones rot. My fingers nearly stiffen at the thought of recording such a betrayal. But it is so, my Lord, my Protector.

I ordered a rigorous analysis of the coin and resources belonging to the most prominent Urookite families. I sought evidence of collusion with the Ashen Shields and confirmation regarding the recruitment of rebels. Some might suggest that I stumbled upon this terrible truth by chance. I am certain it was Your hand and eternal power that guided my path, forcing these lies into the light.

I discovered those families conspiring with this agent in the shadows. Out of profound veneration for you, my Master, I refrain from recording his name upon this page.

The evidence is undeniable.

This man acted on his own initiative, defiling the sacred bond between the Masters and the people of Kenjir. His deeds have spawned abominations: filthy offspring that shall remain a stain upon my memory until my final breath. He has perverted the Sacred Artifacts and twisted the bodies of dozens of young men and women. They have undergone a transformation that renders them living blasphemies, a mockery of the natural order.

They are now capable of hosting your Sacred Consciousness within their minds.

I cannot comprehend what extraordinary acts they might perform once infused with the Power of the Gods. My eyes cloud with tears as I record these horrors. I never imagined I would witness such desecration. These children, snatched in the prime of their youth, have been stripped of their humanity. They are now merely instruments of rebellion, forged by a hand determined to dismantle the perfection of our world.

Your immense insight likely grasps the true gravity of these events. The sanctity of the Masters, your divine role in Kenjir, and the grace you bestow upon our lives rest upon the precipice of ruin.

The architect of these outrages, the one who funded every act of violence and abomination against the children of Kenjir, seeks to forge an army of beings who would dare covet your glory. I tremble, my Lord and Master, at the prospect of such madness bleeding into the territories of your sacred domain. Yet I remain resolute. I look toward the horizon with certainty, knowing you shall wield the truths I have gathered to deliver a final, cleansing justice.

I submit herewith the name of the one guilty of orchestrating these obscenities, the proof of his transgression, and the documents identifying the youths conscripted against their will.

May your strength and wisdom sustain me through the coming trials.

May your justice watch over every soul within Kenjir.

In veneration,

Emmerin Deon, Ensin from the Red Army and priest of Your Faith.

Investigation Report. Secret Document
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The young soldier locked his arms around her waist, his frame shivering against the wind.

Vinna offered no judgment. The tally of men and women who could claim to have crested the clouds on a great bird of prey remained small, a mere fraction of the forces scattered across Kenjir. Those chosen for such a burden devoted their entire existence to the art of the sky. She felt certain that even those veterans had once known the dread now seizing the boy’s limbs.

For her, the experience differed. The Acutes endured a unique conditioning, a process of forging mind and body to react with a precision that eclipsed the slow progress of an ordinary soldier. She had mastered the flight of a Lanner years ago after only a handful of lessons. No other branch of Zayr’s military dared to breach the rigid walls between specializations, a rule that held true for the Silver Sparrowhawks of Larsa and the Emerald Goshawks of Napur.

But other armies lacked spies and assassins like the Acutes. No other soul lived or operated by their code.

This midnight flight upon a borrowed raptor, with a terrified soldier as her passenger, served as definitive proof. A shiver traced the length of her spine as she reviewed the chaos of recent days. She cataloged the events to keep her focus: the cryptic mission from Reev, Champion of Urook and heir to the throne; the fratricidal clash with the Tamer; the extraction of Emmerin Deon; the flight toward the Fields of Dawn.

Then, there was the conversation with Ensin Aco Bajrami.

They will kill you, he had said. You and the beast.

She questioned for the thousandth time if accepting this mission was the greatest error. Bajrami seemed motivated by noble ideals, however questionable his methods. The prospect of preserving order in Kenjir offered a sliver of hope that she might find peace with herself. It was a desperate hope, fueled by the memory of the innocent blood she had already spilled.

The Acutes did not challenge orders. They operated as the hand of Zayr and his kin, striking designated targets, intercepting secrets, and shielding the most sacred beings in Kenjir. These were honorable duties. Any common soldier would have traded an eye for her status. Yet Vinna had felt a profound loss when she struck down the Tamer and his Silver Sparrowhawk.

The ink-black night, broken only by the starlight on the horizon, anchored her to the present. She clung to the basic truths of her reality: the Scarlet Lanner beneath her, the trembling boy at her back, and the objective she had sworn to reach.

Soon, the remainder of her life would demand payment. Her superiors in Euphora would expect a meticulous report of every event. She harbored no illusions regarding their response. In all likelihood, they would silence her. Permanently.

The Acutes thrived on secrets, draping themselves in lies and cultivating networks of blood. She knew too much. Perhaps it was for the best. She had remained obedient to the end. Now, only one final mission remained before she embraced the destiny she had accepted on the day of her oath: those who walked her path were rarely granted the luxury of age, and even the most seasoned among their ranks seldom saw their middle decades. This grim reality offered a small measure of comfort to her conscience.

Resting a hand against the Scarlet Lanner’s broad neck, Vinna checked the creature’s flight. She turned toward Abedin. "How are you?"

The boy stiffened, his gaze meeting hers with a rigid, formal intensity. "Fine, my lady."

Vinna maintained the contact for several heartbeats. The resemblance to his uncle was a physical blow. There was the same geometry to the eyes and nose, though the lips lacked the full curve of the elder man. That impossible red hair remained the most damning evidence of his bloodline.

By some divine whim, the boy lived. Her quick assessment found the gashes across his arms, chest, and leg to be merely superficial. The swelling at the base of his skull invited more concern, yet she harbored the hope that they might find a healer once they made landfall. Of the rest of the company, only silence remained; the others lay buried beneath the stone. "You were lucky," she said.

He gave a small nod. "The gods granted me mercy. They sent you, my lady. My life is a debt I shall owe you forever."

Vinna looked away to hide the twist of a bitter smile. A few moments more of that guileless stare might have unraveled her. He believed her a divine instrument. He was not wrong, though the gods had commanded her to bring the gift of the grave rather than the grace of the living. "We are nearly there," she replied.

Beneath her palm, the Scarlet Lanner turned its head. The creature narrowed its eyes, seemingly attuned to the acrid taste of the bile in her throat. With a sudden, powerful snap of wings, the beast looked back toward the horizon and surged toward their destination.

Belur appeared from the clouds as a masterpiece of stone and sand, a sprawling mosaic of jewels cast upon the coast. Reclaimed from the sea through the ancient Arts of the Masters, the city districts fanned out across artificial islands. Great stone bridges arched like the spines of leviathans over channels of shimmering, salt-bright water.

Belur hummed with activity, even in the darkest hours of the night. The sector exposed to the Ymm Tide served as the premier commercial artery of Kenjir, a port in eternal competition with the capital’s maritime districts. A multitude of fishing vessels and merchant ships broke the moonlit horizon. Thousands of figures moved across the piers and docks, a relentless tide of people unloading the silver harvest of the sea and the exotic fruits of the interior.

Vinna observed this industry from her vantage point, a knot of unease tightening in her chest. Such normalcy felt offensive. This peace existed as a fragile glass world, seemingly untouched by the fires currently consuming the lands of Urook.

Toward the heart of the city, the salt-rivers wound through the districts, glistening with the sheen of molten silver. She tracked the widest of these channels, a waterway hemmed by high walls of green marble and railings inlaid with gemstone. Paved roads flanked the water, joined by a succession of suspension bridges that grew more frequent as the river approached the city center. There, amidst a cluster of elegant spires and stained-glass windows, her destination awaited. The residence of Lugalen Balqis Hindi and her husband, Ensin Thaabit Sari, lacked the scale of the Dignitary Palace, yet surpassed the seat of government in grace. It was a triumph of the city’s aesthetic; the traditional colonnades and ornate windows reached a pinnacle of artistry in this single structure.

Across three levels, airy arches and circular terraces hung suspended upon massive stone piers. These supports extended from the main masonry like the reaching limbs of titans. Domes plated in silver and emerald tiles rose toward the sky, their colored glass apertures open to the salt air, spilling a warm, inviting amber glow into the night. The great banners of the Hindi family snapped in the breeze; in the moonlight, the fabric rippled with the fluid grace of a noblewoman’s gown caught in the movements of a midnight dance.

Another of the Scarlet Lanners launched from a nearby terrace, its Tamer casting a long, inquisitive look in her direction. No doubt the man measured the mystery of her presence and the identity of her passenger, though the demands of his own mission prevailed. Without a word, he and his raptor vanished into the night.

Below, a contingent of Urookite soldiers snapped to attention at the sight of her. One man broke toward the parapet. With hands cupped to his mouth, he threw his voice against the wind. "Who are you? By whose authority do you fly?" The soldier possessed a disciplined eye; he recognized the Scarlet Lanner as a creature of war and clearly saw that Vinna lacked the formal markers of a Tamer.

She checked her raptor’s momentum. With a practiced shift in posture, she guided the beast into a slow lateral hover, maintaining a distance that allowed for parley without signaling an intent to strike. At least, that was her hope. From her collar, she drew the cylinder of red alabaster, the stone gleaming with a dull, internal light. "I walk the path of the unseen! I bring word from Ensin Aco Bajrami. My message is for the ears of Ensin Sari alone!" She gestured toward the boy, whose face had turned the color of bleached bone. "I carry a survivor in need of a healer!"
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The transition from the salt-laden air of the balcony to the interior was a blur of motion. Within moments, Colonel Debu took command of the escort. He was a man of imposing height, his stride long and purposeful as he guided Vinna through the corridors of the Hindi residence. "What happened? The young man, I mean," he asked. He did not slow his pace.

Vinna suppressed the urge to ignore him. Her focus remained fixed on Ensin Sari and the dispatch she carried. She had provided these details once already upon the terrace, shortly after the Scarlet Lanner’s talons had met the stone. There, she had surrendered the boy to the soldiers and coldly demanded an audience with the Lady’s husband.

The Colonel’s compliance likely stemmed from the mark upon her cheek. Likewise, his men had scrambled to aid the boy not for her sake, but for the novice’s robes he wore.

Vinna considered silence. The Colonel occupied a lower rung in the hierarchy of the Urookite military; he lacked the standing to compel her speech. Yet the boy was no common soldier. Even now, a stubborn ember of warmth remained in her heart for the memory of Andik Thawill. She let out a slow breath. "His entire regiment perished because of the collapse. He is the sole survivor."

"The collapse," the Colonel whispered, the words barely a ghost of sound. "Did you witness it all?"

The memories lived within her like a rot she could not excise. She had witnessed more than any soul should endure. "Yes, I did."

"And the city?" the Colonel asked. "What remains of it?"

Vinna checked her stride. She came to a halt in the center of the hall. As the Colonel stopped beside her, she turned a level gaze toward him. "Has no official word reached you?"

The man offered a slow, heavy nod. "A Tamer arrived shortly before your flight. He brought reports to the Lugalens and the Ensins, but the news... it defies reason."

She studied him with a fresh perspective. The catastrophe was unmaking the world. Warriors who had stood as immovable as boulders, masters of the art of burying their hearts beneath their duty, now wavered. This Colonel and a thousand others like him walked the precarious edge between their training and total collapse. But she was no vessel for comfort. "The Only Begotten organizes a response even now," she said, her voice adopting the rehearsed iron of a believer. "Our task is to wait and remain ready for the command. One city is lost, yet the Masters possess the divine power to raise a hundred more, each a thousand times more glorious than the last."

The Colonel straightened his spine at her words. He drew a deep breath and struck his fist against his breastplate, the impact ringing against the metal. "May the gods watch over us."

"May the gods watch over us," Vinna echoed.

A sudden thought turned her mind back to the boy. She remained uncertain of what the coming hours held for her, or if the very powers she had served would choose to silence her forever to keep their secrets. If she were to survive the night, she would require allies. Such was the method by which her kind wove their influence: true power lay in the quiet commerce of debts and the lethal bartering of whispers.

"The boy claims a lineage of significant standing, Colonel. Ensure he receives the finest care available. His family will prove generous in their gratitude. Do you understand your charge?"

The Colonel tilted his head. A look of genuine intrigue replaced his previous stoicism. "How deep do his roots go?"

"They are among the oldest and most influential of the Red Army. You are familiar with the Thawills?"

The man’s eyes widened. The intrigue broke into a series of incredulous, low chuckles. "Thawill? You speak of Ensin Andik Thawill?"

Vinna bristled at the sound. His mirth felt like the interest of a predator, a subtle provocation that set her nerves on edge. "So his name is known to you."

"Only recently, in truth."

She cast a wary glance toward him. A tremor of nervous energy threatened her composure as he continued.

"Ensin Thawill resides within these very walls. Shall I escort you to him once your dispatch is delivered?"
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Ensin Thaabit Sari had received Vinna with the same cool detachment typical of his station. His attention consisted of little more than a few aloof glances, some thick with unspoken suspicion, and a handful of words designed to terminate their interview with haste.

As she stepped from his office and moved toward the terrace where her mount waited, Vinna questioned the path she had chosen. She had followed the counsel of a man she barely knew, a stranger to whom she owed no loyalty. Guilt and the memory of recent horrors had been her only masters. Perhaps she had succumbed to a delusion. She wondered if a single act of salvation could ever balance the scales for the families she had decimated. The Tamer, his raptor, and the soldiers who followed him had all perished, to no end. The more she scrutinized the event, the more she viewed Reev’s command as a triumph of cold pragmatism over mercy.

Her standing within the order had become a precarious thing. Yet, duty to the domains of Urook remained. She could still offer her blade to the people of Kenjir. If Ensin Bajrami’s words were true, the dispatch now in SarI’s possession held more value than all the Lethenium in the world. The survival of millions rested upon the secret cooperation or the inevitable friction between their kind, especially now that Zayr’s death had left the throne vacant.

She glanced through the windows at the city below. Belur glittered against the coastline, a spill of diamonds cast upon the dark sand.

The brine of the halls vanished in a heartbeat, replaced by a sudden, intimate warmth. A scent surged over her that belonged to a different life: the trace of a clean, bitter wash and the deep, resinous perfume of crushed leaves. The impact stole the breath from her lungs and forced her head forward, until she found the stray touch of long, copper-red strands brushing against her lips.

Vinna recoiled. Her hands rose instinctively to the man’s chest to create distance, her fingers splaying against the heavy fabric of his tunic. The protest died in her throat as she looked up. She met a gaze she had believed buried beneath the broken stones of the Lake of Currents.

"Thank you," he whispered, his arms closing around her, and his voice wavered. "Thank you for bringing him back to me."

Vinna fought the instinctive urge to stiffen. She searched for the right words to demand he release her. He held no claim to such intimacy; he was the man who had severed their bond, after all.

Her mind cataloged the facts with a spy’s detachment. She had simply aided a wounded soldier who happened to be his nephew. Their reunion was a byproduct of chance, not intent. Yet, as the memory of the massacre surged back, the choices she had made and the blood she had spilled, the warmth of Andik’s presence felt like a sanctuary at the end of a frozen trek. She was not worthy of receiving such comfort. And she did not deserve a moment of peace. Regardless, she found herself leaning into it, the need for human touch overriding her pride.

So Vinna remained still, allowing him to stroke her hair and repeat his gratitude in a low, rhythmic murmur.

She surrendered to the embrace of the man who had been her passion and, later, her greatest ache, her eyes partially closed. In the wake of a slaughter dictated by a deity she could no longer comprehend, and certainly no longer revered, this small mercy was the only thing that felt real.
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The architectural grace of the residence had initially captivated him. Situated near the heart of Belur, the home of Lugalen Hindi possessed an ethereal elegance, reflecting the refined tastes of those loyal to Napur. In a different time, Andik would have maintained a disciplined vigil, his eyes scanning for structural flaws and his mind charting escape routes to neutralize any threat. Instead, he had arrived here trailing the wreckage of events that defied his understanding. He felt adrift, his heart a battlefield of warring impulses.

He blinked, struggling to anchor himself to the present and suppress the tremor that rattled his chest. The knowledge of Abedin’s survival was a shock he could barely contain. He required a sanctuary, a quiet corner where he could speak truths that grew more distorted with every moment he dwelled upon them.

He caught Vinna’s hand. With a firm pull, he led her away from the corridor where they had stood. A flicker of guilt should have touched him; never before had her presence brought him such profound relief, not even during the height of their past intimacy.

Vinna followed, though her grip remained hesitant, her fingers barely curling around his own. "What is this? Where are we going?" she whispered, her voice dropping to a low murmur. When Andik turned to look at her and pressed a finger to his lips, she fell silent.

They moved with purpose toward the end of the corridor, leaving behind the inquisitive gazes of the Urookite and Napuri soldiers. Andik deflected the scrutiny of the guards with a deceptive smile. He hoped the men would assume he was dragging her away for a brief, romantic reprieve; such a rumor would provide the best guarantee of privacy.

They bypassed his personal quarters, turning instead into a secondary passage that led down a narrow staircase. The scent of dried herbs and soap rose to meet them, confirming their arrival in the servants’ wing. At this hour, the stone halls remained largely deserted. Andik tested a series of latches until one yielded, and he pulled Vinna into the gloom. The room was draped in shadow, save for a thin sliver of light bleeding in from beneath the door.

Vinna began to speak, but he covered her mouth with his palm. He leaned close, his lips nearly brushing her ear. "Wait," he breathed. The warmth of his breath against her skin sent a jolt through her. She stood rigid, swallowing hard as they listened to the silence of the hall. Only when he was certain the corridor remained vacant did he retreat a step.

"I apologize. I..." Andik bit the inside of his lip, struggling for composure. Light was unnecessary for him to sense the tension in her frame or the way her brow must have knit in frustration. "There are matters I must relay to you. I require your aid," he whispered.

Vinna placed a hand on his bicep, a soft, mirthless laugh escaping her. "It’s becoming a ritual. We only cross paths when you have a need. I am the one who conceals the dead and scours the blood you leave in your wake."

Andik clenched his jaw. He found no grounds to contest her words. "I have been ungrateful. You’re right. Without your intervention, masking the fallout of Revenne’s end would have proven an impossible task."

Yalael Revenne had been among the first of the turncoats to reveal his hand. Had the man not succumbed to panic and attempted to take Andik’s life, the current state of their world might have taken a far different shape. Regardless, Vinna had taken charge of the aftermath, concealing the corpse and the circumstances of his demise. Because of her, Andik had been granted the time to pursue his investigation.

Until the Black Amphitheater. Until the catastrophe.

"One day, I will learn to deny you, Andik. You and..." Vinna’s voice trailed off, her resolve fading before the sentence could find its end.

Andik tensed. He sensed a turbulence that rarely touched a woman forged in the fires of conflict. In his mind, Vinna was many things, but she was never uncertain. His pragmatic instincts signaled a warning. She was vital to his cause, particularly following the ruin of Urook, but only if her focus remained absolute. The gamble of seeking a spy’s assistance, especially here, in the heart of a Lugalen’s home, was already high. He chose to delay his own revelations. He covered the hand she had placed on his arm: "What has transpired, Vinna?"

A low sigh of mourning escaped her: "I cannot. I cannot speak of it."

Andik pressed closer. "The city has fallen. Our home. The very foundation of our beliefs has crumbled. If you possess knowledge that can shift the balance, I must hear it. Only the gods can count the dead, and countless more are in peril as we stand here. Speak to me." He took her chin between his fingers, tilting her face upward. In the gloom, he could only discern the ghost of her features, but he felt the warmth of her skin and the tremor of her suppressed emotions.

"No," Vinna whispered. A sudden steel entered her tone, a finality that brooked no argument. "I swore an oath. We of the order go to the grave with our secrets."

Andik understood. He had bound his soul to similar vows. Yet the figure to whom he had dedicated his life had vanished. The ascension of the Only Begotten Son remained a distant, flickering hope. If the transition even held together, it remained years away. "Our Lord has left us," he said. "We saw no ceremony of passage. We both understand the rot that follows a broken succession."

Few in Kenjir appreciated the rituals governing the Masters. The common folk saw only the result, never the machinery, and the gods themselves never bothered to explain the mechanics of their lineage.

To Andik, the biological reality of the deities remained a heavy truth. They produced but one child. Upon the death of the parent, the entirety of their memories flooded into the successor. The dying mind merged with the young vessel. This process forged a new consciousness, a synthesis of the ancient and the scion. Only the sheer scale of the Masters’ power made such things undeniable. Their abilities had shaped the very bedrock of the world, and to accept their cycle of death and rebirth was simply the price of their protection.

One problem remained.

Zayr had not met a natural end. The customs meant to guide the transfer of power were now impossible. No one could predict the consequences for Kenjir.

Vinna seemed determined to keep her silence, yet Andik refused to yield. Force would fail against a woman like her. He needed to offer a trade. He would give her his truths to buy her own.

So he took a slow, deep breath, and began to recount the events, layering what he knew against what he feared. "I should be dead, Vinna. A blade reached for my heart, and the river nearly took the rest." He moved her hand from his arm and pressed it against his tunic. "Here. The wound still weeps. The ache persists. But I am ready to walk the path back to that traitor. I would do it a thousand times over. Oaths possess no weight if we refuse to risk our souls to keep them. I know you feel the same. You have always held my trust. Now, listen."

Andik recounted their time apart, beginning with the moment he sought Nalia’s aid in Urook. He sifted through his memories, taking the swiftest path through the facts. At any moment, an interruption might shatter their privacy, and he had no desire to offer explanations to the curious.

Vinna remained silent, listening as he charted the path from suspicion to certainty. Seemingly random events had aligned with the half-remembered verses of ancient legends. Through that lens, his old obsession took on a terrifying new weight.

The Ashen Shields.

"Did they do this to you?" Vinna’s touch softened. She moved into his space.

"They did. My gut warned me first. A servant moved among Zayr and his guests. He seemed off. The events that followed proved my intuition correct." He kept the descriptions lean, focusing of the Lugalens’ daughters and their sudden, absurd violence. He described the knives and the wet slice of steel against throats. Then he spoke of Shadi Jan Hura. He pictured her again, clutching the blade, as still as a pillar of salt.

"I trailed the attendant. He knew. He took the advantage and ambushed me. After that, the world went dark."

Nalia had saved him. Without her…

"How did you reach this place?" Vinna leaned closer.

The urge to peel back her secrets made him tremble. The vast, unseen plan surrounding them seemed to tighten like a hand around his throat. Vinna misread the tension; she likely took it for a chill or a lingering spark of pain, and closed the distance, pulling him into an embrace. One hand found his shoulder; the other settled at his waist. They fell into the familiar rhythm of a hundred previous nights. In those years, they had fiercely devoted themselves to carving a private world out of the chaos of war.

Vinna rose on her toes and kissed him. Her lips moved with the confidence of a woman who remembered every curve of his soul.

Andik did not pull away.

The warmth of her lips still lingered when she retreated. "Someone comes." Vinna mirrored his earlier caution. She pressed her palm against his mouth, a silent command for stillness.

Light footsteps pattered against the stone nearby. At least three individuals moved in the shadows. The footfalls lacked the heavy strike of a soldier’s boot or the weight of a grown man. Why would children wander this wing at such an improbable hour? That left the servants. The house staff moved through the estate in a constant, restless swarm, a presence the high-born guests usually failed to notice.

