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			Kahli

			CHAPTER ONE

			As the sun bled out and shadows struggled to find their final depth, Kahli knocked on the door of a humble home. The clay building, like most in the northwestern city of Jharwada, seemed a crude shell to Kahli, having trained and prayed in the tent structures of the south.

			From inside, a woman called out in a timid voice. “Hello?”

			According to Kahli’s orders, this was a soft walk—innocents were not to be killed in the service of the Divine’s will. And so, Kahli Mahanta, Auxiliary Hand of the Divine, knocked louder.

			The worn grey curtain covering the home’s only window slid open, revealing a lanky woman draped in a dark cotton servant’s wrap. She stared with sunken eyes. She looked twice Kahli’s age, but they were of similar height—which was crucial to the plan.

			Kahli leaned out of the shadows, revealing the unveiled half of her face. She hoped it allowed the woman enough of a glance at her golden-brown skin and blond hair to mistake her for a newly arrived Tireenian servant. Kahli presented her left palm in a gesture of respect between equals and imitated a reassuring smile that touched her eyes above the veil.

			The locks clicked open, and Kahli’s expression became genuine. A strong shoulder could splinter a doorframe well enough, but a smile did the Divine’s work in silence.

			The woman opened the door, eyes wide. Kahli, not one to leave curiosity unsatisfied, stepped forward and struck the woman in the throat. The woman clutched her neck and gave a strangled cough as she collapsed back into her home. Kahli slipped in, a ghost in the night, closing the door and turning the locks.

			Tears streamed from the servant’s eyes as she knelt on a fraying embroidered rug in the candlelit foyer of her home. She wheezed for air and tried to regain her footing.

			Kahli adjusted her black veil, making sure its silk edges hid the scars covering the left side of her face.

			“Sister, if y-you wish to meet the Divine, k-keep struggling,” Kahli said. She allowed a heartbeat for the threat to sink in, to let the servant understand her words through her accursed stutter.

			“If, instead, y-you wish to endure the suffering of the living, c-close your mouth and remove your clothes.”

			The woman obeyed.

			**********

			An hour later, Kahli walked into the palatial residence of the high satrap of Jharwada, draped in the servant’s sarong. The disguise fit lengthwise, but her athletic build made it tight around her thighs and shoulders. Kahli took in shallow breaths and shortened her stride to compensate.

			Skirting along the massive foyer, she tilted her head toward the shadows and moved to the wooden staircase at its far end. The room was remarkable compared to the plain design of every other structure in the city. Hanging vines covered the walls, and twisting trees wound up the stone columns. It was a strange mating of granite sculpture and plant life she’d seen only in the overgrown jungle ruins of Tireen.

			At regular intervals throughout the room, candelabras burned saffron-scented wax. But the main illumination was moonlight, which stabbed through the glass-domed ceilings, highlighting the occupants within. In the center of the room, two veiled women in silk twirled in a traditional Jaru dance, accompanied by a plucked sarod and wavering flute. Men and women in lavish purples, yellows, and burgundies lounged on couches, watching the performance and sipping palm wine.

			Kahli restrained a sneer. Divine-damned fools. Unfocused and soft. Pretending to appreciate the old religion’s art only to gain the favor of their high satrap, who was rumored to be a connoisseur of Jaru traditions.

			Kahli’s life was pledged to the Kithkarnin Order. A pledge that changed after her scars and demotion, after Hayanna and the trial. But a pledge that remained strong. The Book of Kith said: A dedicated mind is the calm sea on which the Divine sails. 

			Keeping to the shadows and moving with light, brisk steps, Kahli reached the wooden staircase with its base so entwined in roots, it appeared to grow from the floor. The frame creaked as she ascended two steps at a time. The high satrap resided at the top. The letter from the First had been succinct and clear:

			The High Satrap of Jharwada has fallen from the Ivory King’s graces.

			By his holy decree, she shall be ushered on a soft walk.

			Her locket should be collected as an item of memorial.

			This letter, from the highest-ranked assassin in the world, was a gift from the Divine. Never had any Kithkarnin ranked outside the group of Primary Hands been given a target of the satrap’s importance. All Kahli wanted since her scarring and demotion, all she prayed for, was a chance to rise in the ranks.

			And this was it.

			The top of the staircase opened to a stone mezzanine overlooking the foyer. Climbing roses curled around the rails, filling the upper level with a sweet scent. One corridor stretched east to the kitchens and servants access, the other west to the residences. Her well-guarded target lived in the west, so she turned east first to procure her means of infiltration.

			As she rounded the corner, she saw a servant walking alone down the middle of the lamplit corridor. He was dressed in black like her and held a polished copper platter in his hands. His steps were stiff and measured on the red embroidered rug so he wouldn’t jostle what must have been the high satrap’s dinner.

			He was early.

			Kahli had hoped to slip into one of the storage rooms along the corridor before he arrived. Subdue him from behind, quietly. Avoiding alarm was of the highest importance. Now things were more difficult.

			The dim lighting of the corridor initially obscured her, but at twenty paces, he got a good look. She could see his puzzled expression. He would no doubt be familiar with the other staff, and she, with a veil covering half her face, wasn’t a member.

			“K-Kith, be my guide,” she whispered, reaching into the folds of her clothing. 

			When the man was ten paces away, she drew in a breath and raised a gloved hand. Palmed within it was a hollow reed, loaded with a quilled dart.

			The man quirked his head as she put the weapon to her mouth, but it was too late.

			With a whisper of air, the dart hit him just above the collar bone. His eyes went wide, and he staggered. Kahli dashed forward, barely catching him and the tray before both clattered to the ground.

			“I will p-pray for you, b-brother,” she whispered into his ear, easing the platter from his hands. She set the food aside, then dragged his unconscious body to a storage room, dropping a corked vial of antidote onto his lap. If someone found him in the next few hours—if it were the will of the Divine—he’d live.

			Moving back to the platter, Kahli knelt and removed the metal cover that kept the food warm. She applied the extract from the devlin root, her poison of choice, to the rich-smelling goat and potato curry. Then she crumbled the reed she’d used to shoot the dart and scattered the pieces underneath the rug.

			Satisfied that anyone checking the hallway would find it undisturbed, Kahli picked up the platter and walked back toward the mezzanine. It buzzed with the sounds of the people below. She imagined how much louder they would be once her mission was complete.

			She turned west toward her target.

			Kahli moved quickly down the hallway, over the fine imported tiles lit by the light of gilded lamps that provided as much illumination as the ancient runes were said to have. Her intent was only on the wooden door at the end of the hallway and the woman behind it.

			One bodyguard waited at its entrance. His brown skin had a yellow undertone a shade lighter than her own. He had a curved, short sword strapped to his side. He stood at attention before the satrap’s door, a bead of sweat trickling down his neck. It was far too humid for his thick chainmail.

			“A new one?” His grizzled voice echoed along the walls.

			Kahli had observed the meal routine many times and knew the rhythm of the interaction. The words, however, would be a problem because of her stutter.

			“I-I am.” She approached within a few feet of the man.

			He took off the platter’s lid and gave the food a rudimentary inspection, then pointed toward a small wooden table next to the door. Kahli set down the tray before raising her hands as the guard approached her. This was part of the routine. She took a deep breath and allowed the frisk.

			The guard was respectful if a little rough, allowing himself only a disdainful wince when he lifted her veil and saw the twisted tissue beneath. It was a reaction Kahli was all too familiar with and brushed aside with a tight-lipped nod.

			Satisfied, he opened the door, and a wave of jasmine-filled air rushed into the hallway. He leaned around the door and spoke into the room, “Clean. But new.”

			A soft sigh came from inside the chamber. An elderly female voice followed. “I suppose half a dinner is better than none.”

			What did that mean?

			Kahli looked back at the guard, who smirked at her. “Go on in,” he said.

			Unlike the rest of the house, this room did not intertwine plant and stone. Aside from two jasmine plants, everything in this room was crafted instead of grown. A silver thread embroidered the rug and formed a decorative theme throughout the room. It crept in swirls on the teak desk, in bands across the sprawling bookshelves, and in painted flecks on the cream walls. The hint of silver covered everything, including the woman sitting at the desk.

			The high satrap gave a cold first impression in her grey and pearl–trimmed sari. Her skin was taut and pale, the pigment drained to the point where she could have passed for a Sargonian. Even her white hair was pulled into a tight bun at the top of her head. Around her neck hung an engraved silver locket—the memorial item Kahli was required to retrieve. Kahli suppressed a smile. She wouldn’t have to waste time hunting for it after the soft walk had been carried out.

			“Come,” the satrap said in a voice used to obedience.

			Her air of confidence reminded Kahli that the satrap was the most influential person west of Cresia. One who pursued her own territory’s goals despite the Ivory Empire’s desires. Backing each of her demands was a boldness born from her total control of the military in the west.

			East, west. The two halves of the Ivory Empire meant little to Kahli. She was a servant of the Divine. Its hand. Today she had been sent on the king’s behalf. Today the satrap would answer for her insubordination.

			Kahli walked with careful grace, eyes fixed on the platter instead of meeting the satrap’s stare. She set the food in the middle of the desk next to a rosewood carving of a rhinoceros, then stood aside and presented both her open palms before turning her gaze to the floor.

			“Why do you wear that veil? I’ve always found them rude,” the satrap said. Even without looking at the woman, Kahli could feel the satrap’s brown eyes boring into her.

			“I am s-scarred.”

			“It can’t be too bad. Take it off.”

			“I d-don’t wish to upset y-your appetite.”

			“Nonsense.”

			Kahli stifled a sigh. This wasn’t going well for her dignity or her disguise. Still, she had no choice. She grabbed her silk veil just beyond her chin and lifted, revealing the angry mass of ridged scar tissue underneath. At the satrap’s sharp intake of breath, Kahli replaced the veil.

			“How did this happen to you, child?”

			“Th-there was a f-f—an accident,” Kahli lied.

			“A fire?”

			“Yes.”

			“You would have been quite beautiful—what a shame. But now you work for me. I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.”

			“I ap-apprecia—” The word caught on her tongue. She took a breath. “Thank you.”

			The satrap squinted at her. “Where are you from?”

			“Garno.”

			“Hmm. You served in the gambling dens?”

			Kahli nodded.

			“And your name?” the satrap asked, reaching a hand to rub at the locket around her neck.

			“Tanvee.”

			“Tanvee from Garno. The veiled girl with no last name, hair like a Tireenian, and a speech impediment. You poor thing. Did the fire burn your tongue as well?”

			Kahli lowered her eyes at the question. The satrap’s reputation was of shrewd skepticism and little regard for others. But her pitying smile painted a different picture. Had Kahli been given this mission because the old woman would find her wretched and lower her suspicion?

			The guard peeked his head into the room. “Any problems I can help with, my lady?” His voice carried the casual tone of a favored nephew rather than an official protector.

			The satrap gave him a maternal nod and patted her locket. “We are fine, Orinder.”

			A common security flaw. Too often, guard and guarded became close, familiar, and ultimately lax. A tendency to regard past safety as proof the present would remain so. Until it didn’t.

			Fools.

			The old woman sighed and motioned for Kahli to remove the platter’s cover. Kahli obeyed, and the smells of turmeric and mustard filled the air—the devlin root had no smell, and its salty aftertaste would be hidden under the goat and potato.

			The satrap gave a half-smile. “Well, Tanvee, please indulge an old woman’s paranoia. I always have new servants test the food. Sit.”

			Kahli stood stunned for a moment and blinked.

			“Sit, girl. Eat,” the satrap said in a calm yet commanding voice.

			Kahli pulled back a cane-woven chair and complied. She’d added the root extract in haste, making it hard to tell which pieces she’d tainted. Her keen eyes found the hint of discoloration on the edges of the potatoes and certain fatty portions of the meat. She moved her fork to a piece of meat next to a poisoned potato, but the satrap interrupted.

			“No. That one.” Her pale finger pointed to a discolored piece. “Please.”

			Kahli’s heart thumped in her chest.

			She peered into the woman’s eyes; they remained not dilated but focused, a sign of engagement but not heightened alertness.

			Kahli nodded and studied the piece of poisoned meat. This was going to be a problem.

			The satrap watched as Kahli hovered a fork over the meat. There was a hint of tension in her wrinkled face, but it relaxed the moment Kahli skewered it and put the piece in her mouth.

			“Enjoy it, child. It’s for people like you that I work so hard in the capital.”

			Kahli’s face remained impassive as she chewed, bracing herself for what would come. She’d trained with devlin root her whole life and built a mild resistance. While the poison wouldn’t kill her, even a small amount would sicken and greatly slow her reflexes. Enough would drop her unconscious.

			“Tell me, what odds do the gambling people of Garno give our most holy king’s struggle with Duraktapur?” the satrap asked.

			Kahli nodded as she raised a hand to her mouth, pretending to need more time to swallow. She had little opinion on the politics of the Jeweled Lands. They were long in history and dull in detail. Cresia, the capital of the Ivory Empire, and Duraktapur, the massive city-state, were the main belligerents, teetering on the verge of war through the long years of the Quiet Truce. The smaller cities under the control of these kingdoms, like the satrap’s Jharwada, were like children always hoping to be invited to the adults’ table.

			The satrap watched as Kahli chewed. “Charan’s cooking requires a dedicated chew. Don’t worry about my obsession with politics, just focus on eating. After we’re done here, we’ll make sure you’re being paid more than a beggar’s wage.” She paused, fixating on Kahli’s veil. “I’m not sure what has happened to you, child. But I pray the Divine has a path for you to walk, free from the suffering of this world.”

			Kahli thought to respond, but the first wave of devlin hit. She couldn’t help but cough, and her vision blurred for a dizzying moment before coming back.

			She tried not to show it, focusing instead on the verse the satrap just quoted. It appeared in both The Book of Kith and Pirathi’s Path. Despite the satrap’s love of Jaru tradition, she was obviously Pirathi. The Pirathi interpretation of a walk with the Divine differed wildly from the Kithkarnin. Kahli often wondered how many phrases the two religions shared yet differed in interpretation.

			The game of food choice continued, the satrap occasionally pointing to a poisoned bit of food, sometimes not. Kahli fumbled the fork a few times as her reflexes regressed, but the satrap must have thought it nerves. Finally, once Kahli had consumed half the meal and her stomach was churning from the poison, the old woman pulled the platter to her side of the desk.

			“Now, while I have my first few bites, Tanvee, indulge a small request. One I ask of all who serve me. Take a moment and think of some news from outside my gates. Something that I might find useful. Something you heard. A whisper on the street even,” she said before offering a prayer to the Divine and then began to eat.

			Before eating the devlin, Kahli could have easily ignored this request and killed the satrap with her hands. The waves of nausea and dizziness hitting her now would make that harder, but she still wouldn’t have done it. The First’s letter mentioned but one crucial restriction. A simple phrase, but for a Kithkarnin, one of great importance: soft walk. No bloodshed. Not by the target. Not by the innocents protecting them. No alarm was to be raised. It meant the Kithkarnin came and went unnoticed.

			Kahli had been soft to the servants, but those were the easy steps. Now came the challenge.

			The satrap swayed in her chair, and her head drooped. She wrapped a wrinkled hand around her locket and took a shuddering breath.

			“Come now, child. You must have something interesting from outside my borders.” The sturdiness of the old woman’s voice was surprising. Strange, the devlin hadn’t wrapped its tendrils around her lungs yet—it should have been quick for someone without Kahli’s resistance. Perhaps just a few more moments were needed.

			Kahli considered the woman’s request. She’d crafted her identity with the same care she put into her morning prayers, so she had hundreds of anecdotes to share from Garno. She waited for a wave of nausea to pass and then said, “Th-the cartin harvest on the w-western edge has been lower th—”

			The Satrap tsked and, even more shocking, raised her head. Though her eyes were dilated with the effect of the poison, she managed to call out, “Orinder. Come.”

			Kahli remained outwardly composed but had to concentrate to keep her breathing even. With her growing dizziness, she couldn’t risk turning her head to see the man enter. Instead, she watched through the bronzed reflection in the platter cover.

			“My lady? Everything all right?” he asked, striding in.

			The old woman tapped her locket to her chest. “Fortunately, yes. But I must have news, Orinder.”

			It was a puzzling exchange. Perspiration formed under Kahli’s veil. It was impossible that the satrap hadn’t dropped from the devlin yet. Could she have avoided all the poisoned pieces herself? No. No one was that lucky.

			And worse, if the poison did have its effects now, the guard would be there to witness. Kahli’s chances of a soft walk were diminishing, and her arms trembled as the devlin moved into her limbs.

			“Sadly, the news I have is only of rumors and insults from Cresia, my lady,”

			the guard said, halting a step behind Kahli’s chair. “Are you sure you’d like to hear them?”

			Kahli watched his warped reflection and tried to keep her hands from shaking.

			“Yes. Now, with some food in me, I can handle a bit of abuse.”

			Kahli stole a glance at the woman’s eyes to check the progress of the devlin root, and only years of training suppressed a gasp. The satrap’s eyes were less dilated now. The root’s hold was weakening.

			“Don’t worry, my dear. I may be old, but my spine is strong. I can take it,” the satrap said as if interpreting Kahli’s interest as indignation. “What do they say of me now, Orinder? Tell me.”

			The guard shifted behind Kahli and cleared his throat. “Our spies inside the Ivory Palace only speak rumors, my lady. But they are dangerous ones. That the Ivory King, our most holy Saint Tiraj, thinks to threaten you. He makes wasted gestures to show his displeasure.”

			“Oh? And how would he do this?”

			In the platter’s reflection, Kahli could make out a distorted, elongated smile forming on his face.

			“I have a detailed report. Apparently, His Holiness’s most trusted advisors told him an assassination was futile. But he insisted. So instead of wasting a real assassin, the First of the Kithkarnin Order sent a stuttering and scarred reject to d-d-die on my sword.”

			Kahli froze in her chair.

			The order had sent her here to die? No. No. That couldn’t be. Blood pumped into her ears, but even that couldn’t drown out the hiss of the guard’s sword clearing its scabbard.

			The satrap’s perfectly focused eyes narrowed at her. “You thought to poison me, girl? Didn’t they tell you about my rune?” She tapped her locket.

			A rune? The Divine had abandoned her completely.

			“Get up,” ordered the guard.

			Was she a message? A sacrifice?

			“Divine g-guide me,” she whispered.

			The satrap frowned. “Your words are a prayer, but your deeds a damnation. Those scars on your face won’t be the last.”

			“Indeed. Now—get up, reject,” the guard said.

			Kahli swallowed and centered herself. The Divine called the satrap for a walk. Soft or not, Kahli was to be her usher. The words of the faithless should never deter a hand of the Divine.

			She waited for the latest wave of nausea to pass and then shifted in her seat as if to stand but instead dove forward and rolled under the desk. She emerged on the right side of the satrap. She cut off whatever the satrap was about to yell as she snatched the locket, yanking its chain sideways against the satrap’s throat.

			The guard vaulted the table and landed left of the satrap. Kahli swallowed down a wave of nausea and pulled the chain tighter.

			The guard’s next movement was a blur to Kahli’s sluggish mind. His sword lashed out a hair above the satrap’s head. The satrap ducked, and Kahli stumbled backward. As she did, the chain snapped, and Kahli pulled the locket free. The satrap gasped and fell to the floor.

			The guard sidestepped between Kahli and the sprawling satrap. “I’ve killed assassins twice your fucking worth,” he sneered.

			Dizzy, Kahli went to kick the satrap’s chair toward him to buy herself some space, but a tremor ripped through her leg, and she stumbled again.

			The guard took advantage. He made a quick downward cut that grazed her shoulder and twisted her to the side. Kahli winced. He followed it up with a backhand that normally Kahli would have easily dodged. But slowed by the devlin, she didn’t get low enough, and he clipped her opposite shoulder.

			Two wounds from two easy hits. The guard was toying with her.

			Kahli fell back, barely catching herself on the desk. She bled from one shoulder, the other throbbed, and adrenaline pumped in her ears. But strangely, her dizziness was dissipating far too fast to explain from her built-up resistance.

			“Too easy,” the guard said, but Kahli ignored him, feeling a vibrating warmth in her hand from the locket. The effect of the devlin was gone. She wrapped the locket’s chain around her palm and gripped it tight.

			The guard thrust his blade forward in response.

			She dodged the blade and then slapped his wrist. She snapped a kick to his kneecap, tipping him off balance, then delivered a second kick to his chainmail-protected ribs. He staggered backward. Kahli sprung onto the desk, sending the poisoned platter clattering to the ground. She leaped off and delivered an elbow to his jaw on the way down.

			The guard crashed into one of the large bookcases behind him, grasping the shelving to keep himself upright. He tried to utter a threat, but his jaw had been broken, and his voice was garbled. He righted himself, slowly raising his sword as he did.

			Kahli didn’t hesitate.

			She danced past his confused defense and feinted a kick. Then she delivered two cartilage-popping punches. One to his nose and the other to his throat. As he slumped, she grabbed the shelving for leverage and caved in his face with her knee.

			He sank against the shelf, his head a smeared, dented mess.

			“Walk now, brother; m-may you fare well in the light.” She picked up his sword and, in a single movement, thrust it down between his collarbone and neck. It pierced the floor beneath him and remained standing when she let go.

			Turning around, Kahli saw the satrap lying on her side, her mouth open as she tried desperately to yell. Without the locket and the mysterious power of the rune within, the devlin had taken hold.

			“Stupid child,” the satrap sputtered.

			Kahli’s faith held her steady. The satrap still needed ushering on her walk to the Divine. The fact that Kahli had failed to usher her softly didn’t change the rituals demanded by The Book of Kith.

			She knelt next to the satrap, putting a supportive hand on her bony shoulder. “Rest now. Th-this was deemed by the Divine.”

			“No. By mistake. You were supposed to be a warning. A puppet with a cut string.”

			Could the order, the First, have sent her to fail? Kahli squeezed her eyes shut and pushed that sacrilegious question away with a prayer.

			“I-I am the Divine’s hand.”

			The satrap half coughed a laugh. “You’re a girl starting a war.”

			Kahli shook her head. She’d heard dying pleas before. Anything for an antidote. Anything to avoid the Divine’s call.

			“I am p-purpose. I was c-created for this.” The familiar words came easily.

			Kahli noticed the woman’s eyes focusing on the silver locket in Kahli’s hand as she let out a choking rasp. “The . . . rune.”

			All Kithkarnin learned of the stones that fell from the heavens a millennium ago. Even if the runes had once been as powerful as the stories said—powerful enough even to reverse devlin root—they could never replace the Divine.

			The satrap coughed again, and the wheezing breath that followed held the promise of being her last. Kahli began the rites for the dying.

			“As Its h-hand, I hold you. As Its servant, I beckon y-you to the embrace. The judgment of heaven awaits. Walk now, sister. M-may you fare well in the light.”

			The satrap shuddered, took a last glance at Kahli, then went still.

			Kahli lay her body flat on the floor with care, wiping the spit from the wrinkled edges of her mouth and smoothing out the stray hairs from her bun. She folded the satrap’s arms over her chest.

			Standing, she glanced down at the silver locket. The only thing that had gone to plan was procuring it. She’d failed at the soft walk, and worse, she may be being used as a worthless pawn.

			Tucking the locket into the folds of her sarong, she walked out the door; her head hung low.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER TWO

			Amara’s prison cell was an arm span wide, and excluding the rodents crawling through the squatting hole, she was the only occupant. In overcrowded General Revard Zol Prison, having a space to herself was an exception. Whether that was a privilege or a punishment, Amara wasn’t quite sure.

			In the cells to either side of her, grey-clothed men and women huddled together. Prisoners from across the vast reach of the Ivory Empire, with skin every shade of brown possible under the sun, and smelling of urine, sweat, blood, and the old gods knew what else. Amara’s mustard-colored robes drew their eyes like thieves to gold. They leered through the rusted metal bars but kept their grubby hands confined to their own cells. It was as if a solid barrier existed between them because of the robe she wore.

			She forked her fingers through her long black hair. Anxiety twisted in her stomach. Did her captors know who she was? Was that why she’d been given these robes? No one had spoken to her since her arrest last night. All she’d managed to discern was that she was accused of some kind of treason. None of it made sense.

			She closed her eyes and, in her mind, spoke to the nightspirit. Where are you, little one?

			From inside her, where it lived, the dark shadow of a panther cub gave a low growl.

			Amara took a relieved breath. Since coming to her in her childhood, the nightspirit had been her phantom companion. She’d thought of it as her gift from the goddess B’sashti to help her with her thefts—but those thefts ended up landing her here.

			Amara had named it her nightspirit. And she, as the Nightspirit Thief, was Cresia’s most notorious burglar.

			The nightspirit growled again. 

			It’ll be fine, little one. She tried to project a sense of confidence that she didn’t quite feel. 

			But surely her guild would have her out at the first opportunity. All she had to do was survive until Esonta Golem, her teacher and the queen of Cresia’s thieves, could get to her. And while her private cell and yellow robes drew more attention than she would have liked, at least they seemed to protect her.

			The clang of a lunch bell echoed through the prison’s halls. The mass of prisoners in the cages jumped to their feet, and Amara was momentarily forgotten. Pained joy touched their dirty, desperate faces as they anticipated their mealtime escape from one another’s proximity like cryner junkies awaiting their next hit.

			Amara stood as well but stayed a step from her door, nervous about leaving the safety of the small cell. She pulled her hair back and knotted it twice. Best to have a clear view of the other inmates.

			With a low, rusty creak, the cell door opened, and she tentatively stepped into the crowded main corridor. Keeping her eyes on the stained cement floor, Amara slouched like the rest of the prisoners. She didn’t want to call any more attention to herself by allowing her posture, stiffened by years of Jaru dance instruction, to show. Esonta Golem warned her that while her warm brown skin and high cheekbones could be shadowed, her refined mannerisms were her biggest liability on the streets. They would only be more so in prison.

			As she tensed, the nightspirit grew agitated as well. In her mind’s eye, its catlike form snarled and hissed at the crowd around them. Little one, she thought. Calm down.

			The nightspirit growled back, but as she calmed herself, she could feel the hackles of its fur smoothing.

			Amara steeled herself. Every danger could be managed, every threat handled—as long as she knew what they were.

			Death was obviously the first to avoid. Any of the prisoners could be carrying a weapon. Amara tried to track them all, but she might as well have been tracking coins dropped from a cut purse.

			The nightspirit could help with that. Now that she’d calmed it somewhat, she could use it for what it did best—observation and deduction.

			The nightspirit moved tentatively, lending her its senses and awareness. Amara allowed it to take in everything.  All of her senses melded together, doubled on themselves, and gave her a newly heightened awareness. Details she would never have seen, heard, or thought remarkable became easily perceptible.

			To her left, it caught the telltale wetness of lung rot in the cough of a frail, wrinkled woman. Amara squeezed farther to the right. Behind her, it perceived the twitch of pleasure on a large man’s face as he “accidentally” tripped a weaker prisoner. It saw the twitch grow to a smile as the victim’s flailing limbs disappeared beneath the trampling masses. Amara increased her pace to avoid the large man.

			The nightspirit growled at the thought of the man, wanting her to strike him. As always, she thought to it, we don’t have to fight. Just be prepared. Avoid. You’ll see.

			Like she’d done for years as a pickpocket on Cresia’s streets, she expertly bumped against the other prisoners. One particularly interesting jostle produced a short bamboo shiv from the tattered pocket of one prisoner’s robes. Its weight in her palm seemed to finally quiet the nightspirit. She tucked the weapon away and gave it a pat.

			Death might have an abundance of tools in prison, but Amara used the fear of it to fuel the adrenaline necessary to defy its bony grasp.

			Though that rush was responsible for the break-ins and thefts that landed her in this prison. Perhaps she should have been more cautious. Perhaps she should have considered the consequences for her father, mother, and brother and the punishments the Ivory King might visit upon them because of her.

			That worry could boil up and dominate her mind. Fear like that could become madness. Which was the second threat prisons offered. It lurked in the cells like body lice, crawling around and finding tiny folds to bury inside and multiply. It was all around her. In a bearded man, caked in dirt, hugging his knees and rocking. In the vacant stare of a young woman, who sat licking her palms.

			There’s not enough room in here for anything besides you and me, right, little one?

			She always had difficulty knowing whether the nightspirit understood her thoughts, but it didn’t hiss at this one.

			She entered the high-domed dining hall and considered the most common of prison fates wasn’t actually death, but violations inflicted by other prisoners. She contemplated strategies to avoid them, but it felt impossible in these crowded halls. Honest self-assessment held that her best qualities were liabilities—her long hair something to cut, her refined voice to silence, and her dancer’s frame something to break.

			Amara rubbed her shoulder, feeling the coarse fabric of the robes she wore. Nothing like the silks and scarves of home, but their special color and her own private cell might be Esonta’s influence at work, protecting her. She’d have to avoid attention, but the stealthy fingers of her teacher might already be hard at work to free her.

			Amara focused on that hopeful thought as she joined the line moving toward a long table stacked with shallow bowls. At its far end was a steaming clay pot. A grim-looking man stood at it, ladling lentils and rice into bowls.

			A pair of prisoners, a step ahead in line, glanced back at her.

			“Tetse got another,” said the gap-toothed one to his uglier, crooked-nosed companion.

			Another what? Amara wasn’t sure she wanted to know, but she didn’t like the hushed reverence in the way he said Tetse.

			“Thumbed it out and watched ’em wriggle is what I heard,” answered the uglier one.

			The two men turned and looked back at Amara.

			“Not fun being a minnow, is it?” the crooked-nosed one said to her.

			She frowned, and the nightspirit gave a low growl in her mind. She didn’t need its reaction to know these two were trouble.

			The ugly one feinted a step as if to shove Amara. She flinched away, which triggered a laughing outburst.

			“You don’t like it, minnow?” said Gap-Tooth, his slurred speech dragging out the last word.

			“Minnow?” Amara took a cautious step from them and raised an eyebrow.

			“You think you’re separate, right? Baby fish, swimming in yer shallow waters, alone and safe.” He pointed at her mustard robes. “But you ain’t separate, are you? You’re in here with all of us.” He gestured to the entire great hall, the whole of the prison itself. “And sometimes a shark comes by that’s got a taste just for minnows.”

			“Tetse,” Ugly said.

			“Tetse,” agreed Gap-Tooth. He spoke the name with awe.

			In unison, the two prisoners glanced toward the hall’s southern end. Amara tamped down her fear and followed their gaze over long rows of gnarled wooden tables and uneven benches to a gap in the swath of prisoners waiting for food. A gap created by fear of the shark standing alone.

			A dark man with a rough and unkempt beard that grew down to his chest. At this distance, his eyes were liquid black as if his pupils had burst and flooded the white away.

			Tetse.

			Some predatory instinct drew his gaze to hers, and his lips opened into a smile overflowing with teeth. A swollen tongue slid out and caressed their sharpened points.

			Amara’s hand instinctively went to the shiv in her pocket.

			“Face forward, prisoners!” snapped a guard, a shorter man around forty with a black side cap on his head. He glanced at Amara and then sneered at Ugly and Gap-Tooth. “You two! This one’s protected. Do not touch, speak, or even look at her.”

			Ugly wrinkled his long, crooked nose. “Not even a little sniff?”

			The other one spat between the gaps in his front teeth. “Aye, Lieutenant. Divine’s cursed a man with a nose like that, he should be smelling more than the stench of his own arse.”

			Ugly shot Amara a wink. “Even if it’s just some sweet, sweet minnow meat ’fore it’s ruined.”

			The lieutenant took a menacing step toward them, and they slunk away laughing.

			Amara slowly released her grip on the wooden shiv. She forced herself to stay calm.

			This lieutenant might just be doing his job, but perhaps there was a chance of an ally. Amara had always been one to take chances. It made her the thief she was.

			“My sincerest thanks.” She approached the man, forcing a demure tone and presenting her left palm.

			“For a few words?” He gave a half shrug. “You’ll need more than that here. Something closer to the protection Esonta must give you on the outside.”

			Amara stopped mid-stride at the mention of her teacher. She quirked her head at the man. “Indeed,” she said, trying not to sound too hopeful. “And your advice on how one acquires that?”

			The nightspirit whined, wanting to observe the lieutenant, pushing its awareness against their mental divide. Amara took a breath and allowed the flood of perception. 

			She could see the stitching on his red padded armor and the sharp edge of the short scimitar belted around the waist. But the nightspirit saw deeper. It could tell the pristine leather wrapping of the weapon’s hilt gave the appearance of care but lacked the distresses of regular, if any, practice. Amara could see his pointed leather boots smeared deeply with polish to cover the lack of proper oil treatment. But the nightspirit could push its senses into the recesses of his laces. Could feel the rough texture from the blue sand that anyone who spent time on Cresia’s streets would recognize from when the storms blew in from the Mazstik desert. Amara often had to wash it from her clothes, but it was strangely out of place for a man working a long ride from the city.

			Amara gave a slight nod, and the world separated into single senses as she pulled the nightspirit back.

			“The ones that stay alive, that survive,” the lieutenant said, “get in a group that can protect them. Loners don’t last a week.”

			“I cannot simply join a group,” Amara said, pointing at her mustard robes.

			The man stepped closer. “True. But you can get night-and-day protection even in your predicament. Even from the likes of him.”

			He pointed at Tetse, who’d been served his food and was now seated at a table with another prisoner.

			“Oh?” Amara said, arching her eyebrows.

			“We can do that.” He gestured to his clothes and spun his finger in a circle, encapsulating the prison. “I can arrange loyal servants and protectors like the ones you had on the outside.”

			On the outside.

			Amara nodded. He must know she was Cresia’s infamous Nightspirit Thief. It was possible. Perhaps, motivated by greed and her access to outside funds, he would protect her.

			She couldn’t help feeling relief at the prospect. “Splendid. What is your price, sir? I shall arrange it.”

			The lieutenant leaned close. She’d have to get a message out somehow. Esonta would pay for it, wouldn’t she? It was Amara’s only chance.

			He cleared his throat, and the stubble of his face brushed against her cheek. Then he whispered, “What is hidden by the dead will be seen.”

			Amara jerked away. It was a perversion of her guild’s code, What is hidden by the dead will never be seen. It was a way of keeping their safe houses, informants, and membership secret.

			“Who do you work for?” she asked, her mind racing through Esonta’s enemies. The Cowl of Man. The Name Eaters. Which of Cresia’s underworld gangs controlled this man?

			The lieutenant pulled back and smiled. His teeth were straight, he was shaved and well-groomed, but he was every bit a shark. 

			“The Cowl covers all,” he voiced his own guild’s code with a twisted smile. “Now talk. Who does she have inside the Cowl? Tell me that, and I’ll make sure you keep all your fingers.”

			Amara swallowed. “But . . . but I am already a protected prisoner. Am I not?”

			“From the sane prisoners, sure. But the others . . .”

			Amara stepped back and shook her head. Her parents were already threatened by her arrest. She couldn’t endanger her guild as well. “I will not. I—”

			The lieutenant laughed. “A matter of motivation, eh?” He pulled her by the arm—straight to the table where Tetse sat.

			Amara swallowed hard as he sat her down across from Tetse and next to another trembling prisoner.

			“Sit and watch. When you scream, I’ll know you’ve changed your mind.”

			The lieutenant leaned down to whisper in Tetse’s ear. Almost too late, Amara let the hissing nightspirit hear for her. It was enough to catch the last words: “. . . just for you.”

			Then the lieutenant left.

			The prisoner next to her was a thick-muscled young man, who sat upright and rigid. He took deep, angry breaths as he swirled the lentils in his bowl. One hand covered his face from cheek to brow. Amara wanted to see what had happened to him, but she knew well enough to keep her eyes on Tetse.

			The shaggy man’s blackened eyes flicked to her for an instant before turning back to the prisoner beside her. Tetse’s patient manner communicated everything—she was next. Amara sat on the edge of the bench as panic welled inside her.

			From inside her mind, the nightspirit made a deep guttural sound, like it was anxious for a violent interaction Amara wanted no part of.

			She couldn’t lie low in Zol. She couldn’t wait for her teacher to make contact, let alone break her out. But what should she do?

			Her mind raced to her mother’s gaunt, angular face, instructing Amara and her brother with a proverb from the old Jaru gods.

			A young man asked Sorasku why his children ate gazelles instead of badgers. The lazy crocodile god blinked his yellow eyes and said, “Gazelle runs. He wishes to be chased and caught. Badger froths and fights. Hardly worth the trouble.”

			Wisdom for the schoolyard, but in Zol, the bullies wanted to maim, and the teachers wanted to watch.

			Amara never fought. It was foolish. A good thief always found indirect ways to hurt her enemies.

			Still, dangerous action—with a shred of hope—was laced into the proverb. It was time to froth. Maybe strong words could substitute for strong action.

			Amara leaned toward Tetse. “I belong to the Guild of Golem. The Queen Thief of Cresia is my teacher,” she said. Esonta taught her it was best to begin a bluff with some truth.

			Tetse made no sign he’d heard. He was fixated on the young man sitting beside Amara. “Eat,” he said.

			The young man’s breathing reached a near growl, causing a tremor through the bench. He rocked back and forth in a kind of impotent rage.

			“My teacher is a shadow that cannot be found and cannot be hidden from,” Amara continued. “Her enemies are dealt with quickly. Except those that harm her students. Those poor souls are handled with … care.”

			The shaking next to her was relentless—a seething rhythm generated from the young man’s breath. Tetse watched them both and snickered.

			It was time to froth. She planted her palms on the table and leaned forward aggressively. “She can get you. Even here her followers watch. This shall be your only warning—”

			A deep belly laugh erupted from Tetse. It echoed off the domed ceiling, a strange, unnerving sound that hushed all the inmates. By the time his face returned to its hateful grimace, the hall was graveyard quiet.

			“Eat. Or I take the other one,” he growled at the young man.

			For the first time since she sat down, Amara stole a glance at the other prisoner. The young man was covering where his eye should be with a tattered, blood-speckled rag. Balanced on his spoon was his eyeball.

			Amara recoiled, fighting the bile rising to her mouth.

			“No.” She gasped.

			“They let him have a fucking weapon,” the young man spat. His light brown face was covered in purple bruising and dried blood. His voice trembled as he said, “There’s no way—no way to defend yourself.”

			Amara swallowed hard. This was the fate in store for her. Staring at the one-eyed man, she took only a second to think of a desperate solution.

			Out of Tetse’s view, below the table, she drew out the wooden shiv she’d stolen and pressed its handle to the young man’s thigh.

			He glanced down for a second, took a deep breath, then scooped up the weapon.

			“Fuck you!” he screamed, jumping to his feet and sending his eyeball rolling across the table.

			He stabbed at the shaggy man, but Tetse slid sideways, and the weapon caught nothing but a scornful sneer as the dark man stood.

			For an icy moment, Amara could only watch. Tetse was her height, short for a man, but his shoulders were double hers. A fire danced in his blackened eyes, and he grinned. In his hand was a rusted spoon, carved to a jagged edge like his teeth.

			He slipped around the table toward the young man.

			Amara scrambled backward off the bench, wanting to stay out of the combatants’ reach. Fear surged through her in a way she hadn’t experienced during her most daring thefts. The nightspirit tensed inside her. There were growls of encouragement. It wanted her to help the young man fight?

			She shook her head and backpedaled, looking over to the guards. A few of them were moving toward Tetse, but the stubbled lieutenant held up a fist, stopping them. Smiling, he stared from her to the young man and back.

			If she gave him what he wanted, he would let his men intervene.

			Amara swallowed but steeled herself, focusing on the fight unfolding before her.

			The young man mimicked the stance Tetse took, crouching low and pointing the shiv in front of him.

			Tetse let out a wheezing laugh and circled him, slow and methodical. Then he quirked his shaggy head like a predator and lunged. His spoon blade stabbed forward. Jab, jab, jab. Not even trying to hit. A blur of feints. The young man almost tripped himself over, backing away.

			Amara had only been in one fight in her life, but that had been enough to know when someone was grossly overmatched.

			Tetse came again. In desperation, the young man thrust her shiv forward to meet him.

			Tetse stepped away from the blow and caught the man by the wrist. He twisted the man’s arm like a key in a lock, sending the shiv skittering across the stone floor.