The footsteps faded. Vinna released a low, gravelly laugh. "The rumors hold true: the Napuri never sleep. They find too much indulgence in the dark."

"We are not Napuri," Andik reminded her.

"And we’re hardly better. Awake at this hour, and for reasons no less indulgent… No. Not another word." She retreated further into the gloom. "It was a kiss. We both required the distraction. In simpler times, our night would only now begin, Ensin Thawill. I suspect your face is burning."

Andik let out a quiet laugh. "Perhaps. We should find a more secure corner."

"You provoke me."

"I only mean that our business remains unfinished. This corner of the house no longer offers the privacy we require."

Vinna struck his cheek with a light, playful blow. "A good soldier to the end. I cannot fathom why the gods granted you such a face. You make my duty far more difficult." She moved toward the door. After a moment of silence to scan the hall, she turned. "Let’s go."

"Where?"

"I have visited estates like this across Kenjir. The architects display less imagination than they claim. Follow me and keep your complaints to yourself. I find you far more tolerable when you remain silent."

"Is that so?"

"It is." She stole a final kiss, then slipped into the hallway.

A strange shadow hung over Vinna. Andik could not define the shift, even with their history. He knew her habit of hoarding vital intelligence. A spy and an assassin, she wielded the resolve to die with her secrets for the sake of King Zayr’s line. To doubt that loyalty would be foolish.

Yet a deeper tension remained.

He trailed her through the winding corridors. As the taste of her lingered, guilt flickered in his mind, a quiet question of why he had not turned away. He was the one who had severed their bond. The passions that once chained them together had long since burned to cinders. Was this weakness? No. Perhaps it was merely the selfishness of a man seeking heat in a cold world.

Admission did not come easily, but a part of him had hoped this brief intimacy might coax Vinna into candor. With her secrets laid bare, he could determine if she remained a reliable ally.

He fought to suppress the suspicion of self-deception. The conviction to stand tall and act for the sake of Urook, or whatever survived of it, often felt like a grim necessity rather than a choice. Such stubbornness had already forced him into deeds that offered no pride.

He intended to settle the debt with Vinna later.

He intended to be honest.

For now, the mission demanded his total focus.

Vinna shifted between slow, deliberate strides and bursts of speed, navigating the darkness with a predator's grace. She bypassed two guard posts with practiced ease, one on their current level and another at the base of the stairs.

Finally, they emerged onto a sprawling terrace. A tall colonnade framed three sides of the court, while a blanket of stars gleamed in the velvety black sky above Belur.

Empty enclosures lined the terrace. Only the distant pens on the far side held their residents. Two Scarlet Lanners perched within stone and iron nests near the edge where the stone dropped away toward the city. Their Tamers were nowhere in sight. Andik knew these raptors and their warriors often rested together, though a master occasionally sought diversion elsewhere, preferring human company to that of a bird of prey.

Vinna indicated the Scarlet Lanner on the right. The creature carried an imposing bulk even in repose, its powerful talons tucked beneath a coat of feathers. It tilted its head, observing them with a singular eye. "That is my traveling companion," she said.

"His name?"

"I never asked."

"Why?"

She approached the raptor on silent treads. Near the fence, her pace slowed to a crawl. The Scarlet Lanner seemed to regard her with a flicker of disappointment before it settled back into sleep.

Vinna climbed over the lip of the artificial nest. She gestured for Andik to follow, then claimed the narrow space between the bird and the stone railing overlooking the city. He settled beside her.

The night breeze carried a chill. He felt a sudden gratitude for the fine wool of the garments provided by Lugalen Hindi.

Vinna, however, drew her scorched, grime-stained cloak tight around her shoulders. She leaned her head against the stone and let her eyelids fall. "I still fail to grasp how you survived," she murmured.

Andik let out a slow breath. "A secret for a secret?"

She muttered a curse. "Your persistence has grown. I know from experience that when you fixate on a target like this, you summon the worst of your nature."

The observation held truth. Yet Vinna did not reject the bargain. She no doubt hovered between the urge to speak and the urge to strike him, so Andik moved to bridge the gaps in his history.

"Nalia saved me. She sensed the danger that night and trailed me into the dark. She pulled me from the water. By her account, we clung to a piece of wreckage for hours before the current spat us onto the shore. She secured horses and forced my retreat. Eventually, we found passage on a fishing vessel bound for Levar."

"Levar?"

"I sought an ally." He recounted the girl who had attempted to poison him. He explained how that single betrayal had sharpened his instincts before the catastrophe at the lake. "The sensation of being hunted never left me. I was right to feel it." Without that constant threat, Andik never would have sought the aid of Den Shonu, nor the strength of the twins, Intisaar and Adeela. "Shonu smelled the shift in the wind. He believed that aiding me bought him leverage over the trade routes through the Lake of Currents. Perhaps he was right. I will never be able to confirm his gamble."

Though Nalia had helped him parse those events, a deep fire of guilt remained in his chest. Violent images of the struggle within the mausoleum, as they fought toward the Eye of the Ether, stained his mind with blood. "My suspicions turned out to be true, Vinna. The Ashen Shields exist. They want me dead. One of them drove steel into me on sight." The dark-skinned warrior with the charming smile had been the final test, the one who had nearly finished the task.

Vinna showed no surprise at the confirmation of the Shields. The revelation could imply many truths, and none of them offered Andik comfort. She took his hand: "Why do they seek your life?"

"I lack a solid answer. Yet it remains easy to imagine the Shields view every survivor as a threat. I am an inconvenient witness." He reached the section of his account that still sparked a sense of disbelief within him, speaking of the arrival in Belur, the conference with Ensin Sari, and the brutal news regarding the fall of Urook.

At the mention of their homeland, Vinna released his hand. She curled into the folds of her cloak as if seeking a way to vanish.

"I saw it all," she whispered, her eyes fixed on some internal horror. "The fire and the smoke. The chasms. The ziggurat buckled and the ground swallowed it whole. People died in the thousands. A sea of bodies choked streets that had turned to charcoal. Our home has vanished."

Andik swallowed against the knot in his throat. He refused to let the tears fall. "Where did you find him?"

She looked at him through a thin veil of moisture. "The boy was far from the city. Yet the debris still reached his company. He is the only survivor."

When Andik had visited Abedin earlier, the boy could speak only in disjointed fragments. The tragedy had shaken him to the core. Yet life remained, and that sufficed. Andik never could have faced the matriarch, Addira, if her great-grandson had perished. Their lineage had already paid too high a price.

"He rests now,” Andik said gently. “You should hear how he speaks of you." A soft laugh escaped him. "He calls you an apparition. A divine creature who plucked him from the flames." Andik held her gaze. The fact that his former lover had been the one to pull his kin from the wreckage added a layer of debt he was not yet ready to calculate.

"I did what I had to do," she said. "Some claim that is my only talent. I obey orders."

The hair on the back of Andik’s neck prickled. "That defines us all. We are servants of Zayr’s army. Guardians. To obey is to preserve life."

Vinna shook her head. The motion began slowly, then grew more decisive until the tears broke. "No, Andik. It also means committing the unthinkable. The foul. The corrupt." She hissed the words as a sob rattled her chest.

"Vinna…"

Voices rose from below, cutting through the still air. Beyond the parapet of the sprawling terrace, the sound of an argument drifted upward.

Andik climbed out of the stone nest and stood. His movements regained a semblance of his former fluidity, though the wounds on his chest offered a reminder that he belonged in a sickbed.

Vinna wiped her eyes. She moved with far more stealth than he, trailing him toward the edge of the railing. They peered between the thin columns. Below, a small group had gathered. The men wore the red, mahogany, and purple of the high command. Dark shoulder pads gleamed on their jackets.

Urookite Ensins.

The violence appeared barely contained. The men had split into two factions, each struggling to restrain a senior Ensin.

Andik felt a desperate urge to identify them, but the heavy gloom of the courtyard conspired against him. The depth of the shadows shrouded their features, leaving their faces indistinct beneath the terrace. Recognition remained out of reach. Yet he needed to understand their presence here and the cause of a fury that made them seek to blind one another.

"My gut is turning," Vinna whispered.

"Mine too," Andik hissed. The words of the matriarch flashed through his mind. Addira had warned him in her secret correspondence. According to her letter, the master of the house, Ensin Thaabit Sari, remained under investigation.

Flee Belur at once.

Andik briefly recounted the contents of his grandmother’s secret letter, watching as the details deepened the unease on Vinna’s face. To both, the timing felt like a grim conspiracy. A gathering of Urookite Ensins, locked in a clandestine struggle so soon after the catastrophe, suggested a hidden thread connecting the two events.

The pale moonlight softened the angular lines of Vinna’s features. Her eyes held a sadness he had never witnessed in their years together. When he finished, she turned a fixed stare toward him and whispered, "Until recently, the notion of an organized group of traitors struck me as absurd. Foolish. The Masters have historically suppressed dishonesty and the most blatant rot of corruption. Through their vigilance, Kenjir enjoyed nearly universal peace for a millennium. Why would any soul seek to dismantle that rule?" The question trailed off as she looked past him, her focus drifting as though she were interrogating her own thoughts.

"Greed? A thirst for power? The wealthy and the influential have thrived for centuries. Gold, food, and fertile land exist in greater abundance than ever before. Those who incite rebellion risk total ruin. They risk being swept away like dust. The Masters even granted space to the Covenant Guild. Never has an organization held such sway while remaining so loosely tethered to the three great cities." She gestured with her chin toward the men below, who continued to trade venomous barbs.

"Your grandmother’s sources likely hold some truth, and perhaps those men are indeed seditious. But for their betrayal to make sense, a powerful motive must exist. Consider the reality, Andik. The city has fallen. Those Ensins have already lost their world. This is no longer a simple grab for the lands of Urook or dominion over its people. Such goals cannot be the true spark for a revolt this dangerous."

Andik released a heavy breath. "I fear you are right. Lately, my focus has narrowed to mere survival. The reality of such deep evil within our world repels me. It stifles the air in my lungs. Yet we cannot turn away or ignore the past, can we? Too much has burned." He ran a hand through his hair. "The Ashen Shields emerge from the dark. They slay a god. In the immediate aftermath, the Ensins who swore fealty to that very deity act with suspicious haste."

"The decay simply grew visible," Vinna corrected. "The investigation into these alleged traitors likely spans years. The fall of Urook merely drove the rats from their burrows."

Andik looked away from the dispute below as his intuition forged a link between events, faces, and whispered plots. The realization sent a frigid tremor through his veins: "I fear the Ashen Shields already command what remains of the Red Army, Vinna." He reached into the depths of his resolve to whisper his true suspicion. "No. I suspect this plan has been in motion for years. The Ashen Shields have infected our culture to its very marrow. We realized the threat only after the trap snapped shut."

Vinna leaned back, her posture shifting nervously on her heels. "Did your grandmother name Emmerin Deon?"

"She did. The name stayed with me because Deon is one of the few Ensins who also serves as High Prelate and Priest of Zayr. Why do you ask?"

"And did Deon conduct the investigation into the Ashen Shields? Did he do so by the direct command of King Zayr?"

Andik knit his brows, straining to recall the precise phrasing of the message. He regretted the destruction of the parchment; a second reading might have offered a clue he had missed. "My grandmother believes Deon acted under the patronage of our Lord," he said. "Zayr kept the matter clandestine, but the initiative belonged to the king alone."

Vinna folded her arms over her chest. She let out a heavy breath, her gaze fixed on the stone floor.

"You must speak to me, Vinna. I respect the tenacity of your silence. I respect your defense of your oath with every fiber of my being. But the truth must be plain to you now. If we withhold these fragments of knowledge, what purpose does our fealty serve? This silence might even invite a greater catastrophe."

She chewed on her lip, then turned abruptly toward him and lifted her chin. "Have you ever disobeyed a direct order?"

Andik hesitated.

"I do not mean the creative interpretation of a command. I do not mean the omission of details or a slight deviation from a directive to achieve the same result. I mean a conscious act against the will of your superior."

"No. I have never done that."

"Neither have I." Vinna uttered each subsequent word as if it caused her physical pain. "Because I always believed that my superiors acted in accordance with the will of the Masters. I believed the Masters acted only for the good of all the peoples who live in Kenjir. All of them, regardless of the Household they serve, without distinction between Larsani, Urookite, or Napuri."

The answers Andik sought hovered within reach, yet Vinna’s tone sparked a growing alarm.

"Instead, I discovered the lie. I obeyed a command. I chose fealty and committed an abomination, Andik. I cannot reveal everything because of the oath I swore. But I also remain silent out of sheer shame. I feel disgust for my own deeds." Vinna could no longer hold his gaze. She approached the Scarlet Lanner, which kept its eyes closed and its head bowed, and she brushed its feathers. "I can, however, point you toward the truth. Emmerin Deon is now a guest of the Only Begotten Reev, in the Fields of Dawn. Your grandmother’s information is correct. They held him at the Larsani embassy just as the city fell. Reev demanded his presence." She pulled her hand from the bird’s plumage and rubbed her temple. When she realized Andik intended to speak, she raised a hand to stop him.

"You must ask why, Andik. Ask yourself how much Reev knows of that investigation and what he might sacrifice to obtain what he desires. Consider how far he might go to coax the truth from Deon’s lips. The Only Begotten represents the future of our civilization. The ashes of Urook stain his brow. What remains for us if we discover that peace and security are no longer the priorities of the new Tutor God?"

"The other Households would never permit it," Andik countered. "King Aabar and King Lorin would strike. Their Champions would follow."

"Precisely. But when you speak of your fear that the Shields have poisoned the highest seats of power... I suggest only that you have not yet dared to look high enough."

Andik’s eyes widened. The fragments of information in his mind shifted and locked into a new, grim pattern. "Do you speak of a palace purge?"

Vinna offered a soft, bitter laugh. A tear tracked down her cheek, crossing the ink of her Acute tattoo. She shook her head. "No, Andik. I tell you only what I can. My knowledge of these events remains limited. But I am a warrior. I recognize the scent of war when the wind carries it to my door."

Andik stepped toward her. The sight of her distress carved a hole in his chest, a pain as physical as the blade that had nearly claimed his life. He took her hand, his grip firm. "Then join me. We will find Emmerin Deon together. We will uncover what he knows."

Vinna met his gaze in silence.

"We owe this to the people of Kenjir," he continued. "Death and destruction have taken too much already. If we abandon hope and cease our search for the truth, our people are finished."

"You do not want my company. If the truth reached you, you would feel the same revulsion in your heart that I feel in mine," Vinna whispered

"That will never happen."

"I wish that were true."

"Let that be my choice. Come with me." He pulled her into a tight embrace. Once again, the sting of guilt returned to him. He had never treated her with such tenderness. The warmth he felt for her stemmed from empathy and shared pain. "I should have been more careful with you. Kissing you like that... it was a mistake on my part."

"I was the one who reached for you," she whispered, leaning her head against his chest.

"I failed to show you the respect you deserve."

"You did," she admitted. "You bruised my pride when we walked away from each other. No man had ever made me feel that way before. But that pain is behind us now. If anything, the apology belongs to me. I didn’t exactly give you a choice."

Andik smoothed her hair, his touch lingering. "We witnessed too much death. We mourn the ruin of our home. No one expects us to maintain a clear head at every moment. But we cannot falter, even with the little we know. I will escort my nephew, Nalia, and Intisaar away from this palace. Then, I seek Emmerin Deon. Perhaps the revulsion you feel will vanish once you understand the truth. You are a formidable woman, Vinna. You are among the most capable fighters I have ever known. You deserve a light heart and a future free of shadows." He released her and met her gaze, offering her a small smile. "I need your aid, I admit it. I fear what I will discover, and sleep would elude me if I left you in this state."

Vinna wiped her eyes. "You have always been too noble. Even to your own detriment."

"Yet you still favor me."

"I do. Despite my better judgment."

He stepped back and placed his hands on her shoulders. He stared at her, his expression resolute. "Consider my offer. I depart before the first light of dawn."

He left her there beside the Scarlet Lanner, illuminated only by the starlight above Belur.
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Andik had nearly reached his quarters when the sound of a distant quarrel arrested his progress. A man and a woman traded clipped, biting phrases that bounced off the stone. He remained motionless, certain he recognized the voice of Lugalen Hindi. The deeper voice likely belonged to her husband, Ensin Sari.

Stillness claimed him in the center of the corridor. The path to the guest wing lay to the right, a simple trek to the end of the hall. Yet his years in the field suggested that the sudden pull of curiosity in his chest often marked the boundary between a standard night and a tactical advantage. He paused a final time, then turned toward the source of the noise.

At the intersection of the halls, the heated argument grew distinct. This surpassed mere disagreement; it had spiraled into a total confrontation. Beyond the corner lay the massive white doors, reinforced with golden friezes and heavy nails, marking the threshold to the couple’s private rooms.

The touch of steel against the nape of his neck halted his breath. It arrived without a whisper. Andik froze.

"You shouldn’t be here, Ensin."

The voice belonged to Gavir Debu, the Colonel bound to that house.

"Your hospitality has taken an abrupt turn, Colonel. Why the steel at my neck?"

"The warning was clear, Ensin. You walked the wrong path." Contempt laced the man’s tone, a blatant disregard for the distance between their respective ranks. The title of Ensin left his lips as if it were a curse. The blade pressed inward. The bite of the edge sufficed to part the skin, and a trickle of warmth traced a path between Andik’s shoulder blades.

"I heard a dispute. I intended to assist." It was a largely useless explanation, he realized. Debu acted on a darker impulse, one far beyond the reach of simple persuasion. Silence might buy time, but words would not turn this tide.

"Pivot. Slowly. Move with me."

Andik prepared to comply. A direct gaze often revealed the small betrayals of a steady voice. Yet, before he could shift his weight, a dull impact vibrated through the heavy doors. His focus snapped to the wood.

A second jolt, more violent than the first, forced a sliver of light through the seam.

On the third strike, the doors gave way: Ensin Sari collapsed into the hall, blood pouring from a ruinous gap in his throat. He spasmed against the stone before the stillness of death claimed him.

"Down, Thawill!" The command shattered the momentary silence. Chaos descended with a speed that defied logic.

Lugalen Balqis Hindi emerged from the shadows of the room. Drenched in red, she stood clad in nothing but sheer linen. A dagger was in her right hand, its length dripping with fresh gore.

Her eyes locked onto Andik’s. "Down!" she snarled, the word a feral rasp.

Andik scarcely found the time to obey. The intent behind her gesture remained a blur, marked only by the whistle of steel as it shaved the air beside his shoulder.

A rattle followed. Then a wet, rhythmic gurgle.

Behind him, Debu dropped to his knees. The Colonel’s fingers clawed at the hilt of the dagger buried in his throat. His gaze locked onto Andik’s, eyes bulging with the shock of sudden mortality, before he toppled over.

"Ensin Thawill, I fear your residency has reached a premature conclusion." Lugalen Hindi stood over the fallen officer. A tremor seized her limbs, yet her voice held the same glacial composure he remembered from their first meeting. She stooped to reclaim her steel from the colonel’s neck. "Thirty years. Three decades I shared a bed with a traitor. I watched the maids for signs of infidelity; I never looked for the Ashen Shields." She cleaned the blade against her robe. When she finally met Andik’s eyes, her own were bloodshot and glazed with a frantic light. Faint, yellowing bruises marred the skin of her neck and shoulders, relics of violence days old. "I should have struck much sooner. The moment his lies first soured the air. Follow me, Thawill. Your party must vanish before my husband’s guard discovers the state of these quarters."

Andik found his tongue useless. The world had tilted on its axis in the span of three heartbeats. "How long have you known?" he asked, forced into a brisk stride to match her pace.

"That he was a liar? Always. Just as I was certain of his love." The Lugalen halted at the corridor’s turn. She searched his face, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial thrum. "I know your escape has already been prepared."

Shouts erupted from the lower levels. The discord of steel on steel followed close behind.

"How did you know?"

"I recognize your grandmother’s hand in this. I admire her greatly; the next time our paths cross, I shall scratch her eyes out for meddling in my affairs. In my own halls, no less." She gestured toward the far window. "But I am Napuri. Hospitality is a blood-debt. Supplies and mounts await the rest of your company. You must take to the windows, cross the rooftops, and gain the south wing."

The prospect of a midnight flight sat ill with Andik’s pride. "Let us stand with you, Lugalen. You have risked everything for our sakes. We should fight at your side."

"No, Ensin. My husband lived as a traitor, yet his words held truth. The Tutor Household is a decapitated beast thrashing through the Lands, casting blood upon every soul in its path. Thousands of blades now lack a hand to guide them. They require steady minds to direct their purpose. For the common good."

Ensin Sari had seemed the pinnacle of reason, a man devoted to King Zayr and the welfare of the populace. Was the mask truly so convincing? The Lugalen’s blood-slicked hands offered a damning answer.

Andik measured his trust in her against the grim reality that no other path remained open.

"A senior Ensin, Aco Bajrami, holds a position in the Fields of Dawn," she said. "He requires every officer of the Red Army at his back. Join him, Thawill. Become the man my husband failed to be."
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Diaspro. Rahmadu had breathed that name before the great mirror-like slab. Within its depths, the god revealed a fractured reality: a version of Feroz both impossible and grotesque. This vessel now served as a conduit for divine whim. The gifts etched into his marrow promised either a grim salvation or a swift descent.

He had no desire to obey. The command to slaughter the girl settled in his gut like a stone. A chill seized him as Rahmadu’s hands locked onto his own.

"Open your eyes."

Feroz complied. Vertigo struck as the stone chamber vanished. He and the God of Ashes now stood upon a narrow gallery of iron and malachite, bolted to the outer skin of the ziggurat, near a colossal pillar.

To their left, the sheer face of the ziggurat rose toward the clouds. Below them, Napur sprawled in a magnificent display of green stone and glass palaces. The city breathed with life; gardens overflowed with trees and vibrant flowers, while the bustling streets teemed with the distant, rhythmic motion of the populace.

A precipice divided their path from the neighboring spire, which glowed with the amber of a dying sun over a world draped in verdant beauty.

Feroz caught his breath. Instinct fought the tremor in his hands. His years as a Tamer surged to the fore, suppressing the gut-level terror of the heights. He had mastered the winds atop his Nyan and navigated the skies; a mere ledge could not break him. "Where have you brought us?"

Rahmadu released him and retreated a step.

"The God of Ashes knows no boundary of space. I exist where I am required, in the moment I am summoned." The entity gestured toward a nearby window. Feroz recoiled at his own reflection. His skin showed as dark as ink, punctuated by the cruel curve of claws and fangs. Those eyes now burned like smoldering coals.

A monster. The god had refashioned him into a nightmare.

Yet, the god had also pulled him from the grave.

"The talents I carved into your frame shall not be wasted," Rahmadu said, as if plucking the thoughts directly from Feroz’s mind. "Remember our pact, Diaspro. Deliver the girl’s head to me. Do this, and I shall restore all you have lost a hundredfold. Fail, and I will let death resume its claim upon your soul." With a snap of the god’s fingers, the gashes on Feroz’s chest tore open. The agony arrived before the first drop of blood.