			The young man struggled to pull away from Tetse, but the grip looked stronger than any prison manacle. The young man planted his feet and tugged harder, and Tetse abruptly let go. The man flew backward. As he stumbled to the floor, Tetse pounced on top of him.

			He got three quick stabs into the man’s lower ribs before Amara yelled, “Stop it!”

			She’d hoped the young man had a chance. Hoped a fight might take the focus away from her. That the guards would step in. But she didn’t want this to happen.

			Drool from Tetse’s mouth dripped as he turned his head toward her. He ripped his spoon blade free from the young man’s side with a puckering squelch.

			In a heartbeat, he was on his feet.

			“Now yours.” He snickered, pointing his wet shiv toward her eye.

			The nightspirit yowled inside her, urging her to fight as Tetse stalked toward her.

			Amara ignored it, turned, and ran as fast as she could.

			She got five strides before glancing over her shoulder to see his black eyes and sharp teeth closing in. Two more before his foot kicked out her trailing ankle. 

			As she stumbled, he pounced on her back. His powerful hands twisted her body as she tumbled to the ground.

			In an instant, his knees pinned her elbows, and his weight crushed the air from her lungs as he sat on her chest. One powerful and gnarled hand gripped her jaw.

			“King’s protection,” he whispered, looking dismissively at her robes. “No guards and no other prisoner can touch you. Except me.”

			Tetse held her head steady with one hand. With the other, he touched the spoon tip to the base of her cheek, next to her nose. He slid it up, up, up toward her eye, pressing harder with every inch—right on the cusp of carving into her skin.

			With all her strength, she tried to shift away. But he was too strong, and she was too light-headed. The pointed tip met her lower eyelid, pulling the soft flesh down and exposing the soft cavity of her eye.

			Dread took her as the corded muscles of Tetse’s arm flexed, and he panted in excitement.

			She braced herself for the pain just as the first guard reached them. Tetse let out another one of his cackles as they pulled him off her.

			“Soon. Soon,” he repeated as they dragged him away.

			Amara rolled over and tried not to weep, but strong hands on either side grabbed her by the armpits and pulled her to her knees.

			“Hold her. Hold her tight,” the lieutenant said, his voice brimming with oily confidence.

			Amara hung her head, coughing. When she composed herself enough to look up, the lieutenant and a few other guards regarded her with contemptuous stares.

			“You nearly got him killed,” he said, pointing at the young man, curled in a ball and holding his bloody side as guards knelt around him. “Holding a weapon and giving it to another prisoner. What shall we do with you?”

			Amara swallowed her fear. If she was going to get out of this, she had to think clearly. The dark, evil man had said the protection of her robes extended to the guards. She had to use that.

			“I didn’t scream,” she said in a low voice.

			He stepped closer. “We’ll see how you feel after I—”

			Amara cut him off with a laugh. She made it deep and scornful. “You’re not going to do anything. I’m in these robes because I’m not to be touched. You can’t do a thing to me.”

			The lieutenant snarled. “You think I can’t hurt you? Take her!”

			She didn’t resist. Her punishment for what just happened would surely be some sort of solitary confinement. Safe from the guards. Safe from Tetse until her teacher could pry her free. Two stern-faced guards started dragging her toward the southern part of the hall, but the lieutenant hadn’t finished yelling.

			“No! Not those cells. This one needs some manners cooked into her!”

			Amara’s stomach dropped as she stole a glance at one of the guards holding her. The seriousness he’d regarded her with disappeared with the lieutenant’s order, replaced with a tight-lipped wince of pity.
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			Raik*

			CHAPTER THREE

			Raik never used to plan. Now it was all he did. And he was particularly proud of this plan. If it worked, he’d have his own personal thief.

			As he walked, he calculated every step along the prison path. He’d been in places like these many times over his years. They always smelled of blood, stale sweat, and piss. This time, he was a guest, but the stink didn’t care how he came to be there.

			Raik followed a white-cloaked and hulking rune knight through the humid tunnel system beneath the main building. Behind him trailed a guard and the lieutenant warden of General Revard Zol Prison.

			The granite corridor narrowed and twisted, an umbilical cord leading them into the womb of the structure. The lower they descended, the higher the temperature.

			Raik tugged at the high neck of his red cloth coat, giving his skin room to breathe. He mopped his brow with the back of his hand and scratched at his thin beard.

			“This would be an ominous walk,” he said. “I mean, if not for the wonderful company.”

			The rune knight turned, armor groaning under the white cloak, and hissed, “Shut it, smuggler.” His breath smelled sickly sweet, a signature of those who used runes. As a devotee of Harkan, the man’s head was “cleansed.” The roots of his hair were seared out, and where his ears would normally be were two white scared nubs that contrasted with his bronze skin—all in homage to the knighthood’s founder. 

			Idiots. Harkan was no one worth imitating.

			Raik faked calm disinterest at the knight’s words, but inside, his repulsion grew. The knight’s appearance conjured memories he’d rather avoid, but worse, it aroused a desire to kill. Kill the knight and take the runes no doubt embedded in his sword hilt.

			But his rules wouldn’t allow it.

			Never kill.

			Never use runes lest they use you.

			They were simple, and they worked.

			“Pick up the pace,” the knight growled.

			Raik concentrated on his rules because his desires screamed the opposite. Luckily, they reached their destination before his concentration ran out.

			The corridor led them to a larger room dimly lit by four braziers that emphasized the darkness rather than banishing it. Each of the three walls had a wooden door reinforced with iron bands sitting in their center. Sobbing drifted from the right door while a rhythmic snapping sound akin to a thick branch breaking, overshadowed it from the left.

			Raik, along with the lieutenant and guard, followed the knight to the chamber’s center. From there, he was able to see the engraved images on the doors. The old Jaru gods. A rhino head for Kartajani, a crocodile for Sorasku, and a panther for B’sashti.

			“Is this—”

			The lieutenant interrupted him. “Yes the three doors of Zol do exist. One for each of the hells Kith buried the old gods in.” He snickered and spread his arms wide. “See for yourself.”

			Raik resisted glaring at the man. “My lucky day.”

			“Just open it,” the knight said through gritted teeth.

			The lieutenant warden leaned against the entrance and unhooked a massive key ring from his belt. The multitude of keys varied in lengths and metals. He sorted through them quickly and found a smaller ring that contained only three keys, one for each of the doors of torture.

			Under the intense scrutiny of the rune knight’s glare, the lieutenant’s hands trembled. He dropped the ring. The keys clinked to the ground, and the guard—who was not a guard but Raik’s disguised apprentice—moved to pick them up.

			Kirin was the first addition to Raik’s group. He was young, sarcastic, and not even remotely battle-tested—the opposite from what Raik’s old self would have chosen. But Raik wasn’t a warrior, a champion, or a killer. Not anymore. He was a smuggler, a master of subterfuge, and he would achieve his goals by patiently teaching those skills. The kid was a quick study. Once Raik decided he needed a plant inside the prison, Kirin got himself hired as a prison guard.

			Patience paid off.

			Raik nodded at Kirin, but the knight made to grab the ring first, so Raik intervened. Having the kid acquire the keys might be of use later.

			“Relax, friend,” Raik said. “You’re only here because the Ivory King couldn’t find something more useful for you to do.”

			The knight turned to Raik, his thick breath carrying far too well in the heated air. “I’m here to make sure His Holiness gets what he wants. And to take care of you if he doesn’t.”

			Raik shrugged at the threat and tried not to smile as the kid flicked through the keys.

			The knight scowled and turned his attention back to the doors. “Get on with it.”

			The lieutenant sighed, pointed out a key to the kid, and nodded toward the center door. It wasn’t the source of the snapping or sobbing, but of the incredible heat. It was the one with B’sashti, the panther, adorning it.

			“As suspected, the hells are hot,” Raik muttered, noticing a tendril of steam seeping from the keyhole.

			As Kirin approached the door, the lieutenant shot a weasel-eyed glance at the knight. “His Holiness’s instructions were that the prisoner was to be softened. He said that no physical harm should be done. So we chose a heating.”

			The man was lying about something, but Raik played along. “A heating?”

			“We keep the room furnace-hot and the floor damp. The prisoner gets almost no water.” The lieutenant chuckled. “Over time, it’s proven more effective than whipping for punishing our most traitorous or unruly prisoners.”

			Raik winced. His stomach tightened with nerves. He was fairly certain he’d tricked the king into hiring him, but the Ivory King, Saint Tiraj IV, was a viper not easily charmed for long.

			Does the king know my plans?

			Raik didn’t think so. His Holiness was devious and well-informed, but fearing him now was pointless and paranoid. Or at least, he hoped it was.

			Kirin unlocked the door and, in deference to the lieutenant warden, stepped away to allow his superior to open it.

			The lieutenant hadn’t noticed. He grinned as he pointed at the door from where the sobbing emanated. “Madness is one of the more common side effects.”

			The rune knight’s hard face rippled into surprised rage. His armor, muffled beneath his cloak, clanked as he took a menacing step toward the smaller man. “You’ve been driving the prisoner I gave you insane?”

			The lieutenant looked like he’d swallowed a dagger. He managed to whisper, “Please, Sir Roshan,” before the knight delivered a vicious punch to his face. The lieutenant crumpled to the cobblestone floor. A soup of cracked teeth and blood sputtered from his mouth.

			“This traitorous thief is the reason my father is held captive in Pardo, but Tiraj—His Holiness—wouldn’t let me take revenge,” Roshan said. “Do you think he values your friendship more than mine? Do you think he wanted this prisoner insane?”

			Raik groaned. If the knight had a personal vendetta against the prisoner, it was yet another complication for his plan.

			“You said we could soften.” From the lieutenant’s cracked mouth, the word came out as thofen. He moved to his hands and knees as tears streamed from his eyes, fingers prodding at the jagged chips of his teeth. “You wanted the body in good shape,” he sputtered.

			“If we cannot get what we want here, if you’ve broken the mind, you’ll be next. Open it and turn off that heat!”

			Raik’s apprentice shot him an alarmed glance.

			The lieutenant and knight were occupied with each other, so Raik fired back a quick series of hand gestures—the Sargonian sign language he’d taught his apprentice. Get the door. Follow my lead.

			The kid nodded.

			Raik held his breath. What if the lieutenant had ruined his thief’s mind?

			The door to the torture chamber swung open. Moist heat rippled from it, filling the hallway with oppressive humidity. Raik frowned, and his brow instantly beaded with sweat.

			The knight, on the other hand, turned his back on Raik, wiped his knuckle on the back of the kid’s tunic, and strode in.

			“Still have your mind?” Roshan bellowed into the room. “This is what you’ve become. This is where your traitorous dealings”—he spat on the ground—“and deception have landed you.”

			How much easier could this have been without the rune knight? Raik thought. But that would have been impossible. The knight was the Ivory King’s eyes and earless ears in this endeavor.

			Raik had hoped to find the famous thief before they’d been caught in Cresia. This was the backup plan. And with all backup plans, there were certain discomforts to endure.

			Raik ignored the knight’s saliva sizzling on the floor and focused on the room beyond. He couldn’t see the prisoner around Roshan’s bulk but could make out the sound of shallow breathing.

			He angled for a better view. “Didn’t realize I’d get to see a master interrogator at work.”

			Roshan glared at him. “Shut your mouth.” He turned his back on Raik for the second time.

			Old feelings of pride and anger stirred at this disrespect. Raik suppressed a snarl and thought through a mantra he used almost as much as his rules.

			The most powerful force in the world is knowing what people want to believe and convincing them they’re right.

			Roshan had labeled him a smuggler, a clown, and a coward. Raik intentionally reinforced that notion, building this persona—from his mannerisms to clothing choices—so the big man didn’t regard him as a threat.

			How difficult would it be to snatch this fool’s sword and run it through his spine, slam the door, and crank the furnace?

			As if guessing Raik’s intentions, Kirin narrowed his gaze on the knight. His hand strayed toward the hooked dagger in his belt. The kid had anger in him to fight. He’d become Raik’s apprentice mainly in exchange for help in a matter of revenge. He was an excellent archer, but did he have the stomach to get intimate with death? Today might be a good day to find out. It wasn’t part of the plan, but it could work.

			No.

			Those were the old instincts. Raik promised himself to keep those buried. He kept his hands low and shot the kid another quick sign:

			Stand down.

			This prisoner, if they were what Raik hoped, was a way to avoid bloodbaths. That chance was worth it.

			Raik stepped over the sprawled lieutenant and stood at the chamber’s entrance. He could tell from the sagging chains that the prisoner was slumping in the humid heat, but the knight obscured his view.

			Raik grimaced as Sir Roshan reared back and slapped the prisoner. All he could see was long, sweat-matted hair splaying out from the impact.

			“So. Did this idiot burn away your wits?” Roshan inclined his head back toward the flattened lieutenant with a snarl.

			Raik swallowed. There was no reply. Was he too late? This thief was the most important piece of his plan. If they were too far gone—

			The knight’s heavy hand struck again. The sharp crack of contact made the sniveling lieutenant spasm on the ground in fear, but the prisoner gave no indication of awareness.

			Roshan sniffed. “That was going to be your partner,” he said to Raik, looking over his shoulder.

			“Thanks for checking to see if they could take a beating quietly,” Raik offered. “Such a valuable trait in a partner.”

			“No partner, no fucking deal, smuggler.” Roshan nearly smiled as he turned to face Raik. “Without a thief to help you steal the runes, your skills are of no use to His Holiness. No use at all.”

			Sir Roshan’s massive hand reached for his curved rune sword.

			“Hold on now,” Raik said, backing out of the room. He risked a quick sign to the kid. Follow my lead.

			As the knight came on, Raik thought through his options.

			Run to the cramped tunnel? Would that make swinging a sword harder?

			No, the rune weapon was too powerful.

			Talk his way out?

			Even less likely.

			Raik’s mouth went dry as his hand closed around a package of sulfur powder in one of his coat’s many pockets.

			The actual backup plan.

			He took a deep breath and stole a glance at the brazier burning in the corner. Roshan caught the look and narrowed his eyes. The knight took a step toward the brazier as if thinking that Raik meant to run to it. Raik was about to throw the powder and show him the explosive error of his thought when a woman’s voice croaked out, “He did not.”

			“What?” Roshan spun, facing the torture room. Raik loosened his grip on the powder, noticing, out of the corner of his eye, his apprentice sheathing his dagger.

			“The idiot … did not … burn my wits.”

			Roshan laughed and spat on the ground again. “Here’s your partner, then.” He sidestepped, kicking the cowering lieutenant and finally giving Raik an unobstructed view.

			The woman, thin and gaunt, hung by her wrists from the manacles, a thick wave of black hair covering her face and torso. This dehydrated waif was the famous Nightspirit? Raik suppressed a skeptical sniff. He caught the kid’s eye and signed, Wait for my signal.

			Roshan sneered at the kid. “Get her down and ready to travel.” He turned to Raik. “You can nurse her back to health on our trip to the king.”
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			Kahli

			CHAPTER FOUR

			The Tangora Temple sat on the western cusp of the Cresian basin. Its three sandstone steeples served for centuries as a man-made midpoint between Cresia to the east and the jungle to the west.

			Kahli was far from the autumn sun that touched those peaks, deep inside the ancient temple structure. She trudged its low, dimly lit hallways dressed in the orange long-sleeved robes of the Pirathi nuns that had converted Tangora from the Jaru temple it used to be. She was trying not to brood on all that had gone wrong with the high satrap.

			She examined the silver locket around her neck. Taking it from the satrap was the lone success she’d mentioned in her letter back to Talos. She’d given the letter to the Sisters of Pirathi to pass on through their network.

			It had been three sleepless nights since then. By now, the First would have read the recounting of the walk. How they’d claimed to know she was coming. How they’d implied, he’d sent her to die. Kahli rubbed her unscarred eye. It burned from lack of sleep.

			She’d given an exact account of the assassination and fight as well. She’d included her inability to usher a soft walk for the satrap and her guard.

			It was hard not to imagine the First tilting his balding head in disappointment as he read the report.

			Kahli winced at the thought.

			She would never rise above auxiliary hand—she’d drop back to initiate. Or worse.

			And what if the satrap was right? What if Kahli had been intended as a sacrificial message? Could she be marked for a walk herself?

			She gripped the end of the sleeves of the Pirathi robe tightly in her fists. No hand of the Divine should be thrown away, no matter how low.

			The whole situation was maddening.

			She switched her focus by examining the mural painted on a stretch of the sandstone wall.

			The colors were varied and vibrant, but the shapes were simple. Kahli knew the story well. It was the tale of Pirathi, an older man with a face framed by grey-streaked hair. He heard the Divine’s word and walked all of the Jeweled Lands, preaching that the Jaru gods were failing, but the Divine could save. In the center image, he was depicted atop a hill, giving a sermon with his book, now known as Pirathi’s Path, raised in his hands.

			Kahli was more interested in an image at the bottom of the mural: an angular woman draped in an orchid-black sari with rose trim. Kith, the Divine’s First Hand. Its defender and protector. Held at her side was her own posthumously named scripture, The Book of Kith, and trampled beneath her feet were the visages of the old gods.

			The two prophets had radically different interpretations of the Divine’s message, but until the disputed end of Pirathi’s life, they’d tolerated each other. Together they had shown a new future. And when the runes fell from the sky and destroyed so much, the people finally listened.

			This tradition of tolerance continued with each of their successors, and the Sisters of Pirathi gave sanctuary to those ordained with The Book of Kith. Though, as Kahli had experienced so far, not without ample disdain.

			She pulled back her hood and leaned closer to stare at the painted version of the book she’d so closely studied. Though she was in the upper echelons of the order in skill, scholarship was never her strength. From a young age, as an initiate, she had to read verses multiple times to commit them to memory. Even with so much extra effort, she often stumbled. Many of her classmates mocked her efforts.

			Except Hayanna.

			Kahli gritted her teeth and reached under her veil. She dragged her fingernail across raw skin, using the pain to ignore those memories. When the edges of her sight turned red and black, she stopped and thanked the Divine. Her scars were a reminder that she had to do whatever it took to rise in the Kithkarnin Order.

			She removed the locket from her neck and relived the high satrap’s walk. Maybe there was something to remember and learn.

			There was a rune inside this locket, after all.

			She’d had a hard time following the expansive history lessons encompassing the politics of the rune wars. The only portion to hold her attention was when the teaching turned to martial aspects, when the master detailed the fantastic abilities of runes and how they altered the properties of weapons and armor.

			Conversely, many passages in The Book of Kith warned against the corruption of rune wielders. And the order forbade using runes in general. Though, until Kahli realized the satrap had one, runes seemed so rare the order might as well have forbidden touching the moons. She never expected to handle one, let alone see one.

			Now, with the rune’s power so close, Kahli’s curiosity was unbound.

			She raised the silver locket for a closer look. It was half the size of her fist and engraved with the sigil of the Ivory Empire, a pair of elephant tusks raised like crescent moons. She flicked the latch and eased it open.

			There was a light hum as piercing light shot like darts from the seam. She paused and checked that she was alone.

			She’d heard about this. One side of the tiny flat stones was supposed to be flawlessly smooth and black as onyx. The other was crystalline and radiated with an internal light. Kahli hadn’t expected the intensity.

			Before she could open the locket entirely, the shuffling of a sister from the adjacent hallway caught her attention. Kahli refastened the locket, pulled it over her head, and stuffed it beneath her robes.

			The nun, a flat-faced woman, dressed in orange robes as well, seemed both relieved and annoyed. She peered around the alcove as if detecting the remnants of the rune’s light.

			“Pirathi’s joy shine upon you,” she said in a dry monotone and presented her left palm in grudging respect.

			“And m-may Kith’s strength h-heal you.” Kahli completed the greeting ritual and mirrored her gesture.

			The nun gave Kahli’s veil a meaningful glance. The sisters allowed her to keep it only after they saw the scars beneath. 

			“Forgive me if I’m skeptical of your prophet’s gifts in the healing arts,” the nun said. Kahli decided not to answer; her eyes were on the scroll in the nun’s hands.

			“A message,” the nun said, presenting it.

			Kahli examined the rolled parchment. It held the personal stamp of the First. She winced as the pain of her scars flared from the rush of blood rising to her cheeks.

			No. No. No.

			The only time she’d received a letter from him was her demotion to auxiliary hand. A fall any lower could only mean excommunication.

			Kahli took a deep breath and steadied herself.

			“I w-wish to be alone.”

			She walked back to her small, windowless room and sat on her bed. Cold and empty, it was a fitting place to see how the Kithkarnin would finish with her.

			She lit her candle and considered feeding the letter to the flame. Instead, she opened it and read.

			To the Auxiliary Hand of the Divine, Kahli Mahanta.

			Sister,

			In these years of your training, bonded in spirit and faith, I, the First of the Divine Order of Kithkarnin, have observed your experience.

			I see an abundance of failures. Of tragedies. I see many of them documented by your own hand.

			You know this well from your demotion to the station of auxiliary.

			I cannot tell how faithfully you gaze on Its grace, but Its will has been made known to me. Instead of my judgment for your actions in a circle as is our tradition, you will answer the summons of one above me.

			A summon from the Divine’s living representation, the King of Cresia, ruler of the Ivory Empire, the living saint, Tiraj IV.

			You will deliver to him the locket you have claimed, and you will accept his rule.

			Make haste, sister.

			Midhir, the First

			Kahli reread the letter then fed it to the fire. She knew of two Kithkarnin sent to the king for judgment. One was made a prisoner for life. The other was broken on a wheel and hung from the palace walls.
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			Raik

			CHAPTER FIVE

			Raik grimaced as the rattletrap prison wagon thudded over yet another divot in the dirt road leading to the Ivory Palace. Riding a pox-addled elephant was a smoother ride than this. He stomped on the floorboard and yelled toward the front of the wagon, “Are you aiming for every hole?”

			In response, the wagon hurtled over yet another.

			“Three hells,” he muttered, adjusting his position on the worn bench on the side of the enclosed wagon. It was long enough to seat and shackle ten people. Raik, currently considered an employee of the king, rode freely as a passenger.

			On the other side was the wagon’s only prisoner—his unwitting partner.

			She was shackled to a beam in the center of the wagon. Her chains had her kneeling over the beam as if she were praying at a pew.

			The opening line of Pirathi’s Path said The first step to redemption is genuflection before the Divine. Clearly, some overzealous carpenter took their faith literally in their craftsmanship.

			Raik rubbed his beard. Anyone who’d endured a heating deserved pity and rest. A small part of him wished he could allow that rest, even as he tallied the reasons why he couldn’t.

			She’d stolen from and financially ruined so many members of the king’s court. She worked for the blind thief-maker and sometimes-revolutionary Esonta Golem.

			Golem’s allies called her the Queen of Thieves. Her enemies called her the Rotted Nymph. Some said she’d been a magistrate or scribe, others a whore or necrophile. Either way, she’d made her gang, the Guild of Golem, the third most powerful behind the Cowl of Man and the Name Eaters in Cresia’s criminal hierarchy. But while her contemporaries targeted the masses, the Guild of Golem’s main target was the aristocracy.

			Her most successful operative was the Nightspirit Thief. This woman in front of him—a pin constantly pricking the King’s side. And now was Raik’s opportunity to make an alliance with her, to convince her to help him with his carefully planned theft before they met the Ivory King. To upgrade her from pin to sword.

			Tapping the beam with his boot, he broke the exhausted trance she’d been in since the prison, her eyes snapping up to meet his.

			“Enlighten me,” she said between labored breaths, “as to what His Holiness wants?” She winced after speaking. Raik reached into the sack Sir Roshan had thrown in with them and rummaged around for the goatskin of water.

			“I was expecting to hear a thank you. I did get you out of  Zol after all,” he said. “When was your last drink?”

			She sighed but didn’t bother to raise her head. “An hour before the knight entered . . . it would’ve been… the second time in as many days.”

			Raik whistled and shook his head. His memory conjured a picture of the sniveling prison lieutenant. Raik had somewhat pitied the man when Roshan smashed his teeth. Not anymore.

			Finding the water, Raik stood and braced himself against where she was clamped. Balance was going to be challenging in this swaying prison box. He held the skin to her lips, and even as thirsty as she had to have been, she drank in controlled sips.

			Her features were gaunt, amber eyes sunken and thin lips a cracked mess. She wore the clothes she must’ve been caught in—wrapped in layers of midnight silk, pinched at the top with a sharp metal clasp. Netted black leggings that narrowed at the ankles where they met similarly colored slippers. Arms covered in more silk and tied with leather. More a dancer’s outfit than a thief’s. Raik liked the theatrical flair. The clothes were loose on her, but he got the effect. She was a prowling cat, now declawed and malnourished. She was younger than he’d suspected.

			When she was done drinking, she craned her head to look at him. “You have my thanks,” she said, probably about the water, not her rescue. “Now, I’ll ask again. What does the king—what do you—want with me?”

			Raik had a well-rehearsed recruitment speech, it was too important to improvise.

			He cleared his throat.

			“Most people know me as the very best smuggler in the Jeweled Lands. I’m known as the Red Coyote. I—”

			“Never heard of you.”

			Raik licked his lips and forced a smile. “That’s the thing about smuggling and thieving, right? The ones who stay at it long enough are known by the right people and no one else. Something you know since you’re known as the Nightspirit and not…”

			Raik waited for her to fill in her name. She didn’t.

			“I need a partner. Hoping that’ll be you. Rumor has it you understand our Saint Tiraj. His tyranny, at least. You know how badly all people, no matter which city or nation, need him gone.”

			He paused to let this aspect of his proposal sit a moment. She only nodded.

			“Your reputation is, well, you’ve taken things no one has dared to try. I have the perfect proposal for you, a job tha—”

			The wagon dipped into an unusually deep pothole. It rocked hard from side to side, and Raik’s head smacked against the wall.

			He crumpled to his side of the praying bench, grabbing his temple. His vision blurred. He cursed Roshan’s driving, himself for standing in this damned box, and most of all, whoever was in charge of maintaining the roads.

			“Starved and chained, recruited by a man who can barely stand,” the woman said, her thin brows arching to sharp peaks, “and calls himself a coyote. My reputation is doing me wonders.”

			Raik blinked a few times. He needed to resume his speech, but his head was throbbing.

			“You want me for a job. Fine. What does the Ivory King want?”

			“Same thing I do.”

			“But apparently, you and he are opposites?”

			“We are, but—”

			“I’m missing the difference.”

			Raik rubbed the side of his head. “Fine. Bad start. Let me try again.”

			She lifted the chains binding her. “I’m not going anywhere.”

			Raik licked his lips. Improvising was supposed to be a smuggler’s best skill. “It’s complicated. But I have it all planned. It’s never been done—”

			“What is it?”

			Raik held his hands out to calm her. “Without the proper context, you’re not going to understand. It’s the big one. We’re going to take the source of the king’s power and let his enemies pick him dry.”

			She shifted against her bonds. Her head quirked as if catching onto the idea.

			She narrowed her eyes. “You’re stealing the sun? You’re serious?”

			“Serious as the spire’s tall,” he said.

			The Sky Spire. The majestic tower of the Ivory Palace, its tip splitting the clouds, displaying the height of the empire’s power to the world. To steal the sun, taking from the Ivory King’s safe, was what every Cresian thief fantasized about. The only access was a winding staircase in the guarded throne room. At the tip of the tallest structure in the world, a pedestal sat on a glass floor, a safe inset in the middle. Any mistake meant the floor shattered.

			It was full of the most valuable treasure in Cresia—Tiraj’s runes.

			The longing in her amber eyes belayed her feelings. “How?” she asked.

			“I’ve found an access point, an old one, between the Ivory Palace and the rune knight barracks—”

			“No. How do we accomplish this job of yours if we’re trapped in this box and headed to Cresia to see the king?”

			“We’ll take whatever assignment His Holiness offers. Take the supplies he gives us. And when we’re off supposedly doing that, we’ll do this instead. Once his enemies see his weakness, we won’t have to worry about reprisals.”

			She thought for a moment and shook her head. “I cannot help you.”

			Raik twitched. “I’m sorry?”

			“Even if I was naive enough to trust you, you’re asking me to take a job from the Ivory King willingly. He knows who I am. He knows my family. I’d need to make sure they’re safe. I’d need to make sure Esonta Golem agrees with your ideas. And that’s before I see your plan in detail.”

			Raik took a breath. 

			Nothing worth doing was easy.

			“Once we get the job from the king and we’re on our way, we can double back. I understand your allegiance to the Guild of Golem—that’s fine. Talk to Esonta. Figure out your family. We can make this work—”

			“I cannot trust that the king wouldn’t find out. I don’t think he’ll let me have a shred of freedom to try anything like that. If I was free before getting to him, though…”

			“He let me get you out of Zol. That must count for something?”

			She rattled her chains and arched her eyebrows at him.

			Raik sat down on his bench. She didn’t think he’d freed her from anything. He rubbed his palms into his eyes. “So, if you weren’t in chains—we’d find a way to escape this box and then partner up?”

			In response, she took a sudden breath, and her eyes fluttered shut. Her body tensed, straining against her bonds. Her head tilted side to side, listening like a predatory cat.

			Strange.

			Her eyes fluttered again, and she sagged into her chains. “There are two riders and the knight is the only real threat. He’s driving.”

			She had been unconscious when they strapped her in. There was no way for her to know the exact number of men or that Roshan drove. Was this a bluff? Had she just faked being unconscious earlier?

			He composed himself and kept his voice even. “Sure. And how does this help?”

			She shifted her chains, and her thin lips tightened slightly. “The knight prevents me from exiting up there.” She nodded toward the small, closed panel at the front of the carriage.

			Raik shrugged.

			She continued, “The others surrounding this carriage could be a bit troubling, I suppose. But they’re likely to be more concerned about a horse turning an ankle at this speed. One of them would be, anyway.”

			Raik’s face went slack. “Why?”

			“You employ one of them, surely.”

			He frowned in disbelief.

			“How do you—”

			“I know.”

			Raik opened his mouth and closed it. Kirin had eluded all the prison’s screening. He’d gone from trainee to prisoner transport without a hitch. But this woman knew. She knew. He was dumbfounded and more than a little intrigued.

			“My apprentice,” he conceded.

			She smirked and nodded. “When your apprentice is the one behind us. When the other is riding along the side and wouldn’t see, I would take my leave.”

			Raik raced for a counterargument, but her ability to know what she shouldn’t flustered him.

			“Easy enough to say. Another thing to do.” Raik pointed at the back door. “That’s the only other exit, and it’s locked from the outside. Too risky.”

			“Incorrect.”

			Ah, she was reckless. Maybe that’s why she’d been caught?

			“Really? Those back doors swinging open wouldn’t be noticed?” he asked.

			A corner of her lip turned upward. “No. It’s not the only exit. I would go out the bottom—if not for the chains.”

			Raik stood and held the beam for support as he inspected the floorboards. Sure enough, one was chipped, worn away slightly. A weak spot the guards didn’t care about since prisoners would be locked to the beam.

			Raik slouched back in his seat. Was the Nightspirit worth changing the plan for? Even shackled and dehydrated, she’d shown herself as surprisingly resourceful. How much better would his chances be with her as an ally?

			Likely much better.

			But if he was going to take a leap with her. If he was going to take the risks associated with escaping the knight and this carriage—he had to make sure she knew he was worth holding on to as well.

			“Alright. Bonds like these should be beneath your skill, Nightspirit. Break out, and let’s go then.”

			She closed her eyes for a moment and said, “Amara.” She rattled the chains clamped around her. “I’m not everything my reputation suggests. Truly, if I had a way to break these, I would, Coyote.”

			Raik stood again, stance wider this time in case they hit another hole. He presented his open right palm in an offer of kinship.

			“It’s Raik. I’m—” He paused, considering what to tell her. “If escaping this wagon means we’re partners, I’ve got a backup plan for that.”

			He reached into the inner pocket of his coat and revealed the key.
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			Amara***

			CHAPTER SIX

			One of Amara’s cherished childhood memories was hanging by her legs from the expansive banyan tree in her parents’ grove. The unique tree’s wide-reaching branches had countless aerial roots that descended to the ground, creating an intricate thicket she spent endless hours exploring. She loved journeying through that maze while her mother sat in the shade, calling for her to be careful.

			Now, dangling upside down from the bottom of the carriage, Amara ached for those times. The wheels screeched in her ears, and dust choked her breath like a sandstorm.

			The smuggler sat on her shins so she wouldn’t fall. He hissed down at her, “This is the easy part. Try not to get killed.”

			Not exactly Mother’s words.

			She worried about her family. Had her crimes affected them?

			“Any time now,” urged Raik.

			She’d suggested dropping out when the carriage slowed, but Raik rejected the idea. He insisted they neutralize the rune knight, which meant they had to sabotage the axles.

			Amara eyed the ground racing past her, inches from her face. Perhaps she should have argued her idea a little more forcefully.

			Too late now.

			She gathered her strength. She brought her chest parallel to the bottom of the carriage and attempted to clip one of her unlatched manacles to the rear axle.

			At this speed, the axle was a whirling menace. The uneven road multiplied the danger. The wagon jerked violently, and she barely kept hold of the manacle. Her abdomen was on fire. With a cry, she lowered her body again, hanging and choking on the churning dust storm.

			Easy, Raik had said. Sure.

			She tugged her tunic over her mouth to filter the dust as she tried to recover.

			“Again,” Raik urged over the noise. “It’s less than a league to the escarpment. We’ll be moving too slow then.”

			She glared at him as she raised herself up once more. The strain in her abdomen was more distracting than the rattles and screeches of the horrid wheels. She reached again—and the manacle violently bucked off the axle. 

			It was so fast the chain flew from her grasp. She tried to catch it but missed. 

			Raik’s weight shifted as he lurched down and snagged the chain. He yanked hard so it wouldn’t trail behind the carriage and give them away. The manacle flicked like a whip into her face—opening a cut under her eye where Tetse had pressed the sharpened shiv.

			Amara half winced, half snarled at both the pain and the memory. Before Raik could say anything, she snatched the chain from him. She ignored the rushing ground and rattling cart. The nightspirit gave an interested mewl, and she ignored it too. 

			Using the well-trained focus from hundreds of jobs picking Cresia’s locks, she managed to keep herself steady enough to attach the manacle.

			Finished, she pulled herself into the carriage, shoving Raik aside.

			She rolled onto the wooden floor, trying to relax her cramping stomach muscles.

			“Impressive,” said Raik.

			Amara panted in response and fought off the smile creeping onto her face, trying not to feel too exhilarated by the experience.

			“Sorry about your eye,” Raik said, staring at her cut.

			She wiped the blood from her cheek and caught her breath.

			The nightspirit let out a long, deep yowl. It paced in her mind, pleased for her to have done something even remotely intense. It wanted more.

			Calm now, little one, she coaxed. After some consideration, it responded with an affectionate purr and curled away.

			Raik loaned her a hardened hand and helped her to her feet with a surprising amount of strength. He was a tall, angular man, and his strange red coat, high-necked and long-tailed, swirled around him, hiding B’sashti knew what in its endless layers of pockets, rips, and ridges. His tawny face was framed by a trimmed black beard. Long hair, touched with a hint of grey, hung almost down to his shoulders and swayed in front of his eyes, which were a deep brown and framed by laugh lines. They stared out at her with appreciation. Perhaps he hadn’t thought attaching the manacle would be as easy as he’d made it sound.

			“Keep it tight, or it’ll tangle.” He handed her the chain. “And, uh, try not to drop it this time,” he added with a friendly wink.

			Amara was shaking from exertion, so she used two hands to hold it. The burning in her abdomen was subsiding, but her heart was hammering.

			“What’s our next step?” she asked.

			Raik went to the rear door and inspected the beam she’d been shackled to. His eyes settled on a handle nailed to the top of it. Sitting down, he pressed his boots against the handle, then kicked. The thump was hardly audible over the rattle of the road, but the force shook the small carriage.

			“Next—”

			Thump.

			“I’m going get a hook—”

			Thump. Thump. Thump.

			“Off this divine-forsaken bench.”

			Amara glanced around the carriage, noticing a carving on the far wall—the dual crescent emblem of the Ivory Empire. Those same symbols waved on a banner from atop the Sky Spire.

			To steal the sun. It would be easy to blame Raik for planting that idea, but in truth, it was a daily temptation for her. Every single job Esonta had for her had two goals—raising her fame as a thief and siphoning power from the Cresian elite. Stealing the sun achieved both.

			Her grandmother fled to Cresia because of the runes in that tower. Because Harkan the Butcher annihilated their ancestral home in Returk. He was the first rune knight, and using his rune-powered helm, his voice alone disintegrated Returk’s walls. Then he’d cut down everyone who decided to stay—just to get those runes.

			There was a statue of that monster in the palace courtyard. Amara stared daggers at it anytime she caught a glimpse of it while looking at the spire.

			The Ivory King always felt like another Harkan in the making. Better he didn’t have the runes. And this man, thumping away in front of her, said he could help her steal them.

			He seemed so sure they could succeed where so many before had failed. The sincerity in his eyes, when he expressed his belief in her abilities, was quite convincing. It also didn’t hurt that he’d produced the key to set her free.

			So she lied and agreed to do it. She wanted to help. But she knew better. It was more important to get back to Esonta Golem and figure out how her family fared.

			Raik kicked once more, and the nail securing the handle loosened and rattled to the ground.

			Amara looked down at the supposed hook. “What precisely are we catching? The rune knight?”

			This seemed to be Raik’s big concern: disabling Roshan. He never said kill, though. Only neutralize.

			Raik laughed as he got down beside her, attached the “hook” to the chain she held, and then peered into the gap in the floor.

			“No, not him. The front wheel. You hold the chain clear, and I’ll make the throw.” He peeked his head into the gap, scanning left and right, before popping back up. “We’re running out of time.”

			Amara squinted, imagining it. The chain hooked to the front wheel, which would gather the chain she’d attached to the rear axle. At the speed they traveled, a wheel snapping would throw the driver. But . . .

			“There’s one rather large problem here. We’ll still be inside,” she said.

			“You say that as if I don’t have a plan,” he replied with a grin.

			“Which is what? Even if we can incapacitate the rune knight, what about the other guards?”

			Infuriatingly, he ignored her as he wrapped the chain along the hook’s entire length. When he finished, it looked more like an anchor.

			He admired his handiwork. “My apprentice will know what to do. He’ll cover us.”

			Amara glared at him. “Fine. But what about us in here? Are you so foolish—”

			“Right. Right. Look, when we rip this axle, a couple of things will happen. There’ll be a jolt, and Sir Roshan will be thrown. Then there’s a chance this cart will just grind to a halt. Or it will roll. There’s a risk in all dice throws.”

			He dropped to the hole, one shoulder dipping through while his other arm and his legs spidered out, keeping him inside. Amara exhaled. She assumed a similar sprawled position and kept the length of chain clear of the undercarriage. It was as dusty and loud as before. Her heart raced as Raik aimed at the front wheel.

			“Wait! Any advice?” she asked.

			He glared at her. “On?”

			“If it rolls?”

			“You’re Pirathi? They tend to pray.”

			Amara frowned. “Other than that?”

			“A pragmatist. Good. If it rolls, I’ll pull you through this hole. Make sure you tuck your chin. Here we go!”

			He threw the hook at the spoked wheel.

			It caught instantly.

			There was a whirring sound as the wheel ate the slack in the chain, followed by a loud pop.

			Then the world flipped.

			An odd sensation. A blissful array of greens, blues, and browns blended with the whistling wind.

			Amara flew. For two long heartbeats. 

			Then she smashed into the ground shoulder first and rolled—with her chin tucked.

			Her ears were ringing. Her eyes were closed. For many more fluttering heartbeats, she lay still. Then she gasped for air and opened her eyes.

			The sun pressed down on her. She squinted as she inhaled the smell of grass and dirt, rotating her arm to make sure it was attached to its socket.

			Her mind was a fog.

			She staggered to her feet and rubbed her forehead. She whispered thanks to Kartajani that they were north enough that the grassy turf hadn’t given way to the desert. To her immediate left was the prison carriage crumpled in on itself like a dead beetle. A single wheel rolled along the road as if determined to reach its destination with or without the wagon.

			When the ringing in her ears subsided, she heard thumping hooves. A large brown horse, mane flaring, galloped toward her from the left. Mounted on it was a red-vested man wielding a wickedly curved blade.