Feroz hissed through the pain. "I understand. I will not fail."

Rahmadu nodded. Beneath the shadow of a wide hood, the visible curve of his mouth stretched into a satisfied smile. "Napur falls prey to Kenjir’s opulence," he said, turning toward the vista. "The emerald city, much like every stone the Masters tarnish with their filthy, blasphemous hands, serves as a latrine lined with jewels. They build palaces to defy the clouds and hang bridges across the heavens. They rot in artificial gardens, wasting their breath on gems, gold, and wine. Safety is their illusion."

The giant withdrew a blood-red dagger from the heavy folds of his cloak and handed it to Feroz. "Expose the weakness of these false gods. Slay the girl and the abomination she represents. This act shall coat a nation of usurpers in holy shame."

Feroz accepted the blade.

Rahmadu’s hand rose, striking a gesture of command inches from the warrior’s eyes. A sensation of ice and fire raced across Feroz’s skin. Through the gorges of the Crimson Desert, a sound like a snake’s tail hissed against the reflective surface of a nearby window. "Watch."

Reluctance pulled at his limbs, yet Feroz obeyed. Breath hitched in his throat. A Napuri soldier stared back from the mirror’s depth. Green-painted leather strapped the shoulder, a partial cloak draped the torso, and the typical attire of a Napuri loyalist sat heavy upon his frame. The features belonged to a stranger. Skin the color of pale sand, hair the hue of rusted iron, and eyes the green of springtime. Anxiety tightened Feroz’s chest at the sight of this profane miracle. Such a disguise promised entry to any sanctum.

"The girl bides as Naven’s guest. She resides within this very ziggurat, coddled by the Masters. Seek the Champion’s private garden and fulfill your vow. Do not falter, Diaspro, or my wrath shall boil every drop of blood in your veins. Go, my blade, my vengeance. You have until the first light of dawn."

Rahmadu dissolved. A cloud of blood-red embers remained, only to be scattered by the wind.

Alone in the heights, Feroz navigated the ledge as it hugged the palace facade toward a jutting balcony. Curtains vast as ship sails snapped in the mountain breeze; their rhythmic swaying offered glimpses into a bedchamber of gaudy, Master-wrought opulence.

Feroz reached the balcony’s lip and flattened his spine against the masonry. His anatomy, warped by a metamorphosis that defied his very soul, thrummed with alien vitality. A newfound power coiled in his muscles, whispering of a strength to run and leap beyond mortal limits. Yet, stillness proved an enemy. Whenever he paused, a tremor took root in his chest, a frantic compulsion to move as though silence itself might steal the air from his lungs.

He closed his eyes and strained against the wind, hunting for the scrape of a boot or the rhythm of breath. Silence reigned. He vaulted the railing with a fluidity that bordered on the supernatural and slipped through the curtains. The chamber sat empty, as did the adjoining rooms. He moved like a shadow through the suite until he reached the exit. Pressing his ear against the door’s polished wood, he assessed the space beyond.

Low voices and the rhythmic shuffle of boots approached, then faded. A corridor.

He waited, the forced inactivity threatening to turn his lungs to ash, until the final echoes of the guards died away. He cracked the door open, slipped into the hall, and instinctively smoothed his hair.

Distortion haunted him. Each time his gaze caught the foreign pallor of his skin or the ghost of a stranger’s face in the polished surfaces, his stomach rebelled against the lie.

Feroz adjusted his stride, forcing a steady, military pace that might pass for routine. He wondered how long this borrowed flesh could endure before the mask shattered. The very concept of time, of what constituted a moment or an age in this warped state, threatened his composure. The reality remained stark: he held only the fragments of knowledge the giant permitted. It was a tether sufficient to bind a puppet, yet too short to allow for an attempt at freedom.

He let out a low grunt and shrugged, attempting to cast off the parasitic doubts. Reflection was a luxury he could not afford. Survival, and the dark task ahead, demanded his absolute focus.

Feroz emerged at the corridor’s terminus. Before him stretched a covered walkway following the inner perimeter of the massive structure. The depths of the ziggurat contained the sanctuary of Naven, Champion of Napur. A swift assessment of the void beyond the railing validated Rahmadu’s claim. Tier upon tier of identical walkways spiraled into the gloom above and the haze below. Inside, the ziggurat stood as a world apart, anchored in the heart of Napur yet insulated from the city’s common air.

Where did the private garden lie? He could not solicit directions. The guards expected a loyal soldier to navigate this labyrinth without hesitation.

Feroz resumed his pace, stifling a surge of mounting frustration. Time remained his most ruthless enemy; dawn promised only Rahmadu’s wrath.

The seat of Lorin, Lord of the Nurturers, surely occupied the zenith of this vertical fortress. Accessing the heights appeared straightforward, as countless iron and crystal platforms climbed the interior walls in a ceaseless, hypnotic pattern. Yet, a change in elevation offered no guarantee of entry. His current uniform served as a passport to the lower tiers, not the sanctum of a lord. A more subtle infiltration was required.

A constant stream of workers and servants flooded the corridors, walkways, and suspended platforms. This swarm was easy to spot but difficult to sift through. Feroz scrutinized and followed dozens of candidates. He tracked men and women through the palace depths until he chose a pair of workers. These two carried gardening tools and moved toward the upper levels.

Guilt bit at him as he used the false face Rahmadu provided to intercept them, cornering the pair between a stone pillar and a side passage. "You are late!" Feroz barked. He dragged them away from the central abyss of the palace into the shadows. "The Champion’s private garden is full of flower beds in pitiful condition. Do you realize the dishonor your laziness brings upon us all? That is the resting place of the Only Begotten, the son of our Lord Lorin. Why do you idle? Why have you not begun your labor?"

The gardeners, a middle-aged man and woman, shook. Through wide eyes and brittle voices, they surrendered the information Feroz required, and swore they were victims of a misunderstanding. To prove their innocence, they rattled off the names of the supervisors for Naven’s refuge and identified the workers assigned to the night shift.

Then they lowered their voices to a whisper, cowed by his sheer bulk and the glint of Napuri armor. As the woman wiped at her eyes, nausea surged in Feroz. She swore on her life that neither she nor her husband had ever dared dream of the champion’s garden, pleading for mercy.

Feroz listened, the acid in his throat a bitter reminder of the part he played. To cover his retreat, he feigned a deep annoyance at the bureaucratic mix-up, then strode away.

He moved at an ever-increasing pace.

The look in their eyes stayed with him. He could still see that frantic shift from terror to dazed relief. At the first turn, Feroz sought the cover of a large stone planter overflowing with ferns and climbing vines. He could no longer suppress the bile: every contemptuous word he had spat, every sneer he had directed at those innocent people, demanded a price. So he gripped the rim of the basin and retched until his stomach cramped with a knotted exhaustion.
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Three concentric barriers shielded the garden level. Walls of glass, stone, and iron divided the space, each manned by four soldiers at the cardinal openings. Despite the encroaching night, the flow of lives remained constant: nobles in silks and high-ranking officers rubbed shoulders with weary servants and gardeners.

From the gloom of a perimeter colonnade, Feroz studied the guard posts. He memorized the pattern of the inspections and the specific, repetitive gestures of the men on duty. Most of all, he focused on the laborers. He watched the way their shoulders slumped and their gazes dropped, measuring the exact shape of their submission.

Boredom and security shared a dull cadence at the gates. Some inspections remained cursory. Others lingered for reasons Feroz could only guess at. He set himself in motion and watched for a specific target: a gardener with an easy manner, someone whose rapport with the guards suggested a relaxed familiarity.

He did not wait long.

The ideal candidate emerged from the gates, leaving the soldiers behind amidst a burst of loud laughter. Feroz yearned to catch the specifics of their jests to bolster his own charade, but he kept his distance. The man passed, offering a traditional Napuri greeting, a sweep of fingers from his lips. In response, heat surged in Feroz’s chest. The thing inside him gnashed its teeth. It flexed its claws, ready to strike.

The events that followed merged into a crimson blur.

The graft Rahmadu had scorched into his flesh acted with a terrifying, alien precision. Feroz became a spectator to his own body. He watched himself trail the gardener, a man of similar build, into a corridor toward the descending platforms.

A muffled thud echoed.

The gardener’s eyes flared with terror before the light in them dimmed. Feroz dragged the limp weight of the body behind a cluster of massive stone urns. He failed to comprehend his own actions, or the mask he now wore, until he found his fingers curved toward the man’s throat. Only a desperate wrench of will kept his talons from sinking into the flesh.

His hands shook. Sweat slicked his brow as he retreated with ragged breaths. When he caught his reflection in the polished stone of the corridor walls, the gardener’s face stared back at him, carved into his own skin.

Blinking, he forced his lungs into a steady tempo. The claws slipped beneath his cuticles until only his fingernails remained. The man lay curled in the shadows of the alcove. He breathed in thin, weak rasps. Alive, yes, though a brutal headache awaited his return to consciousness. headache awaited his return to consciousness.

A presence within Feroz, an intruder that claimed his limbs without permission, had hungered to butcher the man like a beast.

He had nearly slaughtered an innocent soul, and for no reason.

Along with the gardener’s likeness, Feroz had taken up the tools of the craft. Rahmadu’s artifice proved more than convincing. The soldiers on guard barely deigned to glance at him, and did not attempt to engage him in small talk.

Feroz crossed the threshold into the private garden of Naven, the only son of Lorin and Champion of the Nurturers. It all happened with an ease that bordered on the surreal.

The workers entrance sat far from the grand gates reserved for nobles and high-ranking military; these utilitarian wooden doors opened onto a network of paths snaking between warehouses, stables, and kitchens. A small village of houses clustered here. The people within this enclave rarely left its confines; for them, devotion to the gods and loyalty to their labor existed as a single, inseparable thread.

Feroz’s own life had followed a parallel course. From his early training to the years spent with Nyan, he had committed himself to the mastery of skills that served only as tools for the Gods. He had offered nothing but faith and loyalty.

In return, a traitor had gifted him with death.

Now he intended to surpass her crimes. Rahmadu demanded lies. The creature forced him to wear the skin of an innocent and infiltrate a sanctuary. All for a promise. That being had proven it could sustain his life, yet it had also threatened to crush him like an insect should he fail to obey.

Feroz navigated the maze of paths toward the garden’s inner edge. As he passed a pane of dark glass, he felt a surge of gratitude that the reflection staring back was not his own. The weight of his shame would have suffocated him.

Music and light spilled through windows and colonnades. Amidst the frantic movement of servants, the building burned like an amber beacon against the night. Feroz tightened his grip on his tools and closed the distance. He skirted the perimeter, keeping to the gloom as he pressed toward the structure, bypassing the primary access routes. The sound of the crowd and the rhythmic thrum of dancing grew loud.

Where was she?

He searched the perimeter vegetation for a tree with sufficient height and breadth to grant him a view of the interior. The perfect specimen, towering over the upper terraces, was not far.

Feroz gripped the bark, his claws sliding from his fingertips with a fluid ease that chilled his blood. He ascended with a sudden, impossible grace. Within moments, he crouched upon a sturdy branch and studied the figures beyond the glass: young men and women who drank wine, danced, and laughed.

Then he saw her.

The girl from Rahmadu’s visions sat apart from the revelry, occupying a sofa alone with her fingers twisted in her lap. Every sigh she exhaled suggested that the celebration was a refined form of torture.

A damp chill settled deep inside him, quiet as breath on glass. To finish this, he required only the patience for the crowd to thin. Rahmadu’s gifts ensured the assassination itself demanded little effort, yet doubt eroded his resolve. Should the being honor their pact, the path back to his own hearth remained open. Still, he wondered what fragments of the man he once was remained to make that journey. He fixed his gaze upon the girl. She was a mere child. He wondered if the gods had ever truly granted him a choice. Rahmadu spoke of the threat she posed, but Feroz found no evidence of it in her small frame. The point was moot. From a high branch, he watched the succession of dances and rhythmic displays, a parade of wealth that felt entirely alien.

The girl remained an island amidst the sea of guests. Only the arrival of a dancer broke her solitude. The man moved with an athlete’s grace, executing feats of acrobatics while suspended by ribbons of silk. For a brief span of heartbeats, the spectacle held Feroz captive; he forgot his name and his purpose. The man’s ability to rouse the girl from her lethargy, however briefly, sparked a flicker of genuine surprise. Perhaps they were already acquainted. Regardless, the interlude evaporated and she retreated once more into her cold isolation.

The celebration eventually ebbed, and the fire of the music dimmed as the guests and performers drifted from the ballrooms. Feroz watched them go, his focus intensifying as he resumed the hunt.

The bedchambers formed a ring around the top floor’s perimeter. Success meant a leap to one of those stone balconies followed by a room-by-room inspection. The necessity of it left a bitter taste on his tongue. He felt a profound wrongness in his soul as he moved through the tree canopy, leaping between branches to find a vantage point for the final strike.

Rahmadu’s gifts flooded Feroz’s senses with a deluge of raw stimuli: scents, hues, and dissonant sounds sharpened into a bitter edge of perception. The compulsion to finish his task coiled within his gut, a hungry presence. From the chosen branch, he launched himself toward the nearest terrace, then moved with the ethereal grace of a ghost and the voracity of a wolf. Upon the stone ledge, he exhaled a breath that carried the tang of triumph and the ash of ruin.

He moved between the terraces in silence, a shadow more elusive than the breeze that stirred the light silks within the rooms. Beyond the open doors, the high-born youth cast aside their finery for sleep, or surrendered to wine-flushed passions in the dark.

Finally, he found her. The girl. The mark.

He averted his eyes as she slipped out of her evening gown. He stood rooted to the spot, tracking her movements through sound alone. She was a slight thing. Her footsteps barely registered against the floor.

Guilt flared like a brand in his chest. Feroz looked back into the room and narrowed his gaze. The girl lay amidst a cloud of pillows, her eyes fixed upon the ceiling. She breathed with a slow, deliberate rhythm, yet sleep clearly eluded her.

A single tear traced a hot path down Feroz’s cheek, his eyes fixed on the target Rahmadu called a threat. He ground his teeth together and slipped into the shadows.
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A desperate beauty permeated the feverish air of the gala, though the hour of its conclusion drew near. High-born youths circled the ballroom with a grace so effortless they seemed entirely unburdened by the pull of the earth. Duties and terrors retreated beyond the perimeter of slender columns, held at bay by the architecture of denial.

Shadi contemplated the inevitable decay of the evening, and envisioned a morning that held nothing but the distant resonance of laughter and the sight of wine-stained crystal. This entire display felt without merit, for celebration served no purpose amidst such ruin.

Her gaze drifted over the appointments of the room, from the intricate carvings of the polished woodwork to the white marble walls. Veins of silver, green and gold traced paths through the stone, appearing to feast upon the flickering light of the wall-mounted candelabra. The resulting reflections rendered the atmosphere ethereal, a crisp departure from the stark realities of the Peaks. Yet, luxury did not mask the truth. She remained a captive, no different from the other young men and women who drifted through the light.

There were nine survivors in total, the orphaned legacy of Lugalens who perished on the road to Larsa for the Trials. Their hosts offered a relentless tide of hospitality, treating the group with the exaggerated caution one might afford to fragile ceramic statuary. Some of her companions found solace in the constant ministrations of the servants, but for Shadi, the attention acted as a silken noose.

She shifted her posture within the high-backed chair and resumed the compulsive smoothing of her emerald silks. Hours ago, the servants of Naven provided this gown. The fabric draped with effortless grace over her hips, though the design exposed her arms and a significant portion of her back to the cool air. The ensemble required no restrictive corsets or the burden of voluminous, heavy skirts. While the garment revealed more skin than her modesty preferred, the comfort surpassed any formal attire her mother would have mandated for such a gathering.

Her gaze swept over the lingering guests. A lone couple remained seated, their names already lost to the depths of Shadi’s indifference. The girl’s dark tresses held a cascade of delicate white crystal flowers. She leaned close to murmur into the ear of her escort, a tall youth with chestnut hair. A vivid crimson flush bloomed across his handsome features. Shadi declined to speculate on the nature of the words that prompted such a reaction.

The rest of the party continued the dance. With only two gentlemen available for seven ladies, several of the girls partnered with one another. Beyond the watchful eyes of parents or the scrutiny of guardians, these youths abandoned the rigid protocols of their upbringing.

Even Shadi had surrendered to the music for a brief time earlier in the night.

Charu had dominated that very ballroom, flanked by a troupe of five fellow artists. Thick cords hung from the arches that intersected beneath the dome’s zenith. In a display that blended flight, dance, and combat into a singular art, the performers compelled the young survivors to hold their breath and fix their gazes upon the spectacle above.

The hypnotic undulations only deepened the admiration Shadi had harbored since his last performance. When Charu finally descended, he offered her a smile of disarming warmth. "I am here to collect a debt." His bow was deep and sinuous, a gesture entirely incongruous with the formal setting.

Heat flooded Shadi’s cheeks. She remained acutely aware of the artist’s presence and the speculative glances of the other youths. "A debt? I recall no such contract." She returned his smile, though the effort to maintain a steady gaze and a firm voice proved taxing.

Charu radiated a kinetic, infectious energy. "You intend to force me to beg!" Charu pressed a hand to his chest in a show of mock outrage. He retreated a step before he addressed the other guests. "Lords and ladies, I implore you!" Charu’s voice carried across the room with theatrical desperation. "This noble flower denies me even a single dance. For hours, I have pleaded for her favor." A few deliberate, uneven steps followed, as he mimicked the clumsy gait of a drunkard for the amusement of the crowd.

The circle of youths surrounding him erupted in laughter and applause. A chorus of approval rose as he turned his focus back to Shadi.

"Yet she, in her infinite beauty, stands cold and distant as a queen of winter!" Charu’s voice reached a fever pitch of feigned agony. "She denies me even a shred of attention! Her perfect gaze falters! I shall perish! I shall perish if you do not come to my aid!"

Shadi smiled once more. The expression sprang from a mixture of embarrassment and genuine amusement at the artist’s flair for the dramatic. Had he not described her as cold and distant, words that echoed the icy demeanor of her mother, she might have laughed outright. Instead, she rose and offered him her hand. "Yield not to despair, sir. Your winter queen has seen fit to grant a mercy. Let us dance."

The ensemble of musicians stationed amidst the columns resumed their performance, filling the hall with a spirited melody.

The dance was brief. Charu proved far more reserved than his earlier brilliance suggested, yet he maintained a steady, unblinking gaze throughout the performance. He offered a silent smile as he spun her across the floor. When the music ceased, the acrobat offered a clipped apology and hurried from the room. His companions followed in a silent, swift wake. Shadi tracked his departure, caught in a precarious balance between the adrenaline of the moment and a burgeoning suspicion.

What had just transpired?

Shadi returned to her seat, her eyes narrowing as she watched the room. She wondered at the ease with which she had forgotten her reality, if only for a few heartbeats. She remained a captive, a potential instrument in the hands of beings who offered every extravagance while they meticulously guarded the truth.

The sight of Hana Soleimani again provided a welcome warmth. The girl appeared far more serene; a soft rose hue colored her cheeks, and her eyes held a new vitality following the final dance. Shadi met her gaze with a subtle tilt of the head. The brief nod Hana returned confirmed that the worst of the afternoon’s crisis had passed.

Earlier that day, after Shadi had risked the integrity of her finery to leap between the balconies, she’d found Hana crouched in a corner, small and trembling, her distress carrying clearly across the gap. The girl had accepted her comfort without hesitation. She had offered fresh water to wash away the salt of her tears and smoothed aromatic oils through her auburn hair to steady her spirit.

Before the maids arrived, she had gently urged Hana toward a small act of bravery: to attend the gala that evening, if only to remind herself she still belonged among the living. The girl had agreed in a whisper, and between the last tremors of her sobs and the first fragile hint of a smile, they had shared an embrace.

Only then had Shadi slipped back across the balcony to her own chambers.

Now, Hana drew near. She was flanked by a tall youth whose dark, honey-hued hair fell to his shoulders. His expression remained unnervingly grave.

"Are you weary, Shadi? I imagine I would be, had I danced with that artist. What did he call himself?"

"Charu."

"Charu! A name of such exotic timber! Jathim, have you ever met him?"

The young man offered a silent shake of his head. He held Hana’s gaze for a moment before he turned his focus toward Shadi. In that instant, a flicker of recognition ignited within her. Familiarity stirred in the depths of her memory, yet the connection remained just beyond her grasp. Where had she seen this face before?

"This is Jathim Asadi, a friend of mine. The gala has surely stolen my manners," Hana said with a light laugh. "Jathim, this is Shadi Jan Hura."

The young man nodded, the name clearly striking a chord of recognition with Shadi. He pressed his index and middle fingers to his forehead before he swept them outward, a Larsani greeting.

Asadi. Jathim Asadi. He was one of Norain’s elder brothers. Shadi fixed her gaze upon him, her cheeks flushed with a heat she could not suppress. Many years had slipped away since she last encountered him alongside her own brother. She recognized Norain’s features in his face, that specific blend of curious intellect and effortless elegance. Silence had reigned between the friends since the Jabal Amira incident. A flurry of questions stirred within her. Should she inquire after Norain? Seek confirmation of her recovery? The impulse was strong, yet his scrutiny paralyzed her tongue. He watched her with a heavy, knowing intensity, his eyes suggesting he understood the events of that night. Worse, he seemed to hold her accountable.

Shadi acknowledged Jathim’s greeting with a light tap over her heart followed by a shallow bow. She remained locked in that visual duel until she became aware of Hana’s voice.

"We intend to gather on Jathim’s terrace once the celebration is over. The others shall join us. Will you come?"

In truth, Shadi desired nothing of the sort. However, she lacked the resolve to crush Hana’s newfound spirit with a blunt rejection. "Perhaps I shall join you later. For the moment, I need some rest."
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Shadi cast aside her shoes and pressed her feet into the lush pile of the carpets. The jingle of rings and jewelry announced the arrival of the maids, the very women assigned to her service upon her arrival at the estate.

She crossed the room to the doorway and opened it a fraction. Four women stood in the hallway. Beyond them, stationed where the shadows swallowed the head of the staircase, loomed armed guards. Naven, Champion of Napur and master of this house, clearly exerted great effort to ensure the youths never perceived the walls of their cage. Yet the night, even within such opulence, evidently harbored perils that commanded caution.

Shadi turned to the servants. "I shall attend to my needs myself this evening. You have my thanks. Do not trouble yourselves further."

The maid nearest the door, a woman of matronly stature with features accented by warm earth pigments, offered a low bow. "But my lady, surely you require our assistance to prepare your hair for bed." The woman gestured toward a basket replete with brushes, jars of scented pomades, and clips designed for the most elaborate styles.

A second woman, stationed beside the first, raised a soft heap of fabric. "We have brought the finest nightgowns in all of Napur for your comfort, my lady. You shall feel as though you slumber upon a cloud." A genuine spark of pride lit her eyes.