			From a distance, a voice she recognized yelled, “Kirin!”

			Panic forced her to focus. The rider was swinging at her.

			She dove, the blade hissing past her head. She yelped as her shoulder hit the ground for the second time. The world was spinning.

			Her stomach lurched as she struggled to her feet again.

			The rider wheeled around surprisingly fast and rode toward her for another pass.

			Amara blinked hard to clear the dizziness, but the horse was almost—

			THSSSST.

			An arrow ripped into the red-vested man’s neck, just below his ear. His face twisted into a frustrated grimace as he grabbed at it, not yet understanding he was dead. The horse continued its charge, and it passed within a sword’s reach of Amara, spraying her with the rider’s blood.

			Wiping the warm spatter from her face, she took two deep breaths, then glanced around. Raik knelt atop a small hill a hundred yards away. He must have been thrown further or recovered faster than her. She stumbled into a run toward him.

			“Where’s the rune knight?” she called.

			Her gaze followed his gesture downhill, across the road, and through the dust cloud emanating from the carriage. It was a mangled husk of rusted iron and jagged wooden planks. To the left of it, she saw what seemed like the outline of the knight, splayed out on the ground, scarlet blood smearing his white cloak.

			Raik spat then whistled at his apprentice, who was grabbing the reins of the now-riderless horse that had charged her only moments earlier.

			Amara shaded her eyes, trying to make out the apprentice’s features at this distance. His hair was shaggy, his skin deep brown, and he wore the red-vested uniform of a Zol guard. He had a short bow slung awkwardly across his body. An older teen. Not a man at all. He’d saved her life.

			As Amara got close to Raik, he cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled at his apprentice, “We’re running out of time.”

			Before he could answer, a booming voice echoed, “Your time’s already fucking out.”

			Amara’s eyes widened as she recognized the source.

			Shambling up from the wreck, blood streaming from his head, was Sir Roshan. Somehow, he was limping toward them. One arm was tucked into his stained tunic like a sling while the other gripped the hilt of his sheathed sword.

			“Kid, he’s armored. Ride!” yelled Raik.

			The apprentice had an arrow nocked and pointed at Roshan, but he made eye contact with Raik.

			“Ride!” Raik barked again. He added a complicated hand gesture. 

			Kirin hesitated, then jumped onto the horse.

			Roshan sneered at the horse galloping away but then turned his attention back on Raik. Amara turned to run, but Raik grabbed her arm.

			“Stop,” he said. “Don’t give him a reason.”

			She tried to pull loose, but his grip tightened.

			“You trusted me to get you out. Trust me now. There’ll be other opportunities to escape. You run from a rune knight, you die.”

			Amara frowned but stopped struggling as the knight limped toward them.

			Roshan nodded in the direction Kirin had taken. “I’ll find him later.” 

			“Sure,” said Raik.

			Roshan leaped, covering the fifty yards between them in a heartbeat. The ground shifted when he landed. Only arrows could fly that fast, not a person. Amara blinked, wondering if she was hallucinating from the crash or malnutrition. She’d heard a rumor that a knight’s armor could make them almost lighter than air but never believed it.

			Roshan’s lip was split open, his nose looked broken, and an intense hatred simmered in his eyes. The sheen of blood smeared across his bronze skin blazed in the sunlight, giving him a menacing look. “Give me one more reason, you coward.”

			Raik dropped to his knees and put his hands on his head. But Amara stayed on her feet.

			“Get down,” snapped Raik, pulling her at her leg, but she resisted.

			“I don’t think you can harm me. The Ivory King needs me,” she said, faking a fearless glare and thinking about her robes in prison.

			The nightspirit purred at her defiance, but Roshan scoffed.

			“This coward has convinced the king he needs a thief. But you”—the knight quivered with rage, glaring at her—“you are the reason my father is a hostage. So while I know a thief needs her treacherous mind to hatch her plans—I never heard of one that couldn’t do the job with a couple of broken ribs.”

			Before she could fully understand his meaning, the knight kicked her in the sternum.

			She flew through the air a second time as her ribs buckled.

			She landed on her back. Tears welled in her eyes as she fought to breathe. Suddenly the knight was on top of her. Her first gasp of air was filled with the knight’s hot breath.

			The nightspirit flashed her a vision. Of her bucking her hips and throwing him off, then pouncing on him and raking out his eyes.

			Amara wasn’t sure she could do that. And with her heartbeat of hesitation, the chance to try passed.

			The nightspirit yowled in her head as the knight grabbed her chin with his mailed hand. He pried her mouth open then rested the tip of his sword on her bottom teeth.

			“Never heard of a thief that needed a tongue either.”
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			Kahli

			CHAPTER SEVEN

			Kahli sat at the first bench of the throne gallery with her eyes forward. She swallowed anxiety with each breath. Behind her were rows of nattering scribes, accountants, military advisors, and dignitaries, all abuzz with anticipation for the day’s proceedings. They numbered almost two hundred yet barely filled the tiled marble room. Servants in loincloths stood along the sides, waving massive bamboo and rattan fans to keep the gallery cool and comfortable. Their efforts were lost on Kahli.

			She whispered a prayer for comfort: “The Divine is my shield, my w-wondrous weapon.” It did little to appease her embarrassment and irritation.

			After a hard ride from Tangora, it had been four strange days in Cresia.

			The first was perhaps the best day of her life.

			The room she’d been granted was the one reserved for the Third of her order. The royal assassin. And every minor servant, page, and cook referred to her as the new Third.

			When the king’s assistant came to take the high satrap’s locket, he said the same thing. She was to be named the Third.

			It was bizarre and elating. All her goals and desires achieved. It was beyond her comprehension. But . . . the rest of that day, she’d not been granted an audience with the king.

			On the second day, she started to think this was some kind of game. She waited outside the court. Every minor dignitary, every small land bicker was worthy of his attention, but not her. Even more insulting, she was told that if she wanted her position affirmed, she would need to change her appearance. That she was not to be given entry to court until she wore the costume she currently had on.

			It took a full day of prodding, changing, stitching—and, most of all, irritation—before the entire set of costumes was prepared.

			Finally, today, the fourth day, she felt as she had when she’d read the First’s letter in the temple. This was a punishment from the King. She couldn’t understand if she was to be made his fool or be promoted to Third.

			The mask she wore was a half-faced gazelle, woven from rose thorn and cast in gold. It was bound to a thin band that encircled her head and sprouted a sharpened antler above the half mask. Ridiculously impractical. As were the heeled leather boots, the low-cut green embroidered tunic, and short chainmail skirt. Clothing far too thick for this close to the desert. And yet, far too much of her skin was revealed.

			Kahli adjusted each piece of the costume as a chime rang out, and servants lit the bronze elephant-shaped incense burners pressed against the walls, indicating the start of the royal court’s session. Perhaps today she would at least have an audience with the king. She bit the inside of her cheek and chastised herself. If the Divine willed it, it would happen.

			With that in mind, she looked up at the base of the massive tower rising above the throne like a chorus of prayers.

			The Sky Spire.

			During her ride from the temple, she’d watched as it grew ever larger on the eastern horizon. Nothing like the domed and rounded buildings of the Jaru, the spire rose in straight lines. Its lofty peak dominated Cresia and everything within a two-day journey from the capital. Many thought it the most important building from the Age of Runes, and to Kahli, it was a monument to the Divine’s power. A reminder of the enormous reach of the Ivory Empire.

			From where she sat, it was even more impressive. The soaring inner walls were inlaid every twenty feet with a ring of refractive crystals. They amplified the rays of the sun, and by the time her gaze was halfway up the tower, Kahli was squinting at an impenetrable wall of light bright enough to be a gateway to the Divine. Humbling and painful to observe, it forced her to look back down to the throne.

			When she did, she saw seated below the heavenly portal, the Ivory King himself, Saint Tiraj IV. He had flawless, deep brown skin and his tall frame was wrapped in a blend of embroidered white silk robes and tightly woven chainmail. Beams of light danced around him, catching on his oiled beard and reflecting in his piercing brown eyes, making them seem strangely blue—the Divine’s angelic warrior king.

			Three others stood around him on the two-level dais elevating the throne. To his right stood his chief advisor, the Old Walker—bare, save for the yellow cloth wrapped around his waist. He was one of the few people she thought was dressed appropriately for this heat. There wasn’t a hair atop his tawny wrinkled head, but his eyebrows were bushy and long, curling in white semicircles above his eyes. He’d been the one bringing her what little information the king wanted her to have. He was also the palace’s chief liaison with the Kithkarnin Order, one of the few outsiders she’d ever seen within the cloth walls of Talos.

			Two hooded servants stood behind the King. Their curved figures revealed them as female, but the only skin showing through their blue silk cloaks was from a slit for their eyes.

			The left-hand position beside the King, reserved for the royal assassin, sat tantalizingly vacant.

			Kahli swallowed her nerves. It would only be a little longer before this was all resolved. Wouldn’t it?

			She gripped the coiled weapon at her side, the one aspect of her costume that felt right. Her qolas. A ten-foot length of thin chain with a dagger blade at one end and a weighted metal ball at the other.

			The proceedings began with the introduction of a visiting warlord, Klyash Venithir. The Lion. A man who led a violent siege against a holdout city-state to the south on behalf of the empire. He stood, stiff as his sword, at the head of ten hard and dusty men, each covered in boiled leather chest pieces with yellow kerchiefs around their necks. The group was disciplined. Uniformly tall, uniformly muscled. The same long hair and topknot. The only difference among them was the number of tiny tear-shaped brands on their thick brown arms.

			To get a better view, Kahli adjusted the annoying mask. Silently, she cursed its thornlike edges and diamond shape but stopped short of pulling it off completely.

			“All the coin you’ve been given, and still you come for more, Venithir?” the Old Walker was saying. “Do your soldiers get paid by the thrust? I know Alluvian courtesans that charge less. How do you sleep thinking to bring requests like this to His Holiness?”

			Kahli raised an eyebrow beneath her mask. The Old Walker dared speak before the Divine’s living saint did? But the Ivory King’s face was impassive. The master of her order, the First, would’ve never allowed that from a subordinate.

			Venithir took a heavy step forward, his accent overemphasizing his consonants. “I sleep poorly, Holiness. Taking Pardo was supposed to be simple. I was told to wait for a lull in the Stick attacks, then follow General Thisdar’s lead. But somehow, our plans were leaked to Pardo’s forces, and the general was captured. The Sticks have been quiet, but Pardo’s troops are emboldened after capturing the general.” His long, flowing mustache bobbed as he spoke.

			Kahli sat taller at the mention of the Sticks, the “people” of Mazstik. Kithkarnin were used to handling human affairs. Keeping the Stick abominations at bay fell to the kings and high satraps since the end of the rune wars. Pardo was an independent city-state far to the south, along the border of Mazstik. No one knew why, but since the end of the rune wars, this was the only place in the Jeweled Lands the Sticks still raided. Apparently, the Ivory King wished to envelop it into Cresia to see why for himself.

			But not at the cost of losing ground to the Sticks.

			The king scowled and raised a hand. His throne, an intricate golden chair with ivory armrests, shifted backward on some kind of mechanism. The servants stepped forward and spread their robes like blue-winged angels, creating a silk barrier to conceal him.

			Kahli watched in awe—this must be the king consulting with the Divine.

			The servants stepped back, and the throne returned to its normal position. The king’s eyes were teary from the experience. Kahli’s own eyes began to water; she felt blessed to be so close to this communion.

			“You feel I wanted my general taken? That I wanted those plans stolen?” asked the king. His voice was a swirling whisper echoing through the Sky Spire.

			The Lion tugged at his long mustache, pondering. He spoke his next words carefully. “No, Holiness. The siege will take more without him.”

			“I see.” The king swept his eyes over the entire gallery. They came to rest on Kahli. He raised a hand, beckoning her to come forward, and her breath caught. Today was blessed by the Divine.

			She rose. The Old Walker waved for her to stand on the king’s left-hand side, the proper spot of the royal assassin. An overwhelming warmth spread through her as she walked to it. Each step pulsed with pride. The costume, the waiting, the games were so hard to understand, but this moment made them worth it. She presented her palms to the king and then took her place of honor.

			Venithir scowled at her appearance. “You’re offering me a horned harlot?”

			Given her skirt, low-cut shirt, and the senseless mask, his confusion made sense, but the joy of being in this position overcame the twinge of anger she felt at his words.

			As it was, the king clarified, “Kithkarnin.”

			Venithir’s eyes narrowed. The men with him shifted, weapons rattling.

			“Kithkarnin.” Venithir snarled the Ks like curses. “I come to you with a problem, and you show me a quiet death. You take me for the high satr—” He stopped short.

			Kahli glanced between the two men. How would the Ivory King react to an accusation of murder? One she’d committed on his behalf since all Kithkarnin ultimately served his will.

			The Lion’s men shuffled and bristled. Cultures outside her experience in the order were difficult to understand.

			The king said nothing though. He stared at Kahli’s costume instead. He smiled appreciatively at her, letting the silence grow. Kahli shifted uncomfortably under the strange scrutiny.

			Finally, the Old Walker broke the tension, answering Venithir. “No. No. Is that how we treat our friends, Venithir? Perhaps the siege would go more smoothly if you had a weapon that could slip into the fort and rescue General Thisdar, maybe kill a few of their leaders?”

			The king laughed. “And who wouldn’t sleep better with a gorgeous gazelle prancing about their bed?”

			Venithir relaxed a measure, and his eyes drifted to Kahli with more interest.

			Her skin flushed. Was she being offered as sexual subsidy?

			“Y-Your Holiness—” Kahli started, but the Old Walker interrupted her.

			“A demonstration, my king?”

			The king considered that, but before he spoke, he raised his hand for a pause. The Divine clearly beckoned him again.

			The servants pulled up their barrier, but from her new angle, Kahli could see past it. She watched from the corner of her eye as the king took a small vial of bluish liquid from one of the servants. He pulled back the lower lid of his left eye and poured in a drop, then repeated with the right. He slammed his eyes shut and shivered uncontrollably, then went still. When he opened them, his eyes were glistening with tears. 

			By Kith, he was a cryner junkie.

			Kahli concentrated on keeping her face impassive, but her jaw trembled. Indulgence in the blue flower’s oil was forbidden to the followers of the Divine. But here the leader of her faith doing just that. There must be a reason she didn’t understand.

			As if hallucinating, the king stared at her, recoiling from her mask for a moment before recovering with a chuckle. He composed himself with a breath, then shifted the throne back into place.

			“Ah, the wonders of nature grace us.” He pointed to Kahli’s horned mask. He waved Kahli toward a spot on the dais closer to Venithir. “Behold, Kahli Mahanta, Efreet of the Forest. Her antlers are sharper than her skirt is short. So be wary, brave Lion.”

			Kahli was stunned at the king’s state. But the mockery of her introduction to the court and the omission of her title as the Third stung more. He should know Kithkarnin were always referred to with their rank. It was more important than their names.

			The king shifted in his seat, gaze lifting to the Sky Spire as if searching for the right words. “My child, you live the truths of the book in both body and mind?”

			Kahli was no child, but she knew this ritual. Instinctually she answered, “My l-life turns as its p-pages.”

			“And have you a weapon?” the king asked.

			Kahli freed her qolas. “I do.” 

			She dropped the blade of her weapon, letting the chain unravel until she snapped it to a stop at her shin.

			“Tell me, Kahli, if he was not my friend, and if by my divine right I ordered you kill the warlord Klyash Venithir, how would you do it?”

			Venithir’s expression tightened.

			Kahli clenched her jaw to stop its trembling. She pushed away questions about the king’s divine right, her role and costume, all the confusion of the last few days. “Y-Your Ho—” She took a breath. “I would s-study his movements and pray for the D-Divine’s guidance on w-when to strike.”

			“Hopefully more fluidly than you speak!” The King laughed, and the court laughed with him. Kahli looked at the floor.

			After a moment, the king went serious again. “Waiting for guidance is prudent. But what if I told you his oh-so-loyal companions would kill you if you struck?”

			Kahli doubted that outcome. Still, she was an assassin, not a martyr. “Th-The Book of Kith says t-taking a life only to give your own is an affront to th-the Divine.”

			“Ah,” said the king, steepling his fingers.

			The Old Walker interjected, “The prophet Kith was wise, Holiness. Living followers are better than dead ones. My liege, Venithir is our friend. Cresia needs friends like him. We should be prudent—”

			The king waved a hand, dismissing his concern. “So if he was alone, Kahli. With no companions. What would you do?”

			Kahli had observed the man as he’d entered the throne room. She’d noticed that he walked with a slight limp.

			“I would cl-close quickly. Attack his w-weak side—his left. Then st-stabs to the liver and kidney. L-let him bleed out.”

			The king clapped. It echoed high into the Sky Spire. “This is a Kithkarnin, Venithir. Deadly in force and in beauty. And so long as she keeps those hideous scars covered and doesn’t speak—absolutely magnificent.”

			Venithir grumbled. Kahli felt nauseous.

			“She’s what I would give to my friends to help them,” said the king.

			The Lion pulled his mustache as he appraised her again, his frown fading.

			“I suppose a Kithkarnin could get inside Pardo,” he mumbled to himself. He turned to his men to consult them, but their faces were impassive and serious. He shrugged.

			“Yes. So long as the supplies continue to come, and she is as capable as you suggest.” A smile slowly formed beneath his mustache. “This might be acceptable. We’d need more coin too, to pay the men and mercenaries,” he added, presenting his palms as if to leave.

			She was being sold off to a warlord. A punishment. Kahli hung her head.

			But the king raised a hand. “Venithir, please stay another moment. I have a relevant question for you.”

			“Of course. Your Holiness can ask anything of me.”

			The Old Walker sighed, but the king laughed and shifted his chair. The servants raised their silk barrier, but this time not for another dose of the cryner. With his throne in this position, his voice did not carry up the spire.

			He spoke to Kahli. “Spin your weapon, beautiful doe. And pay close attention.”

			She did as she was told, rotating the chain in an effortless spin as he pushed his servants away.

			“My question.” The king sat forward, scrutinizing Venithir. “How do I know you are my friend?”

			The question hung like a hangman’s noose.

			“I . . . I am your loyal servant,” the big man stammered. “I hold your southern border against the Sticks, and once I have Pardo, taxes will line your coffers. Judge me by my actions.”

			“His actions, holy king,” said the Walker. “Consider those and take time with your decisions.” The old man’s face was tight and grim. 

			The king ignored him and looked up the spire as if considering the Divine’s will, then back at the warlord. “I have a flaw, Venithir. I’m not very trusting. It makes it hard for me to be a friend.”

			Venithir’s brow furrowed. The audience’s muffled voices and shuffled movements stilled. The humming metallic whirl of Kahli’s qolas was the only sound.

			“I’ve been told disturbing things about how you refer to me as impotent. That you didn’t fight hard enough to prevent General Thisdar from being captured. I’ve heard talk of you grinding the Ivory Empire under your boot. About throwing my body from the top of this spire.”

			“Nonsense!” Venithir shouted, his eyes bulging. “Who? Who said this?”

			“I have my sources.” The king spread his hands wide toward Venithir’s troop.

			Beads of sweat developed on the big man’s brow. Venithir turned in disbelief at the men he’d been leading.

			Their faces were stone.

			Although Kahli was disturbed by the king’s drug use, the situation unfolding in front of her was thrilling. She twirled her qolas faster yet.

			Venithir swung pleading eyes back to the king. “Soldiering talk, Holiness. Bravado. The men need to know their leader is powerful.”

			“A lie is a leak in the pail bringing water to a dying man,” said the king in a lyrical voice. “Is that the quote, my majestic creature?” he asked Kahli.

			“I’m not f-familiar with every holy scripture of Pirathi’s P-Path, but The Book of Kith talks of lies as well.” She tried to control her stammer.

			“Ah. Do tell.”

			“A lie is the river th-that p-pulls you into a sea of death.”

			“I like that,” said the king, turning to the Old Walker. “A sea of death.” His whisper spilled through the throne room like water.

			A frown grew on the Old Walker’s face, but the king’s was full of joy.

			“Tell me, do lions swim, Venithir?”

			Kahli’s muscles tightened as the weapon spun in her hand.

			“This is insane. Please.” Venithir dropped to his knees.

			The king turned to Kahli. “My child, our guest kneels alone. None of his companions seem interested in reprisals. I would say he’s called by the Divine for a walk.”

			Kahli didn’t hesitate. This was the true duty of the Third. Of the Ivory King’s assassin.

			Venithir rised to face her, opening a fighting stance with his hands lowered, protecting his weak left side. Preparing for the charge she’d told him to expect.

			Foolish.

			Her qolas hissed out, its bladed edge licking Venithir’s throat before snapping back to her hand.

			Mouth hanging open, he stumbled to his knees, hands working to stem the blood cascading down his chest and onto the gleaming white marble floor. For a moment, he gurgled and spat, then collapsed.

			A woman screamed out in horror from the gallery. Venithir’s men stared in shocked silence.

			The exhilaration of completing her first kill for the king washed over Kahli. She bowed low, then closed her eyes and knelt.

			“Walk now, brother; m-may you fare well in the light,” she whispered as Venithir died.

			The Old Walker shuffled to the front of the dais. “Please, gentlemen. Please. This was . . . necessary. We shall send you more supplies, a rune knight, and a troop of war elephants to finish the siege. Thank you for your loyalty. Your continued friendship and service to Cresia does not go unnoticed.”

			Kahli remained kneeling, deep in prayer as the footsteps of servants, brought in to collect Venithir’s remains, came and went. She patiently waited for a signal from the king or the Divine to rise.

			A gong sounded from the main doors. A guard called out, “Sir Roshan of Thisdar!”

			The Old Walker’s voice responded, “Out! All of you, out. The king will speak to Sir Roshan alone.”

			Kahli hid her disappointment at being dismissed so quickly without resolution to her rank or role in the court. She opened her eyes, moving to obey.

			But the king caught her by the arm and looked her up and down before his eyes settled on the horn atop her mask. “Not you. The leeches leave, but the gazelle must stay close.”

			She bowed. “As you c-command.”

			A man approached across the emptying gallery. He was broader and taller than any of Venithir’s company. He wore a bloodstained tunic and grey riding pants. One arm hung in a sling. He favored his right ankle, and his nose had been recently smashed. His bald head was missing its ears—the mark of a rune knight.

			The king stirred at his approach, face shifting from disdain at the knight’s appearance to a grin. A grin that grew into a mocking laugh. “This. This indeed is why they need a killer. They hurt Sir Roshan but couldn’t quite finish him off.”

			Kahli wasn’t sure which they the King was referring to but paid close attention to the knight. The man’s eyes flickered between the king and the Old Walker.

			“Your Holiness,” the knight said as he presented both his palms to the king. “Am I free to speak with this here?” He nodded toward Kahli.

			“This is Kahli Mahanta, Roshan. She is Kithkarnin. Kahli, Sir Roshan. Despite his current condition, he is one of my closest friends and leader of my rune knights.”

			Kahli didn’t know the etiquette for meeting a rune knight, so she presented her open left hand and nodded. The knight sneered at her and spat. The insult was surprising, but she met his eyes and let the blade of her qolas drop an inch. Might the Divine wish her to strike again?

			“Now, now. No need for negativity,” interjected the king.

			The knight glared at her and then turned back to the king. “What word of my father?”

			The king waved a dismissive hand. “Dealt with. Kahli here did that for me. And you have the Nightspirit Thief who leaked those plans in the first place. We’re closing the gap, my friend. Now tell me, how did you get these injuries?”

			The knight took deep breaths through his mouth, his swollen nose of no use. “We were coming up to the Vindha escarpment when the wheels on the cart seized. It tipped forward and flung me into the rock face.” He winced. “They’d used the chains from inside the carriage to rip the front wheels free.”

			“Ingenious!” yelled the king. “Didn’t I tell you how well they would scheme together?” he said to the Old Walker.

			The old man nodded. “Yes, but you do have the benefit of speaking directly to the Divine.”

			Kahli sensed the sarcasm in his voice. The knight exchanged another look with the old man. She’d seen this look on students—it was a look of appreciation for a master’s support.

			The king ignored the remark. “So then?”

			“They left me for dead, but I’m harder to kill than they thought.”

			“Ah, but if they had a killer with them? What would have happened?”

			“I wouldn’t be giving you this report.”

			“You see why I need you, assassin?” The king turned to Kahli and leaned forward. “They are formidable enough to hurt one such as Roshan but not enough to kill him.”

			Kahli frowned, utterly confused.

			The Old Walker caught her eye from behind the king. His bushy eyebrows rose, and he shot her an exaggerated nod. His gaze darted from her to the king.

			Understanding his gesture was telling her to placate the king with agreement, she copied the nod. 

			“Good,” The king said, relaxing in his chair and beckoning his attendants to administer another dose of cryner.

			While they did, the Old Walker and the knight exchanged glances of shared irritation. The king blinked through the cryner and refocused on the knight.

			“Roshan, what punishment would you apply to one of your men had they failed and lost my prize?”

			“Lost?” interjected the Old Walker. “I don’t exactly—”

			“I realize he did not fail,” the king snapped back. “I want to know what Sir Roshan would do in this not exact situation.”

			The knight’s jaw clenched. “I caught them in their attempted escape. They’re being held and await—”

			“That was not my question.” The king cut him off. Kahli realized then that though the king was weak in his dependence on cryner, his tone projected strength.

			The knight straightened. “I am sorry, my king. If one of my men almost let prisoners valuable to you escape, I would lash him thoroughly and display his wounds so others would learn from his failure.”

			Kithkarnin punished failure in a variety of ways. She would have much preferred the temporary nature of a lashing to the trauma she’d endured. Her scars were a constant reminder of that.

			The king nodded in agreement with the knight’s punishment.

			“Keep your runes close, Sir Roshan. I do not wish you more than a lesson. But a taste of the whip would be good for you. See it done and quickly. You’ll join me when I meet the guests you’ve delivered. This is my command.”

			Roshan reluctantly presented his palms and left. But as he did, he locked eyes with the Old Walker. 

			“And now to you, Kahli Mahanta, my scarred assassin,” the king said as Roshan limped away.

			Kahli kept her eyes low as his attendants openly dabbed his eyes with cryner. He quivered for a moment as the euphoria hit. She’d studied cryner and knew that the drug was toxic in high doses—with the victim unable to stop shivering until their heart stopped. An ineffective poison, but in small amounts, each dose was supposedly like discovering color for the first time. It wore off quickly, though, and required frequent dosing.

			When his spasm was done, the king said, “It has been a generation since a female Kithkarnin has served the Ivory Palace. Did you know that?”

			“She knows,” said the Old Walker before she could answer. “Her face was burned, not her brain.”

			The tone of the older man conveyed his annoyance with how the knight had been treated. It also showed that his relationship with the king was more complex than she expected—not only a trusted advisor but also an impatient teacher.

			“Do you know why you are here?” the king asked, practically ignoring the Walker.

			“Y-Your Hol—Your Holiness, I am here to answer w-whatever calling the Divine passes to you.” Kahli took a breath to control her words. “I am here to liaise with the Kith-Kithkarnin. Some have said I am to be y-your royal assassin.”

			The king gave her a surprised look. “You believe that?”

			A surge of panic tore through Kahli, but she forced it away. She gathered herself. The delays of the previous days, the costumes, and her surprise at the cryner didn’t matter. Becoming Third was her dream and purpose. She should answer as such.

			“Yes. I am the Th-Third Hand of the D-Divine,” she said, pushing a small amount of false confidence into her voice.

			“No,” said the king. The word was a slap to her face, and followed by two more. “Not yet.”

			Kahli’s scars burned under the golden deer half mask.

			The king spoke fast and sharp. “I can name you. Yes, I can give you what you so desire. All my advisors said you would fail your mission with the high satrap. But to my great pleasure and by the Divine’s will, you proved them wrong. That accomplishment earned you this chance. But it remains a chance.”

			Kahli forced herself to breathe. She glanced at the Walker. He was nodding at the king’s words. What the high satrap said was true. They’d sent her, thinking she would fail.

			“I have a task,” the king said. “One with the thieves Sir Roshan has brought. The Divine has shown me that I’ll need you with them. Yes. I’ll need you to watch them and ensure their success and obedience.” He paused and looked up the spire for a moment, then added, “And to discourage any thoughts of betrayal.”

			But this wasn’t the way of the Kithkarnin tradition. The Third was to stay at the king’s side in the weeks leading up to their confirmation. “The Book o—”

			“Damn the book,” he snapped. “Help these thieves get me the runes, and I’ll name you the Third. This is my command.”

			Kahli wanted to ask about the thieves and the runes, but clamped her mouth shut and lowered her eyes. Fine. What was one more test to have her ultimate goals achieved? Her scars flared. Compared to how she’d received those, this was nothing.

			It was an opportunity, though a confusing one.

			“You will be told everything you need to know when the king’s guests arrive,” said the Old Walker, somehow understanding her confusion. “You are dismissed until they do.”

			Kahli presented her palms, stepped off the dais, and stalked out of the throne room. Her boots clicked loudly across the floor. She carefully coiled her qolas and wiped the blood from its blade on her tunic.

			For some reason, all she could think of was the satrap’s last utterance: Your words are a prayer, but your deeds a damnation. Those scars on your face won’t be the last.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Having parents who raised themselves from Returk refugees to the upper class of Cresian society, Amara often dreamed of an invitation to the palace. The prestige it would bring her family. And as a student of architecture, she dreamed of a firsthand look at the stunning building’s design. To admire the melding of the domes and sculptural reliefs of the Jaru period and the angular, ever-reaching styles of the current age. To compare the palace layout to the drawings she’d studied so intently. 

			But not like this.

			Roshan had hauled her and Raik, bound by chains and slung over a horse, to one of the back entrances and handed them over to guards. They got food and water, then burlap sacks over their heads as they sat silent for hours in what smelled like a camel stall. Time crawled until a gruff-voiced guard said, “The king’s called for you.”

			Raik bumped her as they were dragged into a stuffy corridor. “A good sign. He still needs us for his job, or we’d be headed to an executioner.” In a whisper, he added, “Remember, we can circle back after.”

			Right. All part of the plan. For them to take the king’s job but return to check on her family and see Esonta after. That was all she wanted now. That was how she would get through this.

			Bound hand and foot, she shuffled along a smooth, slick surface that was likely a marble floor. She’d read the history of the Ivory Palace’s construction in her schooling. Most of the flooring was white marble, transported five hundred leagues from beyond Tireen, with hand-laid, flower-patterned ceramic tiles at center points.

			This was going to be her first visit to court. Shackled, stinking from sweat, and eyes sunken from starvation. Her grand reveal.

			What would Mother think? What would any of her family think? Were they all right?

			A lump formed in her throat.

			As a child, she thought of her impulses to steal as a sickness. One that might have come from the day she fell asleep inside the banyan maze outside her parents’ home. The day she’d found the nightspirit.

			But that awareness did nothing to stanch those impulses from progressing.

			At twelve, after five flawed but successful break-ins, she was caught—dangling from a neighbor’s four-story window, screaming for help as her pockets leaked jewelry to the street. Her parents used their connections and bribes to keep her from the city guard. They loved her and found excuses for her in what they called the “troubling changes of youth.”

			They’d believed her when she said it would never happen again.

			But at fourteen, it did.

			Culminating in her father discovering the Solars painting The Mother of a Prophet stashed in their attic. The church’s prize artifact had hung prominently at the Pirathi church her family attended as distinguished parishioners, despite their secret practice of Jaru worship at home.

			Amara couldn’t help herself.

			Her mother came to her room that night, cheeks wet, black hair frazzled, and sat on her bed.

			“Why?”

			Amara bit her lip and shrugged.

			“Do you hate this family that much? You’ll ruin us. If anyone finds out what you’ve done—”

			That was when her father burst into the room. His nostrils were flaring, his entire body shaking with rage.

			“They took Falatha’s hands! They took his hands for failing to guard that painting. I voted for that judgment.”

			He slapped her across the face twice before her crying mother jammed herself between them.

			Her younger brother, Veer, was also left traumatized by her thefts. He’d defended her and her family’s honor the first few times she’d been caught. But by this time, he had enough. He yelled from her doorway, “She lies, and she takes! Always. She doesn’t care about us!”

			After days of anguish and tears, her mother finally said, “Just promise, dear. Promise me, no more.”

			Amara pitied her puffy face and told her the lie she wanted to hear.

			So her family kept the theft a secret—though her father and brother barely spoke to her for a year after—and the priceless painting stayed locked in the attic.

			Soon after, she’d met the Queen of Thieves, Esonta Golem. She took Amara in as a pupil. As she learned, the Guild of Golem covered her earlier mistakes until Amara, with the nightspirit as her aid, stopped making any. She became the most prolific and famous thief in Cresia for five uncatchable years—all while living in her parents’ home, accepting their love and praise of her reformation.

			What would they think of her now? They must know what she’d done.

			A door swung open in front of her, and fresh air rushed in. She wished she could be free of the sack over her head to breathe deeper. As she trudged across the door’s threshold, her skin tightened at the cool temperature of the room. Her bonds and footsteps echoed all around her.

			“Yes. Bring them to me,” came a voice that echoed like a hundred beetles crawling up the walls. The Ivory King. The acoustic effect was an architectural feature that funneled his voice up the Sky Spire above his throne.

			“Don’t be intimidated. He pisses and shits like the rest of us,” Raik said from nearby.

			A thump. A guard must’ve knocked him.

			Her annoyance at the sack finally got the better of her. “Are the hoods quite necessary?”

			“No, leave the sacks, I beg of you,” Raik said from a step behind her. “If Sir Roshan is around, they do wonders to shield us from his breath.”

			A frustrated sigh let Amara know that Roshan was indeed present.

			The king’s laugh followed. The sound was closer than she’d thought. He was right in front of her.

			She attempted a mock curtsey in chains. “Your Holiness, what precisely do you want with me?”

			If the king were holding court, there would’ve been a gasp of outrage at this insolence, but there was no reply. That meant even high-ranking members had been dismissed. Only those most favored—or in this case, most disfavored—had the privilege of a private audience.

			“Jalan,” the king said, “take Master Raikeesh to my war room and deliver my terms. I would speak with Miss Salasthar outside the range of his traitorous ears.”

			Being this close, the spire’s effect on the King’s voice was considerably lessened, and it seemed a much softer baritone. Still, Amara winced at hearing him say her family’s name.

			The guards grunted, and Raik’s chains shook.

			“If it’s all the same to you, Your Holiness, I’d prefer to stay,” he said, his voice straining as he struggled with the guards.

			“My beautiful doe, please relax our unruly guest and give Jalan some assistance in removing him,” the king said. From the sound of his voice, he was turned away from Amara, facing someone else.

			The cadence of soft-heeled footsteps traveled away from the King. Then a thud, Raik sighing, and the struggle stopped.

			“Marvelous,” said the king.

			As the heeled steps passed her, Amara detected a fragrance she couldn’t quite place. The person said nothing as they joined the guards, who took Raik away. When the clicking boots were out of earshot, the hood was yanked from Amara’s head.

			She squinted up at the Sky Spire. It was more exquisite than any depiction from her books. The autumn sunlight refracted through the glass arrangement at the peak, then spiraled into a beam shimmering with dust. It was impossible not to follow that beam to the raised dais and the king sitting on his throne.

			If she hadn’t already decided on her absolute hatred for him, Amara would have dropped to a knee at his beauty. His glassy brown-blue eyes and angelic aura were perfect. His flowing black hair set the fashion for all Cresian men. Long like the line of Ivory Kings. Long like Cresian ledgers. Long like their cruelty.

			Roshan stood in contrast next to him, dressed in a white linen robe, one arm in a sling and sneering. Bruised but much better healed than she’d expected.

			Last, there was the king’s advisor. Her father spoke of him only in hushed tones. He was called the Old Walker, and he smiled at her as if he were her grandfather.

			“I’m happy to see that the king’s torturer didn’t hurt you,” the Walker said.

			“This maniac?” She pointed her chin at Roshan.

			The king shook his head. “The other one.” His eyes widened at her, and then he opened his mouth and licked his teeth as if imitating—

			“Tetse?” She couldn’t stop herself from saying it.

			Laughter erupted from the king.

			His throne slipped back on some kind of mechanism. Two blue-robed servants stepped forward, spreading their arms and blocking her view of him.

			The king knew of Tetse? That monster was the king’s torturer? She looked between the guards, the Old Walker, and the knight. They all seemed as amused as the king.

			As his attendants dropped their arms, the king rolled forward and said, “A king needs all kinds of subjects, Miss Salasthar. Wouldn’t you agree?”

			Amara didn’t. She pursed her lips and stared at him.

			Roshan’s face twitched in anger. He descended the dais. “His Holiness asked a question, traitor.” He raised his good arm to hit her.

			“You slapped me before. Are you quite satisfied with that result?” She glanced meaningfully to the sling his arm was in.

			He stepped forward to deliver the blow, but the king cut him off.

			“Enough, Sir Roshan. Stand down.”

			Roshan grunted, spun on his heel, and returned to the king. A dozen red lines of what must be blood ran across his wide back. He’d been whipped. It should have brought her satisfaction, but instead, she realized how afraid she should be.

			Amara swallowed.

			The king’s chair shifted again, and when he came back, he looked confused.

			The bare-chested Old Walker prompted him. “Your Holiness, what about your Nightspirit Thief?”

			“My Nightspirit. Yes,” the king said, blinking. “You are my sworn subject, remember. You wouldn’t believe my surprise hearing a family from Returk—a family Cresia took pity on when Harkan destroyed their home years ago—raised this notorious thief. One with such an imposing reputation. And one who, despite serious transgressions toward me, has a surprisingly heroic name among the people.”

			“Surprises are very rare for His Holiness, my dear,” added the Old Walker.

			The king stood and pulled a jeweled dagger from his chainmail. He tossed it into the air, spinning it hilt over blade. It dropped into his hands. If his court were behind her, Amara was sure they would’ve applauded.

			“It’s created a problem for me. Anytime someone is thought a hero, they challenge my authority,” the king explained. “A king’s power, and power in general, is an agreement between rulers and the ruled. When the ruled declare anyone their hero, they’re dishonoring this agreement. Unfortunately, the ruler is obligated to remove that hero.”

			“Or a ruler and hero can cooperate,” suggested the Old Walker, his thick curling eyebrows rising sharply.

			Amara considered this. “Why?”

			The king’s throne shifted, and the blue robes flourished forward again.

			The Old Walker went on without him. “Mutual benefit and respect, of course. Imagine our nation’s success if only we cooperated more, Your Holiness.”

			The attendants stepped away, and the glassy-eyed king shrugged off the Walker’s words. He twirled the dagger. “Let us consider this a different way: your family, survivors of Returk and now on the cusp of the aristocracy. Can you imagine what they’ve been through since the rest of the bloodsuckers realized their daughter is the Nightspirit Thief?” He gestured toward the empty audience of the throne room, then pointed at the rune knight. “You stole plans of our siege in Pardo that resulted in the capture of Sir Roshan’s father. You’ve stolen from so many in my court. How many want revenge? How many think your family’s rise came from your thefts?”

			Amara imagined her father’s tanned face, gaunt; her mother staring in disbelief; and her wide-eyed brother pleading his innocence. “They had no part in this.”

			The king ignored her. “I have them in custody. Safe. Here in the palace.”

			The Old Walker gave her a solemn look.

			Amara frowned. “You cannot possibly hold them. Not because of what I’ve done. I take full responsibility. They had no part in my actions.”

			 “I have a task for you,” the king said. “But you must understand my leverage before we move forward. I will hold them until you complete it.”

			“How can you?” she asked quickly, her voice cracking. “Even the aristocracy would admit a whole family cannot be jailed for the actions of one child.”

			“She has a point, my lord,” said the Old Walker.

			The double doors at the end of the throne room opened with a dull boom. The king took a moment to observe, and Amara turned as well.

			Fully armored rune knights flanked the figure walking toward them. It appeared to be a priest of some sort, all dressed in black, a cowl hanging over a bowed head.

			The king seemed amused by this and continued. “She does have a point. It’s true, we couldn’t do something so rash as to send them to Zol. But a few weeks in the palace holding cells while you complete my task and I declare an investigation? Considering how many you stole from, I think the aristocracy could tolerate that.”