Shadi, however, had long since depleted the meager reserve of energy needed for interactions with strangers. She let out a weary sigh. "You are too kind. I value your concern and I do not doubt your word," she said, reaching through the opening to take the garments. "But I’m terribly exhausted. I fear I shall collapse upon the floor at any moment. I desire only sleep. We shall attend to my hair on the morrow, if it pleases you." She offered a final, apologetic smile and pulled the door shut before the women could register confusion or offense.

She turned the nightgown over in her hands. The servants had not exaggerated: the fabric was thin and light, yet the weave promised warmth. She draped the garment across the bed and commenced the task of freeing her tresses from the myriad knots and pins the maids had used to create her elaborate hairstyle.

For a brief span, Shadi lamented her decision to dismiss them, particularly as she nearly tore a few stray strands from her scalp. She had never possessed an affinity for such intricate labor. It remained one of the countless inadequacies Mother Tiona took great pleasure in highlighting.

Shadi gave a sharp shake of her head. Should she permit the tide of memories, pain, and resentment to claim her, rest would remain elusive until dawn. Perhaps by fastening her thoughts to the immediate present, exhaustion might finally grant her a reprieve of dreamless slumber.

Divesting herself of the gown proved far simpler than anticipated. Within the sanctuary of Jabal Amira, the mere act of untying the ribbons, corsets, and oppressive layers of heavy fabric would have consumed an eternity. She draped the silk across an armchair beside the bed and caught a fleeting glimpse of her reflection in the expansive mirror at the far end of the chamber. The young woman in the glass displayed a face accented by vibrant earth tones, her lips brightened by a delicate rose hue. This figure bore little resemblance to the child who once spent her existence confined within the formidable walls of a fortress on Kenjir’s edge. She seemed even more distant from the young woman who had survived both a kidnapping and a ruinous catastrophe.

"Who are you?" she whispered to her reflection. A sense of novelty permeated her spirit. Deep within her heart, she fostered a secret desire and a burgeoning hope, praying they might one day crystallize into a true purpose to guide her through the darkness.

She stepped toward the large marble basin. Warm water rested within the bowl, which sat atop a golden column beside the mirror. She bathed her face, neck, and shoulders with deliberate slowness. The fragrant petals within the water served to soothe the lingering tension in her muscles. Once finished, she returned to the bed and donned the nightgown. It was white as milk, embroidered with small yellow blossoms and green leaves as delicate as eyelashes.

She threw herself backward onto the mattress with arms flung wide. The impact sent the sheets and pillows aloft, a flurry of fabric reminiscent of a sudden summer gale.

Shadi stared at the frescoed ceiling. Even in the amber glow of the lamps, the artwork radiated vivid tones and stark contrasts. The painting depicted King Lorin. In the image, his open palms supported the weight of all Napur as he bestowed the realm upon his only son, the Champion.

Naven.

Shadi had met him only that morning, yet she could not rid herself of the sensation of having stood too close to the sun without suffering its fire.

The memory of his conduct haunted her. He had placed himself upon her level, refusing to emphasize the abyss that separated them by both nature and tradition. The words he had spoken remained equally vivid. Naven wished for her to view the future with less fear. Perhaps such a feat remained impossible. Yet, in the presence of such divinity, the world appeared to operate under a different set of laws. Even hope felt within her grasp. Before his departure, he had offered a final remark that resonated within the deepest reaches of her soul. Shadi pressed her wrist against her eyes as she recalled that final sentence.

I will ask some questions. I will help you resolve your doubts when I return.

According to Naven, the possibility existed that other survivors remained. Why would a deity deign to offer such comfort to her? Why did he insist she preserve her hope?

With a bitter sigh, Shadi turned onto her side. She caught fleeting glimpses of shadow and light through the narrow gap beneath the door. Soft voices and hesitant footsteps drifted from the hall, yet whoever lingered there quickly moved away.

Before Shadi surrendered to the heavy pull of sleep, more voices and the sound of approaching steps halted outside her chamber. She propped herself up on an elbow, the memory of Hana’s invitation surfacing. It was likely her friend, perhaps accompanied by the other youths on their way to the gathering on Jathim’s terrace.

Shadi hoped they would not compel her to answer, should they choose to knock. Her desire to support Hana stood at odds with her exhaustion. She yawned, her resolve failing, and sank back against the pillows, staring at the ceiling with eyes that grew heavier by the second.

It was in that moment of vulnerability that a hand clamped over her mouth.

Shadi’s eyes snapped open, fixed upon the man who pinned her to the mattress. He loomed over her, his features a mask of grim intent as he raised his other hand, which gripped a dagger. The aggressor’s crushing pressure was absolute. She attempted a scream, but only muffled, desperate moans escaped her lips.

A knock sounded at the door. To Shadi, whose heart thundered with a frantic, primal rhythm, each strike against the wood resonated like an explosion. Her eyes widened with terror as she scrutinized the visage of her assailant: dark, pitiless eyes and skin bronzed by a harsher sun. His jaw remained locked in a grimace as he exerted his full strength to keep her restrained.strength to keep her pinned.

Shadi did not yield: she fought with every ounce of her strength, her fingers finding the arm that silenced her. She dug her nails deep into the flexed muscle, finding it as rigid as stone beneath her touch.

The viscous sensation of blood met her fingertips. The man flinched, his hand retreating ever so slightly from her mouth as the pain registered. It was a marginal victory, insufficient to grant her freedom, yet it allowed a single cry to break through. This sound carried more force than her previous attempts, an acute note of alarm that pierced the quiet of the room.

The reprieve lasted but a heartbeat.

The aggressor exhaled a low, guttural growl. His presence felt immense and suffocating; it crushed any nascent thoughts of escape.

"Shadi? Shadi, are you well?" Hana’s voice betrayed a growing concern. The muffled cry had clearly reached her ears. Shadi wondered if that singular note of distress would suffice to alert the girl to the true danger within.

Hot tears tracked through the pigments on Shadi’s face. The irony of the situation was a cruel jest; moments ago, she had wished for Hana to remain away. Now, that desire threatened to become a silent death sentence.

"Shadi? Can I come in?"

The silence stretched too thin. Shadi sensed the shift in the room as the man’s resolve faltered. Beads of sweat stood out upon his brow. His gaze became frantic, his eyes darting toward the door before fixing upon her with a wild intensity. He wavered, caught in a visible struggle between his mission and the risk of discovery.

That hesitation acted as a spark. It ignited a sensation within Shadi’s chest that defied her understanding. The feeling was immense and primal, a force that burned with the heat of a pyre yet smothered her like the depths of the Lake of Currents.

In the eye of her mind, the Black Amphitheater collapsed once more. She saw the structure swept away by the fury of a Lethenium Dart. The dark waters of the basin rose to swallow the world. Again, she witnessed the surface of the lake from below, a distorted ceiling of fire and light as she sank into the abyss. She recalled the terrifying resignation of that moment, the silent farewell to existence as the pressure crushed the air from her lungs.

The sensation was identical. The same paralysis, the same theft of breath.

If the assailant refrained from the strike, the pressure of the hand against her mouth surely would have culminated in her suffocation. The image of the Eye of Ether, descending into the dark waters of the lake above her, dominated her vision.

The Eyes can do much more than reflect distant images. The Sacred Artifacts of the gods read hearts. They recognize the worthy, they condemn the blasphemous. Remember these words and use them when all seems lost.

Whose voice echoed in her memory? Was it Darjin’s?

Had their paths not been severed, this attack could never have unfolded. An internal tide surged within her, an all-consuming force that extinguished the very spark of its origin: a tempest of frost and flame, terror and fury.

"Shadi? Are you truly staying behind?" Hana’s inquiry fell to a low, urgent pitch. Grave apprehension now shadowed her features. She spoke again, her words clipped and frantic, yet the meaning eluded Shadi’s grasp. Hana was certain to enter. Discovery was inevitable. The girl’s screams would surely summon the palace guard.

The assassin perceived the shift as well. Locking his gaze onto hers one final time, he withdrew the blade an inch before driving it downward. The steel sought her heart.

A violent fever, more harrowing than any illness Shadi had ever endured, set every nerve ablaze. Her eyes rolled back. Crimson blooms choked her sight until the physical world dissolved: the stone walls, the heavy tapestries, the murderous face, and the painted ceiling all lost their substance.

Her eyelids clamped shut. Perception withered.

Only a vast lacuna remained, expanding like a mountain mist caught in a boreal gale.

Shadi’s entire being vibrated.

The steel rent the fabric of her gown and struck her chest. Yet, the expected bite of cold metal against skin and muscle never arrived.

Bewilderment alone occupied the aggressor’s face when Shadi opened her eyes. She looked down to witness a defiance of all natural law. The blade was buried in her torso, precisely where her heart should have been. But in place of a wound, a vortex swirled beneath the tattered silk; a sanguine maelstrom hungrily consumed the steel.

Suddenly, the door splintered. It crashed against the stone wall with the force of an avalanche.

Gritting his teeth, the assassin jerked his gaze toward the commotion. He wrenched the dagger from Shadi’s chest and lunged for the arched opening of the balcony.

A ragged breath escaped Shadi, followed by a cough and a fractured, tearful moan. Recoiling against the headboard, she curled into a tight knot. Her arms wound around her knees as she watched the chaos unfold through a haze of shock.

Jathim had been the one to breach the room. The sheer momentum of his shoulder against the wood sent him skidding across the polished marble before he found purchase on the heavy carpets. His eyes flared with alarm at the sight of the figure fleeing toward the terrace.

Without a breath of hesitation, the boy scrambled onto the bed and leaped, a blur of motion in pursuit of the intruder. A low, feral grunt escaped his lips as he struck the floor and dove for the man’s legs. His fingers clawed at fabric and flesh just as the assassin reached the balcony’s edge.

Hana’s screams tore through the air. Trembling, she clung to the splintered remains of the doorframe, stumbling back to clear a path for the two Napuri soldiers charging inside.

The struggle across the chamber was a violent, brief tangle of limbs. From her position, Shadi could discern only the flash of Jathim’s polished leather boots clashing against the worn, inferior footwear of his opponent.

A harsh groan cut the air.

Jathim’s frantic struggling ceased.

The soldiers surged across the room, their heavy footfalls vibrating through the floorboards. While one halted beside Jathim, the other maintained the charge, though his pursuit soon faded into the distance. The hunt had moved beyond the walls, into the sprawling silence of the palace gardens.

Hana’s hand moved across Shadi’s forehead in a soothing caress. She murmured a stream of words, yet the meaning remained a distant, unintelligible hum.

A relentless procession of images occupied Shadi’s mind: the assassin’s final, piercing stare; the white-knuckled fist driving the steel home. Then came the memory of reality tearing loose, the world shimmering and dissolving into restless vibration as the dagger found the hollow space where her heart once beat.

What mystery had unfolded in that moment?

Hana drew her into a fierce embrace and smoothed her hair, but a violent tremor soon wracked Shadi’s frame. A fresh torrent of tears followed.

The ensuing moments blurred into a chaotic tapestry of perceptions. More soldiers swarmed the chamber, their voices a discordant chorus of demands for attention and understanding.

Then, silence reclaimed the quarters.

Hana lingered as a steadfast sentinel, a final bastion of the familiar, until an imperious command, heavy with an authority that brooked no mortal defiance, compelled her retreat.

Then came the touch. A hand descended upon Shadi’s brow, gossamer-light and radiating a preternatural chill. It carried the essence of a summer deluge, at once refreshing and absolute. Under that celestial grace, the physical world dissolved; the chamber, the chaos, and the very memory of pain surrendered to a warm oblivion.
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A distant white horizon, silhouetted against clouds of liquid metal, dominated her vision. The boundary between sky and earth held the startling clarity of a stroke rendered by the hand of a resentful architect.

The vividness of the realm defied logic. Shadi noted the playful tug of the breeze and her loose hair obscured her sight. Beneath bare feet, fresh leaves offered a pulsating, tingling sensation, accompanied by the soft rustle of her nightgown.

Her rational mind argued that this was a mere chimera of sleep, a sanctuary or a prison birthed by lingering terror. She questioned the nature of a state that held her suspended between the steel of certainty and the vapor of doubt.

The surrounding landscape remained unnervingly still, as if captured within the static bounds of a fresco. Before her, a long path stretched into the distance, flanked by towering trees whose rich foliage boasted a thousand shades of emerald. Only the cadence of her own restless breathing disturbed the silence of this world, painted in deep greens and vibrant blues.

What might have occurred had she found the courage to speak? The mere thought brought a constriction to her throat, followed instantly by the voice that demanded it.

Choose.

Shadi spun around. The path behind her was an exact mirror of the one ahead, extending toward a horizon dappled with pale clouds.

Choose.

She turned once more. The conviction that a presence lingered a mere inch away, breathing against the nape of her neck, chilled her blood.

Truly, she was no longer alone.

Before her stood three young women, triplets identical in every aspect, their hands clasped over their stomachs in a gesture of serene repose. No more than seventeen years of age, they wore gowns of deep viridian that draped elegantly over their forms. The superfluous fabric pooled at their feet, a frothy sea of silk that anchored them to the path.

Their gazes remained cast downward, eyelids sealed as if in the depths of a tranquil slumber.

Shadi’s breath hitched, turning shallow and erratic. Wonder and skepticism dissolved, leaving only a cold residue of unease. Why did fear coil within her at the sight of them? Were they merely dreaming?

A rational impulse suggested she speak aloud, but the opportunity vanished before she could find her voice.

In a single, violent motion, the sisters clapped their hands. The sound was precise: a rhythmic crack reminiscent of a master instructor dictating the pace of a dance.

Choose.

The command emanated from them; of this, Shadi was now certain, despite their motionless lips.

The sequence resumed with relentless mechanical precision.

Choose. Choose. Choose.

Hands struck together; eyelids remained tight; faces stayed bowed. The thrum of Shadi’s pulse echoed in her ears, a frantic drumbeat that heralded a rising fear.

Wake up, Shadi. Wake up.
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Sleep had not claimed Shadi. Instead, her consciousness had simply slipped its moorings. Some external force had severed her connection to the physical world, and that same power now demanded her return.

The evidence arrived with the frantic acceleration of her thoughts. This transition felt abrupt and neared the edge of agony. Upon the plush cushions of an oversized armchair, she shifted her gaze. Panic flooded her senses. Air came in shallow gasps and a chill settled over her skin. Beneath the light, warm fabrics draped over her, Shadi felt small and exposed.

"Calm down. Calm down, young Shadi." Lea’s voice acted as a tether. The deity appeared as a towering silhouette, a figure of immense and graceful proportions. With skin like milk and eyes that shifted hue beneath the flickering lamps, the lady possessed an effortless allure. She pressed a single finger against Shadi’s pulse. The touch was ghost-light.

Beneath that contact, the frantic rhythm in Shadi’s ribs subsided. The constriction in her throat vanished. "How did you... what happened to me?" Shadi began the question, but memory intervened with a sudden, brutal force.

She remembered the assassin. He had pinned her to the mattress, his palm damp and foul against her mouth as he choked the breath from her. She saw those wide eyes again, brimming with scorn. Then, the blade. It ought to have pierced her flesh and found her heart.

Why did she still draw breath? What was the nature of that swirling void that had manifested within her?

She stared up at the deity, her eyes stretched wide. "What happened to the young man? Jathim? He pursued the man who attacked me. Is he safe?"

Lea moved to a neighboring armchair, a twin to the one where Shadi sat, and composed herself. Through deliberate and fluid motions, she poured a steaming liquid into two glass vessels. A faint smile played on her lips as she offered one to Shadi.

She accepted the gift. Though her pulse still thrummed, her fingers remained steady, and not a drop of the amber liquid escaped the rim.

Green Avendira. The scent was familiar. The spicy vapor teased her senses, yet her attention remained locked on the deity. Under that scrutiny, Shadi felt the true depth of her own ignorance. Lea represented an anomaly, a fragment of living history that defied common understanding. Few young women, outside the reach of a Master’s marriage contract, ever stood in the presence of the Three Households. Shadi recognized her place in this room. She was a pawn, a mere instrument in a grander design. Daughters of even the most respected Lugalens lived their lives at the periphery of such power.

Despite the danger, Shadi could not look away. She watched green and silver silks entwine around Lea’s torso, the fabric expertly knotted to favor her statuesque proportions. No straps or sleeves obscured shoulders that appeared to be the work of a master sculptor. From the elbows down, gold bracelets and chains of pearl adorned her skin, while rings of heavy gemstone occupied every finger. One hand idly traced the floral embroidery on her lap, where blue spirals mimicked the motion of deep-sea whirlpools.

"The infusion will clear your mind. You will find your strength shortly." Lea’s tone held the same warmth Shadi recalled from the previous morning. However, a new gravity underscored her words. The deity spoke with a terrifying clarity, as if to ensure no syllable could be lost or misinterpreted. "Once your recovery is certain, you must recount the events for me. I require everything, Shadi."


20
[image: ]


Blood coated his palms. Feroz ground his teeth until an audible rasp sound echoed in his skull. That grating noise joined the rhythm of his own labored breath to fill his world. He focused on these sensations to the exclusion of all else.

He vaulted from the balcony, caught a sturdy branch, and let the rough bark skin his palms as he descended. Once his boots hit the earth, he ran.

He did not look back.

He did not falter.

The garden’s manicured flora blurred into a stream of green and floral hues at the periphery of his vision. To him, the beauty was a nuisance, a placid mask over the site of his failure.

Terror flared anew when he crested the boundary of the estate. He forced his pace to slacken. In the dim light, he still wore the stolen skin of a janitor, yet the gifts of Rahmadu had begun to warp the silhouette. Claws replaced his nails. Fangs pushed against his lips. Sweat stung his eyes, and a pulse of dark excitement heralded the onset of a skull-splitting ache. He let out a low, dry chuckle. These sensations were too precise, too vivid for a man so close to the end.

The mission had collapsed. Even if he outran the immediate pursuit, the giant’s promise remained. That judgment was a shadow he could not outpace, and he harbored no illusions of mercy.

The process had already begun.

His chest burned with the same fire that had ignited when the assassin struck him. He wondered if his fingers would find wet heat there.

Blood.

Feroz came to a halt and held his hands before his face.

The boy in the girl’s chambers had lunged with a strength Feroz had not anticipated. That sudden ferocity forced a clumsy reaction; he met the assault with desperate, graceless blows. Every strike lacked his usual precision, leaving his movements devoid of both beauty and intent.

Had the lad survived?

Feroz shook his head. He found no comfort in the question, only another reason to invite the despair of a life already lived past its expiration.

Above the estate, the rock vault of the ziggurat loomed, a massive belly of stone carved with deliberate care. Pinpricks of light dotted the expanse. Instinct suggested those apertures were large enough to conceal passages or a pathway to the surface.

The thought held no weight.

He had only to wait for the end. If the resurgence of his wounds did not claim him, the Napuri blades surely would. A lifetime spent in the service of the blade had defined him. Whether as a messenger, a protector, or a warrior, he had existed within the orbit of conflict, and that familiar gravity had pulled him toward this devil’s bargain. He had sought a second chance to breathe, a final opportunity to find vengeance against the traitor. In the fading light, such aspirations revealed themselves as the hope of a fool.

Feroz broke into a run, heading toward the perimeter where the trees stood like sentinels. Their trunks rivaled the height of the buildings, their branches reaching for the suspension bridges and walkways above. Iron pillars snaked across the stone ceiling to support these paths, disappearing into the tunnels that housed the artificial lights. Did they lead to a way out?

He abandoned the inquiry. The metallic scent of his own demise filled his nostrils, and a cold tide began to rise in his veins, desire one final glimpse of the stars. He reached for the nearest trunk and began his ascent.

The climb proved a trial. The unnatural vigor granted by the giant was receding, and with it, the frantic compulsion to move. Yet the grinding of his jaw persisted. His teeth felt elongated and pointed, a deformity that forced him to keep his mouth ajar to dull the ache in his bones.

He heaved his weight upward and secured a footing upon a sturdy branch. A single leap brought him to a walkway. The polished iron vibrated beneath his boots as he sprinted toward the nearest pillar. There, he discovered narrow handholds where the metal slabs met. He began to climb.

Time lost its linearity within the hollow of the great conduit. This massive vertical tube, designed to funnel the sun’s glare into the depths of the ziggurat, served as a precarious passage for a man in flight. Though the shaft spanned only a few paces across, the moments within it stretched. Every heartbeat felt like a succession of years, a long history defined by regret.

The ascent grew easier as he pressed further up into the shaft. Midway to the apex, Feroz reached an iron ladder bolted to the living rock that lined the interior of the light-well. A series of doors punctuated the climb, each leading to the higher tiers of the ziggurat, yet he bypassed them all. He had nurtured a desperate hope that this soaring passage opened directly to the sky.

That hope died at the top.

A barrier of heavy glass panels and iron uprights sealed the circular exit. For Feroz, it was an impenetrable ceiling. Nearby, the air-exchange grates clicked with a rhythmic, mechanical precision, mocking him with the scent of a freedom he could not reach.

Suffocation threatened to undo him. The siren call of exhaustion merged with the heat of his reopening wounds. A whisper took shape in the back of his mind; it commanded him to simply let go. The voice suggested that a plummet into the dark abyss was the only honest conclusion to his journey.

Despite the fire in his muscles, Feroz hesitated.

He had traded his honor and his oath for the promise of a reunion with his family, and for the chance to exact his own justice. The dark god’s bargain had been a seductive trap; he had swallowed every doubt simply to remain upright.

His thoughts drifted to the woman, the assassin, who had delivered his defeat. He felt the sting of anger and disgust at her intervention. Yet, beneath the bitterness, a seed of curiosity remained.

What motive had driven her to shatter the alliance between the three great cities? Who had commanded her? Whose purpose had guided her blade?

He remembered the girl’s terrified gaze in the moments before his failure. By all rights, she ought to have died, yet his steel had met only empty air. Had any strength remained in his limbs, he might have knelt to seek a forgiveness he did not deserve.

Feroz exhaled. Silence was his only answer.

The stars were his final ambition. He would reach them, or his life would gutter out in the attempt. Surely the years of devotion, the sacrifices made in the name of service, entitled him to this one final grace. He required it.

He hauled his broken frame to the final portal below the skylight. A slab of iron blocked his path, its surface polished to a mirror sheen that caught the meager light in a warped, dancing display. Within that dark metal, a figure stared back, a man drenched in sweat and salt, his features half-hidden beneath a mask of gore.

The reflection twisted his image. His jaw seemed locked in a grimace of agony, stretched wide as if to accommodate teeth that looked far too long for a human mouth. Beneath the dried crimson on his fingertips, his nails appeared like obsidian talons, black and unnervingly sharp. He could not tell if the iron lied or if the dark god’s corruption had returned to claim his skin.

Despite the monstrous distortion, he recognized the soul beneath the blood. This was his own face, yet it was a stranger’s mask.

Beside the door sat a circular pane of opaque glass. A single word occupied the surface, etched in the circles of Napuri cuneiform: Emergency.

Feroz pressed his palm against the glass. The door retreated with a sudden hiss. A rush of air stirred his hair, and the shriek of an alarm horn tore through the quiet of the heights. He forced his broken frame through the opening. The last of his strength vanished the moment he cleared the threshold, and he crashed to the floor. His knees struck the stone with a dull thud, and his lungs labored in a frantic search for air.

Vitality ebbed with every pulse. He felt the blood soaking steadily into his tunic and the sluggish beat of a heart near its limit. A chill claimed his body, and his eyelids grew thick with a leaden lethargy.

Guards in dark green livery flooded the bright corridor. Though their mouths moved with the urgency of questions and demands, the sounds reached him as a distant hum. He lacked the breath even for a groan of agony.

Coarse hands seized his shoulders. The soldiers wrenched his arms behind his back, binding them tight while they hauled him across the stone. They paid no heed to the dark red trail he left in his wake.

Then, a voice cut through the chaos. It held the resonance of a goddess. She knelt before him. The divinity appeared as a blur of fine silks and fair skin, her gaze dominated by eyes as vast as the midnight sky.

There are the stars, Feroz thought. He found them, at last. The struggle could end, he could yield to sleep.

The goddess reached out to cradle his face.

"Who are you?" she whispered. "What have you done?"

Feroz coughed, his vision locked upon the sea of brilliant points within those eyes. He clung to that serenity until the light failed, until everything went dark and cold and empty.
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Lea spoke with a softness that suggested she was seeking to anchor her. The goddess seemed to fear that a heavier silence might take root if Shadi were left to her own thoughts.

Regardless of the motive, Shadi felt a surge of gratitude as she listened.

"I remember the first time I set foot in Naven’s garden," Lea began, her gaze drifting across the expanse of the apartment. The architecture mirrored the chambers where Shadi had first been sequestered, yet everything here was magnified; the scale of the room was designed to dwarf the mortal spirit and remind the guest of her own insignificance. The soaring arches did not offer shelter so much as they loomed, transforming the luxury of the apartment into a cage of impossible proportions. Beyond the towering sliding doors, a bed lay nestled like a sanctuary within a sanctuary, though to Shadi, it appeared more like a velvet altar for a captive. It was then that she realized they had been moved from the pavilion in the heart of the private garden. The transition was a mystery she chose to hold behind her closed lips, for she knew that in this palace, explanations were a privilege she had not yet earned.

"The Champion of Napur was very young then," Lea continued. "His eyes were bright with a wonder so pure it seemed he could not grasp the magnitude of the gift his father had bestowed. It was a world within a world, a paradise fashioned from the very dreams of a god to please his heir." Lea turned toward the window, a colossal expanse of crystal that replaced the entire wall and offered a staggering view of Napur beneath the stars.

"The palace already bows to Naven, though many years remain before he must ascend as the Nurturer Lord. This gift is but a single grain of his generosity, and it seems the people share that fervor. They love Lorin and Naven with a passion that transcends mere obedience." Lea sighed, and took a slow sip of her tea before resting the cup upon the low table between their chairs. "Sometimes I wonder if Naven is truly ready, or if any soul could ever be prepared for such a burden."

Shadi suppressed a sudden, staccato breath that was half-laughter and half-terror, for she had to struggle with all her might not to choke on her tea. To hear the Masters discussed with such casual scrutiny, as though their divine wills were merely the fickle whims of fallible mortals, felt like a heresy she was being forced to swallow. Yet the thought did not feel entirely wrong. The veneration that had always smothered her at the mere mention of their names was shifting, for the proximity of their shadows had begun to strip away the gold and reveal the clay beneath.

She wondered what thread truly bound Lea to Naven, and whether it was a cord of affection or a chain of duty.

“But I suppose that is the burden of all who draw breath,” Lea said, her voice trailing off as she watched the city lights. “Time inevitably congeals into destiny, and it overwhelms us regardless of the desires we harbor in the quiet of our souls.”

A question followed immediately, striking Shadi with the precision of an arrow. She was still pressing the warm porcelain to her lips when Lea’s gaze locked onto hers. “And you? What is it that you truly want, Shadi Jan Hura? What dreams do you shelter within your heart?”

Shadi coughed, the heat of the tea seeping through her fingers as she lowered the cup. She had wrestled with that same specter only the day before, when Lea had led her through the garden like a prized pet. "I do not know, my lady. Dreams no longer have a place in my heart, yet I believe I have identified my desires."

Lea tilted her head, her silence an invitation for Shadi to continue.

With a heavy breath, Shadi gathered her resolve. "First, I must discover the fate of my kin: my father and my mother. If they have passed from this world, I wish to honor their remains." She gripped the cup until her knuckles turned white against the porcelain. They were her parents. Despite the biting glances and an affection that often felt distant, she had loved them. And she had long desired a deeper bond, one they never truly permitted her to forge.

Yet the words of the Only Begotten lingered in her mind, his quiet urging not to surrender hope entirely: she owed him at least the courtesy of humoring the possibility that they still lived. If not for her own sake, then out of respect for the one who had lifted her from despair. "My thoughts also dwell on my brother, Roben, for he surely wonders at my absence." She sighed again, the sound catching in her throat. "And there is Darjin, the Dagger in service to my house. I wish to know her fate."

"These are reasonable requests," Lea said, her fingers drumming a slow, rhythmic beat against her thigh. "But what of the dreams? Tell me who extinguished them."

Shadi looked down at her hands. "The fault is mine. I chose to prioritize my responsibilities, though I never spoke the truth of it to my parents. They viewed me as a lost cause, I suspect. I hoped they might eventually perceive my efforts to change and grow stronger, but the opportunity has vanished."

Lea gave a slow, measured nod. "Naven indicated his intent to investigate. The events at the Black Amphitheater remain shrouded in uncertainty."

The memory of Naven’s promise surfaced, and his voice was a steady presence in her mind. "I am deeply grateful, my lady."

"Have you forgotten? To you, I am simply Lea."

Shadi lacked the will to refuse the woman; in truth, few possessed such strength. Even Eshfen, the man responsible for her captivity, had seemingly fallen under the subtle influence of the Masters. While he held her within that sunless tower, his descriptions of them had been laced with a volatile mixture of terror and loathing.

"Your honesty is appreciated, though it brings me little joy," Lea said. "You are far too young for such burdens, Shadi. It brings a shadow to my heart to see a future so devoid of color, yet I recognize that these dark days are perhaps inevitable after your ordeal."

Dark days. Shadi wondered if that was truly how Lea perceived her existence. A surge of conflicting emotions poisoned her thoughts, and a dull fury, entirely inappropriate for the company she kept, caused her chin to tremble. In that moment, she perceived Lea’s kindness as a form of unforgivable blindness. Was it possible that a creature of such magnificence harbored so narrow a perception of reality? "My grief does not stem solely from my own ordeal," Shadi exhaled. Her voice had been too thin. To catch the words, Lea leaned forward in her chair, and her attention remained unwavering.

Shadi did not falter. Had she allowed the silence to return, the bitterness on her tongue surely would have seeped into her very blood. Such a poison promised a slow and agonizing end. "My burden is not merely what I endured," she repeated, her voice gaining a hard edge. "I abandoned my dreams because of the atrocities that persist even now." She set the cup aside, and her fingers interlaced in a restless knot. "I survived my captivity only through the valor of one who loved me enough to forfeit her own safety. Darjin faced a host of lethal adversaries alone. She pulled me from the ruin of that tower moments before the stone gave way. I live, yet the other captives found only a grave beneath the rubble." Her hands shook with a violence she could not mask. To steady herself, she pressed them into her lap, for she feared the tremors might climb to her throat and choke the words from her.

She refused to yield to tears again.

"Against every hope, I returned to my parents. For a fleeting interval, I felt a warmth I had never known. I was sheltered, perhaps even understood. Then they brought me to the Black Amphitheater." Shadi looked away as Lea’s eyes brightened with unshed tears.

Had she truly pushed a goddess to the brink of weeping?

"How many times can one feel the cold breath of the grave before the mind fractures?" Shadi asked, though she spoke more to her own soul than to Lea. "As the Amphitheater crumbled, I felt the world turn to stone. Life ebbed from my veins. I watched in horror as the other girls, those few who survived the initial raids, committed an act of unspeakable cruelty." Shadi recoiled from the sound of her own voice, for the guttural, raw tone felt foreign to her. "But I did not join them. I stayed my hand. Only then did I find myself gasping in the freezing depths of the Lake of Currents. Can you conceive of that terror, Lea? The brief elation of being the only one who refused to strike, followed instantly by the horror of the deluge."

She gripped the armrest until the fine fabric tore beneath her nails. "I have had but a few days to breathe without gasping. I have had but a moment to exist without fearing the reach of my own shadow."

Lea shook her head while she listened and bit her lower lip, yet she maintained a respectful silence.

"I remain a guest of the Only Begotten, sheltered by his generosity, his riches, and his soldiers. Such measures proved insufficient. Someone managed to pierce the defenses of the son of a god, a deity in his own right, and seize one of his charges." The uncertainty in ShadI’s voice vanished, replaced almost entirely by a burgeoning anger.

With a sense of horror, she realized her tone now mirrored her mother’s voice during moments of cold disapproval. "No, Lea. I did not cast my dreams aside due to a singular, unfortunate event. My life is not defined by sadness and gloom simply because fate is relentless." Shadi slid forward to the very edge of her seat. She lifted her chin and met Lea’s gaze with a look that many would deem defiant. "The truth is that I find no safety here. From the moment I stepped beyond the fortress of Jabal Amira, my life was forfeit. A darkness grows within the Lands of the Civilized Lords, something twisted and expanding. Within the shadows, an unseen hand holds a blade to the throats of every unsuspecting citizen, and to mine as well." She pointed a finger toward Lea. "You possess the knowledge. You know the truth of who and what moves against us. You hold these secrets in your hands, yet you remain silent while the people perish."

Lea exhaled heavily. She leaned back into the mountain of cushions that crowded her chair and averted her gaze. Only then did Shadi realize the gravity of her words and the intensity of her delivery. Her head felt light, and a heat flared within her chest. Burning fear should have seized her at the realization that she had disrespected a being who could command her erasure from existence without a second thought. Instead, she felt only a starving anticipation, a desperate hunger for the truth.

Across the canvas of her memory, the words she had spoken to Hana that very afternoon surfaced with startling clarity: No. They will not kill us. They will protect us… They keep us alive because they crave something we possess. Information, most likely. I know nothing of your name or your origins, but I recognize the terror in your heart. I see the way you look at these walls, this city, as if Napur were a tomb.

She believed her own words with a conviction she had never before championed. Although the silence lasted but a moment, Shadi felt the weight of every passing second.

When Lea finally turned her gaze back, a melancholy smile graced her lips. "I must admit to a certain surprise, Shadi. I expected you to shield yourself from these fears indefinitely. Instead, you found the courage to speak your truth. You spoke with a raw honesty, and for that, you have my respect."

"Even though I cast aside the respect due to your station?"

"You do not know me, so you owe me nothing. The same holds true for the other members of my Household. We Nurturers appreciate gratitude and affection, and if those sentiments blossom into esteem or veneration, we accept them. The Tutors and the Binders operate under a different creed: they demand such things. We have never sought to compel the heart, nor shall we ever." The goddess rose even as the last words left her. She crossed the room to a nearby shelf and retrieved a vessel with a viscous, golden liqueur. With two glasses in hand, she gestured toward the expansive window that looked out upon Napur.

Shadi stood and followed, acutely conscious of the thin nightgown she wore.

Beyond the glass, a large balcony of marble and iron stretched toward the horizon, dominating the view of the cityscape below. Lea poured the golden liquid and offered a glass to her guest.

Shadi hesitated but did not refuse. She had already tested the limits of Lea’s hospitality with her contemptuous remarks.

"There is profound truth in your observations, particularly regarding the safety of us within Kenjir. These are shadowed times, and perhaps we have failed in our duty to guard you with sufficient diligence." Lea sipped from her glass, her gaze drifting. "Yet certain traditions are rooted deep. Change, young Shadi, inspires fear even in the hearts of the divine." She fell into a pensive silence, her long, dark hair ruffling in the breeze. She wore it gathered over her left shoulder, bound with strands of emerald silk and charcoal pearls. "You desire the agency to forge your own path, free from the obligations of blood or the expectations of the gods. That, too, I understand."

The liqueur ignited a fire in Shadi’s throat; she coughed as the heat bloomed. "At this moment, I would settle for a single week where no one seeks my life," she sighed.

Lea laughed softly at such candor. "Many truths yearn for release, Shadi. I wish to share them with you and the other youths in Naven’s care, yet the risk is immense. Still, silence invites its own brand of peril." She turned, and her gaze became searching and intent. "I confess that you have placed me in a most precarious position."

Shadi felt the shift in the air, for doubt and perhaps even a flicker of dread radiated from the woman. Lea stood on the precipice of a revelation, yet an unseen force stayed her tongue. That hesitation was a vulnerability, and Shadi realized she might use it as a tool. Gathering her resolve, she spoke even as the strategy took shape within her mind. "Aid me. Grant me the means to remember. The details of my captivity remain shrouded in a thick mist, and the Only Begotten Naven suspects my jailers suppressed my memories to conceal a deeper truth. Perhaps the secret lies within the ruins of the Black Amphitheater." The possibility carried a fresh, logical momentum. "It may explain why that assassin sought my life." She wondered, too, if her own mind held the secret of the blade that had pierced her flesh without claiming her life. "Your healers are renowned as the finest in Kenjir. Surely one among them commands the skill to peel back the layers of my forgotten trauma."

Urged by the gravity of her own plea, Shadi took a step toward the deity. "If you truly believe the divine should do more to shield the people, then these comforts are insufficient." She gestured toward her fine nightgown. "The extravagant clothing, the festivities, the vintage liquors... these are but a gilded mask. I recognize that complex reasons beyond my understanding brought the children of the Lugalens to this Household, yet I feel a growing horror. Another catastrophe looms. If the Nurturers truly cherish the prosperity of Kenjir, then I implore you to listen. Help me remember. Help me understand."


INTERLUDE
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LET THERE BE WAR


Naven stepped from the Eye of the Ether. The cold of the Artifact did not merely touch his skin; it lived within his marrow for a heartbeat longer than he liked. It was a remnant of a place where light had no meaning.

He carried a restlessness within him that he knew too well. It was a familiar ghost, a sequence of dark images and old whispers that had pursued him since his youth. He had earned his title as Champion by taming this inner storm, yet there were moments when the winds returned, cold and biting. Like now.

He walked through the vestibule toward the private chambers of his father, Lorin. The warriors at the entrance were little more than shadows to him. As he approached, the great doors of greenish gold swung wide. They did not creak or groan; they simply obeyed the silent command of his presence.

The air inside was thick with sweet fumes and the scent of expensive oils. Marble figures stood silent guard over mountains of silk cushions. High above, the ceilings disappeared into the gloom of the ziggurat’s peak, a space so vast it seemed to possess its own weather. Servants and dancers moved through the light like schools of bright fish.

Lorin looked up. He snapped his fingers. The crowd froze, their eyes darting between father and son, before they hurried away. Within seconds, the hall belonged only to the two of them.

The Nurturer God was a titan of pale skin and hair as black as a starless sky. Naven stood before him, a mirror image in almost every feature. They shared the same noble line of the jaw and the same quiet, deep gaze. To anyone else, they were twins of divinity. Only Naven could see the depth of years in his father’s eyes that he had yet to claim for his own.

Lorin’s smile held the warmth of a dying hearth, benevolent yet shadowed by a growing concern, while the silk of his long robes hissed against the floor. "You do not bring good news, my son. The truth of it is written in the tension of your pulse."

Naven dropped to one knee and pressed his gaze into the stone. Only when the familiar warmth of a hand graced his right shoulder did he rise. "You are right, as always, my Lord," he replied. He drew a slim metal cylinder from his pocket, and a needle-thin blade caught the light before he pressed it into his fingertip. Vibrant script and shimmering sigils bled into the air above his palm. With a precise motion, Naven cast the projection forward until the light danced in the narrow space between them.

"These are private correspondences between Ensin Emmerin Deon and Lord Zayr." Naven shifted his grip, and the glowing text blurred and reformed to emphasize specific passages. "It appears Deon acted under the direct mandate of the Tutor God to probe the threat of the Ashen Shields."

Lorin exhaled, and for a moment, the air in the chamber grew thin and brittle. "Must I ask how you came by this knowledge, my son?"

Naven looked toward the shadows. Disapproval radiated from Lorin like a cold draft, yet beneath that judgment lay a predatory hunger for the facts.

"I take the burden of the act upon myself, my Lord. If you find my methods beneath your grace, I will welcome your punishment as a mercy, but I beg you to look at what I found."

A silent nod served as his only permission. Lorin moved toward a side table laden with silver carafes and ripened fruit, his movements fluid and absolute. He filled a chalice with dark wine and offered a slight tilt of his head for Naven to proceed.

The details spilled out in a low, urgent rush: the secrets of the God of Ashes, the rigid cell structure of the Shields, and the specific ruthlessness they used to cull their recruits. Finally, Naven spoke the name that sat like sand and salt on his tongue: Davi Mazur, the man the missionaries now named Eshfen. "If this report holds true, this man is the hand behind the abduction of the children."

"And a killer of gods," Lorin whispered.

Naven bowed his head. "There is more, my Lord. The rot reaches into the royal household of the Tutors, where someone has spent years in the dark, pulling at the threads of the natural order." The traitor’s hand had cultivated a harvest of foul offspring, a brood of abominations destined to linger in the dark spaces of the mind. Within the silence of hidden places, he had perverted the Sacred Artifacts and reshaped the flesh of the young to suit his purpose. Dozens of men and women had been shattered and reforged until they stood as living blasphemies, their very existence a defiance of the world’s design.

These vessels were now ready. Through his cruelty, they had been fashioned into physical anchors, cages of bone and spirit capable of binding even a Sacred Consciousness within a mortal frame.

The day of Lorin’s passing remained a specter Naven refused to invite into his mind, for in that moment, the memories and the very ancestral code of his father’s essence would flow into him. Naven was destined to be remade, the culmination of two souls fused into a single, sovereign vessel. He would stand as a superior being, a synthesis of power and ancient history. In the fullness of time, he would perform this same holy duty for a child not yet conceived.

One son, the Only Begotten.

This inheritance bound every Master, from Aabar to the fallen Zayr. The true tragedy of Urook lay not in the blood spilled, but in the silence left behind, because Reev had been unable to claim the legacy of his father’s mind. Without the anchor of Zayr’s strength to hold it, the city had simply crumbled into the dust of the disinherited.

The sacred chain of the Masters was fractured, and now a stranger sought to melt the links. This unknown architect had dared to position himself as the arbiter of all Kenjir, birthing a race of beings designed to shatter the bonds of the divine succession. It was the gravest of blasphemies.

"Who is it? Who dared such a sacrilege?"

Naven shook his head. "The name was sealed in separate scrolls. I fear that…"

A violent eruption of light and crimson flashes tore through the air, drenching the towering walls of the apartment in a secondary sun. A cascade of fiery sparks rained down, severing the space between son and father.

The shockwave caught Naven full in the chest and threw him back, his skull meeting a stone pillar with a sickening crack. Vision blurred into a smear of gray and red. As he fought to find his footing, a hooded figure draped in a red cloak stepped from the roiling smoke and the dying sparks.

The invader gripped a spear forged of pure obsidian, a weapon that seemed to swallow the light and exhale a coil of oily smoke. With a violent snap of the wrist, the creature launched the shard of darkness toward Lorin.

The Nurturer God pivoted, his robes flaring as he carved a path through the air, and in his outstretched grip, twin gladii of emerald and gold manifested from the ether. "You," he hissed, the sound a low vibration that rattled the windowpanes. "Rahmadu. The God of Ashes." Lorin threw himself forward in a blur of divine intent.

Naven watched the spear obey the God of Ashes, the weapon returning to the intruder’s hand like a predator to its master. His father moved with a fluidity that defied mortal muscle, blades plunging and parrying in a desperate rhythm, yet he could not find a breach in Rahmadu’s guard.

"Go!" Lorin’s voice was a command that brooked no defiance. "Alert my Ensins!"

Naven recoiled, the instinct to obey warring with a desperate urge to draw steel, yet the choice was stolen from him. Rahmadu vanished in a stutter of reality. Another eruption of crimson light and chaotic sparks tore through the chamber, and the God of Ashes reappeared in the silence behind the Lord of Napur.

The obsidian spear-point found the soft notch of Lorin’s throat. It drove through the flesh and bone until the blackened tip emerged from the other side.

Lorin fell, blood geysering from his lips. Even in his final agony, he reached back and seized the invader’s hood, dragging the murderer down with the strength of a dying titan. The fabric fell away to reveal a face Naven knew.

A cruel, triumphant smile twisted the features of Reev, son of Zayr.

Naven roared, a sound of pure, unadulterated rage, and charged. The Champion of Urook moved with the sudden, terrible speed of the lightning that had heralded his arrival. With a flick of his fingers, he dismissed the spear from Lorin’s neck and summoned it back into existence between his hands, only to cast it toward Naven.

The weapon slipped from the physical world, vanishing for a heartbeat before it solidified within the flesh of Naven’s right shoulder.

Naven let out a low, guttural sound, his mind reeling as much from the violation of his flesh as the impossibility of the betrayal. Vision blurred behind a veil of hot, stinging salt, yet he ignored the obsidian shard grinding against his collarbone and lunged. "Why?" he rasped, the word thick with the copper taste of his own blood.

Reev moved with a terrifying grace, a figure deconstructing and knitting back together in a flicker of dark red light. He flowed around Naven’s desperate strikes like smoke through fingers.

Gravity and distance seemed to warp around him, obeying a whim rather than the laws of the world.

Naven staggered as the air itself seemed to ripple and fold. Before he could find his center, a sudden, sickening snap of bone resounded through the chamber. An unseen hammer pulverized his right knee, and the sound of splintering bone was a cruel punctuation to his fall. He met the stone with a jarring impact that drove the air from his lungs.

"I will tell you everything," Reev hissed, looming over him. "If only you join me."

"You murdered my father."

"Just as I murdered mine. Just as I will murder Aabar."

Naven clawed at the floor, fighting the gravity that sought to pin him down, and met Reev’s gaze with a stare of unbridled loathing. "Why?" he demanded again, spitting blood.

"I take that as a refusal. But understand this: I, the God of Ashes, claim only the lives that deserve my verdict. You are a victim, Naven. So is Avriel. Join me. I can save you. I can save all of us!" Reev spread his arms wide, his voice rising with the fervor of a missionary standing before a sea of the lost.

"Never. I will never grant you my forgiveness."

Reev gave a slow, mournful nod. "Then let there be war."

The God of Ashes made a cutting motion with his hand, and his heavy red cloak billowed as if caught in a gale of shadows. The blade embedded in Naven’s shoulder began to hum, a high-pitched vibration that rattled his teeth before the weapon vanished entirely. A river of blood followed its exit. A heartbeat later, the spear solidified in Reev’s grip. "None of this brings me joy. Nor satisfaction. I hope you know that, brother."