			“But my king,” said the Old Walker. “No one can control what happens in prison. Even the royal prisons.” 

			Amara barely noticed. Her focus was on the man in black. There was something familiar about him. He stopped and pulled back his hood. Amara’s heart hammered in her chest as she stared at the wild black hair and sharpened teeth.

			The king’s voice rang in her ears. “Defy me. Fail me. And they share a cell with this one.”

			Tetse.
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			Raik

			CHAPTER NINE

			Raik blinked and shook his head. He willed his eyes to focus, but they wouldn’t quite comply. Was this a dream?

			He sat, clamped hand and foot, to a wooden armchair in a domed, skylit room, judging by the intensity of the light. Two tall, stoic figures stood on either side of him, fuzzy metal men in his blurred vision. Across from him, completely out of focus, sat a short, pudgy mass. Probably a man. The mass spoke, but he couldn’t understand the muffled words. Last, there was the demon hovering off to the right, its single horn reaching a foot over its head.

			Raik tried speaking, but his mouth was mush.

			The demon replied in a hiss he couldn’t quite decipher, but he understood the last word: “Sssoon.”

			Would he be dead soon? No, that couldn’t be true. Not for him.

			He blinked again, his vision slowly clearing. Ceiling-high rosewood shelves spread across the three walls he could see, engraved with animals and flowers. The faded spines of books lined the shelves to the left and right, but weaponry dominated the far end. A golden three-pronged trident, an expensive version of a weapon he’d seen pit fighters use in Garno, was displayed prominently. Raik recognized it as the famous and favored rune weapon of Tiraj I, used in the First Rune War. Next to it was Harkan’s helm. Raik immediately averted his eyes from that terrible weapon. Beneath these items was a set of Cresian elephant blades—made to attach to the tusks—and a spiked trunk sleeve.

			A large square table, too tall for dining, sat in the middle of the room, a giant map etched into its surface. That gave it away; they were in the war room of the Ivory Palace.

			“You were right about the eyes. He’s drifting back to reality,” said the heavy-set man sitting across from him. Fat-faced, with a stubby nose, he spoke in a whiny tone that made Raik’s left eye twitch. He wore yellow robes that almost matched the tinge of his brown skin, and he held a letter in his hands.

			“What happened?” asked Raik.

			“You resisted His Holiness’s command, so his, umm . . .” The man gestured his head toward the demon. “She helped you comply.”

			Raik’s head throbbed. “Yes, she seems helpful.”

			The woman, not a demon, stood on the far end of the map table. She was almost as tall as Raik, wearing a ridiculously revealing costume that clung to her athletic body. She watched him through a gazelle-horned half mask.

			The pig-faced man shrugged and skimmed the contents of his letter.

			Raik glanced at the palace guards flanking him, then back to the man. “I want out of these chains. Now,” he said. With a slight flex, he tested the strength of his bonds. The manacles were strong, but the chair was thin teak.

			The man glanced up from the parchment but ignored the request. A small bead of sweat formed on his forehead. He reached into his robes and pulled out an object he concealed with his pudgy hands.

			“I’m serious,” said Raik. “I am, as you know, employed by His Holiness.”

			“Hmm,” said the man. He kept his eyes on the paper. “His Holiness is unsure. Your delivery of Miss Salasthar seems to have gone off course.”

			“I can explain that,” Raik said calmly. He’d been planning this tale since Roshan emerged from the wreckage of the carriage. A story about an escape attempt to earn Amara’s trust—but making sure it never succeeded. It might work. His own confidence in the story would be crucial, though.

			“His Holiness doesn’t want your explanations. He wants a guarantee of your loyalty that words cannot supply.”

			“And these chains are supposed to accomplish that? Let me out and talk to me.”

			“You are a thief, are you not? His Holiness’s trust has limits.”

			“Thief?” said Raik. “I’m a smuggler.”

			The man narrowed his eyes. “Yes, well, excuse His Holiness for missing the nuance.”

			Raik licked his dried lips. “I doubt the king misses anything.”

			The man walked behind him, and Raik strained to watch. A massive cloth scroll painting spanned the wall behind him—The Fall of Returk Pt. 2, a Solars masterpiece. Its main depiction was a long stone-walled city ablaze in an orange-black fire. Standing in the foreground, back to the viewer, smoldered a single knight—Harkan, the one who’d lit it.

			Seeing that horror commemorated, Raik grimaced. He resigned himself to facing forward.

			“First, His Holiness will pay you in addition to the freedoms this job will grant you.”

			“An insult,” said Raik.

			“I’m sorry?”

			“The money means nothing, and you know that.”

			“Second—” A nervous tremble started in the man’s voice. Raik could hear him fumbling with something. “Second is this!” He rammed a needle into Raik’s neck and injected something.

			Raik rocked his head forward, then stood and snapped it back. The base of his skull smashed into the man’s nose as the chair splintered at its midpoint.

			Raik dove to the ground and kicked out the nearest guard’s leg with a bone-breaking crack.

			Then he rolled—somewhat awkwardly with the parts of the chair still clamped to him—to the map table, positioning it between him and the others. He stood, slightly off-balance, hands still bound behind his back to the arms of the chair.

			The woman in the costume hadn’t moved, but the confidence in her posture established her as the most dangerous person in the room. The pig-faced man who injected him slumped under the painting, holding his face, while the other guard’s hand rested on his scimitar. They didn’t advance, though. They were watching. Or waiting?

			Raik wasn’t about to let that hesitation go unpunished. He tried to break his arms free and lunge for the trident, but his legs gave out. As he dropped to his knees, a sharp pain crawled up his right arm.

			“What . . . is . . . happening?” he asked, trying to catch his breath.

			“D-devlin extract.” The woman approached him. “A root f-found in parts of the Tireen jungle closest to T-Talos.”

			Raik gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. Talos. Of course. She was a Kithkarnin, and this was one of her poisons.

			 A searing heat pulsed from his neck down his right arm, but the irons trapping his wrists wouldn’t let him grab at it.

			The Kithkarnin woman grabbed his irons and twisted a key in the lock, freeing him. He fell to the ground, clutching at his throbbing arm.

			“How . . . stop it,” Raik stammered.

			The man answered, his voice now more nasal than shrill, “It’s an ingenious poison, really. At low potency, it’s disorientation and short-lived paralysis. A medium dose induces a kind of false death—no pulse, barely a breath. Some men have been mistakenly buried alive because of it. Higher doses bring death within minutes. But the most interesting is when it’s blended with a bit of cryner. Then it takes weeks to work through the victim. Slows the metabolism, cripples their breathing, and keeps them in quite a bit of pain. Most of the victims commit suicide instead of waiting it out.”

			Raik twisted on the ground. A searing sensation spread up his other arm. He tried focusing elsewhere, but his eyes kept drifting to the painting: a single knight watching his fire turn women and babes to ash. Raik closed his eyes.

			“There is an antidote,” said a new voice. The king’s. When had he entered the room? “But it has a price.”

			Raik groaned in pain. Yet through it, his mantra pushed into his thoughts.

			The most powerful force in the world is knowing what people want to believe and convincing them they’re right.

			And so Raik groaned just a bit louder than his pain required. It wasn’t hard to do.

			The pig-faced man cleared his throat. “Yes. The antidote is administered daily from a varying mixture of three ingredients. In a few weeks, the effect of the poison passes, but miss a day and . . .”

			Raik’s lungs constricted. He forced air out of them for a wheeze to seem on the cusp of collapse. He let drool slip from his mouth as he spoke. “What do you want from me?”

			Come closer, he willed the king.

			The king did, leaning over top of him. “Unwavering, unquestioning loyalty.”

			And now it was time to answer a question. Could Raik push through the pain and snap the Ivory King’s neck? Maybe. Would that bring him closer to stealing the runes? Was killing the answer? He closed his eyes and remembered his rules.

			Never kill.

			Never use runes lest they use you.

			He sighed. “You have it.”

			“Of course I do. Give him a small dose, Kahli. And send for more,” the king said and walked away.

			The masked woman, Kahli, poured a sticky and sour concoction into Raik’s mouth. He didn’t have to fake the relief he felt as it eased the poison.

			**********

			An hour later, Raik flexed his right arm for the fifth time and licked his lips. There was a new salty flavor in his mouth that he’d been told was a side effect of the poison.

			The king, standing at the head of the war room’s map table, allowed him to sit as Roshan and Amara entered. She was no longer bound, and there were no signs of physical abuse. Her head was lowered though, and she met his eyes briefly as she made her way to the table.

			He mouthed, Sorry, to her.

			She nodded.

			She was still going to be important. To get every last rune and destroy them, he needed her. 

			He inhaled deeply and took stock of his health. The burning in his veins was lighter, but the poison was still alive inside him, resting, waiting to take hold again. The place where he rammed his head into the pig-faced man was throbbing. The worst pain you do to yourself.

			Raik forced himself to stand and wobbled as a bout of nausea passed. His first step was more of a stumble, but once he gained momentum, he made it to the map table.

			“So. Now you tell us the job . . . Your Holiness?” he asked, bracing himself.

			The king scrutinized the map etched into the table. “It’s about the Jeweled Lands. It’s about runes.”

			Raik nodded. “Of course it is.”

			The politics of the Jeweled Lands, even after three wars, was never about anything else. The tiny stones, fallen from the heavens an age ago, were used to radically change or even reverse the weight of steel. A strong enough rune in the right armor could make a fifty-foot-high leap possible or root a person to the ground stronger than any tree. They also healed injuries and did far stranger and unbelievable things if you got creative with their use. The power balance tipped as the Ivory King used every means in his vast arsenal to acquire more of the powerful stones. He’d used Kithkarnin assassinations, like the one against the high satrap, to take a single rune while removing a powerful leader. He’d sacrificed entire legions in the south to find more.

			Roshan cleared his throat, prompting Raik to look at his frowning face. He was recovering from his injuries, a living example of the power of the runes. He stood on the opposite side of the map table from the king, overlooking the northeastern section: the nation of Duraktapur. The one nation that held Cresia’s—the Ivory Empire’s—ambition in check. The balance in runes between the two countries was the reason for the Quiet Truce.

			“Bad place to stand, friend.” Raik nodded to Duraktapur. “His Holiness has powerful designs on that side of the table.”

			“Don’t presume to tell me what to do,” said Roshan. “And we’re not fucking friends.”

			“Agreed,” said Amara, her hair framed her scowl.

			The king waved a hand at their sparring. “Leverage, in my experience, is the most important thing. So long as you can find—or create leverage, you win. Toward the end of the rune wars, when Harkan the Enduring distracted the Sticks, our leverage was numbers. We had the same number of runes as Duraktapur, but we trained more of our army into knights.”

			Raik gripped the edge of the table listening to this story. The king spoke like he’d been there, as Raik had. As if he had firsthand knowledge instead of history’s propaganda.

			Raik looked down at the map and surveyed the vast Mazstik desert that stretched along the southern borders of both Cresia and Duraktapur. What would the world be like if the Sticks won the last war? If the queen of the Mazstik, the Hazam Queen, ruled instead of men? The Ivory King had never felt her bite. Never faced her power. The children in Cresia were barely taught of her existence.

			“I thought the leverage was backstabbing Duraktapur while the Sticks were distracted,” said Raik.

			The Old Walker entered the room just then. “A tactical opportunity,” he said. “One that carved out territory for us and built up our allies. His Holiness comes from a wise lineage.”

			This man had served two previous Ivory Kings as an advisor. And with each succession, the Walker became more powerful. He was also widely regarded as one of the Jeweled Lands’ foremost experts on runes. That might explain his longevity, though Raik doubted this old man knew more than he did. Nonetheless, knowledge of the runes made him dangerous.

			“I wish poison weren’t necessary for your loyalty,” the Old Walker said in a lowered voice as he stood next to Raik. “But what is loyalty if not a poison to the self?”

			“Spoken like a true patriot,” Raik replied. The old man gave him a toothy grin.

			Amara cleared her throat, and Raik looked across the table at her. Her eyebrows were arched high and her lips pursed, a look Raik was becoming familiar with.

			“Military history is riveting.” She cast a dismissive glance at the map. “Can we move on to what you need, Your Holiness?”

			The king chuckled. “Direct. Surprising for a thief, but I understand your impatience.”  He waved a hand to the Old Walker to proceed.

			“Yes, yes. Our spies have reported Duraktapur is emboldened to make an attack on us. The Quiet Truce is ending. We prepare for war.” The Walker grabbed two of the miniature wooden elephants set near the edge of the table. “We’ve taken some rash steps to reclaim full control of our resources in the west.” He made a wry face at Kahli, placing a wooden elephant on the city of Jharwada. “And recently, we’ve rooted out a weakness only our king could see in our siege of Pardo, where we are well on our way to recovering Sir Roshan’s father. It’s almost enough to feel safe.” He placed the other elephant at the southern edge of Cresia’s border with Mazstik.

			“Almost, but not quite,” offered Raik. Because it never was.

			He’d studied the Walker as the old man spoke, watching the way his lips curled as he described the steps taken. Clearly, the man did not agree with the tactics his king used.

			“Yes,” said the king. “I fear the next conflict will cost more lives than the rune wars.”

			Raik shivered. More than the rune wars. When the runes were plenty and rune knights were godlings. None like Harkan, but each a lightning bolt that could end life almost as fast. When the air crackled with energy and boiling blood seared the earth.

			He rubbed his eyes.

			“What?” asked Amara, who’d caught his reaction.

			He answered honestly. “I don’t want another war. And I don’t understand what this has to do with us.”

			The Walker continued. “Each year on the anniversary of the Quiet Truce, Norys—the so-called Grand Durovan—displays Duraktapur’s collection of runes. A display of power for all their citizens to celebrate. The grand gallery of their fortress is open for all to bear witness to their strength—which means they’re close enough to steal.”

			He plunked three additional elephants on Duraktapur. The King nodded and gave a vacant smile while he picked at his eyes.

			Raik laughed. “You think me and this woman can get across the border, break into Duraktapur’s main Fortress—the Duraktapur—and leave with their runes?”

			The Old Walker put a hand on his shoulder. “It would prevent the war if you were successful. Plus, we’re sending a Kithkarnin with you.”

			Raik ran his fingers through his hair.

			“I’ve seen sketches of it. Can it be that bad?” asked Amara. There was a little desperation in her voice.

			“It stood up to sieges,” Raik said. “It stood up to the incursion. It’s—”

			“We send shadows, not hordes,” interrupted the king. He reached for the wooden elephant placed at Jharwada and slid it to Duraktapur.

			Raik looked over at Roshan and Kahli, hoping one of them would join him as a voice of reason. They did not.

			Raik had planned on taking Cresia’s runes first. Between the two nations, the Ivory King was the far more dangerous ruler. Far more likely to become the next rune tyrant. But Raik had other plans, hideouts, and contacts set up for eventual moves in Duraktapur as well. It wasn’t ideal, but he could start there if he had to.

			 “Your Holiness, I understand your intentions, but the main fortress in Duraktapur is said to be impregnable, and stealing from a public display is brazen and most likely impossible.”

			The king considered this for a moment. “They said it was impossible to survive the amount devlin poison you were given, Master Raik. But, thanks to me, here you stand.”

			Raik couldn’t argue with that.

			The king nodded to an attendant entering the room, and she walked toward Kahli. The attendant handed her vials of the antidote.

			“Two weeks. That’s the supply I’m sending. Enough to make you well.” He paused and then turned meaningfully to Amara. “And keep other things safe.”

			Raik tilted his head at Amara. What leverage did the king have on her?

			She sighed but nodded, moving around a few of the miniature elephants on the Ivory King’s map. Raik rubbed his beard as he noticed her palming one of them. Thief to her core. No one else seemed to notice.

			“Excellent,” said the king, breaking the short silence. “I look forward to hearing your plan tomorrow!”

			Raik shrugged. He’d be taking Duraktapur’s runes first. So be it.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER TEN

			Despite the exhaustion, dreams of Tetse made rest impossible. His twisted form grew larger with each step as he cornered her family in the darkness of a heating room from Zol. He whispered a toothy ‘thank-you’ to her before plucking their eyes out and peeling off their skin.

			She awoke on an embroidered rug, fists clenched.

			She’d refused the bed when a servant led her into this opulent room and said, “His Holiness reserves this bed for only his most favored of mistresses.” And then, noting Amara’s bruised and bedraggled condition, added slyly, “I’ve run a bath for you, miss. You should clean up. His Holiness is known to wander the palace spreading his blessings.”

			Amara had taken her up on the luxurious bath. It had been poured behind a rosewood screen in the back corner of the high-ceilinged room. And by Kartajani did that blessed water feel refreshing after the prison, the wagon, and the hooded bondage.

			Once the servant left, Amara dragged one of the ivory-trimmed dressers to bar the door and slept on the rug so she’d sleep light.

			Now, she turned her head slowly toward the shuttered window, thankful for the daylight that crept through the slats. She wanted to get on with stealing the runes as fast as possible so her family would be safe.

			The nightspirit purred, waking from its slumber as well. The rumbling vibration in her mind distracted her from the nightmares about Tetse. But instead of calming her like it used to, the rumble kindled a new anxiety. The nightspirit had been changing. Deepening, ever since the incident with Tetse.

			She got up and shuffled to the window. She slipped the shutters open, letting in a humid morning breeze that bore the grunts and pungent smells of camels from the stables below.

			The city sprawled out before her, a tangle of sun-blasted adobe buildings and streets tinged with the blue sand that swirled in from the south. Donkey-led carts trundled along, full of mangos, guava, gutted goats, and all kinds of other goods destined for the markets just beginning to open. At the far end of her view, where the Great Serpent River formed the city’s natural western border, women balanced the day’s water in clay pots on their heads. Scores of children attempting to mimic them with smaller containers spilled most of their contents as they careened behind.

			Amara leaned out the window and craned her head right, a smile touching her thin lips.

			Just beyond the northern wall peeked a ridge of uneven stone shapes. The Jaru-themed tips of the thousand mausoleums of the necropolis. The home of her guild—Esonta’s dead city. “What is hidden by the dead will never be seen.” She whispered her guild’s code.

			For hundreds of years, Cresians were laid to rest in those tombs, built high and adorned with reliefs of the old gods and their children. The Ivory Empire changed that by moving to Pirathi’s practice of returning ashes to the Divine by scattering them in the river. But even when new kings and new religions had no use for it, the expansive necropolis thrived. The poor flocked to it for shelter, and Esonta took it for their guild’s home. It was a daily testament that the Ivory Empire had limits on what it could erase or police even within the shadow of its own capital.

			She left the window and slid the dresser she’d barred the door with back into place, then ran her fingers along the top of the backside, testing a theory she’d been too tired to attempt the night before. She stopped at the first protruding nail head and smiled. The dresser was made by a Cresian master craftsman and therefore included fasteners of considerable quality. Pinching the head between her fingernails, she patiently worked it back and forth. The sliver-thin casing nail, hand-forged for hardness and about five inches long, released from the softwood.

			Just about perfect.

			But the best test of a tool was its use. Amara knelt and peered intently at the bottom drawer’s dangling pull handle. Slender brass.

			Using the nail, she pried at the delicate hinge. It took a few tries, but Amara had conquered far sturdier connections, and she eventually popped the handle free.

			She set both tools on the dresser and nodded to herself. The handle was longer, but they were both slim enough to fit into all but the tightest locks together. The nail could be a workable hook, and the handle an excellent twist—foundational pieces for a lockpicking set. Esonta Golem would’ve been proud of her resourcefulness.

			She folded away her new tools, pocketed the miniature elephant she’d impulsively nicked from the king’s war room, and moved to leave the room. It would be good to be first to breakfast, and maybe she’d be early enough to miss the king.

			Pulling the door open, she was met by a striking female form blocking the doorway.

			Amara took a sharp breath and stepped back. It was the masked woman from the war room the previous day—but this time dressed like Chela, the spider goddess who knit the three hells together. An intricate black half-mask spread like a web across the left side of the woman’s golden-brown face and amplified the radiance of her green eyes. She had sun-bleached hair that spun out like golden silk; she was likely Tireenian. Her tall, athletic frame was scantily covered by a semitranslucent black wrap that barely covered the top of her thighs. Amara had never seen a woman this stunning.

			She blinked and steadied herself from the surprise. “Miss? Are you to be our chaperone?”

			A puzzled look crossed the woman’s masked face.

			“Escort then?” Amara offered.

			“The i-implication is protection and g-guidance. Th-that would be false. And—my name is Kahli.”

			Amara bristled at the beautiful woman’s tone. “What’s your role in our mission? Enlighten me.”

			The woman paused again. Amara fought a twitch of impatience.

			“Th-threat removal,” Kahli said. “Any th-threat to the k-king’s success, I will remove.”

			Kahli kept her eyes fixed on Amara, and Amara held the gaze. Perhaps it was foolish—considering this was a trained assassin working for the king, someone who could kill her within seconds—but ingrained in Amara was a desire to push. To dare.

			“Beautiful,” called Raik strolling toward them.

			Another early riser.

			Amara kept her eyes locked forward, but Kahli glanced at the smuggler. When she returned to Amara’s steady stare, a half-smile touched the assassin’s face as if to say she was fine with Amara winning a staring contest.

			Raik was dressed exactly as he had been when Amara first saw him—with his strange red coat hanging open over layers of black tunics beneath. His hair partially obscured his face.

			“Beautiful . . .” he said again, smirking at Amara before looking up to the domed ceiling. “. . . morning to hatch a plan. The Old Walker wants to begin over breakfast. Our earless friend already came by my room to make sure I was awake. I assume our assassin friend is here doing the same?”

			Amara answered by edging toward the staircase to the dining hall.

			“So, Kahli. Antidote?” Raik’s voice was full of casual goodwill.

			“What d-deed have you done to deserve it?” she replied.

			Amara stopped moving. Raik quirked his head as if he hadn’t heard correctly.

			Kahli stared back.

			“Don’t test me.” A lurking menace erased the usual calm in Raik’s tone.

			A small chill crept up Amara’s spine at how natural it sounded. As if all his other words were an act.

			But then, as if catching himself, he winked at Amara.

			He reached into his coat and produced a cylindrical, copper scroll case. He twirled it once in his hand. “Will this suffice?” He looked at Kahli but passed Amara the case.

			After pausing to examine it, Amara flipped the top of the case open and extracted the rolled parchment within. It was a faded top-down drawing of a large building. The rooms, hallways, and landmarks were noted in the architect’s shorthand. In the bottom margin was the name of the building.

			She couldn’t help but smile. “Fortress of Duraktapur.”

			The thought of breaking into this fortress city made Amara’s heart quicken. She squeezed the scroll case to get the blood flowing to her fingers. The unknown challenge of it and the stakes involved sent a tingling sensation through her. When she thought of her parents, she knew it was a selfish and shameful excitement—but the thrill persisted.

			“This is the original blueprint,” Raik said. “It’ll need some updating when we get there. But it’s a start.”

			Amara still couldn’t believe that was the target. The city set in a mountain range, right where the Great Serpent—the massive river that flowed through all the Jeweled Lands—began.

			Kahli flicked a vial at Raik. He snatched it out of the air, popped the cork, and drank the contents. He rubbed his left arm, and his eyes brightened.

			“Now,” he said over his shoulder. “Planning on an empty stomach is no fun. Let’s eat.”

			Amara followed in a daze, trying to visualize Duraktapur enough to plan a break-in.

			What she knew was the history. The fortress was home to the ancient and genderless ruler, Norys, the Grand Durovan, and it was impregnable to siege or assault because it was embedded in the side of a mountain and supplied by the Great Serpent. It was also overseen by Duraktapur’s elite order, the Durovan. Norys created them to be a uniform ruling class, combining military, engineering, and education under one banner. Acceptance to their ranks was based on intellect only. And under the watch of the Durovan, the fortress had never fallen. Not to Harkan and his rune helm. Not to the Sticks during the third rune war.

			**********

			Amara paused at the small side door to the dining room. Warm flatbreads, chapatis and naans, were stacked on either end of a long table. Spread between were bowls of cartin chutney, sliced goat cheese, and assorted fruits. The smells reminded Amara of home. She let herself indulge in the memory until she noticed Roshan lounging near the head of the table. His horrid, scowling face, which yesterday had been tinged with purple and red bruising, was a healthy brown this morning. His arm was no longer in a sling.

			She blinked in disbelief.

			“Runes,” said Raik, his eyes following her gaze. “They affect blood and body when kept close to the skin.”

			“The one in his sword did that?” Amara whispered, not wanting to draw attention as they entered the room.

			“I wouldn’t assume that’s his only rune. The amount he has and the longer he’s used them, the better they work.”

			Amara knew runes were used by the military, but aside from children’s stories, her understanding of the stones was limited to their impact on architectural history. Some of the most impressive buildings, like the Sky Spire, Duraktapur’s fortress, and the Bridge of Pyran, would be impossible to build now. They were from a time when runes were plentiful and used in methods too dangerous for regular construction.

			Seeing Roshan healed by runes was eerie and unnatural.

			She sat at the end of the table as far from the man as she could. Raik sat across from her. “So they’d be of no use for you or me?” she asked.

			Raik’s eye twitched, and he licked his lips. As Kahli sat two chairs over from him, he said, “Not exactly. Enough runes can heal without bonding. But he’d probably only need one.”

			Amara tilted her head. “Yet his ears are still gone?”

			“Right. If he had runes with him for ten or twenty more years, the bond might be strong enough to grow them back. Practically, though, the runes only heal fresh wounds.”

			She wanted to ask Raik how he knew so much about the runes, but Roshan looked up at them and noticed their stares. He snickered. “I’m hard to kill. Disappointed?” He stood and ran a hand along the table as he moved closer.

			“I w-wonder how hard,” Kahli said. Her voice was soft, but Amara recognized the challenging look again.

			“Perhaps we’ll find out.” Roshan took a seat beside Amara.

			“As you can see,” Raik said, smiling at Amara, “runes are no cure for personality defects.”

			The knight glowered, and Amara looked around the room to show her disinterest in the conversation. The Ivory King’s reputed love for brightness and presentation seemed well-earned in this room. Filtered light glowed through a towering window on the eastern wall, illuminating a massive, ivory inlaid mural of an elephant on the western one. The trunk was curled up, and the polished tusks of the massive beast framed the double-doored main entrance, which suddenly swung open.

			In strolled the Old Walker, wearing sleeveless orange robes. 

			He snatched a block of cheese and confidently sat at the head of the enormous mahogany table; the place Amara would have assumed was reserved for the king.

			“So, great smuggler,” the Old Walker said. “Have you given thought to how you’ll cross the border?” His curling eyebrows furrowed as he bit into the cheese.

			Raik shrugged. “Along the banks of the Great Serpent. Preferably at night and without horses or camels. Slow and steady.”

			Amara blanched, drumming her fingers on the table. “How slow?”

			“It does sound slow,” the Old Walker said. “The Great Serpent flows only south, and its banks swell. Are you sure we’d get there in time?”

			Roshan leaned over to Amara, distracting her from Raik’s response. “My father rots in a Pardo prison because of you. This fool’s errand is useless. Your family’s as good as Stick fodder, and so are you.”

			Amara recoiled at his putrid breath. The nightspirit growled inside. For an instant, it pushed a vision to her. Of her snatching his sword from its hilt. Of his stunned expression as she used it like an extended claw, slashing the skin from his face and chest.

			Amara blinked it away. 

			She slid her chair an arm’s length away from Roshan. The nightspirit slunk to the recess of her mind like a disappointed child.

			The Old Walker leaned forward, mouth full of cheese. “I’d like to hear other options. I believe Miss Salasthar’s and the king’s interests are aligned here. They’d both want something more expedient.”

			Raik nodded and carefully pitted a prune, his eyes turning to Amara.

			“Why not go through the garrison at Musapra?” Amara offered. “A straight line is the quickest way between two points.”

			She’d been to Musapra once. It sat at Duraktapur’s territorial border and was Cresia’s largest military outpost. It was hastily erected with wood from the surrounding forests. When it was fortified, the architects left many of the wooden support beams and structures in place. She loved the weaving of past and present in the final design.

			The Old Walker seemed impressed by her suggestion. “Yes. Tell us, Master Raik, why not through Musapra?”

			Raik sipped some water from a terra-cotta mug and eyed Kahli. “How many marks did Kithkarnin kill in Musapra over the past year? Compared to, say, any other city in the empire.”

			“Th-that is for only the D-Divine to know,” Kahli said, tucking a strand of golden hair behind her mask.

			Raik snorted. “It’s the most—by a stretch. Duraktapur employs many spies there. That city and its garrison is our staging ground for war, right? If Norys wanted a read on our king’s military or political intentions, Musapra’s the best place short of this palace to plant spies.”

			The Old Walker chewed a piece of mango, considering Raik’s words, then said, “This is why we chose you, Raikeesh. So there’s no other way but the river?”

			Amara sighed. She picked a fig from her breakfast plate, before pushing it away.

			“Oh, don’t be upset, little thief. Any way you go, you’re mine,” whispered Roshan.

			Amara fixed him with a glare. The pressure of the king, the shame of what she’d done to her parents, the fear of Tetse—was too much. “Enough of your foul threats,” she said, the nightspirit grumbling inside her. “I don’t know anything about your father, but if he’s half as dreadful as you, he deserves whatever he gets.”

			Roshan’s jaw tightened, and he grabbed for her wrist. But she snatched it away as she shot to her feet. Her wooden chair screeched backward and fell over. As Roshan grabbed at her again, she danced behind the chair, keeping it between them.

			He sneered and put a hand to his blade.

			“Enough!” yelled the Old Walker.

			Roshan’s eyes burned.

			“I said enough, Roshan!” The Old Walker’s deep voice boomed with a power that demanded compliance.

			The knight took a step back.

			Raik was by her side then, and Kahli had somehow slipped behind her and Roshan, a hand resting on the chain weapon coiled at her waist.

			The Walker spoke softly again. “Take a walk, Sir Roshan. We are attending to your father’s predicament; your actions should not stain the king’s business.”

			Roshan glared at Amara before obeying the old man. “I’ll see you soon.”

			Amara forced herself to take a few breaths as Raik picked her chair up.

			“Now, what were we discussing?” The Walker calmly returned to slicing some cheese. The scowl he’d worn only a moment earlier was replaced with a kind, grandfatherly smile.

			Amara was buzzing with adrenaline. The nightspirit’s growling in her head was so loud she missed what Raik was trying to say to her.

			“I’m sorry?” she asked, calming herself and the nightspirit.

			“I don’t think he likes you,” Raik said.

			Through bites of food, the old man replied, “There’ll be plenty of time to bond on the trip to Duraktapur.”

			“He’s coming?” Amara asked, her hands balling into fists at her sides. “He wants me to fail. He’ll make us fail.”

			“No, no. He’s a rune knight, my dear. You can always depend on rune knights for three things. They always kill more enemies than ordered. They continue fighting, even when the order is sent to retreat.” The Old Walker took another bite of his cheese, chewing carefully.

			Amara frowned. “And the third?”

			“And they follow orders.” The Walker laughed.

			Raik groaned.

			“Trust me, my dear. I have Sir Roshan very much tamed.”

			The knight seemed the opposite of tame—more like a rabid dog on a fraying leash.

			Raik put a calming hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off. Her mind was reeling. She closed her eyes.

			“Perhaps you’ll feel better if I show why this mission is so important,” the Walker said.

			“Runes, of course,” Raik replied.

			“Certainly.” The Walker rose from his seat, strolling toward the exit. “But talking about runes is like wishing for water in the desert. A mirage in your mind that can’t compare to the taste of the truth.” He crooked his finger, beckoning for the group to follow. “Let me demonstrate the rune’s power to you.”

			He led the way out between the tusks of the elephant and into the corridors of the Ivory Palace. Amara palmed a butter knife for her lockpicking set and then moved between Raik and Kahli. She felt short with them on either side of her—both were a head taller.

			“What do you know of the rune wars, Miss Salasthar?” the Walker asked over his shoulder.

			The history of the rune wars was complicated, full of politics and double-crossings, but her mother summarized them succinctly once. She repeated that as best she could remember.

			“The first one, almost a half-century ago, was when Harkan destroyed the lesser kingdoms. He screamed their walls down with his horrid helm, including our Returk, and took all their runes. Duraktapur and Cresia were the only ones left after he vanished. The second was when those two fortunate survivors didn’t think there had been enough death and tried to fight each other. The third war started when the foul beasts from Mazstik invaded, so we all banded together and fought back the Stick incursion. And since then, the Quiet Truce.”

			“Not bad,” laughed the Walker. “Perhaps your Returkish heritage makes you biased against Harkan, though. Revard Zol’s defense in the Third Rune War would have failed if Harkan hadn’t returned and thrown his murderous rage at the Sticks. The king worships Harkan’s memory, my dear. He even wears Harkan’s helm from time to time.”

			Amara suppressed a gasp. Her mother said that with that helm, Harkan’s voice was a chorus of demons. People bled from their ears when he used it.

			“No, no. Don’t worry. It doesn’t seem to work anymore, and you can hardly blame the king for having Harkan as an idol. The knights of both Duraktapur and Cresia still clip their ears in honor of Harkan, you know. He was their founder.”

			“My experience with rune knights confirms everything I know about their founder,” Amara said, glancing back toward the dining room.

			“Enough history,” the Walker said. “What do you know of runes in combat, my dear?”

			“Mostly rumors and other nonsense. Things too fantastic to believe. His Holiness controls what’s taught in schools, so I’m never quite sure.”

			Kahli sniffed. The spiderweb mask obscured her expression, but Amara could sense the disapproval at her rebellious statement. It was a strange sensation, being so close to the assassin. Part of Amara wanted to glare at her reactions; part of her wanted to stare at her outlandish costume.

			“Fantastic,” Raik repeated her word. “What did you hear that was fantastic?”

			The runes were special, but factual information was sparse aside from their involvement in architecture. She, like all raised in Cresia, learned rune knights were employed by the king to help protect the kingdom. They helped keep away the terrifying Sticks with their runes. But how they did was largely unknown.

			“Armored men, flying through the air. Swords burning and blinding. I used to think them tales for children, really.”

			“Tales never do it justice,” the Old Walker said as they reached the opening to another room.

			Up to this point, everything she had seen in the palace had been a pristine, polished white—with all the expressive terracotta and phylite history of the Jaru covered over by marble and ceramic tiles.

			But not here. Jaru images filled this chapel of sorts, and she couldn’t help but smile at so much of her people’s history.

			A massive relief of Queen Laysasha, the last Jaru ruler before the Divine’s kings, was prominent on one wall. The crocodilian god Sorasku, scales faded and chipped, curled up the side of one of the room’s support columns. A one-eared B’sashti was perched atop the other. Even on the scuffed and faded floor, Amara could see the proud outline of Kartajani’s rhinoceros horn engraved in the stone.

			It felt like the necropolis—Esonta’s dead city—without the tombs.

			Raik and Kahli slipped past her to examine the weapons rack standing by the entrance. Its contents clearly were used against the tall and dented practice dummy in the room’s center.

			The Walker took a position between the rack and the dummy. “Runes, runes,” he said. “Need to be seen in action to appreciate their power. And more importantly, you need to appreciate their power to understand why your task is so crucial. But runes are in short supply, so my demonstration will be small.”

			He opened his palm, revealing a small stone, not much larger than a silk moth. Light burst from it. A rune. Amara had stolen rubies and emeralds before, but never a stone that’s brightness came from within.

			“This is a chipped piece, but as you can see from its glow, its original stone was high quality. It can empower something small. Do you think you could help me, my dear?” he asked Kahli with a sly grin.

			Kahli narrowed her eyes. “The Book of Kith forbids r-rune power. ‘No power without s-sacrifice, no ease w-without addiction.’ Every cy—cyc—” She took a breath. “Every year of my training, I was t-taught never to use weapons like those in combat. I t-took an oath.”

			The old man slapped his head in a mock gesture of remembering. “Ah, yes, the secret killers’ religious oaths. How could I forget something so honorable?”

			“Th-the Kithkarnin are n-not secret, and our v-vows are honorable.”

			“Do you tell that to your victims? The ones who never see you coming and get a knife in the back? My guess is they feel differently about your vows.” The Walker turned to Raik. “I’m sure you’ve seen your share of rune weapons in your business, smuggler. Would you care to help with my demonstration?”

			For a moment, Raik’s face darkened with anticipation and anguish. Then it was replaced with a smug, almost boyish smirk.

			“Never been one to join in, and I never sample the goods I ship.”

			The old man wasn’t buying it. “Come now, Raik—”

			“I’ll do it,” Amara said.

			The old man laughed. “Excellent, excellent.” He reached into a layer of his robes with his free hand. “For something so small, there must be a weapon to fit.”

			He produced a steel rod just longer than his forearm. He handed it to Amara but directed his words about the weapon to Kahli. “You’ll note a few small differences from the wooden sticks you trained with, aside from the material.”

			Amara examined the rod in her hand. It was forged to look like a branch, with a thin vine-like filigree wrapping it. It had a heft to it, but her hand wrapped around the smooth contours at its base, which made it easy to grasp. A small button of sorts caught against her index finger as she gripped it, and she looked up at the Walker before pressing it down.

			The old man nodded to her. “The Turn, it’s called.”

			She ran a finger across the fine work of the Turn. So precise. Who could craft something so intricate? Not a smith. This would require a master jeweler.

			“If you hold it down and pull it back . . .”

			Amara did as she was told, and the button unhitched, revealing a space beneath.

			“Now, take this.” He handed her the rune. “Place it bright side down and slide it shut.”

			Her breath caught as she turned the delicate, flat stone over in her hand—the size and shape of a small coin and splendidly smooth. So bright on one side, it could have been chipped from a star, while the other side was a deep, all-consuming darkness. It was stunning. It glowed and hummed in her hand. She could feel a vibration like it was alive, even though the stone wasn’t moving. 

			But more than admiring it, she wanted to see what it could do. She placed the rune inside the weapon and slid the mechanism shut.

			“Right now, the weapon is neutral,” said the Walker. “That is to say, normal. Try hitting our practice dummy with it.”

			Amara walked toward her target and now understood why the dummy was so tall. It was supposed to emulate the size of the Sticks, the monsters from Mazstik.

			She assumed what she thought of as a fighting stance and twisted her torso, raising the rod as she did. Exhaling sharply, she swung the weapon full into the dummy’s head. A loud clang echoed through the room. She’d left a tiny scratch on it.

			“Good. Now, let us harness the rune within. When you push the button—the Turn—forward, it will engage the bright side of the rune against the metal. Whenever you slide it back, the Turn will flip the rune, touching the shadow side to the metal.”

			Amara considered the instructions and slid the Turn backward. Instantly, the weapon was weightless. Her mouth fell open slightly.

			“It’s”—she waved the weapon around like it was a piece of straw— “so light.”

			She pressed the Turn forward, and at once, her arm fell. The sudden weight of the weapon, many times heavier than before, ripped it from her hand. It thumped to the ground, cracking the flooring.

			“What was that?” she asked.

			“This rod is made of steel. The shadow side of the rune reduces its pull toward the ground, making it incredibly light. The brightness will fill it—increasing that pull and making it heavy. How much it can reduce or increase depends on the quality of the stone itself. And the effect of the stone depends on the metal.”

			Amara gazed at the weapon.

			“Pick it up and try again. The skill of rune combat is in engaging the Turn and managing the transitions.”

			Amara reached down and slid the Turn back—engaging the shadow side of the rune again—and picked it up. It felt like it would float in place. She coiled her body and swung it as hard as she could. Right before impact, she clicked the weapon’s Turn forward, engaging the bright side of the rune.

			The armored head caved in as if made of paper. Amara spun herself in a complete circle after the impact, not releasing the bright side soon enough. She winced, her back muscles flaring in pain as her arm struggled to maintain her grip.

			The old man clapped. “A trained knight might flip the turn many times in an attack. Could use this to pull their leap as high as the ceiling—and then come down and crumple the entire suit. But, your strike would have killed just as well, eh?” 

			Amara stood in awe at the rod in her hands.

			“Now, my dear, please disengage the Turn.”

			Amara opened the weapon and looked at the rune inside. Its glow was dimmer.