"You stripped that name from your tongue the moment you drew blood," Naven hissed. He clutched at the ruin of his knee, the agony a white-hot iron searing through his nerves, while he dragged himself backward. He was no longer retreating from a rival or a god, but from the calcined remains of the brother he had once known. Was this the end designated for him, to perish at the hands of a divinity who had shared his earliest rituals? Had his trust been nothing more than a blindfold?

"It matters no longer." Reev leveled his obsidian spear, the tip hovering inches from Naven’s heart.

In that heartbeat, a new light, both searing and glorious, detonated within the room. A wave of preternatural cold surged outward like a frozen sea. Reality itself seemed to crystallize, locking the air into a brittle silence.

From the Eye of the Ether on the far side of the quarters, Aabar, Lord of Kenjir and Emperor over all Places, stepped into the ruin.

He wore only thin trousers of white silk, his sculpted chest gleaming with sweat. His honey-colored hair was a tousled mess about his neck, the disarray of a deity ripped from a private, carnal night. Aabar bore an enormous blade, and the absence of his ceremonial plate signaled a fury too cold to be contained by the encumbrance of armor.

Naven shuddered. He had never seen that particular storm in the Lord of Kenjir’s eyes, nor the pulsing vein that throbbed at his temple. Aabar strode forward, and even Reev, the God of Ashes, retreated. But whether driven by a vestige of fear or a stubborn pride, the traitor did not flee.

Aabar advanced in a silence so heavy it pressed the breath from Naven’s lungs, his jaw set in an uncompromising line. Ten paces away, he leaped, his landing shattering the marble and green-gold tiles in a localized tremor.

Aabar did not deign to speak. He simply unleashed a kick that carried the weight of a falling mountain, his heel burying itself in Reev’s midsection with a sound like a thunderclap trapped in a drum. Reev hurtled across the vast expanse of the quarters and slammed into the great crystal window that overlooked the city’s western flank. The massive panes detonated, erupting into a thousand-shard spray of glittering daggers and diamond dust that sang as they fell into the abyss below.

Before pursuing the traitor, Aabar turned his gaze toward the fallen Only Begotten.

Naven sobbed, unable to look away. In the vast eyes of the deity who watched over the hearts of the living, there was a burning crucible of anger and sorrow. That gaze read the secret scrolls of his soul.

"Rise, Champion," Aabar commanded. He reached down, his touch gracing Naven’s shattered knee and the raw gash in his shoulder.

The agony evaporated, replaced by a numbing grace. "Take your father to the Sepulcher of the Primordial Hearth. There is still time."

Aabar, Lord over all things, swung his blade in a shimmering arc and sprinted toward the fractured window, his every stride grinding the fallen shards of glass into a sparkling dust.


INTERLUDE
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AN EXTINGUISHED STAR


The atmosphere hissed in Avriel’s wake, ice crystals weaving a frost-pale veil across his skin before the heat of his blood reclaimed them. To cross the threshold of Lorin’s vast domain was to inhale the scent of a sacred sanctuary under siege.

Smoke. Blood. A silence that felt bruised.

Avriel surveyed the wreckage of a chamber grand enough to cradle a city. The habitual, elegant disarray of the Napuris had been eclipsed by the ruin of scorched silk and fractured crystal. Great crimson blooms stained the marble. His throat constricted with the sudden pressure of fear.

Only moments ago, a frantic tide of servants had breached his inner sanctum, their cries a discordant prayer he had struggled to parse. Then the soldiers had arrived, their voices iron and absolute: the Negus commanded him to cross the Eye of the Ether; he demanded the sword of the Only Begotten.

He had not faltered. Now, standing in the devastation clad only in the gossamer silk of his sleeping robes, Avriel tightened his hold upon his blade. The steel felt cold, a grounded reality against the trembling unease coiled deep in his core. If Aabar had cast himself into this chaos without his usual strategic anchor, the world had truly tilted on its axis.

The realization that the throne of Kenjir sat empty, even for a heartbeat, was a bitter draft he could barely swallow; he strode deeper into the quarters, tracing the violent script written in the debris. A movement caught his eye where the great hall bled into the private corridors of the Consort. A trail of warmth awaited him there, scarlet brushstrokes leading to Naven; the Champion of Napur emerged from the gloom, the imposing frame of his father cradled in his arms like a broken icon.

"Brother!" The lament escaped Avriel. He moved toward Naven, his heart darkening at the sight of his bowed shoulders: he carried the profound stillness of an extinguished star.

Avriel reached out to steady him, then drew back; he knew the pride that ran in their blood. To touch Napur’s Only Begotten in that moment would be to violate the sanctity of his grief. "Who dared this sacrilege?" he asked

Naven did not look up. His jaw was a ridge of white bone. "Reev."

The name struck Avriel with the force of a physical blow. He did not ask for proof. He knew the furnace of Reev’s ambition, having shared the sunshine of their youth with him and Naven. The Champion of Urook had always sought a different horizon, for his zealotry burned like a coal within his chest. But this? The murder of a Master.

The revelation settled into Avriel’s bones. "It was him. He took Zayr’s life."

Naven offered a spiteful nod.

In that silence, Aabar’s absence became a freezing abyss in the center of the room. Avriel’s voice sank to a ghost of a whisper. "Where is my father?"
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A strange paralysis had gripped the city. Shadi noticed the change in the brittle quiet that followed every attendant and every tray of food. She had sought word of Lea for three days, but the servants offered only a practiced ignorance. The people who once moved through her chambers with a light step now carried a visible tension. Their previous warmth had vanished under the weight of some hidden catastrophe.

Shadi traced the perimeter of the floor. The opaque iron felt smooth against her bare feet. Her current quarters were a shadow of the expansive suite she had occupied in Naven’s residence.

A cell, despite the quality of the finish. Every surface was geometric and pristine, maintained by an invisible hand that left the air smelling of nothing at all. To the left, a large bed sat flush against the wall with three pillows and white sheets. A desk and chair occupied the opposite side, each bolted to the floor. Sliding doors hid the wardrobe, and a final door led to a bathroom of generous size.

Shadi bit her lower lip. A peculiar dread coiled in her stomach.

This room was larger than the space her parents had once granted to Darjin. The layout provided ample space to move, and the furniture exhibited a minimalist grace. The sheets remained at a constant, perfect temperature, and she could linger in the bath for hours without the water never failing to retain its warmth, yet such luxuries offered no solace.

Her new attire prioritized utility. Shadi dressed in a green tunic of loose weave, secured by a line of buttons from collar to hem and cinched at the waist with a simple belt. She also donned trousers, the sort a man might favor. Never in her life had she worn something so practical. The fabric felt soft against her skin, and even the shoes, with their thick and pliable soles, suggested a life of movement. Perhaps her captors intended to put her to work.

The attendants provided a library regarding the history of Napur, Cherulem, Levar, and Belur. They supplied paper, ink, brushes, and pigments. This curation of her environment suggested a desire to keep her mind occupied, and she accepted these offerings with quiet gratitude.

She spent those three days immersed in the chronicles of the Nurturer’s capital and the three great cities of the periphery. Between chapters, she painted. Her brushes captured the likenesses of those she had encountered, yet they also birthed dark, formless voids. These stains represented the suspended moments between life and death she had witnessed at the bottom of the Lake of Currents.

Shadi sat upon the iron floor. She stretched the muscles of her limbs and back, feeling the resistance in her frame, then sighed.

Where had Lea gone?

Their final conversation had ended without warning. Just as the deity seemed to acknowledge her, two warrior Masters had arrived at her lodgings to demand her presence. They had exchanged words in hushed tones, using a tongue Shadi could not decipher. This speech sounded distinct from the local Napuri accent, and fragments she managed to catch held no meaning. The realization that the Masters utilized a unique vocabulary perplexed her, yet it followed a certain logic. Their minds likely embraced concepts far beyond her own understanding.

Shadi dwelt on the memory of their parting. Lea had turned before she departed, her voice carrying a gravitas that felt almost tangible. "Your prayers have not fallen on barren ground, Shadi Jan Hura. I will help you. You will soon discover that my promises merit the utmost trust."

The statuesque figure then followed the warriors out of the room. Her melodic tone seemed to vibrate in the air even after the door closed. Gatha arrived shortly thereafter to deliver the news. She explained that Shadi and the other children of the Ensins faced a transfer to another facility.

Shadi had initially feared she might never see the woman again. The presence of the healer who had served her since her first steps in Napur provided a much-needed anchor.

She turned her attention to the ceiling. The roof consisted of a single pane of opaque glass. Faint patches of light shifted across the surface, the only indication of the passing hours. She wondered about the previous occupant of this cell. What crime had they committed to earn such a pristine exile? She questioned her own position as well. The claim of protection felt like an empty gesture, a veil for motives the Napuri refused to name.

If Lea kept her word, the truth might finally surface. Shadi pressed a palm to her chest. She traced the skin where the blade had entered her body as though her flesh were nothing more than vapor. No scar remained. No mark betrayed the violence of that moment. The fact that no one had questioned her recovery only fueled her suspicion.

A tremor ran up her back.

She rolled onto her side, pressed an ear against the iron floor, and held her breath. The sensation returned. With her eyes closed, she focused on the rhythmic, muffled jolts. The cadence felt familiar.

A pattern emerged. Yet, the moment she narrowed her focus, the pulse seemed to retreat into the cold depths of the metal.

The iron chamber fell into a profound silence. The persistent pull in her stomach suggested the arrival of the early hours, when the glass roof would shed its dark tint for a pale amber glow. Soon, the attendants or Gatha herself would arrive with the morning meal.

Shadi prepared to rise, but the vibration returned. It felt more insistent now. She pressed her ear against the iron once more, and all uncertainty vanished. The tremor carried a distinct sound.

A voice.

"The wall."

Shadi’s eyes widened. She wondered if the isolation had finally unraveled her sanity. After the recent horrors, few could expect to retain a clear mind.

"The wall. The wall. The wall." The whisper grew more urgent with every repetition of the pulse.

Shadi scanned the room, searching for the source. Instinctively, she turned toward the bed. She knelt on the mattress, cast the pillows aside, and leaned her body against the cold partition. The vibration surged. The words became unmistakable.

Shadi recognized the speaker.

"Shadi? Shadi? Can you hear me?"

"Hana? How... where are you?"

She had not seen the girl since the night the assassin had attempted to end her life. The transition from the ziggurat to this facility had occurred with frantic haste. She barely found time to grab a nightgown and a blanket before the soldiers hurried her and Gatha toward the waiting transport. The healer had lacked the knowledge or the authority to explain their destination or the fate of the others.

Shadi blinked, focusing on the cold texture of the wall to steady her breathing.

Hana’s voice returned, warped by the wall and the distance. The sound rippled as though filtered through deep water, twisted by mechanical vibrations. "A room... a cell far from yours... I have searched for you for days."

"Days? How did you find me?"

Shadi had assumed Hana occupied the neighboring cell, yet the girl’s words shattered that small comfort. If Hana was distant, the physics of the communication defied logic. Shadi shook her head. Habit and fear urged her to refuse the impossible. In her experience, the misunderstood was synonymous with danger, and danger usually demanded total stillness.

No. That era of her life had ended.

Had she remained trapped in that state of indecision at the Black Amphitheater, her hesitation would have cost her father his life. The blade had been in her hand, the path forward obscured by doubt. Instead, she had acted. She had grappled with her own terror and the suffocating weight of the unknown.

Cast off your fear, she commanded herself. Action was the only remedy. She needed a question. A single, pointed inquiry. "How do you know the distance? Where are you speaking from?"

Shadi braced herself to dismiss the encounter as a delusion born of her isolation, yet the vibrations surged before the thought could take root. Hana’s voice returned with startling clarity. It carried a proximity so intimate that the girl might have been sitting on the mattress beside her.

"My hearing is different. When I concentrate, I can hear things far away. Voices, mostly. I never thought I could respond to what I heard until now."

Shadi’s eyes widened. An answer sparked within her mind, and she felt the rush of new connections as the pieces of a larger puzzle aligned.

"The distance muffles the sound, which is why I believe we are far apart. I focused on my surroundings, searching through wall after wall and room after room until I found you. The time it took to reach your voice again confirms the distance."

The logic was sound. A chasm of questions opened in Shadi’s mind, and she struggled to suppress the hunger to understand the girl’s strange gifts. "What of the others? Do you know where they are?"

Hana hesitated. Perhaps the strain of the distance exhausted her, or the toll of the effort demanded a pause between breaths. "I only found Jathim. He is in this building, though he remains far from me."

Shadi bit the inside of her cheek. "Do you know our fate? How long will they keep us here?"

"I understood less than half of what I heard, yet something terrible moves in the dark. I pray that my ears have deceived me, but…"

"What? What did you hear?" Shadi pressed.

"Urook has fallen, Shadi. The city has collapsed." Another silence followed, one heavy with the scent of horror and the finality of death. "And Irmanna has been attacked by… monsters. I do not know what to believe, Shadi, but I am afraid. I have heard terrifying things, and some believe we are tied to these tragedies, that our survival is no coincidence. They suspect us. They are taking us to Larsa today."

Each of Hana’s words struck her mind with the force of a mallet. Could it all be true? Shadi found no reason to doubt the girl’s conviction. Indeed, within the vast unknown of her captivity, the possibility that these catastrophes were linked to their existence felt far from absurd. "I could feel it. I knew they wanted something from us, which is why they keep us alive. We must only discern what that is." Perhaps, she realized, the answer sat directly before them. She forced those abstractions aside to catch the final threads of Hana’s warning.

"The Champion of Larsa intends to question us, for they claim we are no longer safe here. Please, my friend. Be careful!" Hana’s voice faded. This was no mere pause or hesitation, for the connection had severed. Shadi felt the loss of it the moment the vibrations in the wall ceased, leaving only silence. She deflated like a sail stripped of its wind, slumping onto the mattress to bury her hands in her hair.

Urook had fallen.

Irmanna had been attacked.

The enormity of the twin tragedies should have crushed her, yet she felt only a vast, echoing vacuum where her grief ought to be. It was in that silence that the explosion erupted.

Deafening and violent, the blast shook the very foundations of the room; it threw Shadi from the mattress, sending her sprawling onto the floor. A surge of pain lanced through her elbow where it had struck the smooth metal, yet the physical sting paled before the sudden, intrusive glare.

Light stabbed at her eyes. The entire wall before her buckled, then detached from the cell’s frame to plummet into the abyss. Shadi shielded her face against a brilliance so stark it felt violent after the dim sanctuary of her imprisonment, yet curiosity compelled her to part her fingers.

She groaned, instinctively dragging her body toward the rear of the chamber. The effort proved grueling, for her left arm flared with every movement and the floor had begun to tilt at a precarious angle. With eyes wide, she stared into the chasm that now threatened to swallow her. Where the door and the familiar corridor once stood, only a jagged frame of molten metal remained, with sparks dancing in the air like frantic insects.

Beyond that scorched gash, the city lay gripped by ruin: Napur was in turmoil.

The scene appeared as if the city had been trapped within the work of a mad artist, the very canvas falling victim to the flames. Shadi crawled until her back struck the sliding doors of her wardrobe. The slope of the room fought her balance, while the heat radiating from the charred edge of the breach slapped at her cheeks. She forced herself to look upon the devastation, struggling to suppress the rising tide of her fear. The characteristic emerald green of Napur glowed, bathed in the slanting light of the morning sun. The sight might have been a marvel, were it not for the black veils of smoke and the encroaching fire. At least three of the surrounding spires bore massive holes, with plumes of soot curling like serpents as they ascended into the sky.

The din was deafening. Alarms wailed in a cacophony of hundreds of horns, their discordant notes merging with the cries of a city jarred from its sleep. For the moment, the conflagration appeared confined to the district surrounding the ziggurat, yet she questioned how long the people of Napur could contain its spread.

Shadi swallowed hard, though the gesture brought only a dry cough as the smoke thickened. Wind-borne sparks drifted into the graying air. Fear of the precipice slowed her movements. Dreading a slip toward the molten edge, she reached for the mattress and seized the sole pillow that remained. She tore the fabric cover from its stuffing with trembling fingers, then bound the cloth around the lower half of her face to filter the air, preventing the soot from reaching her lungs.

She returned her gaze to the gaping breach. The iron perimeter still pulsed with a red heat, though the buffeting wind began to dull its glow. She forced herself to lean over the threshold to gauge the true desperation of her plight. To approach the abyss invited disaster, the floor might buckle at any moment, yet she could not remain a spectator to her own demise. A fragment of her mind whispered with a trace of hysterical levity that this ruin represented an opening.

The door to her cell was gone. Within these walls, chaos surely reigned, and the streets beyond likely mirrored that madness. If she could harness this upheaval to her advantage, she might yet find a path to freedom, though where a fugitive might hide in a city under siege remained a question for later.

Her priority remained her home and her brother, Roben, but she could only seek those answers if she survived the immediate insanity. One must master the present before claiming the future.

Her shoes remained tucked beneath the bed, anchored by the weight of the tangled sheets that had spilled onto the floor. She donned them with trembling haste and rose. Using the high back of a chair for leverage, she navigated the tilting floor in measured increments, her grip tightening on the edge of the desk for stability.

She drew a shallow breath before crossing the final distance to the breach. Near the threshold, the temperature climbed until the air felt thick enough to choke her. Shadi leaned out into the void, scanning the perimeter to the left and right before casting her gaze into the depths below.

The force of the blast had ravaged the entire level. To her left, the adjacent chamber, perhaps a cell much like her own, lay obscured behind a wall of roiling soot. Conversely, the corridor that once stood before her entrance appeared largely intact. Voices drifted in from the gloom, their proximity a double-edged blade.

Should those voices belong to the Ashen Shields, they would likely end her life with a swift stroke. Should they belong to the soldiers of Napur, they might offer safety, only to return her to a different cage.

Shadi refused to trade one set of bars for another, and resolved to find her own path, regardless of how brief or doomed her flight might prove.

She owed herself that much, at the very least.

The lower level mirrored the devastation of her own, yet the structure of the corridor appeared to have resisted the blast with greater success. Debris littered the floor, most of it remnants of her own quarters, and the wreckage hissed with a sound like fat in a skillet.

She considered the jump. A leap might spare her bones, but the incandescent rubble promised only a different kind of agony.

Shadi returned to the bed to seize the mattress. The leaden mass of a corpse would have been easier to manage, and several agonizing seconds bled away as she strained to heave the bulk from its frame. Pushing it over the precipice proved equally grueling, particularly as the underside ignited the instant it brushed the molten iron of the threshold.

Shadi hissed a curse through her teeth. Hesitation invited failure, and with every heartbeat, the makeshift landing pad succumbed further to the flames. She gritted her teeth, held her breath, and cast herself into the gap.

She rolled across the singed fabric and onto the floor beyond. The impact proved manageable, and she sensed no fractures, yet her momentum carried her into a cluster of glass and iron shards that still glowed with a lethal heat. One fragment bit through the sleeve at her right shoulder, searing the flesh beneath.

Shadi rose and navigated the wreckage on light feet, steering clear of the most dangerous protrusions. She suppressed a cry of pain as she worked to peel the charred linen from her skin. She forced her gaze away from the wound, for the scent of scorched meat and the pulse of agony radiating through her arm threatened her equilibrium.

She surveyed her surroundings. The haze was thin here, though the air grew steadily more opaque. To her right, the frantic voices that had spurred her leap continued their exchange; they neither neared nor retreated, perhaps locked in an argument.

Shadi suppressed the flicker of curiosity and retreated in the opposite direction. The stench of char clawed at her throat despite the cloth, and she could not prevent the stinging moisture that welled in her eyes. She kept to the wall, her pace hesitant and her head low, until a different sound arrested her progress.

A moan, a plea for aid.

Straining against the din, she sought any detail to guide her next move. It might be one of the other youths; though Hana had sensed only Jathim, the others might yet be confined nearby. The moan came again, more labored and far fainter than before. Shadi shuddered as she realized the speaker’s strength ebbed, the capacity to even voice their pain fading.

She advanced with caution, picking her way through fresh wreckage and the dark spatters of blood that spoke of a recent struggle. Within a few paces, she stumbled upon a corpse.

The fallen man was a soldier of Napur, identified by the distinctive hue of his green armor. He lay prone, a curved blade protruding from the nape of his neck.

Just beyond him lay the source of the cries. A woman of the Ashen Shields lay pinned beneath a massive iron beam. The iron mass bore down upon her chest, rendering her motionless. She moaned once more, her hand outstretched toward the empty air as if beseeching an invisible savior for a mercy currently denied. A violent tremor racked her frame, and as her arm fell limp, she turned her head. A final, flickering spark of life remained in her eyes when they met Shadi’s gaze.

Death claimed her in the space of a heartbeat. A violent vacancy filled the woman’s gaze, as if a physical blow had cast her spirit from its vessel. Shadi remained motionless before the transformation. Loyalty, devotion, and even the heat of anger had vanished within a few shallow breaths.

Upon reaching the body, she sank to her knees. She pressed the eyelids closed with a soft touch before her attention shifted to the steel. Within the woman’s waistband, a long scabbard housed a blade far too cumbersome for her slight frame, yet her left hand remained locked around a short, curved dagger. It was the twin of the steel that had ended the Napuri soldier.

Shadi pried the weapon from her stiffening fingers. A soft, bitter laugh escaped her lips. Could she truly hope to frighten anyone with this? No man intent on blood or capture would falter at the sight of such a trinket.

A final glance fell upon the fallen Napuri soldier. She offered him the traditional salute of his people, an open gesture of respect. Once the rites were observed, she navigated around the remains of the Shield woman to resume her progress. A fresh tremor buckled the stone beneath her. Shadi gripped the wall to her left and waited for the groan of the foundations to settle into silence. She wondered how much time remained before she would encounter another soul. Her flight felt heavy with futility, a desperate sprint toward an inevitable end.

The sensation mirrored the games of her youth. Roben had once filled her nights with the thrill of the rooftops atop the Jabal Amira fortress. He had braced her upon his shoulders to scale the pillars and cornices, a vantage point from which the world became a sprawling tapestry of tiles and skylights. When she finally possessed the strength to follow him without his aid, they had darted through the shadows in a tireless dance of pursuit. It had given her a rush, even if she was never fast enough to slip from his grasp. She kept playing anyway, not for victory, but for the sheer defiance of staying in the fight.

As she moved deeper into the corridor, the same grim realization took hold. Survival and the hope of seeing Roben or Darjin again were the only stars she could steer by, however dim they appeared.

With a palm pressed tight against her covered lips and the curved blade steady in her grip, she approached a junction in the corridor. A sudden flicker of movement and the heavy tread of boots sent her into the shadow of a nearby pillar.

Two Napuri soldiers bolted past, their breaths ragged. Close behind, a contingent of Shields surged in pursuit with bared steel. Screams tore through the silence, followed by the discordant ring of metal on metal and the heavy sounds of the fallen. She remained still and counted the heartbeats that separated her from the return of the victors. They would find her here, surely. The walls of her world seemed to be closing in with merciless haste.

Yet the expected end did not come.

A sudden, icy stillness claimed Shadi. Her pulse became a frantic, trapped thing against the base of her throat as she approached the junction. To her right, a fresh corridor snaked toward a staircase where the remains of Napuri soldiers choked the passage.