			“You’d be pressed to get too many more hits out of it, but that’s good enough. The limitation of runes is how long they require to recharge. We found out the hard way from Harkan in the rune wars that using them up completely renders them dead. But if there is a spark left, if you can still feel them humming to their siblings, over time, they’ll recharge.”

			Amara tried to hand him the rod, but he shook his head. “I will take the rune but keep the rod. A gift from an admirer of the Nightspirit Thief.”

			Amara blinked. A weapon like this would be priceless. Worth more than most of the items she’d stolen in her entire thieving career. But the rune that powered it was also why her family fled Returk. Why so many relatives she’d never meet had been killed by Harkan.

			“You said other metals make for different effects?” she asked, thinking about Harkan’s helm and how he screamed down the walls of Returk with it.

			“Yes, that is true,” the Walker said. “Gold seems to carry or displace heat, for example—”

			“Harkan used a helmet to kill my people.”

			“That particular helmet is a mixture of metals, and with a rune, it harnesses the stones’ natural vibrations. We’ve never got it to work, so do not fear ghosts of the past.”

			Amara frowned.

			“But you see now, don’t you? You understand why the king—why Cresia—needs these? Why our enemies cannot have them?”

			Amara thought about Roshan. A legion of men like him. “I see why war is undesirable. But if we’re going, I don’t think we should bring the knight. He doesn’t share—”

			“That decision has been made. He’ll go with us,” said the Old Walker.

			“Us?” Raik perked up. “You’re coming too?”

			The Old Walker gave a sly smile. “I have associates long neglected in Duraktapur that require my personal presence. Very important associates for the survival of our great Cresia.”

			Raik’s brow furrowed. “Don’t tell me this whole plan is about smuggling you into Duraktapur, old man.”

			“No, no, Raikeesh.” The Walker shook his head. “The runes are of the utmost importance, but there is other business crucial to the nation’s future that I must handle.”

			Raik nodded. “So, is Roshan your bodyguard or ours?”

			The Walker laughed. “Both, of course.” The old man turned to Amara. “And won’t you feel better, my dear, with me around to hold his leash?”

			Amara ran a hand through her hair. “I suppose.”

			There was a touch of empathy on the old man’s face, and he nodded. “He has justification. Your guild sold a copy of our siege plans to Pardo. That wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t stolen them. General Thisdar was captured because they knew he was coming and, well, Pardo does not have a great reputation when it comes to prisoners.”

			Amara took a breath.

			“They handed our last emissary over to the Sticks.”

			“Will they kill his father?” Amara asked.

			“It is the one piece of leverage they have, so I think not. But it could go either way,” said the old man, stroking his face.

			“Is it truly wise to bring him with us then?”

			“My dear, I’d worry about the dangers of the road and how they might delay us without him. Honestly, I worry about every day your parents are in the king’s prison. His Holiness bores easily. I worry for Master Raik’s health as well. But I suppose if we’re taking Master Raik’s slow and steady path along the river, we might not need Sir Roshan.”

			Amara’s grip on the rune weapon tightened, but the cold metal was little comfort. Enemies in every corner. Her parents imprisoned. All because she couldn’t control her need to steal.

			“You say that as if there was another way,” she snapped.

			The Old Walker shrugged and said, “Through Mazstik. A few days of travel through the heart of it.”

			Kahli inhaled sharply and began pacing the room. “A hand of th-the Divine d-does not so easily throw away th-their life.”

			Amara could see her point. Mazstik was deadly. Everyone knew that. She walked over to the practice dummy and imagined something that size attacking her.

			“It would be much faster, wouldn’t it, Raikeesh?” the Walker asked.

			Raik stared at the likeness of Queen Laysasha, biting his lip.

			“Is that route even a possibility?” Amara’s worry for her parents made it hard to hide the desperation in her voice.

			Raik scratched at his beard. “I don’t think so. Maybe a single rider.”

			“But you said you were the very best smuggler,” Amara said.

			The Walker gave a soft laugh.

			Raik squinted and was quiet for a moment. Then he raised his eyebrows as if an idea had come to him.

			“What?” she coaxed.

			“There might be a mix. We’d still have to go into Mazstik but on the fringes. Use the old blood road from the war. There’s no way we’d be safe without Sir Roshan or some knight’s protection, but it’s another option.”

			“How much quicker?” Amara asked.

			“Probably shaves a few days off just following the river. Of course, that’s exchanging it for a couple of dangerous ones on the edges of Stick country. It’s still incredibly risky,” he said.

			A few less days of her parents being threatened by Tetse. A few days less of dealing with this guilt.

			Kahli shook her head. “F-foolish to s-step into that desert.”

			“She’s probably right,” Raik said. “I’d still vote for taking the river.”

			Amara frowned. “It’s a vote now? Well, I cast mine for the faster way.”

			The Old Walker clapped his hands at that. “I speak for both Sir Roshan and myself when I agree with you, my dear. We have a majority. I’ll let His Holiness know immediately.”

			Raik turned away, but Amara caught a look in his eyes she hadn’t seen before.

			Fear.
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			Kahli

			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			Before the scarring

			Ten years earlier

			At age eleven, Kahli was the youngest novice ever to be invited to take the first test. She never imagined she would be allowed beyond the novice quarters so soon. Before today, the youngest tested for Kithkarnin training had been twelve. Many were anticipating her to be the order’s next great assassin. 

			But The Book of Kith said chasing expectations was like chasing the horizon. Much effort, yet never any progress.

			So, Kahli tried to free herself of expectations and stood at attention in the questioning room. Much like the rest of Talos, the skeleton of the space was built from wooden beams harvested from palm trees from the surrounding jungle. Jute, cloth, and stitched canvas created the tent-like walls and ceilings. In every other room, the walls were bone white, but here they were dyed black.	

			The master, the First, stood at the front, surveying the group of initiates to be. He wore the same ankle-length cassock as Kahli, but his was red instead of white, and embroidered with gold thread. He was perhaps forty, lean and lightly built. His strong, angular face didn’t show a hint of stubble, matching his completely bald brown head. Confidence, wisdom, and power emanated from his serene gaze.

			He raised a hand for the test to begin.

			A silliphant, a senior student helping teach novices, stepped forward. She was a head taller than Kahli and had short dark hair. She mimicked the master’s wise gaze and said, “The Divine seeks new followers today. You will prove yourself in two halves: one with your mind, one with your body. Kneel for the questioning.”

			Kahli dropped to her knees with the other novices. She was pleased the questioning would be first—often, a grueling training preceded.

			When the twin moons were full, Kithkarnin students were to ask a question of their superiors. These questions must be spoken, contemplated well enough to need no written component, and crafted from the foundations of a previous lesson. After their question was answered, the master would, in turn, ask them a question. Novices had to prove their ability to handle the questioning to advance to initiate status.

			Kahli was confident she’d crafted a good question. She had latched onto a phrase the master uttered a month prior: “Strive to the peak of the natural order. Measure yourself against the height of nature’s abilities.”

			When the silliphant signaled her, she spoke as clearly as she could. “Master, y—”

			“Stop,” said the master. “Show me the Aithada form.”

			Kahli’s eyes flicked to the silliphant for guidance. The girl frowned and urgently wound her finger round and round, signaling Kahli to start the form.

			Kahli blinked and recovered. She stood, bowed, and tentatively began the sequence of punches and blocks that composed the Aithada’s first phase. She’d been taught the movements only a few days before. She tried to keep straight the order of forms while not tripping over her cassock.

			As she reached the midpoint, the master spoke, “Now, your question.”

			Kahli began to slow her transition into the next combination in order to speak, but the silliphant made a sharp intake of breath and gestured at her to continue.

			Kahli almost stumbled as she threw a combination of front and roundhouse kicks and then asked, “Master, y-you said we are the highest of the natural order.” She took a quick breath. “What is the natural order?”

			She finished the sequence with a jumping cyclone kick, then moved to blocking. She ended the last form facing the master, and he greeted her eye contact with a contemplative nod.

			“The natural order is the hierarchy of living things,” he said. “Among the jungle creatures, the tiger stands atop, the ant at the bottom. We, Kithkarnin, are tigers within the human world. We stand atop of all, but not outside the natural order.”

			He paused here, giving Kahli the easy option of saying “thank you” and completing her form. But Kahli desired to stand out, not blend in. She’d studied the texts but didn’t quite understand them; maybe there was a way to impress by asking about that?

			“Master, but The Book of Kith cautions about th-those outside the n-natural order as well. W-what does that mean?”

			“Yes. The Sticks. They are an abomination to the natural order. But that is not all. Even among us, some have sacrificed, too deeply, their humanity. Their depravity makes them powerful but drops them outside the order. Kithkarnin are sadly prone to this. Then there are others who enhance themselves, harnessing powers we were not meant to have. They allow themselves to be corrupted by ancient artifacts they do not understand. Most common among these are rune knights.”

			Kahli knew not to push her questioning any further, so she bowed. She caught a hint of approval in the master’s eyes. She’d asked a good question, and though she knew her form wasn’t perfect, it seemed he found it adequate.

			“Now for my question, young Kahli. You have risen faster than any before. I wish to know what you think is your next step on your journey to being full Kithkarnin.”

			Kahli took a few deep breaths, willing her heartbeat to slow. She probed the room for an answer. She hovered on the other novices, the master, and the silliphant.

			The next step? To learn more? No, too simple.

			“Well?” asked the master.

			Kithkarnin valued genuine reflection, but quick thinking ranked higher. Kahli would have to demonstrate elite decision-making.

			“To earn a—t-to become a silliphant,” she answered.

			The master’s face was impassive as he moved to the next student.

			As the questioning finished and she was led to the outside sparring area, Kahli wrestled with unease. The master’s lack of reaction told her that she might’ve answered incorrectly.

			Another novice passed her in the halls, having finished the physical test. The boy was years her senior, but Kahli was more skilled than him. Blood streamed from his left ear, and he was crying.

			He made eye contact with her and then glanced toward the sparring area. Kahli could read the fear in his eyes.

			As she entered the treed courtyard, she understood why.

			The Second evaluated this portion of the test. His cassock was the same black as his hair, the color indicating his rank. He stood with his back turned, only a step from the male silliphant Kahli assumed she was to fight. It was unusual. Teachers usually kept their distance and barked commands.

			The silliphant was a few years Kahli’s elder and had a sharp chin and narrow eyes. He smirked as she bowed and transitioned into a fighting stance. He held a carved wooden sword. He made a shallow bow and raised the weapon.

			The Second faced the combatants. In a low growl, he said, “Begin.”

			Kahli wasn’t sure what this combat was meant to test—some had sudden distractions, others used weapons that broke, and others were just about who could win—so she decided to be defensive. She guarded her face, but against even a wooden sword, the best plan was not to be hit. Footwork and movement were most important. She used a triangular approach, stepping and sliding in a zigzag pattern. It forced the silliphant to reevaluate his striking angle constantly.

			The Second tolerated their dance for a moment before he said, “Attack.”

			The silliphant pressed in, stabbing with his sword. Kahli sidestepped and pivoted. She caught his sword arm by the wrist and raised a knife hand to strike his elbow.

			But his arm was too straight. He was four years her senior and should have known to leave it flexed to absorb the blow. But he didn’t. Was this a part of the test?

			Kahli glanced at the Second, who’d followed their steps and was right beside her.

			His black eyes flared. He grabbed the senior’s forearm and ripped the wooden sword up. It smacked off Kahli’s cheekbone, and she staggered backward.

			Kahli winced away the pain. The Second was close, his dark curly hair brushing her face. He held the boy’s arm as if it were a twig. She failed to control a shiver of fear, and the Second’s mouth twitched as he noticed it.

			“No hesitation.” His voice was dark and menacing.

			“But, Master, h-his arm—”

			He yanked the boy’s arm to swing the sword at her face. She tried to block, but he was too fast. It clipped the other cheek, prompting a reflexive tear to form in her eyes.

			“No hesitation.” He released the boy and dropped back. “Again.”

			The silliphant spun his sword and stepped back into a wide-legged stance. He switched to a two-handed grip and raised the weapon over his head.

			A cruel smile formed on his face.

			Kahli resumed her guard but changed her footwork. Circular now. The silliphants hadn’t taught her this, but she’d watched senior Kithkarnin students’ training sessions. She’d practiced the movements in private. It was especially effective against weapons, constantly shifting to stay on the opponent’s weak side.

			The silliphant frowned and fumbled his footwork, trying to match her change. His confusion surprised Kahli.

			“Attack,” called the Second.

			He swung—an arcing overhead strike, much harder than his earlier practice swings. Kahli slid out of his reach and snapped a quick kick to his ear.

			The silliphant reeled back from the kick and snarled. He released the two-handed grip and reverted to what seemed a more comfortable position for him—one hand gripping the sword, his offhand held back for balance.

			Kahli switched to the triangular sidesteps that had worked before.

			She almost laughed when he lunged. It was angled differently, but in practice, it was a mirror of his first attack. Was this a part of the test?

			When she grabbed his wrist and saw the shock in his eyes, her own narrowed in realization. He didn’t know he’d made the same mistake again.

			This time, Kahli didn’t hesitate. She pivoted and struck with her knife hand. The silliphant screamed as his elbow joint separated. He dropped the sword. Kahli snatched the weapon before it hit the ground. She spun it and, using the same overhead strike he’d attempted, smacked the wooden blade to the base of his neck. He fell to the ground, beaten.

			She pulled the weapon away, turned, and bowed to the Second. She held the bow low, catching her breath. Her pride swelled with the success of her performance.

			As she rose, the Second punched her between her eyes.

			She stumbled back, tripping over the fallen silliphant. Blood poured from her nose.

			She sat up. A spiderweb of pain pulsed across her face. The Second loomed over her. He was a demon in her blurred vision.

			“This waste is what you want?” he asked, looking down at her vanquished opponent.

			Her young mind spun.

			“To be a silliphant?” He said the word like it was a curse. His cruel, dark eyes bored into her, and she dared not look away.

			He turned on his heel and stalked out of the sparring area.

			Kahli quivered on the ground. Tears streaked down her cheeks.

			As her vision cleared, she listened to the moaning boy next to her and considered the test. She stood, straightening her cassock and wiping the blood from her face.

			Had she really learned anything?

			Silliphants did not tutor because of their great skill. Quite the opposite. They trained novices because they were unfit to be Kithkarnin.

			The twin moons wouldn’t dominate the sky again for six grueling months, but Kahli would train and study differently in that time, preparing for her redemption.

			**********

			Now

			The Old Walker ushered Kahli to a chapel of Pirathi some ways from her living quarters.

			“There are many risks in serving the king. A trip through Mazstik may be the smallest of those,” he said as they entered.

			Kahli disagreed, but the king continuously confused her. He dressed her like a courtesan, was a cryner addict, and dangled a nearly unachievable rank at her.

			She walked away from the old man and explored the small shrine, maybe twice the size of her own chamber. She breathed in its sterile air.

			On the surface, and by the standards of the Ivory Palace, the chapel’s furnishing was simple. A few wooden pews surrounded a plain white altar with a silver tusk engraved on its rounded top. But then Kahli ran her hand across the holy altar. It was the smoothest alabaster she’d ever felt, and there was no mistaking the tusk inlay was drawn with pure white gold.

			Was everything in the palace duplicitous?

			“He used to be ruthless. Powerful. But now, he’s become reckless. A problem, but at least one that makes him prone to distraction. I try to surround him with those. But he still makes mistakes. So many mistakes.”

			The old man looked around the chapel and took a seat in the middle row of pews.

			“By your hand, His Holiness has raised the ire of Jharwada and the south. I warned him to leave the high satrap alone, but he ignored me. And yesterday, when you executed Warlord Venithir . . . well, I think we’ve made enemies of his clan.”

			Kahli took a deep breath.

			“Regardless. Who knows what changes might happen in Cresia before we return? He’s making more enemies than friends. But that’s for later. Now, I have concerns with these thieves of ours. Not in their ability to steal the runes. More that they won’t bring them back.”

			Kahli sat in the pew in front of the Old Walker. Would these thieves betray the king? With all the leverage he had on them?

			“W-why wouldn’t they?”

			“A nagging concern. This Raik differs from my expectation. I’d heard the Red Coyote always has a backup plan, but I can’t tell yet what he’s playing at. Today, with how he avoided the runes…” His voice trailed off.

			Kahli adjusted the spider mask.

			“Take that thing off.”

			Kahli complied, and the old man made no sign he cared about her scars.

			“I don’t trust him. He might become slippery. And you’re wasted as a bodyguard. Roshan can do that. We brought you because we need your skills.”

			This was familiar. Kahli looked solemnly at the old man as the pride of purpose swelled in her. “When sh-sha—when d-do you want it done? Both? The knight as well?”

			The Old Walker chuckled. “Kill them? For now, just be there when they take the runes. We cannot afford them slipping away with them. If the politics here go as I foresee, Cresia will need—” He caught himself. “The king, I mean. The king will need those runes.”

			The smuggler had been slippery in the map room. The way he attacked while bound, how he verbally sparred even after being poisoned, how he regarded the pieces on the map like she would a prized weapon. He might betray the king.

			She faced the Old Walker and quoted The Book of Kith. “W-while the heathens exhaust th-themselves, those of the D-Divine stay vigilant.” But Kahli was also practical. Watching two thieves could be tricky. “Th-they will have m-many opportunities to drop or hide the runes.”

			The Walker agreed. “Then you must get close to them. Not only observation. Help them with the job. Become their friend.”

			Kahli paced the room. She counted poisoning, stealth, escape, and combat among her many honed skills. Disguise, politics, and manipulation, however, were not. “I am n-not sure—”

			The Old Walker scoffed. “Nonsense. Your Book of Kith has no answers for gaining trust?”

			Kahli looked away. There were seven different relevant passages. But like many of the passages on the “soft” parts of being a Kithkarnin, she’d yet to master their lessons. She still couldn’t believe her success with the satrap had leaped her forward so quickly. Even if her title as the Third wasn’t confirmed yet.

			“You’re unsure of yourself. So very un-Kithkarnin,” said the Walker, not hiding his disappointment.

			Kahli cast her eyes to the sanctuary’s marble floor.

			“You’re questioning whether you should be here. You don’t want to be the Third? This is too much for you? I can arrange a camel for you back to Talos.”

			Kahli blinked as he rose from the pew and moved toward the door.

			“No.” She stood.

			The Walker fixed her with a steely gaze and nodded. “Good. Get close to them—make them trust you. Reduce the smuggler’s antidote along the way. Weaken him, so he isn’t a problem. And when the girl has hands on the runes—be next to her. Take them. If I am to fix this broken . . .”

			Kahli raised an eyebrow.

			The Walker blinked, glanced away, and then refocused on Kahli. “There are enemies within and without; we need those runes. Can you do this?”

			Kahli didn’t hesitate. “I am Kithkarnin.”

			He gave her a curt nod and left.

			Kahli sat again. Her scars itched, and she longed for the oils she kept on the dresser in her room. Still, she felt at peace sitting in the chapel of the false prophet. To be the Third was her goal, her means of avenging her scars and everything else she lost.

			This was fulfilling her purpose.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Amara sat inside a canvas-covered, camel-pulled wagon. Her back was against the false wall Raik had erected in order to smuggle them out of the city. She tried to brace her right hip, which had started aching this morning—likely from falling out of the last wagon she’d been in. Pain, however, was the least of her problems. The sheer number of obstacles was overwhelming. The nightspirit’s growing eagerness for violent aggression, the black-hearted Tetse, the king, and her growing worry about her family.

			Esonta Golem would probably tell her to turn her wayward eyes to the job, to bring passion to the moment. But being on these streets conjured a more comforting and distant past. She thought of her first introduction to Esonta’s mausoleum kingdom.

			She was fifteen and pilfering her way through the Alluvian district’s market. She had a bag full of stolen earrings, wooden carvings, and various glass ornaments.

			As she attempted swiping something more difficult—a tiger’s eye gem from a display case—a boy caught her by the wrist. Instead of meeting her glare, he was smiling at the shop owner, a burly man with a deepening frown standing closer to the display than Amara thought. The boy said, “Sorry for my sister, sir.”

			Despite her protests, he whisked her through the city streets, past the north wall, and into the dead heart of the necropolis.

			Beggars and lepers pulled at her loose cottons as they ran the winding pathway through the tombs. The smell of dung fires mingled with wafts from an open latrine.

			She yelled and argued, but ultimately let the boy pull her on, partly from the worry of being alone but partly from curiosity.

			The tombs themselves, tall and sand-colored instead of the bleached white of Cresia, were adorned with the animal images of the Jaru gods. Ones she knew from her parents.

			Somehow it seemed right that people slept, cooked, and hung laundry within eyesight of their images—gods wanted nothing if not attention.

			And there, inside a stone sepulcher with a horned visage of Kartajani stretching across its entrance, the boy brought her before Esonta Golem.

			The woman had beige skin, covered in swirls of dark henna and oil-slicked hair streaked by a bloodred dye. Those features were enough to scare Amara, but neither was half as unnerving as the blindfold tied around her head.

			On the left side, where her eye would have been, three yellow stars touched one another in a circular pattern. And on the right, sprouting tendrils of yellow and red, was a bright orange sun. 

			She sat at a small table surrounded by a powerfully built man and two other women draped in purple and gold-trimmed saris. By Esonta’s side curled a huge mastiff with tall ears that perked up at their entrance.

			“Here’s the girl you asked for, teacher,” the boy said.

			Esonta nodded and reached her long, gold-adorned fingers toward Amara. “Let me see your hands, child?” Her voice was soft yet commanding.

			Trembling, Amara obeyed. It felt eerie, the sun and stars of the blindfold staring at her as Esonta pressed fingers into her palms.

			But after a moment, Esonta let go and slowly said, “These outer shells of ours”—she waved her long hands across her body—“are mysterious, powerful, and intriguing… but only a disguise. A distraction. The best thieves and lovers use it as such. Do you see?”

			Amara wasn’t sure. And even then, she wasn’t one to agree for no reason. So she kept quiet.

			Esonta’s mouth tightened at her silence. “You know the dead are quiet too. That’s a right they have earned. You wish to join them?”

			Amara swallowed. “No.”

			“Steal like you have been, clumsy and careless, and you will. Or come back and learn from me.”

			Then Esonta turned away and waved the boy to take her.

			Amara was terrified. Once out of the necropolis, she fled, thankful to have gotten away, all the way back to her parents’ massive home.

			It was only when she sat in her four-poster bed, going through the events of the day, that she realized that her bag of trinkets was gone.

			That great woman taught her so much since then.

			All that education hadn’t prevented her from landing in prison and eventually into this carriage though.

			Amara looked over at Kahli, who sat in the wagon’s front corner, her head bent in concentration as she sharpened a blade in the dying afternoon light. As if sensing Amara’s observation, she met Amara’s eyes through her golden serpentine mask. Amara fought the urge to wince. Kahli didn’t need any help terrifying people—her animalistic garb was overkill. In addition to the mask, she’d donned a silk bodysuit of sorts, lace interwoven along her arms and legs, revealing hints of her golden-brown skin. Like a patterned snake hiding in the jungle, Amara half expected her to hiss, but instead, Kahli returned her attention to the blade.

			Roshan sat across from Amara, his back straight. His face was shadowed in the deep cowl of his robes. They obscured the view of his plated armor but barely muffled the clanks and clicks as he shifted in his seat.

			“He’s so cumbersome. He’ll take up the whole of the carriage,” she’d said to Raik before they left.

			He’d snickered. “This one isn’t a prison box, at least.”

			She smiled, but in truth, she felt more trapped in this cart than the previous.

			Raik assured them that the carriage was the best way to leave Cresia without any of Duraktapur’s spies knowing. Their private audiences with the king wouldn’t have escaped the notice of any secret agents in the king’s court. But once the group was out of the city, provided they remained unnoticed at the gate, the spies would have no idea where they had gone.

			To that end, he’d stuffed Amara, Kahli, and Roshan in this wagon, erected the false wall, and filled the back quarter with the yellow root of the cartin plant. It was an expensive fruit Amara’s mother used to make pickles and chutneys—sweet and spicy in a way that could make the desert heat feel cool. Raik had commandeered them from the royal kitchen, explaining cryptically that the pungent plant’s light sensitivity made it the best disguise. Amara didn’t understand that, but she loved its tangy smell. In this quantity, it was almost enough to cover up the scent of Roshan’s breath.

			Almost.

			“I know your treachery, thief. Don’t think riding together makes us equals,” the rune knight sneered.

			Amara didn’t answer. Raik had been clear about not talking inside the wagon lest their hideaway be revealed. He had the Walker dressed as a servant driver, who was currently handling the team of six camels. Raik rode on horseback next to them as a merchant who was taking his goods to cities outside Cresia.

			“Too good to answer me, bitch? Or just unhappy traveling like a peasant?” Roshan asked.

			“What I would give to travel with peasants,” Amara whispered back. What she would give to be back with her parents. To be safe and away from all these problems and dangers.

			“Oh, I don’t know. With the fortunes you stole, I’m sure you live like a queen.”

			“You don’t know anything about me.”

			He looked her dead in the eyes. “I know enough.”

			Thankfully, he turned away after that.

			The wagon slowed, and a recessed panel above Kahli opened. The Old Walker, perched on the driver’s bench, looked down at them. “It’s time,” he said, then slid the panel shut.

			They had reached Cresia’s eastern gate, the real test of their disguise. Amara pulled the silk wrap the Walker had given her tight, as if to muffle the sound of her heart beating. It was an irrational fear—that a heartbeat could give them away—but when silence was the lone barrier between caged and free, even after all her thefts, it was a fear she hadn’t quite mastered.

			A moment later, the wagon stopped. The sound of many booted feet on the sandy road told her a patrol had come alongside the wagon. She held her breath.

			Roshan did the complete opposite.

			“Imagine . . .” he whispered, stepping across the carriage, causing it to wobble slightly before he sat beside her.

			Amara winced as his armor jabbed into her. “What are you doing?” she hissed through clenched teeth.

			Kahli stopped sharpening her blade to frown at them but didn’t intervene.

			Roshan half laughed, half whispered. “Imagine if I had to save this mission by shutting you up. By stopping your senseless screaming.”

			“What?” she said.

			“I could make you scream, thief.”

			He tapped against her bruised hip bone.

			Amara suppressed a gasp and slid away, pressing against the false wall. She tried not to imagine what the squeeze of his mailed grip on her hip would feel like. Tried to focus and stay calm. He wouldn’t actually jeopardize the mission, would he? He must be toying with her. She should just ignore his threats.

			The nightspirit growled low and snapped against her control. Her eyesight blurred as the creature surfaced to her consciousness. It inhaled, its senses expanding all around her. Amara could suddenly smell the musk of the guards coming to inspect the wagon. She could hear Raik’s constricted swallow at their questions. But most of all, she could feel the beat of Roshan’s hot-tempered pulse.

			The nightspirit purred, showing her a vision—of reaching into her pockets and curling her fingers around the sharpest of her lock picks. And then, the moment Roshan looked away, jabbing it into his neck.

			“Leave me alone,” she whispered as much to the nightspirit as to Roshan.

			Outside the wagon, Raik said, “I cannot let you open this flap.” A hint of desperation seeped into his voice. “My cargo will be destroyed!”

			“By the king’s decree, goods leaving must be inspected,” replied another, more authoritative voice.

			The false back of the wagon was supposed to shield them, but she knew Raik didn’t want it to get that far. No one knew how many Duraktapurian spies watched these gates. He sounded concerned outside. Did he not know how to deal with this inspection? Were all his plans this paper-thin?

			Roshan leaned closer. “How quick would they open it if you screamed, little thief?”

			She kept her head turned away. “Why would you do that?”

			“For my father, I would do anything.”

			She could feel the heat in his eyes. 

			Amara’s throat went raw.

			Raik had said, “Trust me. The path we’re taking is death without his steel. We need him. For now.”

			But Raik was outside, and she was trapped here with this vengeful, unstable behemoth. She couldn’t rely on Raik and his plans.

			Her eyes darted around the carriage in desperation before landing on a solution. She stood and took a careful step toward Kahli. The knight seized her wrist, but not before the assassin’s cold emerald eyes met Amara’s pleading ones.

			Kahli sat forward and, in a voice louder than Amara would’ve liked, said, “Quiet y-yourselves and l-leave her alone.”

			Roshan almost replied, but the voices outside the wagon drifted closer.

			Raik must’ve heard the noise and was trying to cover it. “I have a writ exempting me from this decree because of the nature of my goods.”

			“There is no law but the king’s,” said the guard loudly, like a mantra, loud enough so his superiors and everyone still in the afternoon line could hear it.

			“Open here?” another guard asked, tugging the front corner of the canvas.

			Amara swallowed hard. Standing in the dead middle of the wagon, caught between Roshan at the false back and Kahli at the front, she’d be the first to be seen.

			The front flap loosened from the wagon’s frame.

			What in B’sashti’s name was Raik doing? Allowing that to open would expose them all.

			Raik’s voice came from the rear of the carriage. “Back here. I’ll show you.”

			The flap in the front hung limply but wasn’t pulled away. Feet shuffled to the rear of the wagon.

			Then Kahli stood, her head just grazing the wagon’s ceiling. She hissed, “Leave her and b-be silent.”

			“You think you can stop me?” Roshan answered, low and through his teeth. “You’re nothing. You’re the king’s dress-up toy,” said Roshan. His breath was gag-inducing at this distance. He released Amara’s wrist and yanked down the front of his robe, revealing a glinting rune embedded in his breastplate.

			“H-hide behind your stones, coward,” Kahli whispered.

			Behind her, the Walker opened the slat. Amara couldn’t crane her neck to see him, but Roshan clearly could. His face drained of color. He retreated to his side of the wagon, a submissive expression on his face.

			It didn’t last, of course. As soon as the slat slid shut, Roshan glared at her.

			“Old men need their sleep,” he muttered.

			Amara slid toward the light flickering from the loosened flap. With care, she pinched a fold of the canvas and held it, so it didn’t accidentally reveal them.

			It also allowed her to hear the conversation outside better.

			“Enough stalling, merchant. Pull the entire flap off. I want to see this,” the guard said.

			“The entire cover?” Raik responded. “My goods will be ruined by the light. Come, have a peek in the back.”

			Cartin did turn from vibrant yellow to rotted white from light exposure, but this wasn’t going well. Raik wasn’t quite the smuggler he said he was.

			Raik said, “Please, sir. The finest cartin, bound for our troops in Musapra. Please, do not spoil them.”

			“I doubt all your cargo will turn just from taking a look. Pull it off.”

			Amara felt the thump in her chest grow. For a brief moment, she thought of every time she’d been caught. What would this failure mean for her and her family?

			A different thump interrupted her. Hoofbeats approaching.

			“What’s the holdup?” yelled a new voice, young and aggressive. Amara could see only the guard’s boots.

			“They want to inspect my load of cartin,” Raik’s voice answered.

			“Let ’em see and stop holdin’ up the damn line. A crop ruined from exposure is covered by His Holiness. Happened to a farmer I know. He got double market value!”

			“Is that so?” asked Raik.

			“By my honor. Heard it from the south gate magistrate myself,” replied the young voice.

			Amara peeked carefully through the loosened front flap. Raik walked alongside the wagon, a smile now on his face, unstrapping more of the flaps, complying with the guard’s request.

			“A generous king we have,” Raik said as he worked.

			“No, no,” the young voice replied. “The Divine-damned regiment at the gate had to pay it out of their wage. King decreed it!” The young man’s voice mocked in a high and jovial tone. “There is no law but the king’s.”

			“The guardsmen?” Raik paused on the last strap, letting the shock sink in. “Out of their pay? Impressive. That’s a fortune.”

			The young man laughed. “I know. I know. Poor bastards had to give the farmer their houses!”

			They shared a long laugh, but Raik didn’t stop unstrapping the cover.

			“Hold a moment,” said the now tentative guard.

			Everything was quiet. More boots—more guards—gathered around the one inspecting the carriage. A few of them spoke in hushed tones.

			“Is that what happened to Manish? I went round to his house the other day, and he was gone,” said one.

			“I thought he was on leave,” answered another.

			“No, he’s used all his leave.”

			After a moment, the head guard said loudly, “I’ve seen enough. Where are your papers?”

			Amara quietly sighed. She glanced at Kahli, who was sharpening her blade again, but she looked up and nodded.

			“Here,” said Raik.

			“On your way then.”

			As the wagon pulled forward, Amara stole a peek through the flaps. She recognized the young man on horseback. The shaggy hair was unmistakable. The archer, Raik’s apprentice.

			Raik did have a backup plan. Interesting.

			She sat back. Roshan was sulking in the folds of his cloak, but Kahli was watching her. The assassin’s eyes were hard and serious, but there was something else. Protective, perhaps?

			Amara slid closer to her and closed her eyes as the wagon rolled out of Cresia.

			Maybe Raik’s plans weren’t so thin after all. And maybe there were other allies she could make.
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			Raik

			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			Raik pushed his heels deep in the stirrups and tugged the reins. The horse’s inward curving ears flicked back to hear his command.

			“It’s fine,” he reassured the beast.

			It whinnied, likely not wanting to be alone in this hostile land, but Raik gave it a reassuring pat and dismounted.

			He’d noticed the rider gaining on them a half-hour before. As he waited, he peered onward into Mazstik, the land of the Sticks. It was sparse scrubland, only lightly coated by the desert’s encroachment. Flat enough to give every breeze a chance to become a cobalt sandstorm. During the rune wars, it was more arid, alive with flowering cacti, small trees, and signs of life. But runes had a way of destroying whatever they touched. It was a harsh and thorny land now—a mirror of the race inhabiting it.

			The Sticks were long, sinewy, bark-skinned creatures, too hardy to care about the degradation of their homeland. Noseless faces were rough and hardened, with hungry red eyes covered by two sets of eyelids that blinked away sand horizontally and vertically.

			Raik knew all too well that the male warriors were ruthlessly selfless, sacrificing themselves by the score to protect territory or secure objectives. The taller, more cunning, and powerful females were much rarer and known as the Hazam Queen’s Daughters. They were gracefully brutal, able to kill an entire squad with their four-armed dance of death. Both were awe-inspiring, but the Daughters were downright terrifying.

			It would be easy to think of them as mere monsters, but once, a lifetime ago, Raik had seen their inner cities. Great architectural works angled and symmetrical to a fault. Scores of children were cared for, but no sense of family. A kingdom without politics—the queen ruled all.

			Raik glanced at a shrub, its leaves tinged by the blue sand that would eventually choke it to death. Maybe you needed something ruthless and territorially driven like the Hazam Queen when the land was trying to kill you.

			He continued to look at the shrub as the hoofbeats of the other rider grew louder.

			“Raik.” The kid reined in his horse, a defiant tone seeping into his voice.

			Raik wanted to grab the kid in a hug, but retaining the hierarchy between them was more important.

			He forced a sternness to his voice and kept his back turned. “I told you the time would come when you’d no longer call me master. It has not yet arrived.”

			After a beat, the kid said, “Right. Master.” The defiance diminished, but only a bit. With his back still to his apprentice, Raik heard the kid hop to the ground.

			Raik smirked as he turned to face him. “So what took you, kid?”

			“I’m doing well. Thanks for asking. Please don’t mention how well I handled our backup plan for the gates. I’m worried it’ll go to my head.”

			Kirin had ditched the farmer’s disguise and wore dark blue pantaloons and a grey sleeveless tunic. His shaggy brown hair, long enough for Cresian fashion, was dulled by the dusty ride, though not even a hint of stubble touched his face. His bow was tucked behind his saddle to avoid warping, always in easy reach. A leather quiver hung from his back.

			“You’re learning. That’s its own reward.”

			The kid rolled his eyes. “Oh, yes. Lots of learning in the illustrious smuggling arts, Master. I bought that fortress blueprint for you with rupa I’m sure I’ll never see again. Seduced a goat farmer’s daughter to steal this horse. Oh, and before that, and the pinnacle of my learning for sure, I escaped the Ivory Palace by wading neck-deep through the sewer. The king must’ve chosen the elephant for his sigil because they take the empire’s biggest shits.”

			Raik laughed. “You managed to seduce a goat farmer’s daughter after bobbing through sewage? I’m a better teacher than I thought.”

			The kid scowled. “Master, I—”

			Raik raised his hand to cut him off. “I’m glad you’re here, kid. More than you know.”

			He needed someone he could trust, with the rune knight, the Old Walker, and the assassin as likely enemies—and Amara as a wild card. Kirin, despite his endless sarcasm and skepticism, was the most trustworthy person he knew. When he’d rescued the boy from The Cowl of Man four years ago, his goal was extracting information the kid had on a route to Sindabur. But trust was the key reason he’d eventually taken him on as an apprentice after refusing so many before him. 

			“We have lots of work ahead. I have a plan,” Raik said, mounting up and snapping his horse’s reins.

			“And likely two backup plans that involve me shooting someone,” the kid replied, doing the same.

			They caught up to the wagon and Raik raised a fist, signaling to the Old Walker that it was time to rest.

			As the wagon rolled to a stop, Roshan was first through the canvas flap. Anyone with that much armor and weapons, not to mention size, couldn’t have enjoyed the wagon’s cramped quarters.

			He glared at the kid standing with Raik. “You—”

			Raik cut him off. “This is my associate, Kirin. He helps me with my business.”

			“Last we met, he wanted to shoot me. What now, boy?” asked Roshan.

			“L-leave him. A past th-that wasn’t, was a past unseen by the Divine. I w-won— where are we?” asked Kahli, slipping from behind the others to address Raik.

			Sir Roshan growled but turned his glare to Raik for the answer instead of continuing his threats.

			“An hour deep into Mazstik,” Raik said. “Four days from the official border with Duraktapur. We’re not going to cross there, but that’s the proximity.” He looked to Kirin, expecting the kind of witty retort he’d grown used to, but the boy was barely keeping his mouth closed at the sight of the Kithkarnin and her outrageous costume.

			“Yes, yes.” The old man came around the wagon, rubbing his bony ass. “A secret way for the secret group. His Holiness would be so pleased. And the boy! I thought when you had him deliver a package to you inside the palace, you would’ve revealed him, Raikeesh. But you held him back to help at the gates. So impressive. You continue to surprise.”

			Raik stared at the Old Walker for a long moment. The old man knew that Kirin had brought the blueprint of Duraktapur into the Ivory Palace. How?

			Initially, Roshan seemed the biggest threat in this little “team,” but the old man was becoming increasingly more troublesome. 

			One thing at a time, Raik told himself. 

			He dismounted and pulled the canvas off the wagon. “A few hours to camp. Give the camels a bit of water and then get moving,” he said.

			“I’ll take a horse then,” said Amara, brushing by him and grabbing the reins. “Kahli, would you like to ride together?”

			Strange. Something had changed in the wagon. Before, Amara had seemed intimidated by Kahli.

			The assassin quirked her head at Amara, then said, “Perhaps. I’m going to ch-change into something p-practical.” She disappeared behind the wagon’s canvas while peeling off her top.

			Roshan and the Old Walker didn’t watch her go, but Amara and Kirin were enraptured. Raik recognized her unique beauty, but he knew Kithkarnin far too well to see her as anything but deadly. He patted the flank of his former horse and moved toward the Walker.

			“Your bones holding up against the bumps of this rickety heap, old man?” Raik asked. “I can drive now.”

			The Walker waved his hand, dismissing the concern. “We must move quickly. Time is not on our side.”

			Roshan grabbed the reins of Kirin’s horse, claiming it by proximity and menace. The kid and Raik exchanged a quick look, and the boy retreated. It wasn’t the time to challenge Roshan. Not yet.

			“Don’t sleep if you’re in the back,” Raik said to the group as Kahli hopped out of the wagon wearing a choli with white sleeves and a flowing hip scarf over black leggings—it was almost strange to see her dressed somewhat normally. “Keep your eyes open and watchful. Mazstik territory is dangerous, so I’ll pull the cover off.”

			It took a while to untie all the flaps and dump the excess cartin—though some of it would be used for feeding the camels and horses.

			“How dreadful are they, really? The Sticks,” Amara said.

			“The Mazstik reside h-here as a reminder of a world absent of—absent of the Divine. Their s-strength is a perversion,” said Kahli.

			“Really? My mother taught me a nursery rhyme about them. I thought it was to keep me from staying out too late.” She recited it. 

			Stickmen spread like sand on the ground,

			Zol can’t ever sweep them all down. 

			Crawling from the desert with one mind, 

			Eatin’ all the children that they find.

			“Well, that’s not entirely accurate,” the kid said, a small smile on his lips.

			Amara took the bait. “How so?”

			“They don’t exclusively eat children.”

			Raik gritted his teeth as he folded the canvas cover and placed it in the back of the wagon. Roshan made his name fighting Stick raiding parties that broke past Pardo. He and the knight were the only two who had fought Sticks before. Though, Roshan would never have fought them in the numbers Raik had.

			“I never understood why we abandoned all our outposts in Mazstik,” Amara said. “In the Third Rune War, we built roads and even fortifications here. I’ve seen detailed sketches of them. Why let them have it back?”

			“There are many reasons, such as the squabbles with Durakatapur,” said the Walker. “But in the end, a country has only one currency. Do you know what it is?”

			“Ambition?” Amara offered.

			“Blood. And when that coffer empties, a country’s body becomes a corpse, you see? The amount it took for Cresia to hold this territory was too much. To save it, those roads and forts had to be amputated and left to rot.”

			Raik nodded, jumping off the wagon, forcing himself not to dwell on any of the rune wars and all that blood.

			“How many times have you crossed their region without aggravation?” Amara asked him.

			“A few,” he mumbled.

			“And with company beyond yourself?”

			He tried not to remember the columns marching through this desert using up runes like water to push the Sticks back.

			“Enough,” he said. “We’re going through a relatively unpopulated area. We just need to avoid being seen by a hunting pack. The good news is we have a rune knight with us.”

			Roshan mounted his horse and raised his jeweled scimitar in mock salute. “Sure,” he said, “I’ll stop them from eating you.” Then he laughed and rode to the front of the wagon.

			Raik flexed his hand and took a breath, remembering the feel of a rune sword in his grasp for a moment. 

			He exhaled and looked at Amara. “Keep close to the wagon and stay alert. Yell if you need me. For anything. Don’t hesitate.”

			She gave him a thin smile.

			They loaded onto the wagon, and Raik made sure the camel team was harnessed properly. He brushed blue sand from one of the beast’s thick eyebrows as it growled and moaned. Camels were sturdy in the desert, but he’d always prefer a good horse.

			As he climbed into the driver’s seat, he found Kirin standing on it, looking out over the flat land. He’d raised a hand to block the glare of the midafternoon sun.

			“What’d you see, kid?”

			Kirin was an expert marksman. Half of that was practice, and the other was his incredible eyesight. “I saw one already.”

			“Come now.”

			“I did.”

			Raik’s stomach churned. “Female?”

			Females were unheard of near the border. They stayed close to the queen, but change was in the air. Females would mean death.

			“No. Forager or hunter. How many foragers have scouts, though?” the kid asked.

			It was a rhetorical question. Only hunting parties had scouts. “Let’s hope just a forager, separated from its pod,” Raik said.

			“Right, right. Let’s hope.” The kid rolled his eyes. “Thankfully, I have you to teach me these complex smuggling maxims . . . Master.”

			The kid didn’t wait for a reply. He jumped into the back of the wagon and pulled out his bow.

			Raik sighed and snapped the reins. If that was a scout, it wouldn’t take long for it to reach the hunters.

			**********

			They made camp that night on the short side of a modest hill surrounded by desert shrubs. They took turns keeping watch while others slept. Raik had barely slept before Roshan had woken him for his turn, and he sat before the fire trying to stay alert.

			Mazstik’s ruggedness hadn’t disappointed. His face burned from the dust and wind, and now the extreme heat of the day was replaced with the bitter cold of night. When he spat, blue grit stained his saliva.

			Raik worried about the salty poison he could taste on his lips and feel running through his veins. He worried about the best way to cross into Duraktapur. But more than anything, he worried about the scout the kid might have spotted.

			Every twig snap, every shifting smell on the cool breeze could be one of the gnarled devils. His instincts told him they were in peril, but the night, so far, passed without incident.

			The last time he’d traversed this territory, he’d been a single rider, so he’d avoided patrols with his speed rather than his cunning and navigational skills. A horse was too fast for the Stick hunters, and too small a prize to set an ambush for. Thier camel-pulled wagon was… much less so.

			Still, he’d chosen a decent spot for detecting prowlers—a defensible position. The problem was, the Stick tribes didn’t care about terrain advantages. They were reckless that way.

			To get his mind off the danger, he stoked the small fire. A beacon in the night to those who might be hunting, but one they agreed was worth the risk to keep warm against the cold desert night.

			To beat the cold, they were all huddled around the fire—all except for the Walker, who slept in the covered wagon. Shelter from the wind and dust were more important than heat for the old man. As Raik blinked blue sand from his eyes, he found it difficult to find fault in that logic.

			Kirin coughed, and Raik flinched at the noise. It must’ve been the poison fraying his nerves. 

			Amara lay a few feet from Kirin, her blankets pulled tight against her chin. He’d tried to wish her a good night’s sleep, but she was distant. No doubt ruminating on her family. He appreciated that she’d pushed for this route despite the danger because she wanted to help them. 

			He started to shift a log in the fire to let a little more heat vent her way and caught himself. So many campaigns and campfires, through so many black years, without a soft thought in his head. Night was supposed to be the time to sharpen your blade and harden your heart before the killing of the next day. The last thing you did in a company of veterans was trying to make one of them feel more of anything.

			The thought of giving a blanket to a ruthless bastard like Himanyu the Elder almost made him laugh aloud. 

			Still, he was glad not to be with men like that anymore. He moved the log.

			Kahli appeared at ease, sleeping on the ground. Her golden hair was exposed, her head above the covering—he wondered if she’d kept it that way to hear better. Probably. She was Kithkarnin.

			He glanced over at Roshan’s spot and blinked, unsure if the dark was playing tricks on him.

			It wasn’t.

			The knight was gone.

			Something moved behind him, and adrenaline jolted through his veins. He turned back to look. He saw nothing directly, so he jumped through the campfire toward the kid.

			“Wake up!” he yelled, snatching a burning log.

			He scanned the area. In the flickering light, he saw two Sticks dragging Roshan away from the camp. He was bound behind the arms and gagged but not dead. That meant they were to be captured—a worse fate than death when it came to the Sticks.

			The kid scrambled out of his blankets to get behind Raik. Amara tried to but got tangled in her bedroll. Kahli, he lost track of.

			They were facing a hunting pack. Usually, that meant six or seven. Only five were visible now—two gnarled, noseless Sticks handling Roshan, three in front of them. The others were likely circling outside.

			Probably with bows.

			They all were male and young, corded rootlike muscles bulging under their gnarled skin. They stood as tall as Raik, and while they exuded strength and aggression, they lacked the cunning and raw power of a female. That was almost enough to consider himself lucky.

			“Tary’uckyu!” he yelled in his best Mazstik. It was the closest approximation in their language for peace, literally meaning, fight later. 

			The pack leader, standing about twenty paces away, perked up. It tilted its jagged, oval head and lumbered forward. Raik tried not to be mesmerized watching its barkskin ripple as the muscle worked beneath it.

			He raised his hand and forced a smile, attempting to stall. He was used to the tactic. The kid was too; he inched closer to his bow.

			Amara, however, ran toward the wagon.

			Raik cursed. So much for stalling.

			One of the hunters dashed after her. The other two leered at Raik and the kid. Raik took a single step forward just as he heard a hissing sound in the air. It was followed by a violent tug, as an arrow came from behind and ripped through his right shoulder. The impact threw him off his feet. He crash onto his side, next to the fire. 

			He blinked a couple of times before coming back to his senses.

			“Shit,” he said.

			Gritting his teeth against the pain, he rolled onto his back, breaking the shaft sticking out behind him. He glanced down at his wound. The arrowhead poked through his shoulder joint, sharp and pointing at the black sky—slick with his blood. He tried to move his right arm, but the muscles wouldn’t respond.

			Not good.

			A Stick pounced on top of him, gnarled and heavy, with jagged barked skin. Raik squirmed, but the creature had him pinned and straddled in a heartbeat.

			Raik stared into its red eyes. Even for a Stick, this one was ugly. It held a long, jagged bone dagger, and drool from its gaping maw dripped onto his neck.

			Raik punched it with his working arm, shutting the creature’s mouth with a wet snap.

			Not taking his eyes off the Stick, Raik grasped at the campfire, trying for the log he’d dropped. For any weapon, really. But it was all out of reach.

			The Stick raised his dagger, then plunged it toward his throat. Raik caught the Stick’s wrist halfway through the strike. But one-handed, there was no way he could hold off the creature’s strength and body weight.

			Instead, Raik jerked down, putting the Stick off-balance and pushing the dagger into the dirt beside him. Before the creature could recover, he grabbed the back of its gnarled head and pulled, impaling it on the arrowhead protruding from his shoulder. With a sickening slurp, he pushed the head free, turned it slightly, and then yanked it down onto the arrow again. 

			The creature rolled off, twitching as the holes in its head leaked blood like a tapped tree.

			From the ground, Raik looked to his right. The kid had snatched his bow, but his quiver still lay beside his bedroll. He circled a Stick, swinging his bow at it to keep it at bay. There was a nasty cut over his eye, and blood dripped into it. The creature exploited the weakness, dancing to Kirin’s blind side.

			Beyond the perimeter of the camp, somewhere out in the dark, came the shrill, chorded sound of a Stick crying out in pain. At least Raik knew where Kahli had gone.

			On his left, the two hunters that had captured Roshan had left him bound about twenty yards from the camp and split up. One trailed Amara as she ran toward the wagon. She’d make it there first, but she’d be caught before she’d make it to the crossbow at the driver’s seat. The other hunter was heading toward Kirin. Raik lay directly in its path. Clutched in its grasp was Roshan’s rune sword. The Stick likely didn’t understand how to activate the Turn, but the blade was strong and sharp.

			Raik wasn’t going to be much in this fight, but he might tighten the odds for one of his companions. He could sit up and buy the kid a bit more time.

			But another thought occurred to him—his mantra.

			The most powerful force in the world is knowing what people want to believe and convincing them they’re right.

			So Raik played dead.

			The sword-wielding hunter passed over him without a second thought.

			As soon as he did, Raik staggered to his feet and tried to run toward Roshan. It was more of a sloppy jog as he stumbled through the blue sand.

			“Roshan!” he roared.

			From the shuffling sounds behind him, Raik could only assume the hunter was turning toward him, but he kept going.

			Another arrow whizzed from the camp’s perimeter, just over his head.

			He heard the hunter’s footsteps closing the distance behind him, but Raik didn’t dare turn around to see. He ran toward the knight. Roshan bent his head low and raised his hands behind his back. A coil of rope bound him.

			Raik could hear the hunter’s breath, but he got to Roshan first. With a scream of agony, he tore the arrowhead from his shoulder and used it to slash the rune knight’s bonds with its serrated edge. A poor cutting instrument, but with Roshan’s strength straining to pull them apart, a slight cut was all that was needed.

			As the ropes snapped away, Roshan flicked the Turn embedded into the breastplate of his armor. He launched himself at the charging hunter, fast as an arrow in flight. Then he flicked the Turn again, slamming into it with the weight of a boulder. Bones cracked, and blood exploded from the impact.

			A crude but effective technique.

			The knight snatched his sword and leaped again, this time high into the air, toward the Stick circling the kid. He landed hard, blade tip-first on top of the creature’s head. The Stick’s body crumpled, the sword skewering it to the ground.

			The kid staggered away, then collapsed to wipe at the gore covering his face.

			From his knees, Raik exhaled and searched for the other Sticks.

			Two of them circled Amara now. She’d scrambled up the back of the wagon, but they’d have her in a moment.

			Raik took a deep breath, sending burning heat up his chest and into his wounded shoulder. “Roshan!”

			The knight was wiping entrails from his blade. He glanced over at Amara’s predicament, then back at Raik and shrugged.

			Raik tried to yell again, but the pain was too much.

			Luckily, Kirin had snatched up his quiver. He drew his bow and let it sing.

			THSSSST.

			THSSSST.

			THSSSST.

			The first arrow hit one Stick in the back of its knee. Its howl was muffled when the follow-up arrow ripped through the base of its spine.

			The kid’s next arrow was a blur. At first, Raik thought he’d missed. But then the Stick turned and staggered, desperately grasping at the blood spewing from its arrow-punctured throat.

			Raik sagged to the ground and exhaled, his head lolling to the side.

			In the periphery of his vision, another Stick stumbled and lurched toward the camp.

			Raik strained to see through blurry eyes, fighting to remain conscious.

			Kahli’s voice came from right behind the approaching Stick. “Do we need a cap-capti—prisoner?”

			“No,” Roshan boomed.

			“Yes,” Raik said with a wheeze. The world was growing darker.

			The chain of Kahli’s qolas was wrapped around the Stick’s neck. Its chain links gleamed in the campfire’s light, making it look like a diamond-laced garrote.

			Time slowed down.

			Suddenly Roshan was next to him. “You want to save one of them?”

			Raik coughed and tried to answer. “No. We should question. What if a female—”

			He couldn’t keep himself conscious anymore.

			Raik plunged into darkness.
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			Kahli

			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			Kahli knelt inside the wagon as it raced along the dirt road. The Walker, who’d hidden in here during the fight, sat at the front and drove the camel team hard.

			Their pace was breakneck, spurred by the constant pressure of the enemies around them. So far, they’d encountered three more Stick scouts as they rattled across the desert. The knight had used his runes to catch and kill one. Raik’s apprentice shot another.

			The last got away.

			Which meant they were likely being hunted by at least one party. The Walker had explained that the Stick’s queen—the Hazam Queen—had orders for all intruders to her territory to be captured instead of killed. Apparently, the value of information was held in high esteem in Mazstik.

			Amara hovered over the unconscious smuggler. They’d kept the cover on the wagon sides but opened the top. Light from the twin moons streamed in and highlighted Raik’s injuries.

			“I can keep the sand out, but it’s looking worse,” Amara said with her soft, refined voice. Her arched eyebrows furrowed in concentration.

			Kahli observed her worry with curiosity. Wounds and recovery were lessons. You either learned and improved, or you died. Simple.

			She shifted closer to evaluate Raik.

			Stripped to his waist, his tawny body was a scribble of angry white scars. Perhaps not the first time he’d been carted away after a battle?

			Amara wiped blood away from the gaping arrow wound. The puckered opening was unnaturally dark, and blood and pus seeped from it.

			“His heartbeat is getting weaker. Same with his breath,” Amara said.

			“The,” Kahli murmured. “The d-devlin is affecting him.”

			The poison forced healing aspects—really, all aspects—of the body to slow. It was rumored that Durovan healers mastered its use for surgery because of this property. Kahli had only seen it used for the opposite purpose.

			While a target was suffering from devlin, the chances of any major wounds binding themselves were close to none. Infection was impossible to stop since wounds wouldn’t heal.

			Amara shot her an accusing glance.

			“W-what?” Kahli asked.

			Amara’s thin lips clamped as her gaze dropped pointedly at the pouches Kahli wore around her waist—where she stored the antidote.

			Kahli shook her head. “H-he can’t take the antidote if—he can’t be woken.”

			It was true. The devlin-induced stupor dampened all the body’s reflexive reactions, including swallowing.

			Defiance flushed Amara’s features. “There must be something in this wagon, in this damnable desert we can use. Chela can wait for his soul.”

			Kahli frowned at the sacrilege of invoking the Jaru goddess of the three hells. “Do not speak of f-false gods. The Divine—”

			“If the Divine wishes to help, I wouldn’t turn it down.”

			The edge to Amara’s voice confirmed that she was not Pirathi. Not a follower of the Divine. Regardless, Kahli found herself impressed by Amara’s perseverance, even if she didn’t understand it. What link did she have to this Raik? 

			Strangely, Kahli found herself wanting to comfort and help her.

			“I th-think we’ll be able to f-find another smuggler. Maybe th-this young apprentice of his,” she said.

			“You think my main worry is our task?” Amara blinked at her.

			“Y-your . . . family?” offered Kahli. The word was foreign to her. A fundamental law in The Book of Kith forbade familial bonds in its assassin sect. The word also surfaced memories of sparring practice with Hayanna and laughing with her afterward. Kahli drowned those thoughts before they could distract her.

			“My family,” said Amara, looking down at Raik. “I am absolutely concerned for my family, but that’s not why I want to save his life.”

			Kahli frowned. “He is your l-lover?”

			“What?” Amara snapped. She glowered as though Kahli had just blasphemed and then twisted away.

			Dramatic. That was the term for Amara. She paced the wagon, forking her fingers through hair so black it seemed to meld into the shadows. 

			Then suddenly Amara turned around. “There is something in this desert we can use.”

			Kahli quirked her head.

			Amara yelled, “Stop the wagon!”

			The old man craned his neck from the driver’s perch. “What?”

			“Stop the wagon!”

			The cart rumbled to a stop.

			**********

			Kahli stood beside the wagon as they waited for the group to gather in the moonlight. She peeled back her mask, allowing her skin to breathe.

			The Old Walker, who maintained his position in the driver’s perch, was preoccupied with a small desert lark on his arm. Often, orders from the king came to Talos via lark—this must have been one. The Walker detached a scroll from its leg and waved her toward Amara and Raik’s apprentice, who stood waiting together at the rear of the wagon.

			The knight crunched through the blue sand toward them from the other direction, hand resting on the hilt of his blade. “This better be good. Those fuckers are all around us. I can practically smell them.” He glared at the darkened desert.

			Kahli’s face tightened at the tone and proximity of the rune knight. But she found herself impressed with Amara, who stared defiantly at a man who was fully able to kill her in a second and seemed to want to.

			Her black hair blew in the cold night air. “I need to borrow your runes.”

			Kahli barely stopped her mouth from opening. By the Divine, this was Amara’s way to save the smuggler?

			Roshan frowned and then laughed like a jackal finding a fresh corpse. “There’s one way you can have my runes, but you won’t like it.”

			Kahli would have guessed this would be his reaction, but still, her scars flared at this threat. She shook her head and slipped around the wagon, listening and watching unseen.

			“He requires the runes,” Amara said. “The devlin impedes his healing. And being unconscious prevents him from taking the antidote. He’ll die.”

			Roshan shrugged. “The runes are mine, but you’re welcome to try and take them from me.”

			Kahli found herself growing irritated as she listened in the darkness.

			There was some merit to that feeling. The promise to make her Third was contingent on Amara completing her job. Protecting her made sense.

			“Please,” said Amara, standing almost toe to toe with the huge knight. “Please. I will return them once he’s recovered.”

			Raik’s apprentice took a casual step away from the wagon, then to behind the knight, his hands slowly reaching for his bow.

			“Don’t try it,” Roshan barked at him. His sight was obviously strong in the darkness as well.

			Kahli wondered if the boy was fool enough to try for the bow anyways. Probably not.

			“Listen. The smuggler lives or dies, and I care not one bit. I could kill you all and tell the king his little quest failed. Ask me for the runes again and see what happens. I dare you.”

			Kahli’s irritation blossomed. The king might not approve of her actions, but she was moving instinctually now.

			A fair fight against a knight was suicide, even for a Kithkarnin. But Kahli had no intention of engaging in a fair fight.

			She slipped out a small reed she kept tucked in her tunic. It was a foot long and, when paired with a quilled dart, her second favorite weapon after the qolas.

			“Well?” taunted the rune knight.

			Amara swallowed and frowned. “Give me the runes.”

			A smile flickered over the knight’s face. His hand reached for the Turn in his armor.

			Kahli didn’t hesitate.

			The dart struck under his chin. Kahli had missed his neck by a quarter inch, but the point still made it into his flesh instead of deflecting off his jawbone.

			The knight’s eyes bulged with rage before they rolled back into his head. He fell to the ground with a sandy crunch.

			Kahli slithered out of the darkness, inspecting her victim. The group stared at her in awe.

			“Well,” she said, “th-the runes?”

			Amara seemed dizzy, looking between Kahli and the knight. Then she moved to the fallen man. “Is he . . . dead?” she asked, the hope in her voice unmistakable.

			“No. P-paralysis. A different blend of devlin. For only a few m-m-more moments. I suggest you t-ta—get what you need.”

			Amara plucked the runes from the sword and armor and jumped into the back of the wagon.

			The Old Walker shuffled from around the front of it, head down, holding the scroll he’d received from the lark. When he saw Roshan lying in the blue sand, his eyebrows rose.

			“Some things are as common as the aches in my back.” He held up the scroll as evidence. “Others”—his brow furrowed as he glanced between Kahli, the apprentice, and the paralyzed knight—“surprise me more than my bowels.”

			“They asked him to share,” Kirin said. “He didn’t.”

			The Old Walker shrugged and looked pointedly at Kahli. “I don’t suppose he’ll be very cordial with you after this, my dear.”

			She returned the shrug. “H-how much sh-should I fear a knight with no runes?”

			“The monkey still fears the crocodile who sheds his teeth.”

			“I’ve never understood why they do that. The crocs that is,” said the boy.

			The Old Walker laughed. “To grow sharper ones.”
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			Raik

			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Pain was the first sign of life. Pain screamed at you, making sure there was no doubt that you were still alive. Raik wished it would quiet down, but he was happy to hear the reminder.

			His mouth was dry and tasted foul. A combination of salty spice and a kind of sweetness. Salty made sense—the devlin poison. But the sickly sweetness was strange, yet familiar. It tasted like . . . Roshan’s breath.

			Oh, no.

			He tried opening his eyes, but they didn’t comply.

			He felt something familiar. A call. Warm and encompassing.

			It gave him locations. Tempted him with power and rage.

			That energy, so long forgotten, resting on his chest. Every fiber in his body pulsing at its touch.

			He managed to pry open his eyes, squinting at the light.

			“Ngggnn,” was all he could manage.

			“Shh,” said Amara. She bobbed and swayed above him.

			He was lying in the wagon. He flexed his wounded shoulder. The muscle responded, but not without a bite. He touched it. It was tender, painful, but healed.

			He gagged on the taste in his mouth. Tears burned in his eyes.

			 “Save your strength,” Amara said. “We’re two days into Mazstik. We haven’t seen a scout in the last few hours, but everyone’s tense.”

			A day. A whole day exposed to them again.

			“Runes,” he managed. Never kill. Never use runes lest they use you. His rules were the only things keeping him in check.

			“Yes,” said Amara with a questioning smile.

			He reached up with all his strength and grabbed her shoulder, his grip digging into the fabric of her tunic. He pulled her close—face to face.

			Alarm filled her eyes.

			“Get. Them. Off.”

			The strain overwhelmed him, and he fell back into the blackness.

			**********

			Raik woke again, alone this time. His face hurt as if from smiling too hard in his sleep.

			He’d killed that Stick. The first rule broken.

			And he’d been healed by a rune. The second rule broken.

			Raik held his throbbing head.

			One slip of the rules didn’t mean everything would fall apart. One slip couldn’t derail him. He had the thief, Amara, who had taken good care of him. His shoulder was cleaned and bandaged, his clothes neatly folded in the corner of the wagon along with a vial of the antidote. He fought the lurching in his stomach and tried to clear his foggy vision as he moved toward his clothing—his armor.

			He pulled on a tunic and then picked up his coat and rubbed its patched fabric between his fingers. Raik. He slipped his arms in, downed the antidote, and—as best as he could manage—went back to being himself.

			His grip on the fabric also reminded him of how he had grabbed Amara earlier. The look of hurt on her wide-eyed face.

			In the smuggling world, especially in teams, deception was understandable—even expected. Betrayal was different. Turning on a partner who was only trying to help—that was a hard one to come back from. But he’d have to try.

			He pulled open the back canvas. The kid and Roshan rode behind the wagon on horseback. Kirin had a large scab above his eye and looked tired. But he gave Raik a broad smile. Roshan, clothing stained with dried blood, stared daggers.

			The kid rode to the front of the wagon and called for a stop.

			Willing himself steady, Raik stepped off the carriage with a mild flinch.

			“Impressive, impressive,” said the old man, hobbling toward him. “It’s truly amazing, the power of runes.”

			“They worked splendidly, until you made me take them off.” Amara rounded the other side.

			Slinking behind her was Kahli. There was tension in the group, the type that could quickly shift to violence. 

			“Sorry.” Raik looked at Amara. “I’m not sure what came over me.”

			She arched her eyebrows and crossed her arms but said nothing.

			“You owe me twice for your life, smuggler.” Roshan strode toward the group with the confidence of a tiger.

			“I might recall our fight with the Sticks differently, but uh, yes. Thanks for giving up your runes,” Raik said.

			The old man sputtered and laughed. His bushy eyebrows twitched as his gaze danced between Kahli, Amara, and Roshan as if they shared an inside joke. “You have a gift for comedy, Raikeesh. A gift!” He cackled.

			Kirin smirked.

			“Those two backstabbing bitches took them,” said Roshan.

			Raik grinned. “My thanks then, ladies,” he said. “You can hardly blame them, Roshan. We’re a band of thieves, no? Better yet, a band of thieves hired to steal runes. Counting yours, we’re two up.”

			Another fit of coughing laughter spilled out of the Walker.

			“You said you’d return them when the smuggler woke. Or is this one of your filthy lies, Nightspirit?” Roshan said.

			Amara’s mouth twisted.

			Raising his wrinkled hands, the Old Walker stepped between the two. “Now, now, let’s keep personal bickering out of the king’s tasks. I have news from Cresia. Bad news. There is fighting in the city. Jharwada and the warlords of the south joined a group inside the city and attacked the palace. A coup of sorts.”

			Raik puffed out his cheeks. He’d watched the Ivory King rule his provinces and people for years. Until recently, the king’s reputation was ruthless but respected. The cryner had changed him to unpredictable and untrustworthy. An attempted coup was inevitable.

			“The warlords of the south?” Roshan asked. “Aren’t they supposed to be at Pardo? Weren’t they trying to rescue my father?”

			The Walker looked down at the report. “Your father is not mentioned. What is, however, is that the King himself is engaged in the defense, and it is holding. However, he has enacted some rather draconian measures on the people. I’m not sure how far he will go.” His thick eyebrows furrowed as he scanned the document a second time. “Worse, there are reports Duraktapur is emboldened by this civil unrest. There is troop movement along the border. We need to get over our bickering and get on with our mission for the sake of our nation.”

			“What will this mean for my parents?” Amara asked.

			The Walker swallowed. “They do not thrive in prison, my dear. With the fighting, their care will become secondary. Every day, every hour wasted puts them at greater risk.”

			Amara clenched her jaw.

			Raik gestured to the surrounding wilds. “Let’s move then. Standing here talking isn’t going to get us to Duraktapur any quicker. And it’s not getting any safer either.”

			Roshan was scowling. “There’d be no safety issues if I had my bloody runes.”

			“Right,” said Raik, noticing Kirin shifting to Roshan’s flank. “But not quite safer to all of us, considering your state of mind,” Raik said. “We’ll give them back once we’re at the border.”

			“Then he’ll murder us there,” Kirin said.

			“He will not,” snapped the Walker.

			Roshan’s glare deepened.

			“Fair point,” Raik said to the kid. A rune knight with his runes, regardless of Kahli’s darts or Kirin’s bow or the Walker’s words, would make short work of all of them, if the mood struck him.

			The rest of the group stared at Raik in anticipation.

			“I’m thinking.” He licked his devlin-tasting lips and took in the empty plains expanding around him.

			The truth was they’d have to lose Roshan before Duraktapur anyway. There was no way one of Cresia’s rune knights, let alone their captain, would go unnoticed there.

			Raik always returned to his same mantra. The most powerful force in the world is knowing what people want to believe and convincing them they’re right. He thought through what Roshan might want to believe.

			Sure, he wanted his runes back—but he’d know the chances of that were slim. What he desired was to return to his king without His Holiness knowing he’d been bested, with his pride intact. Even more, he wanted this group to fear and respect him—anything to save him embarrassment and shelter his ego.

			If guilt and shame were the real killers, pride and ego were their harbingers.

			“Here’s what we do,” Raik said. “Bury your armor and sword here. At the border, we’ll hand over the runes. You’ll make the ride back, and we’ll be well across the border.”

			“You’re going to allow this?” the knight snarled at the Walker.

			The old man raised a calming hand, but Roshan ignored him. The veins in his neck pulsed as he stared at Raik.

			Raik tried an affable smile. “With your runes, you’ll be fine returning to your king. Sounds like he might need you. When next we meet, we’ll all have a drink.”

			The knight gave Raik a crocodile smile. “Maybe I’ll track you down once I have them back. Then you can sip that drink in all three hells.”

			The Old Walker clapped, killing the retort on Raik’s lips. “Enough. An excellent plan, Raikeesh. A compromise. If only our king thought like you.”

			The kid was already digging a hole.

			**********

			Raik drove the wagon with the old man at his side, both hands on the reins since camel teams were notorious for poor behavior at the best of times but were especially feisty in the hot morning sun. They rode smoothly down the old road Cresia had built to supply their armies toward the end of the Third Rune War. It was constructed on a natural grade, framed by wood from the Tireen jungles, and flattened by troops of elephants and thousands of soldiers. It was called the Old Blood Road in memorial of the disaster of the attack, the massacre in retreat, and the currency paid for both.

			In spite of that history, Raik looked over the desert stretching to the horizon and grinned. He imagined the Ivory King standing at his map table, moving his miniatures across the route. This was precisely the road he’d expect them to take. It made Raik happy to think how far off that path he planned to go.

			The old man was the wild card, but Raik hoped by the time the crafty bastard sussed out the detour, it would be too late. Still, as the landmark for their course change approached, it would be better to distract the Old Walker before he tried to interfere.

			“You think the coup was preventable?” Raik asked over the stomping camel feet and rolling wheels.

			The old man rubbed his hands together as if contemplating his words carefully. “The king, in recent years, has become impulsive. But we share an extensive history. I was an advisor to his father and grandfather. Our king bears little resemblance to those great men but is guided by the Divine all the same. It’s not my place to question his wisdom.”

			Guided by the Divine. Raik stifled a laugh. “So what will you do about it?” he asked.

			“Who, me?” the old man replied with a voice full of mischief. “My business is the opposite side of the coin from you. You smuggle. You do whatever you can to ignore borders while I use my abilities to make sure Cresia is strong enough to have one. Kings come and go, but Cresia remains.”

			“I’ve heard your purview goes a bit beyond that,” Raik said.

			The Old Walker stared out at the desert. “You believe the talk from the dead city? That the Ivory King has a magus advising him?”

			Finally, a nugget of truth from the old man.

			“You are called the Old Walker.”

			“One could hardly call me young.”

			“It’s mysterious.”

			The old man’s moniker supposedly came from this desert. At a young age, the rumor went, he had spent a hundred days traveling it on foot and come out alive. An impossibility given the Sticks.

			“Mysterious? No. What I do is closer to your understanding of a scholar or tinkerer. Years of study and experimentation with the runes to find the best path for our great nation.”

			“That still doesn’t explain a magus,” Raik said.

			“There’s no magic. Simply, the way runes have been used, with manual Turns and mechanisms, is small-minded. A bit of imagination in their use is needed—”

			“The marker!” the kid yelled over the rumbling wheels as he rode up beside them. He pointed to a neem, a drought-resistant tree that stretched up from blue sands and towered over the small shrubs of the desert.

			Raik tightened his grip on the reins and looked east. It was time to veer off course.

			The Walker stuck a bony elbow into Raik’s ribs and pointed in that same eastern direction. “So when are you going to let our friends know about crossing Sorasku’s Bed?”

			Raik blinked. This bastard was just full of surprises. “How did you divine that information?”

			“Ah, yes. Divining. Another trait of the magus.” The Walker’s eyes sparkled. “Indeed. Indeed. I studied an ancient scroll with strange drawings, lines, and symbols. But, you might know it by its common name. Map.”

			Raik sighed and pulled the reins hard to the left. The camels resisted for a moment before plunging off the Blood Road and onto a much less traveled path—toward the notoriously crocodilian-infested waters.

			“So, when are you going to tell them? They should know you’re taking them across that water, no?” the old man asked again.

			“They’ll figure it out. You don’t have a problem with it?”

			“No. I bend to the smuggler’s expertise.”

			Raik walked through his plan again. It was the stealthiest way to Duraktapur. The Walker was pragmatic about it, and Roshan would likely enjoy the potential of their death. But the women? They might have imagined the plan would be similar to their exit from Cresia. But the Duraktapur’s Durovan border guards were too strict, too educated to allow some quick trickery or a bribe to work.

			Getting across Norys’s border would require a different kind of smuggling. Far more covert and perilous.

			Sorasku’s Bed. A stretch of the Great Serpent notorious across the Jeweled Lands for its long, narrow passages, shifting currents, and most dangerously, the Jaru crocodile god’s ever-hungry children. And potential Duraktapur’s patrols.

			Raik knew of three smugglers who chanced the rapids only to turn up as waterlogged corpses. But he’d also met a hunter that made it. Sadly, that man was peg-legged from the affair and wouldn’t go near a body of water without a half-gallon of strong spirits first.

			—

			As the hours passed and Raik urged the camels onward, and the air moistened. The shrubs and skinny trees dotting the landscape were filling out, stretching with the life-giving water as the Great Serpent drew near.

			A crazy parcel of land, this outer edge of Mazstik. Where dry desert death became swampy grave fast.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			At midday, despite Kirin’s suspicions of Sticks always on the horizon, they took a rest. 

			As the hot desert breeze whipped blue sand around her, Amara stood off to the side fiddling with an iron file she nicked from Sir Roshan’s belongings. She supposed he used it for minor armor repairs. It would join the rest of the makeshift tools in her kit. 

			Perhaps it was foolish to steal from him, but Amara always felt better after taking something. No matter how small.

			Satisfied, she tucked her tools away and returned to the group. They’d be on their way soon. As she rounded the wagon, she came face to face with Raik, and the momentary peace she’d felt bolted.

			“Heat getting to you?” He leaned casually against one of the large wheels.

			“Is there something you wish to say to me?”

			“Thing about wishing—takes just as much time as planning, but never amounts to shit.” He rubbed his shoulder and leaned in, “I do have a plan to talk to you about.”

			Amara tried to appear as neutral as her irritation would allow. She glanced at his shoulder, remembering the look on his face as he told her to remove the runes. “You don’t go along with other people’s plans, even if it’s saving your life. Perhaps I should return the favor.”

			Raik twitched a smile at her, which only increased her anger.

			He raised a hand in peace. “It was a fine idea. Honestly. Just not for me. I’m sorry. Still, it worked out well—we needed to get rid of Roshan, and taking the runes was a great first step. Are they on you or hidden?”

			Amara felt her skin flush. “Neither. I don’t have the runes. When you acted so . . . rashly in the wagon, I asked Kahli to remove them.”

			“The assassin?” he said in disbelief. “She’s on their side!”

			“She helped me acquire them in the first place.”

			Raik’s face slackened. “She’s Kithkarnin, Amara. Everything she does is calculated. She’s just trying to earn your trust. We need to get them back before he does. He’s supposed to be our muscle, but he’s less stable than I thought.”

			“You thought that maniac was stable?”

			Raik closed his eyes. He took a step back and took a breath. “You’re clever, Amara. I like that about you. Clever enough to understand that we need those runes back. If we’re going to deal with that knight—she can’t have them. Sorry to say, but you’re the thief.”

			“You want me to steal them from her? I could simply ask for them back.”

			“No. Like I said, she’s on their side. We need surprise on ours.”

			“Thieving’s the precise reason I’m in this situa—”

			“And it’s what’s going to get you and your family out of it. This is step one.”

			Amara hated it, but she agreed with him. She licked her lips. “Fine. I’ll ride with her in the wagon. We’re a few days from Duraktapur, correct?”

			Raik gave her a long stare. 

			“I think we might be dealing with him sooner,” Raik said. He continued to survey the landscape to the north, his eyes clouded with worry. “We’re closer than you think. Can you get them back before the next stop?”

			Amara followed his gaze to the horizon. She’d been taught a bit of geography, and Raik’s timeline for reaching Duraktapur seemed far too soon. But Amara wanted him to be right on that count. The quicker they finished this job, the less likely her family would see Tetse.

			She took in a deep breath of hot desert air and pictured Esonta’s blindfold—the three connected stars and the blazing sun staring at her. Focus, child, Esonta had said. The heat of focus melts the coldest lover and breaks the hardest lock. A classic among Esonta’s many proverbs.

			Amara stepped away from the wagon and assessed Kahli. Athletic, smart, armed, and deadly. The exact type of mark Esonta warned her child pickpockets to avoid.

			But this was Amara’s mistake to fix.

			“I’ll try,” she said.

			Raik nodded, taking her word as enough, and returned to getting the group moving.

			**********

			In thieving, you didn’t get many opportunities to rectify a mistake. But an hour later, as Amara sat in the back of the rolling wagon with Kahli, one presented itself. The assassin had apparently grown uncomfortable in the growing heat and erected a curtain to change out of her long-sleeved clothing. In doing so, she left her satchels near Amara. Unguarded.

			Strands of Amara’s hair clung to the sweat on her face as she eyed it. Pickpocketing was the first skill she’d learned from the denizens of the necropolis. This wasn’t a classic technique—using crowds and accidental contact—but the key tactics of distraction and misdirection still applied.

			There were a plethora of conversational options she could use to cover her movement and keep Kahli distracted, yet Amara’s curiosity led her to ask, “Why did you intervene with Roshan?”

			Kahli stopped moving. The curtain drew back to reveal her face and shoulder. She’d removed her latest half-mask but was careful to reveal only the right side of her face from behind the curtain. Sunlight hit the canvas and showed the silhouette of her body. Amara found herself mesmerized by the woman’s striking features—the length of her legs, the arc of her back, and her golden hair.

			“The Book of Kith says, ‘Take good fortune when it comes, f-for it is a fickle power, p-prone to ch-changing faster than the w-wind,” Kahli said, and then closed the curtain. Probably a little harder than she’d wanted to.

			Amara smiled. “You play quite a game. Answering a genuine question with scripture rather than the truth,” she said. She kicked a bag of camel feed, then moved toward the small satchel.

			“Is it so hard to believe th-that I—that I j-just wanted to help you?” Kahli’s voice cracked.

			Amara arched her eyebrows. Raik suspected Kahli connived to earn her trust. It was entirely possible.

			Through the drape, Kahli’s tall frame was bent at the waist. Her hair grazed the floor as she changed. Did Kahli know she was watching? 

			It was time to make her move on the satchel.

			She took another step toward it. “I’m a thief. Believing in the charity of others would be quite the delusion.”

			Amara carefully lifted the small leather purse and opened it. Her nose wrinkled, and her eyes watered at the pungent smell. Clumped at the bottom sat the vials of liquid and powder for Raik’s antidote. No runes.

			She glanced up, and her breath caught. The curtain was drawn back.

			Kahli stood before her, naked from the waist up, lips pursed in suspicion. Her blond hair cascaded across half her face.

			Panic raced through Amara. The nightspirit grumbled for release. She fought it off and stared in challenge at the assassin.

			Kahli reached down to a second satchel, one she’d kept behind the curtain with her. She pulled out her mask, and for a moment, as she slipped it on, her face was exposed. Amara saw the layers of ridged and raw scar tissue running between her eye and lip.

			Before Amara could say anything, Kahli reached down again. This time revealing two runes in one open hand while her chain weapon dangled from the other. Despite the weapon’s threat, Amara couldn’t help but watch the incredible rune light dancing across Kahli’s skin.

			“Y-you want to know why I helped you w-with the knight? I admired your strength. Your conf-confidence.”

			Amara blinked. The honesty in Kahli’s green eyes was plain. She admired Amara’s strength? The whole situation was making her dizzy. Amara realized she was holding her breath. She reached instinctively for the rod the Walker gave her, tucked at her side. It had no rune in it, but it was still something.

			Kahli glanced at the weapon, and the sides of her mouth turning up slightly. “At th-the end, Kith said to P-Pirathi, ‘Your path is wrong, but I admire y-your conviction to your death.’”

			She stepped toward Amara and handed a single stone over, her fingertips brushing Amara’s palm.