Left, then.

The path she chose was short, leading to a suspended walkway of iron and glass. Before she could weigh the risk of such exposure or succumb to the terror of what she might find, a succession of sharp detonations arrested her focus. Below the walkway, the combatants relied on more than simple steel and spear.

With a fixed gaze, Shadi reached the threshold where the metal of the bridge met the stone floor. She leaned out just enough to catch the chaos below, and stood motionless, caught between paralysis and awe.

The vista was a crucible of flame and ash. Fire consumed a vast circular hall, an immense intersection where crystal galleries met slender, polished pillars. The intense heat had already begun to warp the architectural beauty, and many of the metal columns bowed under the strain. At the center of the ruin, dozens of Shields stood in a tense cluster. They traded clipped commands, their heads pivoting with the frantic precision of men who expected a strike from the shadows. Slowly, they drew into a tighter formation. They stood shoulder to shoulder in a locked circle, every weapon leveled outward against the smoke.

The assault arrived.

The violence was so sudden that Shadi found herself grateful for the rag still clutched over her mouth. The sound she made was a thin, strangled thing. Like a lance of emerald flame, a warrior Master lunged into the mass of Shields. He breached their perimeter with effortless brutality. Four men were tossed aside like discarded stones, while four others collapsed beneath the Master’s relentless advance.

He was a Nurturer.
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The warrior moved with such unnatural velocity that Shadi’s gaze failed to track his path. The Master’s blade radiated a persistent emerald glow. It passed through the dark armor of the Shields as if the steel were naught but silk. He broke their line with a singular, terrible purpose. One by one, they fell. His blade claimed limbs and lives with equal indifference, and the air grew thick with the iron scent of slaughter.

Shadi pressed her eyelids shut. She remained so until a lethal silence reclaimed the hall. Only the roar of the conflagration and the protest of warped glass remained to fill the void.

Then came the sobs: hoarse, pitiful sounds that bounced against the scorched masonry to grate against her ears. When she finally looked again, Shadi found the Master perched atop a fallen Shield. He reached for his gorget. At his touch, the helmet dissolved into a thousand metal petals. They swirled about his features in a brief, metallic dance before vanishing into the heat. His face was a mask of cold beauty, his dark eyes depthless despite the glow of the surrounding fires. The deity stepped upon the Shield’s chest. "Are you a missionary?"

The man offered no reply. The Master increased the pressure. Shadi felt a sympathetic ache in her own chest as a sharp snap echoed from below the walkway. Perhaps it was a trick of the acoustics, or perhaps the soldier’s ribs had truly given way.

The Shield groaned a pained affirmation.

The Master inclined his head. His questions followed in a low, dangerous cadence. He demanded their numbers, the secrets of their breach, and the location of the God of Ashes.

Missionary.

God of Ashes.

The terms were strange and held no meaning in Shadi's mind, yet they carried a dark promise of significance. The Shield spoke in uneven bursts. He coughed. He spat a crimson stain onto the floor. Finally, when the pressure upon his chest made further breath an impossibility, the Master posed a final question. "There are children in here. Children of Lugalens. Two girls and a boy. Did you kill them?"

The Shield’s head whipped back and forth in a frantic, desperate denial. He dissolved into weak, wet sobs as the Master’s boot crushed the air from his frame. "The boy... three levels... lower," he moaned. Blood slicked his chin and throat, a dark stain that expanded with every ragged syllable. Each word was a monumental theft of breath. The internal damage was already absolute. As the light of life retreated from his gaze, his jaw slackened, and he could offer nothing more to the interrogator.

"If you lied to me, I will hunt you down even in the Midlands. You will know no peace. Ever." The Master withdrew his boot from the ruined chest and moved with sudden purpose toward a shadowed corner beyond ShadI’s line of sight.

Had she heard correctly? Hana had been right; Jathim occupied this same palace.

Three levels below.

Shadi had sworn to Hana that she would remain at her side so that they might face the coming tide together. No such oath existed between her and the young Larsani. Indeed, their acquaintance consisted of little more than a few hurried words, yet he was Norain’s brother. Should she look upon her friend’s face again, the shame of having abandoned the young man would be a burden she could not bear to confess. Furthermore, he had risked his life for her benefit without hesitation. It was a miracle of the gods that he had survived the encounter with the assassin.

This was no formal promise, but a debt of blood.

An intuition took hold of her that the Master sought Jathim now, likely to secure him. Perhaps Lea herself had dispatched this warrior. Was the deity finally moving to fulfill her word?

Shadi traversed the suspended walkway with a gaze locked upon the carnage below. The ruthless marks of the Masters’ justice remained etched into the hall. At the far end, a staircase to her left descended into the gloom of the lower levels. Speed was essential; if she maintained her pace, she might yet keep the Master within her sights.

She moved down the stone steps and stayed clear of the handrail, her bruised shoulder nearly brushing the cold wall. She fixed her eyes forward, toward the threshold where that incredible warrior had vanished. This focus allowed her to avoid the sight of the Shield whom the Master had crushed like a common insect, alongside the many who had fallen before him. The task proved difficult.

She navigated a path through dozens of corpses. Shields and Napuri lay in a tangled mess of steel and wool. With a jolt, she realized the Master continued his massacre further ahead.

Horror. Yes, horror.

A few weeks prior, she could not have conceived of such a sentiment toward the beings who had ruled Kenjir since the dawn of time. The efficiency with which the Master annihilated those Shields ought to have inspired awe. Many in her position would surely weep with fervor or offer hymns of adoration to such a display of divine power.

Shadi did neither.

Instead, a slow disgust grew within her for the blind faith her people offered the Masters. This revulsion was curdling into something dangerous: contempt for the Masters themselves.

She entered a vast colonnade that reached deep into the bowels of the palace. The architecture displayed the delicate lines and graceful details favored by the Napuri, yet the space lacked the splendor found in the private garden; that had been a sanctuary of life, where every stone was hidden by vibrant tapestries or masked by the intricate work of the chisel. Here, the beauty was skeletal. No frescoes or statues softened it, and the absence of ornamentation felt deliberate. While the garden had been designed to celebrate the spirit, the stark austerity of this hall suggested a grim utility. This was no place for a noble’s leisure.

More screams erupted, followed by the discordant ring of a fresh struggle.

Shadi retreated behind a pillar in the final rank of the colonnade, where the stone gave way to a smaller circular chamber. She leaned out cautiously to survey the space.

Though the room was more intimate than the last, the bloodshed was the same: vast, merciless, unsoftened by the smaller space. The Master stood amidst a tide of fallen Shields, his back turned to her. Shadi remained transfixed until a voice from the shadows behind her spoke.

"Who are you? What is your purpose here?"

Shadi went rigid. She pressed the rag against her face with renewed force, as though the cloth might grant her the gift of invisibility. The command had echoed from the colonnade she had just traversed.

"Turn around!"

She obeyed with slow, measured movements. She lowered the hand that gripped the curved blade and pinned the weapon against her thigh to conceal it from view. Three Napuri soldiers confronted her. Blood and sweat coated their forms, gore weeping from raw wounds upon their limbs. The man who had hailed her spoke with a labored rasp, his chest heaving as he struggled for air. Recognition flared in the soldier’s eyes. "You are one of them!"

Shadi detected the shift in his voice. The aggression vanished, replaced by a desperate, sudden relief, yet she did not relax her guard.

"We believed you dead. Come with us," the soldier urged. He extended a hand in a formal invitation. "We shall escort you to safety."

Shadi made no move to comply, and instead, she took a single step back. Her retreat ended abruptly when her shoulders struck something far more unyielding than marble.

She spun around. Her eyes widened at the sight of polished plates of armor. The metal followed the contours of a statuesque body and accentuated every powerful proportion. Shadi held her breath while her gaze climbed from the abdomen to the chest, finally reaching the Master’s head, which remained hidden behind a closed helmet.

The deity lowered his chin toward her. "Fear not, young Jan Hura." He turned then to the soldiers. "I shall take care of our guest, as this place is no longer safe for her. Where are the other two?"

The soldiers, who had stood tall only moments before, now dropped to the floor as if their spines had surrendered. The first man kept his head low, his forehead nearly brushing the dust. He remained on his knees, for standing before a Master was sacrilege in the eyes of any common man.

Shadi felt the same instinctive weight press upon her, and she nearly followed them to the ground. She began to sink, but the Master’s hand upon her shoulder held her upright.

"Ensin Trevanian has taken them into custody. They are being removed from the grounds as we speak," the first soldier explained.

"No. Stop them. Tell your Ensin to bring them to me immediately," the Master commanded. Shadi shuddered. His touch felt gentle, yet firm, but a cold note in the deity’s voice stole the air from her lungs.

The three soldiers jumped to their feet, bowed briefly, and turned to depart in haste.

The Master circled Shadi. He came to a halt directly in front of her. With a light touch to his chest, he caused his helmet to vanish into thin air, revealing his face. "I am glad you are alive, young Jan Hura. We feared the worst. This attack took us by surprise."

Shadi held the Master’s magnetic gaze. He resembled Naven, and she wondered if they shared a bloodline.

"What are you doing, Rashad?"

Lea emerged from the colonnade. She approached with a quick, determined stride. A long sword occupied her right hand, yet she wore no armor. The contrast between the cold steel and her delicate attire was jarring. She was draped in a riot of fine silks, strands of gold chains, pearls, and bracelets that encircled her arms. In the shifting light, she looked like one of the goddesses depicted on the tapestries within the ziggurat.

Lea raised her sword and pointed the tip at the Master.

Rashad. Shadi watched the way Lea’s gaze locked onto his, and she realized that there was a history between them. It had clearly soured. Every word Lea spat and every taut line of Rashad’s posture suggested a bridge burned. "Where is Qasim?" Her question rang out with the force of an accusation.

Rashad offered no reply. He swung his blade downward in a silent promise of violence, and his off-hand pushed Shadi aside to clear his path.

Lea moved with superior grace. In a heartbeat, she closed the distance and stood before the Master.

Shadi retreated a few more steps by sheer instinct. She knew far too little of the ancient customs governing the Masters, yet she recognized the prelude to a lethal encounter. Why did Lea and Rashad clash? The question vanished as Lea’s voice thundered a warning. "Find shelter, Shadi. Do not look. I shall be with you shortly, for it takes only a moment to take a traitor’s head."

To look away was wise counsel. Shadi could not fathom the devastation two gods might unleash upon the world. She retreated further, and Rashad’s continued silence gave Lea’s charge a suffocating gravity.

Traitor.

The notion of such profound division among the divine was so absurd that it made ShadI’s knees tremble. The two combatants moved with a ferocity and speed that defied her sight. She heard the shriek of their steel blades as they met, and sparks showered the stone like dying stars.

Lea’s robes billowed in a silken cloud when she spun to evade a thrust. Rashad answered with fluid grace, and he tumbled into two tight somersaults to escape her shimmering counterattack.

"What are you waiting for?" Lea threw the rebuke during a brief interval. The two warriors glared at one another while their swords remained poised for the next flurry. Her eyes burned with a literal fire. "Take cover!"

The duel shifted into the smaller circle. They danced now among the dozens of corpses Rashad had already felled.

Shadi understood that obedience offered the surest path to survival, yet a stubborn part of her soul rebelled against the prospect of returning to the custody of the Masters. She possessed no true knowledge of these divine beings, nor did she truly understand the one who now fought on her behalf.

She retreated to the shadows of a massive column. From her sanctuary, she watched the duel and stifled a gasp of wonder. Lea leaped high into the air, and she coiled her legs around the Master’s torso to haul him toward the stone. She rained blows upon him with a ferocity that defied her delicate frame, though his build remained broader and more substantial. Lea relied upon her agility to evade his reach, though Shadi wondered how long such a frantic pace could be maintained before fatigue claimed her.

Shadi kept her distance from the center of the hall. She moved from one pillar to the next with her back pressed against the cold marble. An exit stood opposite the archway she had first entered, and it was tantalizingly close. Perhaps she could risk a dash for freedom?

The sudden patter of approaching footsteps echoed through the chamber, and low, anxious whispers followed. Shadi recognized the voice of the soldier whom Rashad had dispatched to intercept her companions.

A much louder, more abrasive tone cut through the air. "...talk nonsense, and I shall throw you into a cell with my own hands. The fate of the city does not concern me. I will hold you personally accountable for every moment of delay, for I have my orders and I intend to fulfill them to the letter." A Napuri officer emerged through the archway. He marched between the columns with a dozen soldiers in a tight formation. They were escorting two figures in the center of their ranks.

Shadi’s heart hammered against her ribs. Could it be Hana and Jathim?

Shadi watched the newcomer and reasoned that he must be the Ensin the soldiers had mentioned: his ornate livery and the mask of disdain he wore marked him as a man of significant rank. He observed the chaos with an air of cold superiority, though that expression perished the moment he witnessed two gods locked in a struggle before him.

His jaw slackened, and his arms spread wide in a gesture of sudden, terrified awe. "Oh, gods of Napur!" he cried out. He cast himself onto the stone in a frantic act of worship, and the soldiers in his entourage followed his lead as if struck down by a single blow.

Among the ranks of kneeling warriors, Shadi finally found the two faces she sought. Hana and Jathim appeared bewildered by the sudden prostration of their captors, for they likely understood even less of this celestial discord than Shadi did. Within moments, the sheer weight of the atmosphere compelled them to bow as well.

Shadi’s heart tightened at the sight of Hana’s swollen, reddened eyes. The girl looked as though she had wept until no tears remained. Jathim moved with a visible stiffness, and when he lowered himself to the floor, his features twisted into a grimace of pain. Shadi marveled that he remained upright at all after his encounter with the attacker, and she wondered how deep his wounds truly ran.

The arrival of the small crowd sent a ripple of disruption through the dueling pair. Rashad hesitated at the exact moment the Ensin shouted his veneration, and that brief flicker of distraction was all Lea required. She completed her spin and dropped to her knees. Without a pause, she threw her momentum onto her shoulders and rolled with the speed of a desert gale until she trapped the Master’s ankles in the vice of her legs. A powerful thrust of her hips upended his balance and sent him toppling toward her.

Shadi saw the sudden confusion in the god’s eyes. He crashed into Lea, and she met his momentum with a raised sword pointed directly at his throat. The gravity of his fall merged with the force of her thrust. The blade sank deep beneath his chin, finding the narrow strip of exposed skin with lethal precision.

The tip bit through the flesh until it struck the unyielding interior of his helmet. The Master remained there for an agonizing sliver of time, impaled and held in a gruesome suspension by the very steel that took his life.

Lea pressed her lips into a thin line. She shoved the majestic, lifeless form of the traitor away from her and stood. Wiping a sheen of sweat from her brow, the movement revealed a deep laceration upon her left bicep. Rivulets of bright blood stained the light green silk of her dress. "Ensin Trevanian, soldiers of Napur, remain on your knees. You are not permitted to look upon the remains of a god," she commanded. Her voice held the steel of a general. She turned her gaze then toward the pillars, as if she had sensed Shadi’s presence from the start. "Shadi? Come closer. You too, Hana Soleimani and Jathim Asadi. Do not be afraid."

Shadi swallowed a lump of fear and emerged from the shadows. She stepped forward, yet she could not prevent a final, fleeting glance at the fallen warrior who now sprawled at Lea’s feet.

When Shadi and the other children stood before her, Lea addressed the Napuri soldiers once more. "Wait here. If you look up before I return, you shall be turned to ash." She turned then toward Shadi, Hana, and Jathim. "Come with me."

They followed her in heavy silence through corridors and tunnels, and across vast halls littered with the remains of Napuris and Ashen Shields. Shadi’s stomach churned at the sight of so much blood. The evidence of devastation from fire and explosions met her at every turn, yet she forced herself to remain composed. The terror of being trapped within these walls proved far stronger than her nausea.

Finally, they reached a series of tall windows overlooking an immense rectangular terrace near the top of the building. From this vantage point, Shadi looked down upon the lower tiers of the massive ziggurat. The structure was a symphony of emerald and glass, where veins of polished silver caught the sunlight in a dazzling display of wealth and power.

A violent tremor shook the very foundation of the ziggurat, confirming her fears. With the sun higher in the sky, the true horror of the attack lay bare against such beauty. Most of the structures within Shadi's view had suffered strikes. The breaches were deep, and flames climbed toward the heavens in a grim mockery of the ziggurat’s heights.

"The situation has grown dire since our last encounter, Shadi. We did not anticipate that the Shields would launch an assault of such brazen violence," Lea said. She strode across the iron-paved terrace with purposeful intent. "But do not assume this has dissuaded me from my promise. In truth, I am more determined than ever to fulfill my word." She pointed toward the sky between two distant spires.

A Sacred Artifact, forged in the shape of an arrowhead, descended from the clouds. It glowed with bronze hues and rivaled the size of the great carriages Shadi had once used for travel, but the sight of it suspended in the air stole the breath from her lungs. Despite her noble blood and a life spent among the wonders of the elite, the existence of such a vessel felt like a defiance of nature itself.

In her memory, the only parallel was the Lethenium Darth. That massive, shadowed hull had brought only darkness and the weight of deep trauma, and the mere sight of this smaller craft caused those old wounds to throb.

This vessel darted toward them and touched down upon the terrace with a grace that seemed impossible for its bulk. Luminous slits appeared along its side, and a large door rose like the wing of a bird of prey. A man and a woman emerged from the vessel and walked toward them.

Shadi recognized Amir and Sayda with a jolt of familiarity. These were the same soldiers who once had escorted her from the ziggurat, yet they appeared now in civilian attire. Their plain clothes did little to mask the deep anxiety written across their features. They bowed before Lea but remained standing, a lack of prostration suggesting that Lea herself had demanded a more formal, less pious protocol.

"It is foolish to ask for your trust again or to promise protection," Lea said, her gaze moving between Shadi and her companions. "Today’s strike proved the depth of the rebellion’s roots and the audacity of our enemies. In such hours, we must find strength in unexpected places, even where we once saw only horror."

Another tremor rippled through the stone.

Shadi spread her arms to steady her balance, and she noticed that everyone except Lea had done the same. The Master stood as still as a statue amidst the shaking world.

"The troupe of artists under Charu Beriz awaits you beyond the city walls. I am aware of your history with him, Shadi, and he certainly remembers you. He has agreed to take the three of you in for as long as you wish, and his people shall transport you wherever you desire." The deity placed a firm hand upon ShadI’s shoulder and guided her toward Amir and Sayda, then signaled for Hana and Jathim to follow. "You may choose to return home to what remains of your families, but such a path will not lead you to truth or peace. I intend to tell you more, but time is a commodity we no longer command. Charu knows the details. He will assist your decisions. Now, go." Lea’s pace quickened as she moved toward the edge of the terrace.

Shadi allowed Amir and Sayda to assist her into the Artifact. Once she was settled within the plush interior, she leaned toward the opening and caught Lea’s gaze. "What will become of you?"

The goddess smiled. She flourished her sword as if the steel were a heavy iron flower. "I do not fear war, Shadi Jan Hura. It is truth and lies that pierce my heart until the spirit bleeds. Live, all three of you! Seek courage in the darkest reaches of your souls, in the very place where you hide your fear." Lea touched her chest with her free hand, right at the level of her heart. She kissed her fingertips and cast the gesture toward them in a silent blessing. "We shall meet again when the new dawn breaks." Her voice carried a melodic resonance, and she looked upon them as if she could already see the light of a future they had yet to earn. "May the sun find us all standing."

Lea turned then and sprinted across the terrace. Her silhouette vanished into the pillars of smoke and flame that consumed the palace.
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A primitive dread coiled within Shadi’s gut. Through the translucent hull of the Artifact, the world was a canvas of fire.

"So this is war," Hana whispered. She sat wedged between Shadi and Jathim. Her hands remained tightly clasped over her stomach, and her breath came in shallow, frantic gasps.

Shadi was surprised to find her own resolve more resilient than that of her friend. She had wept and trembled. She had cursed the very hour of her birth. Yet, the singular drive to escape and protect her companions kept her mind alert.

Hana, by contrast, appeared as though she might succumb to the darkness at any moment.

Jathim’s eyes remained locked upon the retreating cityscape. He pressed a palm against the space between his chest and stomach, right below the heart. A dark, spreading stain marred the fabric of his tunic, the same attire Shadi and Hana wore, where the attacker’s blade had found its mark.

Shadi fought to ignore the guilt that tightened around her temples like an iron band, and placed a hand on Hana’s shoulder. "We shall find sanctuary. Lea has shown us kindness, and I am certain she intends for us to survive," she said. This was no hour to indulge her gnawing doubts.

"I wonder what will become of the commoners." Jathim’s voice was a hoarse whisper.

"The commoners?" Hana echoed.

"One of my tutors in Kenjir held the duty to instruct the boys under my command in the arts of strategy. He was a sour man with narrow mind, and his breath bore the permanent scent of cheap wine. Yet he loved the chronicles of war with a desperate passion." Jathim ran a hand through his hair and let out a long, weary breath. He never looked away from the city as it swept past beneath them.

"He said you can read a leader’s heart by the way he treats the conquered," Jathim said. "Does he enslave them? Does he set himself up as their new overseer? Or does he slaughter them?" He lowered his voice, and the final words seemed to cost him a visible effort of will. "I wonder what will become of the people of Napur if we... if we…"

"If we fall," Shadi finished for him.

For a long interval, no one found the courage to shatter the silence or soften the grim reality of their words.

Sayda, the Napuri soldier at the helm of the Artifact, sat next to Amir and eventually spoke. "The gods will protect us. King Naven will bring justice."

The name struck Shadi with the force of a physical blow. Before she could weigh the propriety of her words, she blurted out, "King? King Naven?"

Sayda and Amir exchanged a look, much like two students caught in a forbidden whisper.

"What happened to King Lorin?" Shadi asked, her voice barely audible.

"We are not permitted to speak of it," Amir muttered.

"Speak, for the gods! Look at the world below us." Shadi’s lower lip trembled, and a sudden, painful heat rose in her chest. She feared her fury might strip the very words from her tongue.

Fury at whom? At what?

It did not matter. The floodgates of her resentment stood open. "The city burns! The Ashen Shields tear at the throat of Napur, yet you take us for fools. You treat us as little more than spoiled children to be shuffled from palace to palace and kept at bay. Perhaps you are right. They have cloistered us from the world and raised us for the sole purpose of enriching our families’ fortunes, but we are of no use as corpses. If you go to such lengths to keep us alive, it is because you recognize this simple truth. The reality is," she continued, leaning toward the two soldiers with a predatory focus, "there are countless other ways in which the children of the Ensins might render themselves superfluous." She leveled a finger at Amir, then drifted it toward Sayda. "I imagine you wish to know what those ways are. Am I wrong? I think not."