			“One f-for your effort,” she said, then put the other one back in her satchel. “One to remind me to w-watch you.” 

			“Kahli. I . . . thank you,” was all Amara could manage.

			The assassin leaned in close. She smiled, the bottom edge of a scar creeping out from under her mask. “I h-hope you are a better th-thief than a pickpocket.”

			Then she turned away, returning to her curtained space to finish dressing.

			Amara exhaled and flopped cross-legged to the floor. She forced her pounding heart to still. To resist staring at Kahli, she examined the thumb-sized rune vibrating in her hand. She ran a finger over the smooth onyx of the shadow side before rolling it over and squinting at the crystal clarity of the bright one. The light shooting from its fractal surface seemed like a reflection. 

			How many combinations were possible with the runes? How would stronger ones empower the rod? How did they work with other metals?

			All that potential within a tiny stone. The power that built the Ivory Palace, the Sky Spire, and their destination, Duraktapur. The power that called Harkan to destroy Returk. By the old gods, what else could it do?

			She put the stone away and looked back at Kahli as the assassin tied her hair back.

			Amara recalled Kahli’s quote. At the end, Kith said to Pirathi, ‘Your path is wrong, but I admire your conviction to your death.’

			It was the last thing Kith said to Pirathi before she slit his throat.

			**********

			As the wagon creaked to a halt, Amara leaped down to a strange transitional landscape. The sand of the desert was sprinkled lightly between the cracks in green vegetation instead of strangling it. The world shifted from a dry cobalt to a humid cyan.

			The Old Walker joined her. He was sweating profusely. A scowl wrinkled his face as he looked at the sun with contempt. Amara didn’t blame him.

			After the heating she’d endured in Zol and now this sweltering land, she’d formed her own opinion: the third and deepest of the hells must be a place of constant humidity.

			Roshan approached and from atop his mount and fixed her with an intense, fevered stare. She appended her definition. The third hell was humidity and any time spent with the rune knight. She hoped one rune would be enough to free her from him.

			Raik walked from around the wagon. His stride was purposeful. He looked at her, raising his eyebrows. Did you get them? he was asking.

			Amara gave a half nod. She had one rune, so it wasn’t quite a lie.

			Raik gave her a quick wink, then smirked at the knight. “We haven’t seen a Stick in hours, thankfully. This is where we part ways, friend.”

			Could it be that easy? Just a statement, and she’d be free from Roshan’s constant hatred? From the fear of him hurting her?

			Roshan shook his earless head as he dismounted. He spat on the lush vegetation and smacked the side of his horse.

			“No bloody border around here.”

			“True. No official one,” said Raik. He gazed off to the east. “But a way into Duraktapur.”

			Roshan started to frown but then smiled instead. He looked farther east and gave a scornful laugh. “You can’t be.”

			“What?” Amara blurted out.

			Roshan shook his head, still laughing. “So much for the Sticks getting you! So much for revenge!”

			Amara found his mirth alarming. Anything that made him this happy couldn’t bode well for her.

			“Sorasku’s Bed,” Roshan said.

			Amara recalled suddenly the yellowed maps her father had kept—the ones labeled with old Jaru names. Sorasku’s Bed. Part of the Great Serpent. The current there was said to be unpredictably powerful, its shores the breeding ground for the crocodile god’s children.

			“A bed indeed,” the Old Walker said, “but those that sleep there tend not to wake.”

			Was Raik insane? If he was, his face wasn’t showing it.

			“We’ll make it,” Raik said. “The kid and I have done it before.” He sounded calm, but could he be lying?

			Kirin came around on his own horse in time to catch Raik’s last words.

			Amara was confused. “I thought you would smuggle us in.”

			“This is smuggling. It’s the reason to come through Mazstik instead of Musapra. Sure, arrogant Creasians think the border along the Blood Road is less secure. But it isn’t. It crawls with Durovan. So we cut it short. Shoot the rapids. Unnoticed.”

			Amara frowned as Kahli dropped from the wagon and tossed him a vial of the antidote.

			“Worried the poison is driving him mad?” asked Kirin.

			Raik glared at him.

			Kirin dismounted and pulled his bow from the saddle pack. “When you’ve figured out which type of death we’re going to plunge into, let me know.”

			He strung the weapon and began flicking arrows at the soft wood he’d set against the wagon’s wheel.

			“Fine. You coming with me, oh wise one?” Roshan said to the Walker. “You’re not foolish enough to die by croc bite, right?”

			The old man gave a toothy grin. “All men are fools, Roshan. Wisdom is in knowing the limit of your own folly. For me, the insanity of the river is less than what faces our nation if we fail. I will stay.”

			Amara glanced between the Walker and Roshan. She was starting to understand their divide. Roshan was loyal to the king, but the Walker was loyal to Cresia.

			“Suit yourself,” Roshan said.

			Fifty paces from the wagon, Kirin continued his practice. THSSSST-thud. THSSSST-thud. Over and over.

			Raik’s brow creased as he examined the path the wagon was set toward. “Everyone believes the waters of Sorasku’s Bed are uncrossable. They aren’t. I have a way. But again, Sir Roshan, now is your time to leave.”

			Roshan’s face was deadly serious. “Sure. Pass over the runes then.”

			Amara exchanged a look with Kahli, who was watching from the back of the wagon. The masked woman’s face was stone.

			“About that,” said Raik.

			Amara swallowed as a blanket of silent anticipation slid over the group.

			Then Roshan strode forward, snarling.

			THSSSST.

			An arrow sank into the ground next to Roshan’s foot. It stopped him short of Raik and within an arm’s length of Amara. Kirin was already nocking another.

			Raik snickered. “Careful, friend. A temper is like water in this desert. Once you lose it, every breath is one closer to—”

			Roshan sidestepped, putting Raik between himself and Kirin’s bow. He snatched a dagger from his boot and yanked Amara by the hair.

			She slammed into his chest and instantly felt the cool bronze edge of his dagger at her throat. Amara clamped her mouth shut and forced her muscles to still. The nightspirit roared to life with her tension, sensing and probing with a low growl.

			The Old Walker yelled, “Roshan. Stop this!”

			But nothing changed.

			She heard Raik’s voice. “You’re choosing death, friend. Is that what you want?”

			Roshan’s thumb shifted, and an energy filled the air. The knuckle hairs on the knight’s fist and the tiniest ones on Amara’s neck rose in unison. He had engaged the Turn on the dagger—it was a rune weapon. There was a loud hum like a hundred angry bees, and Raik stumbled backward as if shoved by an invisible hand.

			THSSSST.

			Kirin fired an arrow. It flew toward Roshan, but ten feet from him, it stopped midair and fell harmlessly to the ground.

			“We’ll see who’s choosing death,” Roshan said. His head tilted toward the wagon entrance. “Why don’t you try one of your darts, bitch?”

			Kahli was standing in the mouth of the wagon, a hand reaching inside her tunic.

			“Now all this shit ends. You’re going to hand me my runes, or I’m killing her.” His grip on her hair loosened—a fraction of a change. Amara wouldn’t have noticed it. But the nightspirit did.

			It flashed a rage-filled vision of her snatching the knight’s arm. Pulling it close to her open mouth and then tearing into it. Biting through the thick tendons of the bastard’s wrist with teeth that grew from their combined rage.

			Maybe because of the vision, or maybe out of desperate instinct, she grabbed the hilt of the dagger and his forearm at the same time. He tried to pull away, and her grip slipped to the blade, the edge of it cutting between her thumb and index finger.

			Amara gasped, but somehow resisted his strength. Was that power lent from the nightspirit? It could’ve been. The nightspirit was radiating  joy, tensing for her to take the bite it had shown her.

			But instead, with her thumb, Amara disengaged the weapon’s Turn. The hum of the rune vanished. 

			Roshan pulled again and the blade cut deeper into her hand. Amara screamed in pain. She dropped to her knees just as Raik barreled into Roshan, Kahli barely a step behind.

			Amara slammed her eyes shut. The wound flared. She flexed her hand and felt it pulse as liquid warmth flowed down to her wrist. She’d never been good at seeing her own blood—but this hurt so bad, she had to look.

			“No,” she whispered, seeing the mess of blood covering her hand. Her vision tunneled. All she could make out was the dripping red wound between her thumb and finger.

			She was swaying.

			The Walker was beside her. “Calm. Calm. We have-”

			Amara’s eyes fluttered.

			—

			When they opened, she was running toward the sprawling banyan tree that dominated her parent’s grove. Its hundreds of aerial roots, diving down from a wide-winged canopy, created a tangled mesh half the size of her parent’s villa.

			She plunged through the gaps of its woody exterior and into a twisted, curling path lit by shafts of streaking sunlight. The world smelled of fall and spring. An eternal space, clinging to an end that was just beginning.

			Amara caught a shadow moving ahead in the bend of the soft, spongy dirt path. She went to step over a root, but her stride was hampered by her legs. They were short and thin. She raised her hands before her face—they were small, and her fingers were fine.

			She was a girl.

			Ahead of her, she heard a soft mewl and found herself running again.

			“Amara, dearest?” called a silvery voice from outside the twisted roots. Mother.

			“Soon, Mother,” she replied. Yes, she would be back soon, but first, the whimpering cub. That’s why she was here—the panther cub she’d seen skittering into the maze. It was malnourished or injured.

			Amara had to find it—to care for it.

			Rounding a hard turn, she stumbled on uneven ground. She caught herself by grasping the root wall, but her fingers caught on a gnarled edge, tearing the skin.

			She winced as blood trickled down her hand. But the cub was more important. So Amara righted herself and ran on.

			The cub let out a small, shaking yowl as she got closer. It must be frightened of her footsteps.

			“It’s all right, little one,” she murmured, slowing to walk as she squeezed around another root-entwined corner.

			A dead-end opening lay in the knotted cavern, tall enough for her to stand upright. The cub crouched in the center, and its yellow eyes stared at her with feral intensity as its tail swished, its ears bent low.

			“There you are. Come away. I’ll take care of you,” she said, extending her bloody hand.

			The cub half-cried, half-purred. Its sound wasn’t right. An octave too deep, a waver too pronounced for a real cat.

			Amara got closer. Behind the cub, inside the heart of the banyan, came a deeper, oily growl.

			Then her mother’s voice. “Dearest?”

			She ignored them both.

			She coaxed the cub into her little arms. She tried to stroke its head with the back of her bleeding hand, but it mewled until she showed it her wounded fingers.

			Its purr deepened, and then its rough tongue licked hungrily.

			When it was done, it curled tight against her chest.

			Then there was a crack, as another presence pushed its way toward them. The root wall broke and shifted until two dark yellow orbs pressed to its edge.

			The eyes of an enormous, majestic panther. The eyes of the nightmother.

			A booming growl resonated from the thick-muscled creature. The little cub purred at its mother’s presence even as Amara shivered.

			The huge panther took thudding steps toward them, flattening the roots with ease. Each of its powerful paws was the size of her head.

			Deep and dark the nightmother was, like a fabled avatar of B’sashti Amara had seen in her parent’s books. Its chorded growl grew louder—echoing through the maze and her mind. It was an all-consuming sound, and layered underneath it was a word. It sounded like something from the old Jaru tongue.

			Vãnavas.

			Amara struggled to the surface of consciousness as the word whispered from her mouth.

			Vãnavas.

			The nightspirit purred in her mind. Over and over.

			Vãnavas.

			—

			Amara blinked her eyes open and stared at the sky. She wasn’t in her parent’s grove. She was lying in sandy grass, and her hand was throbbing. She lifted it to see. It was wrapped tight in fabric.

			Kirin was kneeling next to her.

			“How long?” she asked.

			In a steady voice, he said, “Not very. Kahli wrapped your hand. That’s a nasty cut, but she seemed to know what she was doing.”

			“Roshan?” Amara said, shaking her head and coming fully aware.

			Kirin frowned, his eyes focusing on the scene behind her. “Say the word, and we’ll see how many holes a black heart needs to burst.”

			Slowly, Amara got to her feet to see.

			Roshan was kneeling between Raik and Kahli, hands tied behind his back. Fury burned in his eyes. She met his glare.

			Kirin said, “Let’s take a vote. If any of you want to, we kill him.”

			“Not sure that’s how voting works, kid,” said Raik.

			Amara stalked toward Roshan.

			He spat as she approached.

			“Come for revenge, cu—”

			Kahli cut him off with a boot to the ribs. He doubled over.

			It didn’t keep him from talking, though. “Just imagine what the king will do to your family if you touch me.”

			Amara clenched her jaw. “No matter what I do, the king can kill my family. Leaving you alive would be my life’s regret.”

			Kahli stood impassive, watching and waiting. Raik’s head was tilted slightly, and he was trying to meet her eyes.

			“You’re a thief, Amara. Not a killer.” There was something sad in his voice, but she ignored it.

			“No difference,” she said. “A killer simply takes something more valuable.” She’d once said the same thing to Esonta Golem. Her blind teacher disagreed.

			“Evil’s world is elimination. For lovers and thieves . . . the world is transference.”

			Amara regarded Roshan lying at her feet and the nightspirit yowled—wanting revenge. She looked at the nubs where the knight had removed his own ears and then glanced at the reddening cloth around her hand. 

			You wanted that violence, little one, she thought. Look where it got me.

			She turned away from the knight and shook her head.

			Roshan started to say something but Kahli kicked him hard before he could get it out.

			Raik exhaled loudly, then walked up behind her and placed a warm hand on her shoulder. “I thought we’d buried all his weapons,” he said. His eyebrows were narrowed in a look of protective concern that reminded her of her father.

			“I know,” she said, testing the flex of her hand.

			“Wait,” Kirin said, stepping beside Amara. “We’re just letting him go?”

			They turned back to see Kahli slipping behind Roshan. The rune dagger he’d held at Amara’s throat was in in her hand, positioned to cut his bonds free. Her face was relaxed yet serious. “Justice is n-never given; it is taken,” she quoted.

			Roshan flinched as the dagger dug into his hand.

			“Stop! Stop!” commanded the Old Walker. “The king will want him intact. He’ll need him. Regardless of his transgressions or your thoughts of justice, my dear.”

			Kahli took a deep, resigned breath and then walked over and presented the dagger to Amara. “One m-more rune earned.”

			Amara looked from the dagger to her wounded hand. If this was the cost of one more rune, what would she have to give to get an entire nation’s?
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			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			Before the scarring

			Six years earlier

			The rains came early to the jungle. It pattered on the canvas roof and poured out in a steady stream from the corners of the questioning room.

			Hands folded in her lap, Kahli knelt in the fourth row of students waiting to prove themselves.

			There was a certain pride in her progress. She’d surpassed twenty-some students in the last month, but she was still far from the prestigious first row, the one reserved for the next to graduate as full Kithkarnin.

			Kneeling in that row had been her dream since arriving in Talos. It was the dream of all children adopted into the order’s strict and focused family. And one reinforced by their masters.

			Kahli would die before disappointing them.

			The students surrounding her shifted impatiently. The teachers, lined up behind them, evaluated their every move.

			In a day that would be filled with surprises, the first was seeing the Second stalking through the entrance.

			He’d barely been seen in years. Of late, the order had been using him for assassinating the more challenging targets, not for teaching. He specialized in marks who knew the Kithkarnin were hunting them—ones who hired pit fighters as bodyguards, who turned friends and family into lookouts, and who paid handsome fees to border patrols to watch for “religious” pilgrims. He took these extra challenges and extra casualties as indulgences.

			The students and teachers hushed as he walked through the questioning room. His eyes were dark, and his jaw clenched as he strode across the front of the room. His black cassock hung loosely on him. It matched his untidy beard and tangled mess of wet hair.

			Kahli tried to ignore him and focus. The pressure of asking her question weighed on her. A good question, well-phrased, could get her promoted. But this man’s presence, a reminder of her prior failure, unnerved her. A shiver passed through her as she met his gaze.

			She closed her eyes and considered the phrasing of her question.

			Master, if our teachers know so much, why do they not partake in hunting marks?

			Teachers were useful, but she needed to know this answer to be sure of their effectiveness. At times, she felt her education was focused more on creating teachers than real assassins.

			Complicating things was the girl kneeling next to her. Hayanna. The rules had been changed for her. She’d joined the order a week ago as a teenager. Every other student started as a child.

			Oval-faced and slender-necked, Hayanna had brilliant green eyes to match Kahli’s own, though her brown skin was many shades darker. She was likely from Cresia, given her long chestnut hair, which she wore tied back. Her build was slighter than Kahli’s, but her upright posture suggested honed strength.

			She’d been immediately placed one below Kahli in the rankings. Worse, she’d sparred with and beaten three students ranked above Kahli. The rumor was that her grappling skills were unparalleled. If she was as good in the questioning, she could leapfrog Kahli.

			Kahli breathed. Her question was well-considered. She could hold off this upstart.

			The Second’s gaze was focused on Hayanna. Kahli felt a tinge of jealousy, but she dismissed it as the First entered. The master’s expression flickered with surprise as he acknowledged the presence of the Second.

			He stood before the row of kneeling questioners and opened The Book of Kith. He held it with reverence. “We shall begin.”

			Kahli listened to her fellow students’ questions but ignored any that were closed-ended. Many hadn’t learned that was the wrong path to getting a straight answer. Then, there were the poor fools who repeated a question already asked—Kahli couldn’t help but feel pity for them.

			As the questioning snaked its way toward her, Kahli controlled her breathing and focused. She needed her voice to be steady and confident. She had to stand out among the lesser students.

			Then it was Hayanna’s turn.

			Kahli pushed aside her nerves and listened to discern some weakness from her question.

			The girl, in a soft, airy voice, asked, “Master, why do our teachers not usher walks?”

			Kahli reeled. Her question! Her jaw clenched. She refused to let tears of rage build in her eyes. Kahli didn’t listen to the answer. She scoured the room, desperate for alternatives that might salvage the situation.

			So many heads turned toward the First in admiration. The wise man responded, and most teachers and students listened and learned from him with open awe. But not everyone.

			The Second’s flat eyes drifted across the students. His lip curled. His face was anything but receptive; it sent its own signal. Disdain.

			That raw emotion inspired Kahli. A question began to form in her mind. When the master acknowledged her, she was ready.

			“Master . . . the Second. C-can you tell me how y-you would defeat him?”

			A sudden hush smothered the questioning room’s occupants. The drumbeat of rain against the roof became the only sound.

			The Second didn’t flinch. His eyes locked on the master as if daring an answer.

			The First returned the stare.

			The moments following a question were reserved for the master’s contemplation. Students and teachers were both forbidden from moving during this time. Teachers had been punished for doing so. But at her question, the silent confrontation stretched, and there was tense movement all around. A student swallowed hard. A silliphant muffled a cough. Every breath became shallow.

			The two standing atop the Kithkarnin Order evaluated each other.

			“This questioning is disbanded,” called out a shaky old voice. It was Master Tejas, an instructor and one generation removed from holding the position of the First himself. His voice blended compassion and command, easing the tension without breaking it.

			The other teachers moved at once to obey him. Exchanging worried glances, they lead the students out of the questioning room and back to their quarters.

			Kahli followed, her question unanswered.

			A half-hour later, Master Tejas came to the entrance of Kahli’s white, cloth-walled room. Like all students’ quarters, it was sparse. A short wooden bed, a jute rug, and a teak box for clothing that also served as a stand for a small oil lamp.

			Kahli, who’d been sitting cross-legged on the rug, stood silently as he shuffled into her room.

			A tall and wiry old man, Tejas’s arm had an angry pink line running from elbow to wrist. Wrinkles were etched into the brown skin of his forehead and slanted down toward his nose, making him seem to be permanently scowling.

			He took a deep breath of the humid air before bending his knobbed knees to sit on her bed. Despite the obvious toll the years of fighting had taken on his body, his eyes shone deep brown and burned with life.

			“Questions are sacred only when asked from a position of inquiry. Not from ambition. Which was yours?”

			Kahli swallowed but said nothing. She suspected punishment awaited no matter what she said.

			“Smart not to lie to me, initiate. I’ll answer your question. He can be defeated, so long as your criteria for victory are correct.”

			Kahli glanced down. Her question was false, but this was the type of answer she despised. The type any closed question received. The vague nonsense of philosophy without the bite of practicality.

			The old man caught the frustration before she masked it. Expressing anger with elders earned punishment. But, instead of hardening, his eyes softened.

			“What do you know of victory and defeat?” he asked.

			Plenty, she thought. Every day she sparred with students desperate to keep their rank or jump over hers. Every day she was forced into long conditioning stints in the dense jungle—where biting insects, snakes, tigers, and all kinds of other predators lurked. Victory was making it to her bed at night.

			But the old master’s question was rhetorical. She was years away from being given a mark. And that was the only measure that mattered in Talos. So she remained silent.

			“To overcome an opponent like the Second, you need luck and experience, but most of all, to understand what you’ll sacrifice to win. He is the most successful of our order. That differs from the best. The best gain victory, sacrificing as little of themselves as possible. Much to our order’s benefit, the Second sacrifices everything to gain his.”

			She shook her head, not entirely satisfied.

			Master Tejas added, “You want practicality to your answers? Very well. The voice that compelled you to ask your question was full of competition and ambition. That path leads to being his equal, not his better.”

			He rose and hobbled toward the door.

			“This is your weakness. And you must learn to overcome it. Tomorrow, return to the back row.”

			**********

			Now

			A bloated tree trunk, semi-petrified, stood in the center of the path. An ancient high-water mark most likely, but Kahli couldn’t help thinking of it as an omen this evening.

			She looked around at the others. Amara had been moving in a trance since they’d left the wagon, holding her wounded hand and gliding through the reedy grass like the wind. Raik, the old man, and the apprentice were the complete opposite. They blundered through, cracking stems and splashing in the small swamp pockets like they were purposefully trying to announce their presence. Maybe they were. Surprising a croc in this long grass was a good way to lose more than fingers.

			Kahli kept guard on the flank, on high alert for whatever might lurk in the darkened woods. Truthfully, Sticks or crocs didn’t concern her half as much as the prospect of the rune knight following. After the incident with Amara he’d left to return to the king, but Kahli didn’t trust him. This dusk-darkened landscape would be the perfect place for him to slip a knife into their spines.

			The chattering prayers of rushing water grew louder as they neared the banks of the river. The shore was serene, reflecting a black image of the grasses around it. Kahli might even call it peaceful. But five steps farther and the water turned into an angry churn. Then whitecaps. And in the middle, a raging torrent.

			Raik cursed.

			“What?” she called out.

			“Nothing’s easy. There was supposed to be a . . .” He scoured the bank.

			Kahli joined him on the pebbled beach. The opposing bank was thin in comparison to this side, nothing more than a strip of soil along the tall ravine. In the shrouded moonlight, she glimpsed an unnatural collection of logs. A raft.

			“Th-that?” She pointed.

			Raik took a relieved breath and nodded. “I wish we had enough rope so this would be safer, but someone’s going to have to swim for it.”

			Kahli gritted her teeth. 

			 “I’m open to suggestions,” said Raik as the rest of the group joined them.

			“Go back and convert the cart,” said his apprentice.

			“It’s ironwood. Not known for floating,” Raik said.

			Kahli considered felling a tree to create a bridge to the raft, but the trees weren’t near tall enough for the rapids’ considerable width.

			“We build a n-new raft?” she said instead.

			The Old Walker stroked one of his curling white eyebrows. “A rune weapon is all we need, my dear. Roshan’s dagger.”

			Amara pulled out the bronze dagger that had cut her and gave it a quizzical inspection. “This will help us building a raft?”

			The old man laughed. “No, no, dear child. But it can help us cross.”

			Kahli frowned at the Walker’s vagueness, and Amara tsked as well. They exchanged a glance of mutual annoyance.

			“And how, precisely, will it do that?” Amara asked. “Please enlighte—”

			“Activate it,” Kahli said.

			And Amara did.

			The air tensed just as it had when Roshan had grabbed Amara. A crackling, buzzing energy radiated from the weapon. Kahli’s hair sprang from her head, each strand on end. Energy surged from the ground as if desperate to join with the sky.

			Ten feet away, the dagger was bright—a blinding source of power. Kahli was thankful that she wasn’t any closer.

			“Don’t waste it!” yelled the old man.

			Amara disengaged the Turn, and Kahli’s hair fell back.

			“Th-that is what the knight did?” Kahli asked, staring between Amara and the old man.

			Amara’s eyes were wide, and her head was quirked. “Not exactly?”

			“The bright side touching bronze is what Roshan used,” said the Walker. “Gathering energy into a protective shell. Now you’ve seen the shadow. Its effect is, of course, the opposite—pushing energy out,” he said.

			Kahli was awestruck. She finger-combed her hair back into place. The static in it shocked her as she forced rogue strands back into place.

			“Are you all right?” Amara asked her.

			Kahli frowned, straightening her posture. “I’m f-fine.”

			The old man continued. “So long as you’re holding the weapon—assuming it was crafted correctly—the energy won’t harm you. Kahli, my dear, you were luckily just outside its reach.”

			Amara had a puzzled look as she considered the rune weapon in her hand. Kahli didn’t blame her. There was much to know about runes.

			“How does th-this help us cross the r-rapids?” she asked.

			The old man flicked a crooked smile at her. “The energy of the runes runs efficiently through most metals. But as you saw, dear, not terribly far in the air.”

			Far enough. Her skin was still warm. But that didn’t answer her question.

			The Old Walker gestured to the rapids, his smile broadening. “Liquids, however, are quite a different case. The energy spreads much farther. It should ward away the crocodiles.”

			“Should ward away the crocodiles?” Kirin turned to Raik. “Wish I could swim. Really, I do.”

			The Walker ignored him. “Also, draining happens quicker in the water. Much quicker. A measure of prudence will be necessary.”

			Amara sighed. “I can swim, but not well.”

			Raik twisted his mouth.

			Kahli’s stared at the roiling waters: the best plan would be to find another way. To skulk the periphery and seek opportunities from the shore. But much like when she darted the knight, Kahli decided to ignore that.

			“I c-can swim,” she said.

			“So can I,” Raik said. “Flip for it?” He pulled a rupa from his many pockets. He danced the golden coin across his knuckles, showing her the king’s silhouette on one side, the Ivory Palace on the other. “The bastard, you. Where he shits, me.”

			He flipped the coin high; it flashed in the moonlight.

			**********

			They waited until the twin moons’ refracted light was at its dimmest point on the water. Kahli began pulling off clothes, keeping only her light undergarments.

			The apprentice inhaled sharply, clearly unnerved with her undressing in his presence.

			“You expect m-me to swim in my ves—clothing? Th-that is the p-path of the drowned.”

			“Uh, no—no. Sorry.” He turned his back like a scolded child and stumbled up the embankment.

			Amara laughed.

			Strangely, Kahli’s scars prickled with heat as she caught Amara watching her undress. She tried to ignore that sense of exposure. Modesty was the last thing that should be on her mind.

			“Across to the other embank—embankment, get the r-raft, and bring it back. Simple,” she said.

			Raik nodded. He didn’t look at her. He was focused across the raging water. “Wish we could take the time to try upriver. The current might be weaker, but there are more Durovan patrols. Crocs either way.”

			“I have yet to see a sign of Sorasku’s children. Perhaps they won’t be a problem?” Amara asked.

			Raik gave her a wry smile and spoke to Kirin, who still had his back turned to avoid looking at Kahli. “Kid, what’d I teach you about that?”

			“Never mistake a lack of proof as proof something is lacking.”

			“Close enough. We’ll cover you best we can, Kahli. Ready?” Raik asked.

			Kahli took a breath of the cool evening air and stretched in her undergarments. The air was cool on her skin, but a light mist from the river told her the water would be colder. Her training taught her the value of caution and planning. It was patience and knowledge that allowed her to thrive for so long in Talos. Many other would-be Kithkarnin never grasped this crucial lesson, but it was ingrained in how the order worked.

			Swimming across Sorasku’s Bed was the opposite. Impatient and incomprehensible.

			She nodded to Raik and walked to the water’s edge anyway.

			Using runes also went against the order’s dogma. She was ignoring so much of her training. It felt like self-sabotage.

			Kahli steadied herself. No, this wasn’t sabotage. The Walker, seeing her do this, would report well to the king. Her instincts were helping—not hurting—her chances of becoming Third.

			Her feet met the pulsing water. Kith, it was cold. She took a long look at her destination across the river. Around a hundred feet from this beach, through croc-filled water, to the steep, tree-dotted ravine on the other side.

			Amara handed her the rune dagger. “Be careful,” she whispered.

			Kahli tied her mask to keep her hair contained, looped a leather thong around the dagger to keep it wrapped to her wrist, and waded into the water.

			In two strides, she stood thigh deep. The current tugged her west with persistent urgency. She sank her toes into the pebbles and turned around to look at the others.

			Behind her, on the shore, Raik lay on his belly. His eyes were level with the rapids, watching the surface in concentration. His apprentice stood behind him, an arrow nocked and ready. What could they see with the twin moons so low in the sky?

			Another step and the water rose to her waist. She bent her knees, bracing herself as she continued. Ten feet so far. Ninety to go. Not too much deeper, she hoped.

			She paused to survey the river’s path. Both upstream and down, it snaked out of view. No wonder Duraktapur’s border troops struggled to patrol this stretch. Unless they were exactly across from this spot, you could light a fire on the beach and still not be noticed.

			The current became stronger and the water deeper still. In a few more feet, she’d have to swim. She used the pull of the downstream current and cut diagonally toward the opposing shore. She took a deep breath and—

			THSSSST.

			The arrow dove into the water five feet behind her. She twisted to see the pointed snout of a crocodile—bumpy, armor-scaled, and with a mouth of knife-edged teeth—its lower jaw frozen in a half-opened position.

			The arrow had skewered its head, and blood streamed from each side of it.

			One croc. Not catastrophic.

			Divine, be my calm. Divine, be my shield.

			But she engaged the Turn on the dagger just to be sure.

			Blue arcs of pure energy darted from the bronze weapon in scattered fractal patterns, lighting up the water around her. That energy was invisible when Amara used it onshore. But the water gave it form. It was dazzling.

			Kahli shielded her eyes. When she grew used to the light, she looked around and saw strange, thrashing whitecaps she hadn’t seen earlier.

			No. Not whitecaps. Crocodiles. One was dead, its white belly pointing to the sky, while another listed to the side, its yellow eyes rolled back in a stunned catatonia. Both were pulled downstream by the current’s tight grip.

			One of the thick bodies thumped her side, and her balance nearly failed her.

			She glanced back to the shore.

			No, she couldn’t give up now. The dagger had worked as the Walker promised. She trusted the weapon. Wanting to conserve the charges, she released the Turn, and darkness sucked the light away.

			She swam.

			Another croc bumped her. Stunned but not dead. That wouldn’t last long.

			Kahli battled hard toward the raft on the opposing shoreline, her arms thrashing against the current, her legs kicking as she propelled slowly forward.

			The current had other ideas.

			It pulled westward with power and persistence. It grew stronger with every passing second.

			Around her, the water roiled, making it confusing to distinguish between crested water and crocodile.

			THSSSST. THSSSST. THSSSST.

			Again, she glanced back at the shore. The apprentice ran along the embankment, trying to keep up. Amara and the old man were yelling something at each other.

			In the moonlit water, another croc passed. This one twitched and twisted, its stupor fading fast.

			Kahli tried to stand again to ride out the force of the current. Her feet slid along the rocky riverbed for a second and then bumped into something. A smooth and solid wooden beam. About knee height.

			Kahli didn’t question a gift from the Divine. Seeing no reptilian forms, she braced her lower body against whatever this structure might be. The current drove against her, but the wood didn’t budge. She probed with her foot and found that the beam seemed to run perpendicular to the rapids. Part of a collapsed bridge, maybe?

			Kahli edged her way along it. The current hammered her, but she kept moving, ten feet closer to the raft.

			Out of the corner of her eye, she saw movement. A thrashing tail crested the surface, followed by a widening jaw full of serrated teeth.

			She engaged the Turn.

			Another brilliant surge of light arced out. Proximity appeared to matter: the creature spasmed, its body contorting, eyes rolling back, but it still slammed into her. Its lashing tail knocked her from the wooden beam and into the current with a splash.

			Kahli flailed. She only dared to leave the Turn engaged for another moment, using the light to survey her position.

			In seconds, she was dragged thirty or forty feet from her entry point. Her attempts at swimming were rendered useless. And the current was too strong to plant her feet against. Too strong for the crocs as well.

			She engaged the Turn again just to see.

			It sputtered and fizzled with half the effect it had last time. A heartbeat later, a quarter. In another, it was a lit match almost burned out.

			The water wrapped her in its whirling strength. Dragging her downstream to die. If only she could gain her footing, she could fight it. But it was too strong, and she was too light. 

			Exhaustion was taking hold. 

			With one desperate last effort, she pulled herself above the surface. Then, blinking free the water from her face, she shot a desperate look toward her companions on the shore. Movement once again caught her eye, this time from farther away.

			A dark figure sprinted down the beach, its feet splashing in the water. The figure flung itself into the air, a puppet yanked by a single string attached to its arm. It flailed through the moonlit night across the water.

			It was Amara. 

			And clenched in her hand was the rune rod. 

			She splashed into the river, not ten feet from Kahli. As she surfaced, she grabbed for Kahli with her free hand—but given her injury, her grip was loose. 

			Kahli grasped her with all the strength she could muster, and was stunned to find that the current did not affect Amara. Instead, she was a pillar against it. Anchored to the riverbed by the weighted force of the rune rod.

			Over the rushing water, Amara spoke sharply, gesturing her head toward the opposite bank. “When I squeeze, I’ll make the rod light, and we’ll push toward shore.”

			Kahli’s labored breathing and throbbing muscles allowed only a nod, but she understood.

			Amara squeezed her arm, and they both gave a hard push off the riverbed as the rune rod went light, letting them surge toward the eastern shore. As soon as the current took hold, Amara worked the Turn, making the rod heavy and rooting them to the riverbed again. They repeated it—never swimming—just pushing off the bottom in jumping, bobbing cycles.

			And within seven strides, they were in the shallows.

			Soaked and exhausted, Kahli collapsed onto the narrow shoreline. She rolled onto her back, gasping. As she made it to her feet, Amara was laughing.

			“Blessed B’sashti,” Amara said, looking at the rod in her hand. “I suppose we should have sent you with this too.”

			Kahli didn’t know how to respond. She simply stared.

			Amara’s black hair was smeared across her angular face. She was shivering, and her lips looked blue in the moonlight. Kahli felt the bite of the water as well, but her undergarments weren’t the cold sponge that Amara’s clothes were.

			“I need out of these,” Amara said, trying to peel away the wet layers clinging to her.

			Kahli watched her struggle for a moment, then grabbed a sleeve. “L-let me h-help.”

			Kahli helped her pull an arm free.

			“Thanks,” Amara said.

			“Me? Y-you thank me? I owe—” said Kahli. She tried to help Amara with her leggings, but as Amara lifted her leg, she lost her balance, and Kahli was forced to catch her awkwardly.

			Amara arched her eyebrows as they brushed against each other face-to-face. Kahli restrained from jerking away, but her senses were heightened from the adrenaline pumping through her body. Amara’s breath warmed the skin below her mask. It reminded Kahli of the pulsing energy of the bronze dagger. Her throat was suddenly dry, and blood pounded in her ears.

			Amara let out a small sigh, regained her footing, and stepped back. Kahli didn’t dare watch. She adjusted her mask and turned away.

			A few moments later, they walked along the embankment, both in their undergarments, and Kahli spotted a hint of red on the opposite shore.

			Raik—he waved and pointed farther up the beach.

			Within a few minutes, they found the raft. It was caked in thick muck and lodged in a nest of branches. Someone must have put it there so it wouldn’t get swept away if the water rose.

			Kahli worked with Amara in harmony, freeing the raft and two long poles under it.

			Amara picked up a pole and glanced nervously between the raft and the rapids. “I’m not sure how this has been used to cross. That water moves far too fast to control.”

			“I know a w-way,” Kahli said. 

			The structure running along the bottom of the river. With poles, they could brace the raft against the rapids and “walk” it across. It would be dangerous and exhausting, but it must have been how this crossing point was used.

			It turned out to be harder than she expected. They fought the current and crocodiles the whole way, but her idea worked.

			Soaked to the bone and shoulders sore, she and Amara approached the beach.

			“Excellent work, my dear,” the Old Walker called to Amara. “A very quick study you are with rune weapons. Your leap was magnificent!”

			Amara seemed too exhausted to respond.

			Raik’s apprentice averted his eyes as they came ashore.

			“I thought you said you could swim?” Raik grinned and handed Kahli her pile of dry clothing. “How’d you puzzle out the crossing?”

			“Kahli figured it out,” Amara said. “She’s quite brilliant.”

			Raik nodded and pulled off his coat, handing it to Amara. “And you. You’re insane. Dry off before you fall out of whatever old god’s favor you’ve managed to gain.”

			Amara pursed her lips at his doting but then slipped into the strange red coat. It hung long and baggy on her frame, reaching almost to her ankles. It was enough for the apprentice to come out of hiding.

			The Walker laughed. “Let us not shun the Divine’s favor with blasphemy, Raikeesh. Clearly, we have fortune on our side.”

			Kahli stared at the croc-infested rapids. The Walker and she had very different ideas about fortune.

			Kahli moved to collect her gear piled on the grass. The whetstone. The simple reed blowgun. Her darts and daggers, her qolas, and—where was the pouch with the bottles of antidote?

			She patted around the area where she’d left it, but it was nowhere.

			Raik met her eyes and shot her a knowing wink. “Brilliance is great, but timing is an excellent substitute.”

			He grabbed a pole and hopped onto the raft. 
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			Raik

			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			Raik rubbed his weary eyes and glared at the early dawn light creeping over the mountains that were tiny ridges on the horizon. The air had cooled as they traveled from the rapids into Duraktapur.

			Not that it had made any difference to his insomnia.

			His bedroll was lumpy from the rocks underneath it, but the culprit wasn’t anything physical. It was a boiling pot of fear and caution and remembrance. 

			Frustration built as he failed to control his thoughts. Raik opened his eyes and sat up.

			Kirin was on the last watch and glanced at Raik from his seat behind the fire.

			Raik got up slowly, stretched the knots in his back, and tiptoed to join the kid.

			“How are you this morning?” Raik whispered. At the same time, he signed, Our friends doing anything suspicious?

			“Keeping watch is like being a courtesan, I bet,” the kid said.

			“Oh? And what do you know about that?”

			“Well, the main job is trying to stay awake, right? And then screaming when things get interesting.”

			Kirin set aside the stick he’d been using to stoke the fire and signed back, The only one I see stumbling around the camp is you.

			Raik scratched his beard. Interacting with Kirin often felt more like a battle of wits than mentoring.

			“I’m glad it’s been quiet,” Raik said, then signed, Assassin sleeping soundly? She’s going to be a problem soon.

			The kid chuckled to himself. The water cooled her for tonight.

			Raik nodded. “I’ll need you at your absolute best today, kid.”

			This sortie into Duraktapur was so far outside the parameters of the mission they’d planned in Cresia, he’d have to distract the boy a bit.

			“Oh, my absolute best? Sorry for the years of disappointment with just my normal best. Anything more specific?”

			What of the old man? Raik signed, ignoring the sarcasm.

			The Old Walker was up to something and suspiciously quiet about the information coming from the steady streams of larks. And then there was his connection to Mazstik. Something wasn’t right about that.

			He’s been still too, the kid replied in quick signs.

			Raik warmed his hands at the fire. “We’ll likely need to steal horses. You can take lead on that.”

			The kid snorted. “Have you ever stolen your own horse, or do you have me for that, Master?” He poked at the fire with his stick.

			Raik couldn’t help his smile.

			“Plus, most of them fart when they’re nervous. Funny how being snatched by a stranger does that.”

			“Kid, I just—”

			“No, no. It’s fine.” His face was soft, but Raik recognized the tension. As he spoke, the kid signed, Every step we take is farther away from what we planned. Steal the sun, then help me take care of the Cowl.

			The kid hungered for revenge like Raik had when he was young. The Cowl of Man was a gang inside Cresia that killed Kirin’s thieving crew—a small group of friends that had grown up together—and tortured Kirin for sport until Raik accidentally rescued him.