Shadi sank back into her seat and let out a sharp breath. "We might learn to loathe our very existence because no one offers us the truth or deigns to speak with frankness." Her voice adopted a sarcastic edge, the kind Mother Tiona once despised and Roben had always admired. "But you cannot fathom what that means. You have your swords and your armor. You prowl the streets as if every soul, from the high-born to the commoner, must tremble at your shadow. You live and die by the path you chose. For us, the world is a cage where every impulse is dissected and judged by those above us, even when our choices rest upon a foundation of half-truths and divine lies." She fell silent. Her lungs burned for air. For the second time, a torrent of words had burst from her chest to leave her companions in a state of stunned silence.

The two soldiers remained paralyzed. Their gaze remained locked upon the city walls looming before them, and in that heavy stillness, Shadi's fury began to ebb. She looked at Amir and Sayda and realized the futility of her rebuke. The warriors held no true power over her station, nor were they the architects of her confinement. Her venomous words had little to do with them, as they were merely the closest targets for a resentment that rightfully belonged to the gods and kings.

A wave of regret softened her features, and she was on the verge of offering an apology when the world shattered.

An explosion tore through the air. The safety straps cinched against Shadi's chest, biting into her flesh with unforgiving pressure. The skyline of Napur inverted in a chaotic blur.

Screams. Flashes of light erupted, as brilliant and frigid as ice.

Shadi struggled for breath. Within heartbeats, a frosty chill invaded her veins, only to be chased by a wave of insufferable heat.

The void surged forward. It swallowed the fire, the city, and her mind.
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Shadi found herself perched atop the crest of a silver-gray dune. No heat radiated from the sands, and she felt neither the bite of a desert wind nor the pull of gravity.

The awareness that she was only partially awake pricked at the nape of her neck like an insect. It was a mirror reality, yet when the silver dust swelled and poured over her like a dry wave, she still held her breath.

"Who are you?"

Shadi gasped and turned, searching for the source of that deep, cavernous resonance. It reverberated in her ears like the winter wind through the bowels of the Jabal Amira fortress, and with the sound came a flood of monochromatic memories.

She remembered this world of lifeless beauty, where clouds formed not of water, but of molten iron. They drifted like heavy, glowing embers across a leaden sky, hovering over a graveyard city that possessed a terrible, deep gray elegance.

She remembered the obsidian spire.

And she remembered the giant.

Now, two points of light appeared in the distance, emerging from behind the crest of a massive dune. The silver sea churned around them and occasionally obscured their glow, yet they did not vanish. The giant was here, within this new layer of her subconscious. Shadi felt no fresh terror at the sight; instead, a familiarity so simple and profound took root in her heart that it caused a physical ache.

"Who are you?" The question echoed, louder this time.

Shadi remained silent. A primal warning, buried deep within her spirit, compelled her silence.

"Ah. There you are," the voice boomed, vibrating through the silver sand. "You still live, despite everything. My blade did not disembowel you. The flames spared you."

Shadi’s eyes widened. She was indeed in the presence of the hooded stranger, the god who ruled over this magnificent, ashen wasteland. Tears flooded her vision and spilled onto the cold, metallic grains. "Who are you? What do you want from me? Why are you doing this to me?" she asked.

A laugh followed. It held no mockery, but rather a somber resonance that seemed to pull at the very fabric of the dream. "I made a mistake, little girl. Unfortunately for you, I fully intend to correct it."

"A mistake?"

"Believe it or not, I feel a certain regret," the giant confessed. The points of light narrowed. "I had other plans for you. You should not have suffered so much."

"I... I only wish to go home," she stammered.

When the answer finally came, it arrived as a lethal hiss. "Home. Is that your destination? I fear such a path is no longer possible. It does not exist within my designs, little girl. Know this: if the choice were mine, I would grant you a painless end this very moment. Unfortunately, my own error created this conversation, and I am forced to grant you more time." The giant’s decree struck like a thunderclap that shook the silver dunes, yet as the reverberation echoed, the leaden sky groaned and tore open. The clouds of molten iron were cast aside by the sudden, violent birth of an immense orange sun: a celestial fire that turned the sands beneath Shadi’s feet into a mirror of liquid glass.

Upon the horizon, where the skeletal remains of the dilapidated city clawed at the sky, a new figure materialized. The creature bore skin as pale and cold as polished marble, and while its primary eyes remained sealed in a permanent squint, a third eye sat wide upon its brow. From that central lid, a plume of thick blue smoke spiraled upward to mingle with the orange heat of the new sun.

The marble entity raised a hand and leveled a single, accusing finger at the giant, then shifted its gaze toward Shadi. "Imposter!" Its voice carried the bite of a mocking challenge, a sound that sliced through the giant’s cavernous resonance like a blade through silk. "You claim the throne of fate, yet you stand blind to the rot at your feet. Look upon her, god of ash. She shall not be your undoing."

The marble creature snapped its fingers, a sound like a stone crack that collapsed the distance between Shadi and the horizon. Suddenly, she stood at the precipice of a legion. The orange sun beat down upon a sea of unsheathed steel, and at the vanguard, the entity gestured toward three figures who commanded the front.

The first was a fallen soldier, his armor fused to a body that had transcended the human form to become something monstrous, a mass of scarred plate and dark intent. Beside him stood a zealot, a man whose eyes burned with the terrifying light of remorseless justice. He was a bringer of darkness, draped in shadows that seemed to drink the orange light of the intruder sun.

But it was the third figure who trapped the breath in ShadI’s lungs.

A warrior woman stood before the host, her beauty as lethal as the edge of the blade she gripped. She was the very pulse of the army she led, her stance perfect, her grace predatory, a stillness that promised a storm.

The marble entity drifted closer to the warrior woman, while the blue smoke from its third eye coiling around her like a caress. It raised its voice, and the sound carried a melodic triumph that echoed across the silver dunes. "Behold the one who shall carve the path," it proclaimed. "Behold the Sunrise Dagger!"

At the mention of the name, the warrior woman raised her sword. The orange sun caught the length of her steel, and for a moment, the blade appeared to weep liquid fire. Behind her, the monstrous soldier and the dark zealot bowed their heads in a silent, grim salute. The legion roared, a sound of a thousand voices that acted as a physical blow against the giant’s crumbling domain

The orange brilliance of the sun stripped away the warrior’s anonymity, and as the marble entity spoke the name, Shadi’s heart faltered in her chest.

She knew that face, not a goddess of myth or a stranger from a distant land, but Darjin. It was the friend who had walked beside her, the savior who had pulled her from the brink of oblivion. Seeing her there, at the vanguard of a monstrous legion and bathed in the light of a celestial fire, Shadi felt a wave of emotion so violent it nearly drowned her spirit.

Beneath the glory of the champion, a darker truth began to bleed through the dream. Shadi watched as a thin rivulet oozed from the collar of Darjin’s armor, a line of golden blood tracing the curve of her neck. The sight triggered a visceral terror that the surrounding light could not mask. Even in this fractured vision, the scent of copper and the unnatural stillness in Darjin’s pulse suggested a life slipping away. Shadi reached out, a silent plea for an explanation that never came.

The marble creature laughed at her confusion, its third eye bleeding blue smoke as it watched Shadi’s agony. "The truth is a blade that cuts the hand of the one who holds it," the entity whispered, though its voice carried over the roar of the army.

The giant let out a roar that defied the orange light of the intruder sun. He spat words of ancient, venomous disdain, a language of stone and rot that seemed to wither the air itself. A gnarled staff of obsidian materialized in his grasp, and he drove it into the silver earth with such force that it shattered the foundations of his domain.

The shockwave was absolute.

The marble creature, the legion of souls, and Darjin herself were repelled as if they were but feathers in a gale. The giant leveled his gaze at Shadi, his voice a final, thundering curse that echoed through the dissolving dunes. "You are a blemish upon the weave of time! Return to your world of dust and die with the rest of your kind!"

The giant’s curse became a crushing gravity that tore the foundations of the silver dunes from beneath Shadi’s feet. As the world dissolved, the marble creature lunged through the fading light to seize Shadi’s hand. It dragged her into the void, and for an instant, the roar of the giant’s domain vanished into a silence so absolute it felt like a hammer to the heart.

They emerged into a realm where the air tasted of ancient cedar and starlight, a place where the logic of the desert was replaced by the rhythm of an eternal spring. Before them stretched a panorama of a city carved from nature itself. Colossal trees, with bark as white as bone and leaves that formed a canopy of shifting emerald, supported wooden palaces that seemed to grow from the branches in a seamless union of art and nature. Giant, pale warriors with skin like burnished clouds walked among humans of such radiant beauty that the sight of them brought a sharp ache to Shadi’s chest.

Beside her, the marble entity began to change. The cold stone of its limbs softened into the warmth of living flesh, and the permanent squint of its initial eyes dissolved, revealing a gaze as deep as a summer well. It shed the last of its monstrous exterior, unveiling a being of blinding grace. This was a sublime entity who stood taller than any mortal, a true god whose very presence radiated a sense of kindness, love, and justice. Upon his brow, the third eye remained, though it no longer bled blue smoke, but shone instead with the steady, guiding light of a morning star. Fine robes of shimmering gossamer draped the god’s frame, a weave of silver thread and liquid light that moved with a life of its own.

She couldn’t help but notice the terrace on which she and the creature were standing and the extraordinary objects that surrounded them: perfect wooden sculptures, carved with such skill the cedar seemed to breathe, stood among piles of loose gems and gold filigree that traced the grain of the floor like veins of frozen fire.

The entity’s presence radiated an aura of justice, yet Shadi sensed a frantic current beneath his divine exterior, a vibration of haste that felt alien in a realm of such peace. She searched her mind for the terror she should have felt, but the fear remained absent, replaced by a curiosity that outweighed her survival instinct. "Who are you?" she asked, her voice steady against the humming urgency of the air. "Why did you bring me to this place?"

The being turned to her, and the light within his third eye flickered with the slow cadence of a dying star. A smile touched his lips, yet it carried a weariness that seemed to pull at the very air of the terrace. "I am a traveler of the long roads, Shadi, and I have grown so very tired of the dust," he said, and his voice sounded like wind through ancient ruins. "Age is a poison that slowly burns the spirit. I have tasted enough of it to fuel a thousand years of rage, but the marrow of the world is returning to my bones at last. I am gathering friends to my side, for the night is long and the path requires many lanterns." He stepped closer, his shimmering robes brushing against the gold filigree of the balustrade with a sound like falling sand. He reached out as if to touch her cheek, though his hand remained a hair’s breadth away. "You look upon me with such brave, quiet eyes. You may call me Molochai, if your tongue can bear the burden of such a name. It is an old word, perhaps too heavy for this modern world of yours, but it suits a god who has forgotten how to weep."

Shadi whispered the name, "Molochai,” and the syllables felt like smooth river stones against her teeth. As the sound left her lips, an inexplicable sense of belonging bloomed within her chest, a warmth that pushed back the chill of the void they had just escaped. It was an ancient kinship, a tether to a history she did not remember but recognized in the very essence of her blood. The sensation was soothing, a quiet homecoming that offered rest after a lifetime of travel through a world that had never truly fit. She looked at Molochai, and for the first time since the giant’s realm had crumbled, the frantic urgency of the god did not feel like a threat, but like a shared heartbeat.

But the bliss was a fragile glass, and the memory of Darjin’s face shattered it into a thousand shards. The feeling of impending doom returned, a cold tide rising to drown the warmth Molochai had offered. Shadi’s composure began to fray, and the elegant peace of the terrace suddenly felt like a cage of gold and gems. "Why am I here?" she asked, her voice climbing toward a frantic pitch as she searched his divine gaze. "What is happening to Darjin? I saw the blood, Molochai. I felt her life slipping away even as you dragged me into this place."

Molochai watched her, and a flicker of amusement danced in his primary eyes even as a shadow of worry tightened the corners of his mouth. He did not pull away from her growing panic but instead leaned against a balustrade of carved cedar, the light of his third eye pulsing with a rhythmic, concerned beat.

"The Sunrise Dagger is a weapon, little traveler, and weapons are forged to be used until they break," he said, his tone a cutting blend of affection and cold reality. "You are here because the giant would have unmade you, and because I require a witness who still remembers the scent of the world of dust."

Shadi pressed on, her hands trembling as she sought to grasp the truth behind the carnage. "How can any of this be possible? Tell me the truth, Molochai. Is Darjin dying even as we stand in this place?"

Molochai sighed, and the sound carried the weight of centuries spent watching the folly of mortals. He leaned closer: "The life of a warrior is always a flickering candle, but Darjin’s flame was never entirely her own to extinguish," he said, his voice dropping to a low murmur. "You must understand that you are not merely a daughter of a Lugalen. You, and many other sons and daughters of the high blood, have been shaped by hands you never felt. Your traits, your very spirits, were manipulated from before your first breath to inherit the echoes of divinity. You were bred to be vessels."

He turned his gaze toward the horizon, where the great trees met the starlight. "The one who wove this trap is Rahmadu, the God of Ashes. He is the very giant you saw within the gray realm, the one who would see the world reduced to cinders so that he might reign over the dust. He has spent generations pruning the lineages of men to create the perfect tools for his return."

The name of Rahmadu echoed in Shadi’s mind, a sound that carried the scent of cinders and old graves. "Vessels of divinity?" she asked, the words feeling awkward and foreign on her tongue. "What can that possibly mean? I am the daughter of a Lugalen, not a jar for a god to fill."

Molochai did not answer directly, but instead turned to her with a gaze that seemed to peel back the layers of her memory. "Have you not witnessed incredible things, Shadi? Have there not been moments when the world felt thin, as if you could reach through the veil of the mundane and touch something older?" He pushed her to think, to look into the dark corners of her childhood where she had hidden her confusion.

Shadi closed her eyes, and the images surfaced like debris from a shipwreck. She remembered the countless times she had woken on the cold stone floor beneath her bed, despite having fallen asleep atop the thick mattresses. It was as if she had simply slipped through the fabric and wood, a ghost passing through the solid architecture of her life.

"There was the Lake of Currents." Her voice trembled at the memory of the freezing water. "I was falling through the ruins of the Black Amphitheater, watching the glass shatter like dark ice as the fire tore the world apart. I saw the Eye of the Ether, that mirror-like relic, tumbling into the depths with me. I thought I had stumbled into its heart, and that the artifact had opened a portal to save me from the drowning dark."

"You did not stumble, little traveler," Molochai said, and his voice carried a cutting, definitive edge. "The Ether did not reach for you; you reached for it. You used the power in your blood to step from one place to another without the burden of the intervening distance. You did not fall through a portal; you opened one of your own."

Another blackened memory surged to the surface then. Shadi saw the flash of steel in the moonlight and the face of the man who had ghosted into her bedchamber to press a blade against her heart. The assassin had driven the knife home with a killer's precision, yet the metal had found no resistance. Instead of bone and muscle, the tip had plunged into an empty, swirling pool that had opened within her chest, a void that swallowed the cold iron and left her skin unmarred. She had been too frantic to dwell on the impossibility of her survival at the time, and the fear of what that moment meant had kept the memory locked behind a door of glass.

"The man in my room," she whispered, her hand instinctively rising to the center of her chest. "The blade that disappeared into nothing. Is that nightmare connected to this... this heritage?"

"Most likely," Molochai answered, and his gaze grew solemn. "Your blood does not merely move you through space, Shadi. It consumes the threats that would unmake you. There is so much for you to understand, so much to accept, and ultimately, so much to weaponize."

She was speechless, her logic a tangled wreck unable to reconcile the god’s words with the laws of the physical world. Even as her mind rebelled, she felt the truth of his revelation pulsing through her chest like a dormant fever finally finding its heat. The urge to save Darjin rose within her, a force more powerful than the fear of the unknown or the gravity of her own heritage. "Can I use this?" she asked, her voice tight with a sudden clarity. "Can I use this power to reach her, to pull her back from the edge of the dark?"

Molochai smiled with the expression was that of a teacher who had finally seen a stubborn pupil grasp a difficult lesson. He leaned against the golden balustrade, the shimmering robes of his office catching the emerald light of the trees below. "I am still a creature of convalescence, Shadi. I would help you master this gift, but I lack both the time and the strength to serve as your tutor. A great many threads of the weave require my attention if we are to survive what Rahmadu has set in motion. However, I can grant you the passage you seek. I will bridge the distance to Darjin if you promise to open your heart to me, to accept my future guidance without hesitation, and if you will convince the Sunrise Dagger to do the same." He held out a hand, his palm upward, a silent invitation that carried a sacred oath.

She betrayed no outward sign of the storm that raged within her, but reached out to clasp his hand with a firmness that surprised even herself. Though her thoughts were a frantic tangle of doubt and she could not yet grasp the true nature of Darjin’s peril, she actively pushed the terror into the recesses of her mind. The urgency of the moment demanded strength, and the mere chance to intervene, to be more than a silent spectator to her friend’s suffering, was enough to make her steel herself against the weight of the bargain. A new burst of hope surged through her, a courage that felt less like an emotion and more like an indestructible suit of armor.

"What of Jathim and Hana?" she asked, her voice steadying as the deal was struck.

"They shall travel with you, of course," Molochai replied, and the smile he gave her carried the warmth of a sun that had not yet begun to set.

Before she could speak again, he drew her into a sudden embrace. The world of wooden palaces and emerald starlight dissolved into a blinding white nothingness, and a cascade of conflicting emotions tore through her spirit. The looming shadow of Rahmadu remained, a cold presence at the edge of her consciousness, yet it could not quash the exhilaration that now sang in her blood. She felt the potential of her own divinity, a fire that promised she would no longer be a pawn moved across a board of dust. Through the haze of the collapsing dream, she clutched the certainty that she would reach Darjin, and that the justice she sought would be carved from the very heart of the heavens.

The girl who had fallen into the vision was gone, replaced by a storm that had finally learned its own name.


INTERLUDE
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TO FINALLY DISMANTLE A LIE


The high priest’s voice served as a rhythmic irritant, a droning fly that refused to be swatted. Emmerin Deon watched the man’s hands, soft and pampered things that had never held a sword, as they traced the air in a sanctimonious blessing. It was a flagrantly offensive display of piety.

Beyond the terrace, the Fields of Dawn remained a blur of deceptive tranquility, a green-gold trap designed by a prince who played at being a progenitor. To the locals, these suspended houses were a marvel of harmony, but to Emmerin, they were merely tactical bottlenecks. The wide window that opened onto the vista was a nicety he had not expected from his captors, a final, cruel courtesy perhaps granted only because they intended to kill him before the sun reached its zenith.

He looked out at the swaying structures with a cold, analytical eye, though the view was marred by the lingering weight of the days just passed. He recalled the long hours in the dark, the meticulous efficiency of Reev’s men as they attempted to carve the results of his investigation from his very soul. They had sought a confession, yes, but also a roadmap to their own survival, peeling back his resolve to understand how to mitigate the damage he had uncovered.

Now, he looked down at his trembling hands, tracing the new geography of scars that mapped his skin. And he marveled at the clinical precision of his tormentors, for they navigated the limits of his endurance with a terrifying expertise. They kept him balanced upon the precipice of expiration, ensuring he remained alive solely to harvest more agony from the following hour. The memory of the steel and the interrogations left him with a crushing fatigue. He had lost the hope that truth carried its own shield, and as he noted that one well-placed torch could send this entire wooden labyrinth screaming into the forest floor, he no longer cared if he were the one to light the match.

"You speak of Rahmadu’s justice as if it were something more than the whim of a spoiled child with a god-complex," Emmerin said, his tone like the scrape of a whetstone. He did not look toward the threshold, even though he felt the subtle displacement of air that signaled a new presence.

Vinna ghosted into the room with the practiced silence of a shadow. Her light, fluid movements were a professional insult to the creaking wooden floors, and she navigated the shifting geometry of the suspended house without a single floorboard betraying her passage. Her presence arrived before she did, a cold draft that cut through the cloying incense and carried the scent of damp wool and the predatory stillness of a woman who lived in the spaces between heartbeats.

A separate memory flickered through the bitterness, a crude recollection of the moment Vinna had turned her blade to save his life. The violence had been efficient, reckless, a dangerous gamble on a political level. And a betrayal that had effectively signed her own death warrant alongside his. Emmerin felt a rare, conflicting pulse of respect beneath his cynicism, for he knew the price of such a defection was not merely a life, but the total erasure of one’s past.

He kept his gaze fixed upon the priest’s silver pendant, refusing to grant the girl the satisfaction of a panicked recognition.

"The Commandment of Ashes does not tolerate blasphemy from the condemned," the priest replied, his eyes narrowing behind his ritual mask.

"Then it is a fortunate thing that I am already scheduled for the axe," Emmerin countered, in spiteful defense. "It would be quite embarrassing to be executed twice for the same lack of faith."

Vinna stepped fully into the room, her hand resting near the hilt of a concealed blade as she moved out of the morning glare. Emmerin finally turned his head, his eyes hooded with a resentment that no amount of northern sun could dissipate. He observed her as one might observe a blade that had already tasted his blood. "I see the Ashen Shields have raised their recruitment standards," he remarked, his voice devoid of anything but a clinical, academic curiosity. "Or has the prince simply run out of honest men to guard his ghosts?"

Emmerin watched the high priest, noting the lack of recognition in the man’s eyes; it seemed this pretender were as blind to the faces of their own shadows as they were to the truth of their gods. He realized the priest saw only an interloper, not the spy who served the prince’s inner circle, and the possibility of ulterior motives ignited a dormant curiosity within him.

The transition was so swift that the high priest’s silent indignation died in his throat before it could become a scream.

Vinna moved with a blurring economy of motion that Emmerin recognized as the signature of a master of her craft. A flash of steel, a muffled gasp, and the priest was eased to the floorboards with a quietness that respected the morning silence.

She did not engage with Emmerin's wit or offer an apology for the gore now pooling near his boots. Instead, she leaned in, her voice low: "The theater is over, Deon," she said, her eyes holding a razor-edged clarity. "Many Ensins still remember the taste of honor, and they know Reev is no god. They require a name with political gravity. Your name. And they need the testimony of the man who saw the Only Begotten with his mask off. You are not a prisoner anymore; you are a witness."

Emmerin looked at the dead priest and then back to the woman who had traded her soul for a chance at a cleaner treason. The curiosity he had felt earlier was replaced by a calculating resolve. She was offering him the one thing more addictive than survival: a chance to finally dismantle the lie.

And yet, he hesitated.

The delay grew from a source deeper than fear or the proximity of the priest’s cooling corpse. A profound exhaustion with the weave of politics stayed his hand, a weariness that felt heavier than his fractured ribs. He looked at Vinna with an expression souring into a grimace of philosophical distaste. "So, we are to trade a god-king for a military junta," he remarked, dryly. "It is like trading an agonizing poison for the mercy of a quick blade. Either way, Kenjir bleeds, and men like me are merely the ink used to sign the death warrants."

He looked past her toward the Fields of Dawn, where the sunlight was now fully illuminating the deceptive beauty of the suspended city. The thought of Reev’s smug divinity being dismantled by the very "tools" he had tried to manipulate was a prospect too delicious to pass up. This newfound, spiteful purpose acted as a bracing tonic against his fatigue.

Emmerin reached out and accepted her hand, his grip firm despite his weakened state. He steeled himself against the pain of standing, finding a strange, cold comfort in the idea of watching a false god burn.
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