			Maybe there was another way. “Sometimes, how we imagine things going and how they end up is different. Longing for an outcome—”

			The kid cut him off again. “Save it. I’ll get the horses, Raik.”

			“There will be a day when you no longer call me master. This is not it,” Raik said as calmly as he could manage.

			The kid poked at the fire, making it flare. “This might need something more to keep it burning. Master.” He added in sign, We’ve got your antidote. Let’s go. Duraktapur be damned.

			That was a logical argument, but the plan had to change if Raik were to gather all the runes. Kirin wouldn’t understand why that was unless Raik told him everything. He wanted to. Later though.

			For now, he’d have to keep the kid on his toes. He moved close to him, letting the crackle of the fire cover his voice. “Patience, kid. It’s a hard lesson, but obsessing about revenge on enemies is useless if you don’t have the allies to—”

			“I need another lesson like I need a case of slum shits.” The kid sniffed and fed his poking stick to the heart of the fire. “But all right. Patience. You’re awake, I’m going to get a bit more sleep.”

			He slid into his bedroll and turned a shoulder on Raik.

			Peering into the fire, Raik sighed. The kid was becoming more of a handful every day. Still, he was smart—a fast talker, a great improviser, and brave to a fault. Raik needed that kind of help. The archery skills didn’t hurt either.

			In return, the kid wanted to learn. To learn how to manipulate situations like Raik. To learn the art of smuggling and disguise. But more than anything, to learn the skills needed for revenge. And then to help him take it.

			That was the deal that solidified the apprenticeship. And now it was starting to crack. Because of Raik’s deceptions. Because every day since he broke his rules, he could feel his past coming to ruin his future.

			Raik stared into the fire and waited for the others to wake, thinking about all the cracks and lies of his life.

			**********

			A bit after sunrise, the others woke. They ate a cold breakfast of chapati and chopped cartin, then trekked toward Raik’s first planned stop. This area of the Duraktapur countryside was vivid in his memory. He’d been here twice on smuggling runs and a few other times during skirmishes in the rune war. The lush, rolling hills hid small pockets of forest that dotted the valleys between them.

			And most importantly, he recalled the locations of many of the larger horse ranches. If they wanted to make it to Duraktapur within the time allotted by the Ivory King, they would need horses.

			Peering over the ridge of a small hill, Raik spied on his chosen target. “If we can’t steal a couple of horses, damned if we’re going to get out of Duraktapur with the runes.”

			“Perhaps this is a good time to mention that I’ve stolen nothing remotely as large as a horse,” Amara said with a small smile.

			Raik grinned back. “According to some, it’s a dangerous business full of teeth and farts, but don’t worry. The kid has horse expertise. It’ll take a little finesse and a few hands, but I think it’ll be painless. That said, the gates that hold them are bound to be locked—so thankfully, we have you. I’ll keep watch while you grab them.”

			Kahli inspected the fine edge of her qolas in the sunlight. “Who will keep w-watch on you?”

			“Indeed,” laughed the Old Walker.

			Interesting.

			“You alright with the old man and Amara helping you, kid?” Raik asked.

			Kirin nodded. He led the other two across the hill’s peak and descended the bluff toward the ranch, deep in conversation. Raik hoped it was about how careful they were going to be. He knelt down and busied himself going through their supplies.

			Waiting.

			After a few minutes, Kahli cleared her throat. She stood with her qolas coiled at her side and smiling at him. The second crocodile smile he’d seen this week.

			“Something bothering you?” he asked.

			“You. Y-you took something from me,” she said. “I’ll have it b-back.” The blade of the qolas dropped, and she spun the chain.

			“Oh, these?” Raik stood and pulled an antidote bottle from one of the many pockets of his coat. “These are mine now. Until this poison runs its course at least.”

			Kahli’s eyes narrowed. “W-what chance has entrusted to the Divine’s servant, a man c-cannot take away.”

			Chance hadn’t entrusted her with anything. The Old Walker and the king had.

			“We could debate chance’s desires, but I’m happy to help on this little quest for my own reasons. Your king nor god needn’t force it.”

			“One sh-should not put faith in the w-words of a nonbeliever.”

			“You have trust issues.”

			“I I would prefer not to hurt you, but I w-will have the anti—those back.”

			Raik stared at her. There were a hundred violent ways he used to answer threats. Ever since Amara laid the runes on him, those seemed a little more alluring.

			But Raik focused. He already had his plan.

			Life invariably contradicted perceptions and realities. He could tell that Kahli imagined him soft enough to bully. There were so many advantages when an opponent perceived you as weak.

			He considered their distance and took a measured step back.

			“If you prefer not to hurt me, I have an idea.” His face was calm as his eyes locked with hers. He held the vial of antidote out. Kahli continued spinning the qolas, intrigued but impatient. “This is your control over my life.”

			He rolled the vial in his hand as he judged the distance between the assassin and himself. “I’m going to toss it in the air. If you can stop me from catching it—from there—I’ll give you the rest. If you can’t, I keep them all, and we forget about this problem.”

			“I could take it f-from you now.”

			“You could try.” He winked at her and twirled the vial on his palm. “Well?”

			“Th-throw it,” she said with confidence. This exercise was child’s play for a Kithkarnin. She would know the precise flick of the wrist required to snap the chain. It would be easy.

			Raik tossed the vial into the air.

			Kahli was smiling at him as her qolas snaked out. But instead of at the vial, it hissed toward his hand.

			She expected trickery. Clever.

			She snapped her wrist. The chain unleashed the blade toward his hand. But Raik watched the vial descend and opened his expectant palm. The blade came an inch short of him and returned toward Kahli. Raik caught the vial.

			A stunned expression shadowed the assassin’s face.

			Raik didn’t smirk or even acknowledge the miss. “All right. That’s settled.”

			He walked toward the bluff to wait for the others.

			“H-how?” she asked from behind him. Her voice was half a whisper. The chain rattled.

			She was an experienced and deadly assassin, skilled in the arts of death. In deception, though, she was merely a child.

			“You thought I only grabbed the antidote while you were swimming with the crocs. Almost correct . . . but not quite.” He reached deep into his coat and then dropped three links of chain from the qolas.

			“Looks like the kid got those horses a little faster than I thought.”
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			Amara

			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			Amara was cold, tired, and saddle sore. They’d ridden hard on the trail to Duraktapur throughout the whole day and deep into the night before making camp for scant hours of dream-disturbed sleep.

			This morning, they wound their way through the wilderness and into ever-widening hills. The sun shone, but by B’sashti, the temperatures had dipped considerably since the desert trek. Amara needed a break. Preferably with a fire and time in her bedroll.

			They hadn’t seen another person in hours—only horseflies and the dusty road. She released the reins to flex her throbbing hand. Kirin rode up beside her and offered his wineskin like a trophy. “Finest vintage in”—he looked around at the vast emptiness around them—“five leagues at least.”

			Amara shook her head.

			“You don’t have to drink it. If you splash on a drop, the flies leave you completely alone.”

			“I’m quite all right.” She tried to laugh as she lied.

			Her right hand trembled whenever she applied any kind of pressure. She couldn’t imagine finessing the tumblers of a lock in this state.

			Worse, the nightspirit was changing. It was angry and impatient with her, growling and snarling. It was hard to concentrate.

			“Well, a sip couldn’t hurt,” she said.

			Kirin smiled and passed the supple leather skin. “Raik and I got that skin on the first job I ever did with him. Got it from some bigwig in Garno after we smuggled a Pirathi priest out of Sindabur.”

			Amara’s throbbing hand almost dropped it, but she cradled it quickly with the other.

			Kirin pretended not to notice. “Archvicar Solamanthir or something like that. Pirathi missionary to the far coast, west of the Tireen. Guess the people there didn’t take well to his plans for their salvation. Sold him off to the Sindabur slavers.”

			Amara nodded absently. She brought the wineskin to her lips. It was sour but helped, if only a little.

			“He was as pious a priest you’ve ever seen. Rail-thin, proper, and serious. Quoted Pirathi’s Path practically every sentence. We stashed him in a keg with about a quarter of ale left in it. Took longer to convince him to get in than it did to get across the border. Anyway, when we were free and clear and popped him out, he word for word recited the last stanza of the holy book—in belches.”

			Raik was up ahead of them, but he must have heard. He yelled back with a smile in his voice, “Remind me, kid, was there any ale left in that keg?”

			“Not a drop. The Divine’s work is thirsty business.”

			“Y-you presume to know the D-Divine’s work?” Kahli approached from behind, her stern face perfectly framed by the horse’s inwardly turned ears.

			Kirin’s eyes widened, and he urged his horse forward, allowing Kahli to displace him.

			Kahli sat tall and relaxed with her shoulders pulled back. Her ease astride her chestnut stallion was something Amara could never quite manage on horseback. And even though Amara’s mare was larger, Kahli’s athletic build and long neck put her a head above. Everything about the assassin was confident and powerful. Even her golden hair, tied back without a single loose strand, exuded that confidence. Amara remembered how strange it had looked soaked and bedraggled, framing Kahli’s face on the beach. How vulnerable she’d seemed.

			As if reading her thoughts, Kahli said, “W-why did you jump into that river?”

			Amara cleared her throat, gathering her thoughts. “What was it you said when you gave me the rune? ‘Take good fortune when it comes’?”

			Kahli gave her a soft but skeptical stare. “Y-you’re impulsive. Is th-that it?” she asked, spurring her horse forward.

			Amara wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t want this conversation to end. “Wait,” she blurted.

			Kahli expertly reined her horse around, a hint of a smile curling into her scarred lip. “Impulsive,” she repeated.

			Amara smiled back.

			“I have this part of me. It’s—” The nightspirit purred in her head. She pushed it away and took a different tactic. “You helped me, remember?”

			Beside her again, Kahli tilted her head, unconvinced. “So a d-debt repaid?”

			Amara sighed. “No. More than that, I suppose. I miss my family. I’m powerless to save them from the king’s torturer. But back there, I could act. I saw you drowning and, and I have this part of me sometimes, I can’t resist it. It’s instinctual.”

			Kahli nodded. After a moment, she said, “Y-you are courageous.”

			Amara sniffed. “I don’t feel it.”

			“It’s not f-feeling. Just acting. Afraid d-doesn’t matter.”

			Kahli kept riding beside her as they wound around the growing foothills. Wild marigolds dotted the slopes, dancing in a soft breeze. Their scent reminded Amara of her family’s banyan grove. She missed her father, mother, and brother incredibly, but somehow, riding next to Kahli calmed her. The woman’s quiet confidence was soothing.

			**********

			Around dawn the next day, when rays of sunlight slipped from behind the mountains, a lark landed on the Walker’s shoulder.

			Raik called them to a halt. “We’re closing in on Duraktapur. The ease of our travels so far won’t hold. But we’re going to have to tighten up inside the city.”

			Amara frowned. He’d been shot, they’d been chased across the desert, her hand throbbed, and Kahli was almost torn appart.

			“Ease? You cannot be serious,” she said.

			Raik shrugged. “We can’t let up now. This trail will join the main road shortly. When we arrive, we’ll gather supplies, and then Kirin or I will take us to the safe house.”

			Earlier, Amara had asked questions about the location, but her knowledge of Duraktapur wasn’t keen enough to understand the directions Kirin had laid out. The key part she understood was that it was underground, and Kirin couldn’t wait to show it to her.

			Raik turned to the Walker. “Word from Cresia?”

			Amara watched carefully as the old man untied two messages from the bird. He scanned the first, looked at Kahli, and pocketed it. The second he studied a few times before sighing.

			“Some big, some small. But nothing has changed for your mission other than we’re running out of time,” he said.

			Raik’s eye twitched as he trotted his horse to the Walker. “I’ve heard camel shit described with more detail than that, old man. What’s happening?”

			The Walker’s eyes closed, and he took a deep breath. For a moment, Amara thought he’d dropped off to sleep. She didn’t blame him; she could have too. But then she noticed his hands were shaking. “Cresia is descending into the three hells,” he said, opening his eyes. “The king had to take some rash action to secure the capital. He’s become quite concerned about traitors within the city, so an extreme effort is being made to root them out.”

			“What’s so bad about that?” Kirin asked.

			Amara agreed, but something with the way the Walker said root gave her pause.

			“Citizens put to the wheel. Mass killings. General Thisdar’s head was found on a spike in Pardo.”

			Raik exhaled, and Amara’s skin crawled with panic.

			“My parents?”

			The Walker stiffened in his saddle. “I don’t know. Prison might be the safest place for them if Roshan is looking for revenge.”

			Amara clenched her jaw and stared.

			The Walker changed the subject, looking at Raik. “Are you sure of the security of your underground hideout? This task is too important. The worse the circumstances are in Cresia, the more we need Duraktapur neutralized.”

			“That’s why your cryner-addled, paranoid king brought me, right? For smuggling and secrecy? I’ll do my part.”

			Raik snapped the reins and rode off. Amara joined him and kept the pace.

			—

			An hour later, the mountain trail tightened only to allow two riders side by side. Massive walls of dirt and stone rose on either side of them. Amara’s spirits rose with them. Now that they were closer, her body tingled with anticipation for the mountain city. 

			“How long?” she asked Raik.

			“Very soon. This is one of the three passes that allow entrance to Norys’s great city. Do you know how many armies have bottlenecked in these passes? Imagine elephantry trying to get through this.”

			“How long?”

			Raik sighed but smiled at her. “An hour or so. Remember, inside, you’re a citizen, not a tourist. Stay close, I’ll keep you out of trouble.”

			As they approached, the group continued to go over their plans. The Old Walker and Kahli would gather supplies and follow Kirin to the safe house. Amara would stay with Raik and meet one of his criminal contacts before she split off to scout the gallery.

			As they rounded the base of a large hill, Amara felt a fresh wave of pain in her hand. But she flexed it away, transfixed by the power of the vista growing in the distance.

			Duraktapur. Heaven’s Steps, her architecture teacher had called it. It lived up to the name—rising in tiers up the side of an enormous mountain face, the uppermost levels obscured by clouds.

			Each tier appeared to have the same design at this distance. Grey granite structures of various widths and geometric shapes but of uniform height. In the center point of each level was a hundred-foot-wide obsidian cube. These cubes sat parallel to one another across the ascending tiers, thousands of feet apart. When seen from a distance, they evoked a stairway for divine traversal.

			Kirin came along beside her. “The cubes are called cornans. They mark the levels of the city.”

			“But they’re more complex than that,” Amara said—she’d studied this. “They’re like a bank in Cresia. The Durovan keep their records of property and taxation there. It’s why Duraktapurians rarely move between cornans. Once you’re registered within one, to untangle and transfer to another is a rather restrictive expense.”

			Kirin nodded.

			At the middle point, in the heart of the city, was another unique architectural feature. Duraktapur Fortress. It, too, was an obsidian cube, but it was double their size. The royal residence. The seat held by Norys, the Grand Durovan.

			“Takes the breath away, doesn’t it?” asked Kirin, pulling her from the city’s enchantment.

			“I,” she tried.

			Kirin laughed. “Don’t worry, it’s not so ordered inside. A thief of your control and renown will find much to get your hands on.”

			“Splendid,” she said. But her hand throbbed, and the nightspirit pushed against her awareness as if trying to take over.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER TWENTY

			The Nightspirit Thief was a shadow that prowled streets—an evening breeze slipping through the city without a trace. That was the legend whispered throughout Cresia.

			Standing just inside the gates of Duraktapur, on a staired plaza looking out over the first cornan’s market street, Amara doubted even a breeze could make it through this density of people.

			The swarming boulevard was divided by a strip of alternating white and purple cherry blossoms. Amara had never seen blossoms this big; their massive canopies fanned across the road like butterfly wings. Dotted along the edges of the street was a multitude of tinted cornflower blue tent vendors with flocks of people around them.

			She could pick out the Duraktapurians easily in the masses. Most of the men wore white short-sleeved tunics reaching down to their knees, some trimmed in black or gold. The women were more interesting. Their shirts were white as well, but they made up for it with embroidered capes that plumed out behind them in purples, blues, and yellows.

			The Duraktapurians, however, were the minority.

			For every five Duraktapurians, there were ten from elsewhere. Every region of the Jeweled Lands and beyond was present in this churning stew. Mousey, pink-skinned Sargonians from the north. Stout, bright eyes from Sindabur. Even blonde-haired Tireenians teemed in a lumpy mixture of humanity.

			And judging by their long hair and colorful dress, there were also Cresians in the crowd. The border between the two countries had been sealed years prior when the tension of the Quiet Truce tightened. 

			“I didn’t expect so many outsiders,” Amara said over the noise of the crowd as Raik joined her.

			“Durovan, just like their leader, love the aesthetics and, more importantly, order. If you live in harmony with the rest, you get to stay. And if you end up buying into all their Durovan philosophies, you get to move up cornans. Though they don’t let many outsiders above the second level.”

			Amara nodded.

			“Don’t worry. Down here, there are still lots of good clean criminals like us.” He shot her a wink and started down the stairs.

			Amara took a breath and followed, shoving and shimmying as she breached the crowd. Behind her trailed Kirin, who’d just returned from selling their horses; Kahli, who’d changed her unusual half mask for a veil; and the Old Walker. It was hard to keep up, and colliding smells of every kind assaulted her: a rich lavender perfume on a passerby, a sweet aroma from a merchant peddling smoked meat.

			As she craned her neck to stare at the never-ending row of magnificent granite buildings lining the road, she bumped into a tall stranger.

			“Excuse m—” she started before fear overtook her.

			The face staring at her was noseless, and its eyes glowed red. A Stick.

			The nightspirit growled, and instinctively, she reached for her weapon. Before she drew it, Raik pulled her away. He ushered her out from the crowd, next to a stand where rows of mackerel, smothered in red spice flakes, were being smoked.

			“Leave it to Norys to take enemies in,” he hissed in her ear. His eyes drifted to her hand, clutching the rune dagger. “Remember—Durovan and their harmony. We leave them in peace.”

			Amara stared after the creature. “By the old gods. I heard Duraktapur was tolerant, but this . . .”

			Raik smirked. “No. It’s not from some high ideals of tolerance. Norys is too smart for that. Cresia conquers, but Norys? Norys cooks.”

			“Cooks?” she asked.

			“Invite the uncivilized in and soften them in this pot of stability and trade. All the while, send emissaries and spies to poison their home wells. Norys did this with the Sathkas, horse-riders that used to roam the plains we crossed getting here. They used to be barbarians.” He narrowed his eyes at the Duraktapurians in the crowd. “Now, half these people could be Sathkas. It’s a long game. Norys may be losing their memory, but they know the recipes of empire too well to forget.”

			Amara raised her brows. “I wouldn’t think that could work on the Sticks.”

			“Me either, but I can see why you’d try. Having the Sticks on your side is like, well, like having all the runes.”

			“Now that’s what I call a backup plan,” said Kirin, joining them. “Smells just like your kind of thing, Master. Or is that the fish?”

			Raik twisted a smile. 

			“Here’s where we part,” said the Old Walker loudly enough to be heard over the crowd. “I must go to handle the business of Cresia’s future. Then your supplies, Raikeesh. Come, my dear.” He beckoned to Kahli, and she followed.

			Was he going after the Stick? That couldn’t be right, could it? But off the old man went, indeed following the gnarled creature. Amara’s lips set in a grim line.

			Raik seemed to share her suspicions. He glanced over to Kirin and said, “Watch him, kid. Meet back at the safe house.”

			The boy nodded and disappeared into the throng of people like a snake in the tall grass.

			Raik smirked and said something, but Amara couldn’t quite hear it over the noise of the street. She leaned in close.

			In an exaggerated yell, he repeated, “Finally, some privacy.”

			Amara laughed, then let Raik lead her deeper into the crowd.

			Raik’s advice was to act like a local and keep her head down. But the place was too interesting. When she wasn’t staring at the giant blossom trees, she couldn’t help but gawk at the uniform height of the granite buildings framing the street. The symmetry and precision of the roofline were uncanny. And atop them, at regular intervals, were men in purple and white watching the street. This was how the city guard patrolled—from above and with powerful crossbows. Amara wondered what the streets looked like from their view. Probably like an ant colony.

			“Normally,” Raik shouted as he pushed forward. “I’d warn you to keep a tight hold on anything you’d rather not lose. But, given your skills, just avoid a pickpocketing contest alright?” 

			Amara had no doubt a cutpurse trained on these streets would be a worthy adversary. The rooftop guards were perfectly positioned to monitor large disputes and outbreaks, but little pilferings would be undetectable. A pickpocket’s paradise.

			She checked her possessions before arching her eyebrows at the crowd in general.

			“Don’t worry; this market’s as busy as it gets,” he said. “The crowd thins outside, and more so as you change cornans.”

			He looked at her with concern. Even when Cresians lined the streets to watch the Ivory Empire’s military cavalcades, Amara had never seen this much life in one place and was starting to resent her lack of personal space.

			“I believe sooner would be better,” she said over the ruckus of the crowd. “Now, who is this contact we’re meeting?”

			“You won’t like him, but he’s your brethren. Another famous criminal from Cresia. And like any good criminal, he knows the hidden paths into the houses of the powerful. You’ve heard of Kal D’far?”

			Amara frowned. Esonta had mentioned the man. He’d been high up in the Name Eater gang—a horrid man. Counterfeiting, theft, slaving, and even murder were among his alleged crimes. Word was he’d fled Cresia when the bounty on his head exceeded his ability to pay off the guards. To Duraktapur, apparently. It made sense.

			“He’s a vindictive and dangerous degenerate,” Raik said. “But I try not to judge. For the kind of distraction I’m planning, he’s exactly what’s needed.”

			Amara shrugged, and they continued walking until a wave of tension rippled through the crowd—conversations quieted, eyes went to the ground. She stood on her toes, searching for the source. Ahead, people parted for a tall man, his brown hair worn long in Cresian style. Flanked by two shorter, more powerfully built men, he sauntered along the left side of the market.

			Amara couldn’t look away.

			“Eyes ahead. We need to keep moving,” Raik said over his shoulder.

			Amara ignored him.

			“What’s happening there?” She stood against the current of people and pointed to the men, now confronting the proprietor of a cheese shop.

			Raik gave her an exasperated look. “Tax? Protection? Extortion? The usual, I would guess.”

			“The guards allow it?” she asked, tracking the men as they collected bags from the merchants.

			“It could be rent. Those might be their stalls.”

			The men stopped at a clothing repair shop and were arguing with the teen boy running it. The tall Cresian waved to the guard surveying this section of the market. The man disappeared from the ledge.

			One of the shorter men spoke to the teen and then punched him in the mouth. The volume and press of the crowd prevented many from noticing. Those who did saw the empty rooftop and understood the unspoken message: don’t interfere.

			The Cresian laughed.

			Rage welled in Amara. And as the boy gathered himself up, crying and holding his mouth, all she could see was another bully getting away with it, just like Roshan and Tetse. Damn them both. Damn them all.

			She pushed into the crowd toward the stall.

			“Wait!” Raik called.

			If he didn’t want to follow, damn him too. 

			The nightspirit sprang to life. With its awareness, she caught the rhythm of the crowd—slipping through the gaps between people easily. Stalking.

			The closer she came, the more she heard and the hotter her rage boiled.

			“He hoped I’d understand?” The Cresian ripped a few wooden planks off the front of the stall. “What’d you think, boy? I care a bit about sickness? We’ll rip down this whole thing if I don’t get my bloody money!”

			Tears slid down the boy’s face in a thick cascade. His lip swelled. She’d been wrong about his age. He looked barely eleven.

			“I—I don’t have it,” he said.

			The same man lifted a fist to hit him again, and Amara ran forward.

			“Stop!” she said.

			The three men spun, appraising her with a combination of amusement and surprise. The people milling about the stalls went still and silent.

			The tall man looked up at the vacant guard post and then back to her with a glare. “Piss off.” He turned back to the boy.

			“I’m not going to let you hurt him,” Amara said, unsure of how she would do that.

			The nightspirit had other ideas. It pulled at the chains of her will. Her vision went blurry as it pushed harder and harder to take control. 

			“We’ll do whatever we fucking please. Mind your business.”

			Amara tried to blink away the nightspirit enough to concentrate. “No, you won’t,” she said.

			The nightspirit pressed its will harder, and Amara couldn’t deny it.

			Almost in a trance, her hand drifted instinctively to the rune dagger tucked into the folds of her tunic.

			The tall man’s lip curled like he’d eaten a spoiled curry. He glanced at his men. “Shut her up.”

			He faced the child while his shorter companions stepped toward her.

			They came at her together with dirty, callused hands. Amara could see every speck of mud in their fingernails, taste the sweat on their skin, smell their musky underarms. It was overwhelming to take all in all this sensory information at once. She was dazed by it, unsure if this was a vision or reality.

			The nightspirit waited for them to grab at her. Then her finger twitched and engaged the Turn of the bronze rune dagger.

			A ten-foot sphere of blue distortion crackled from the weapon. The men’s breaths cut off in unison as the dagger’s energy pulsed through them, twitching their muscles rigid, forcing air from their lungs.

			The power ripped through them. Their legs and elbows contracted and snapped ramrod straight. Their jaws shut with a bone-cold crack.

			For a heartbeat, they spasmed until the rune popped inside the dagger. It was a light sound, but through the nightspirit’s heightened senses, it was like a clap. The last of its energy spent, the dagger jolted in her grip. She knew Kahli had used it many times in the river but didn’t expect it to run out so quickly.

			Nevertheless, it was enough. The men crumpled to the ground.

			Amara found herself open-mouth staring at what she . . . what the nightspirit had done.

			She felt it pushing to finish the hunt. To kill.

			She yanked back control as the Cresian spun around. His eyes shifted to his two unconscious hirelings, and went wide for a moment before narrowing in rage.

			“You’re going to pay for that,” he said. He reached for a weapon, but before he drew it, there was a high-pitched battle cry. The child she’d tried to protect leaped on his back, clawing at his eyes and mouth.

			The man pulled the boy loose and threw him to the ground. Amara gasped in horror as the child’s head bounced off the stone with a wet thud. The boy’s eyes went crossed, and he let out a gurgle.

			“No!” she screamed.

			As the tall man drew his dagger, she backed away, stunned at what her actions had caused.

			The nightspirit flashed her another vision. Of them attacking him together. Using its instincts and reflexes, anticipating the man’s attack, slapping away his thrusts, using its strength and speed to knock him down.

			Amara stared at the injured boy.

			The nightspirit howled in frustration. Its mother’s voice began echoing over and over in her head. Vãnavas.

			Amara blinked and shook her head. 

			The nightspirit retreated, and Amara was left facing the Cresian man. He licked his lips and took another menacing step toward her, but from the periphery of her vision, she caught a blur of red movement.

			Raik.

			He smashed the man across the side of his head with a wooden plank, crumpling him as limp as his companions.

			Raik turned on her. “What are you doing? You used a rune weapon out in the open like that?” He rubbed his brow as he stared across the market at all the people who had watched.

			She hesitated, not sure. She looked at the boy. He was bleeding badly.

			Raik grabbed her arm as he scanned the rooftops. “It doesn’t matter. We need to leave. Now.”

			“The child,” she said.

			“They’ll care for him; let’s go.”

			“How do you know?”

			Raik scrutinized the gawking merchants.

			“You,” he yelled at the stall next to the boy’s. He fished a few silver coins, Durovan sildars, from his coat. “One to get this kid to a Durovan healer. Two to  give us a head start before you rat us out.”

			The man in the stall came forward, and Raik flicked the coins at him, pulling Amara away. A woman arrived behind him and pointed upward. “The guard returns.”

			At the rooftop, the guard’s brow furrowed as he surveyed the men strewn on the cobblestone. He raised the crossbow, scanning the scene below.

			“Run?” Amara looked to Raik.

			He shook his head. “No. Blend in.”

			He pulled her by the arm and slipped them into the crowd.

			Amara was having a tough time keeping up with him as she tried to piece together what had happened with the nightspirit. She was shaken from it, but the pace Raik was going—weaving in and out of the lines of people, ducking under stalls—made it hard to reflect.

			Raik peeked over his shoulder at her as they moved, probably worried she would take another detour. For a fleeting moment, it reminded her of chasing her brother, Veer, through the markets of Cresia as a child. She could never keep up with him either.

			“By now, they’ll have feet on the ground coming after us,” Raik said, finally waiting for her to get to his side. “We’re going to have to get off the streets. I have a way. But you might not like it.”

			Amara couldn’t help but be impressed with how he managed to keep them traveling the streets without ever giving the rooftop guards a look at them.

			“You’re the smuggler,” she said.

			He nodded. They continued their brisk pace, winding through the streets and trees with one stop.

			“We’ll need these,” Raik said, snatching a few sets of clothes and quickly paying a Tireenian merchant.

			A few blocks later, he slowed again.

			“I’ve done this kind of thing before. And most of the time, it either starts or ends here.” He pointed ahead.

			Here turned out to be an extensive, double-fronted building that the current street dead-ended into. 

			It was older than all the other buildings, and the owner must’ve preferred that. The patchwork repairs used granite that was popular a century ago rather than the more modern limestone.

			Men lingered at the windows, peering inside. As they got closer, Amara understood why.

			Inside, women lounged, posed, and beckoned in various stages of undress.

			Raik slowed and spread his arms wide. “The most esteemed den of debauchery in Duraktapur, the Birdhouse Brothel. Come on.”

			He bounded up the front stairs and strolled through the door with a nod to the doorman. Amara followed.

			A wave of thick, flowery perfume choked her as they entered the pink foyer. Amara stopped to take it in and get her bearings. Raik gave her a moment before putting a hand on her back and ushering her forward to an entry desk.

			A slender, tangerine-haired woman stood at it, eying her up and down.

			“Welcome t—”

			Raik cut her off. “Greetings, mistress. You do remember me, don’t you?” He addressed the wall behind the hostess instead of the woman herself as if someone were watching through it.

			He bowed low and cleared his throat at Amara, and she followed his lead.

			The hostess pressed her ear to the wall with a tight-lipped smile. She nodded and then said, “The mistress wonders if this visit will be as interesting as your last, Red Coyote. Please wait a moment.”

			“Red Coyote.” Amara remembered him mentioning that name when they’d first met.

			“Uh. Told you I was famous. Just stay quiet.”

			Amara was having a hard time concentrating on anything. She almost instinctively reached into her mind for the nightspirit to get a better sense of this place. But after what it had done in the market, she was wary of it.

			She gave the room a look. Two exits. To the left, a cream-painted staircase ascended, while to the right, a wooden one spiraled down out of view. She heard the occasional snap drift in from down there. And maybe a moan?

			Raik sniffed and glanced at the entrance as if expecting the guards to burst through.

			“What are—” Amara started.

			“Shh.” He raised a finger to his mouth, then pointed to the left.

			A voluptuous bald woman wearing a sleeveless white tunic and flowing pink cape came down the cream stairs and beckoned them. Every inch of her beige skin was covered in floral henna designs of green and yellow. She complimented the walls and flooring so well she seemed more decoration than person.

			“The mistress wonders if you bring us a new bird? A raven-haired native of Returk, it seems. Is she the exchange for your sanctuary?” she asked in a velvet voice.

			The woman’s eyes lingered on Amara’s hips and breasts. Amara’s mother used to make the same expression when evaluating furniture for their home.

			Amara shot Raik an annoyed glance, but he was barely paying attention. He was nervously eying the entrance instead. Amara elbowed him, pulling his attention back.

			“What? Her? No.”

			Three knocks came from the other side of the wall.

			“Pity,” said the woman. “We have no rooms to put you in, but . . .” She spun and walked up the stairs.

			“Pity?” Amara asked Raik.

			Raik gave the entrance another glance. “Trust me. Come on,” he said and followed the woman.

			Amara blinked and then trudged up after him.

			At the first level, the bald woman stopped and pointed down a hardwood hallway lined with thick doors. “At the end is an alcove the impatient customers have been known to use; it’s yours for now. The mistress wishes you to know that we cannot bar the city guard, nor can we prevent them from coming up. But for one such as you, we could lie.”

			Raik’s eye twitched. “Right. Please give her my thanks.” He pulled Amara toward the small nook as the bald woman turned and left. “We need to get out of these clothes.”

			Amara arched her eyebrows. “Oh? Blending in, is that it?”

			“Hey! This is your fault. This is how we’re going to get out of it,” he said, shaking his head. His eyes darted down the hallway, and then he stripped off his coat and shirt and stuffed it into a satchel. She noticed the scars on his shoulder, which made her think of Kahli. She could picture the sliver of a scar rising from Kahli’s lip before hiding under her half mask.

			Raik hurriedly pulled on a long white tunic. He gave her a yellow sarong trimmed with black and a loose blouse—the clothes of the Tireenian people. They wouldn’t hold up in Duraktapur’s cooler weather, but as a disguise, it couldn’t be more different from her usual attire.

			“Look away,” she said.

			“I’m keeping watch.”

			“That’s my point.”

			He shrugged then craned his neck to see the stairs at the end of the hallway.

			Amara pulled off her clothes and switched into the sarong. As she tied the waist, Raik caught her and pulled her close.

			“Amara,” he said louder than she thought he should, his eyes still focused behind her, “you’re a whore, and I’m refusing to pay.”

			It confused her at first, but then she heard the sounds at the end of the hall. The guards had followed them in.

			She reared back and slapped him hard across the face. It felt surprisingly good. “That is not nearly—” No, she had to be less refined. “This ain’t enough!” she yelled, letting her voice become drawled and lazy.

			He blinked at her, stunned from the slap for a moment, before slipping into his own role.

			“For that?” He laughed. “I’d get more satisfaction from a pail of water.”

			“You’d only need a thimble for your little worm.”

			Down the hallway, the two city guards walked toward them, their crossbows loaded. They knocked loudly on each door, not caring about the two hiding in plain sight.

			“Fine, fine,” Raik said, making eye contact with one of the guards and shrugging at them.

			He pulled a few coins from his belt and pressed them roughly into her hand—against her slowly healing wound.

			Amara gasped in pain.

			The guards turned their heads at this. They moved closer in the dim lighting of the hallway.

			There were so many flaws, so many giveaways in their disguises. Her long black hair. The sleeve of his red coat sticking out from the pack. Her other clothing still lying behind her. If they were caught here because of her assault, what would happen to the plan? Had she damned her family to Tetse?

			The guards took another step, and Amara’s breath constricted. The shorter of the two men leaned in, his eyes drifting with suspicion to the pack at their feet.

			A crash echoed from downstairs.

			“Here! They’re here!” sang out a voice—the bald woman’s.

			The guards spun toward the stairs and ran. As soon as they disappeared, the door across from Amara and Raik opened.

			A huge man wearing a black sleeveless smock stood in the doorway. His muscular brown arms were decorated in tattoos of lions and the flying lizards of Sargonia. His voice was pitched higher than Amara expected. “Mistress invites you to use the window. And when you leave Duraktapur, you carry with you a debt.”

			“Sure. Mark it down,” Raik said. He gave Amara a wry smile. “Banks and brothels screw you the same way.”

			He walked through the small chamber to the window. The only feature of the room was a four-poster bed with ruby satin sheets. The sheen of the tattooed man’s clothing matched the covers.

			Sleep deprivation and exhaustion were taking hold. She imagined how comfortable that bed would be.

			“Coming?” asked Raik, prying the window wide.

			“Yes. And thank you,” she said to the muscled man.

			A bright white grin crossed his face, and he perked up at her acknowledgment.

			“Don’t talk to the bird; he’ll think you’re interested,” Raik said. He stepped over the sill and descended the ladder attached to it.

			She laughed as she followed Raik. “And what if I am?”

			Raik scoffed. “I’ve seen you look at Kahli.”

			Amara flushed.

			The courtyard at the bottom of the ladder narrowed to an alley. They followed it until it opened into the crowded market street.

			The end was the beginning.

			Amara pointed toward the Birdhouse. “I can’t help but feel there’s an intriguing story about you and that place.”

			He sighed. “One for dinner after this is all over.”

			It was subtle, but he was embarrassed by it.

			She changed the subject. “So now for Kal D’far and his degenerate distractions?”

			Raik squinted.

			“What’s the problem?” she asked.

			“I told you he was vindictive, right? You knocked out two of his men, and I almost killed a third. If we show our faces to him, the only thing we’re getting is a dagger in the back.”
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			Raik

			CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

			Raik hiked the entirety of the Great Serpent’s winding path through the Jeweled Lands. It was a mere trickle of silver at its source, a lakelet set high in the Myrgol Range, but it merged with dozens of smaller runoffs and melts, gaining width and power. Power it used to carve a path through the mountain range itself. It doubled in size and strength by devouring the Krait and Naja Rivers of the north, then plunged four hundred feet at the Pirathi Falls, becoming the churning deluge flowing past Duraktapur.

			The first cornan—the first level—of Duraktapur sat at water level and included the city’s enormous dam.

			At the time of its construction, it was an impressive feat to hold the river back. The Durovan, an order of scholars and engineers founded by Norys, was responsible for that. They used a series of canals to prevent flooding and manage the water. A first attempt diverted the water into tunnels drilled deep into the mountain, creating massive stalactite-laden caverns under the first cornan. Wells and hand pumps sprang up all across the city. So long as you had strong arms, they worked fine. But Durovan philosophy—Norys’s philosophy—contended that the greatest virtue after beauty was improvement. With the addition of runes to their repertoire, they engineered massive water mills, harnessing the Great Serpent itself to push water up the mountainside, where it was dammed.

			In those now-abandoned water-carved tunnels below the city was Raik’s safe house, a massive stalactite that was hollowed out and smoothed into a livable space. It was connected to the other tunnels by a bamboo and jute wound bridge that allowed passage across the underground river flowing some twenty feet below.

			While not as ingenious as his place in Cresia, this one’s hidden location under the city, and with access to the old underground water supply, made it excellent for longer stays.

			When they’d first entered a day ago, the kid gave the tour of the circular, torchlit chamber. The floor had a few woven rugs scattered around for sleeping; a teak desk and chair sat on one side, and opposite it was a hearth that vented out of a crack about thirty feet up the rock wall. The kid’s voice echoed up into the jagged ceiling as he repeated the same story Raik had told him about the locations’ origin.

			“Until he vanished, this was Harkan’s home. Completely unbeknownst to the citizens of Duraktapur—he carved it out right under their noses.” Kirin beamed.

			The Old Walker explored the simply furnished chamber with renewed intrigue after that.

			But Amara asked, “And how auspicious, not to mention horrid, is it to stay in the home of the greatest butcher of our age?”

			“He’s long gone,” Raik tried to reassure her, but she shrugged him away.

			Now, Raik sat at the round stone table at the chamber’s center—carved from the rock itself and molded to the floor—throwing a set of rackna dice, waiting and mainly losing to his apprentice. The kid rolled ‘the three hells’ more than anyone he’d known.

			Kahli worked at the teak desk in the corner, doing what looked like stitching. The Old Walker was on the other side of the room, seemingly napping on one of the rugs.

			Amara’s light footfalls coming across the bamboo bridge echoed into the chamber. She was returning from the scouting task he’d given her. The torches lighting the room flickered as a surface breeze followed her. Light danced on her face, revealing a scowl.

			“Time to plan,” the kid said as Amara entered the hideout.

			The Old Walker rose, and Kahli moved from her stitching to join the table.

			“More eyes are scanning those roads than Chela has herself,” Amara said. “Twice, I was pursued.”

			Raik wasn’t surprised. “Well, we stirred up Kal D’far’s crew. Bet there are as many of them as your spider goddess has eyes. Especially around the gallery and rune display. Visitors and tourists are easy marks for D’far’s boys.” He rolled a dice between his fingers. “Tell us about the rune display.”

			Her scowl deepened as she took a seat at the stone bench surrounding the table. “From inside the gallery, as things stand, it’s rather impossible,” she said.

			“Very helpful,” the kid said. “Let’s head back to Cresia.”

			Raik raised his hands before an argument started. “How about starting with what we know before assessing feasibility?” He pulled out the fortress blueprint and unfolded it across the table. The fragile parchment crackled when he spread it, threatening to pull apart at the folds.

			Amara flexed her injured hand. “I didn’t believe the king when he said the runes would simply be on display, but it’s true and . . . and it’s gorgeous. The art and arrangement of the display surrounding them. The number of flowers in that whole gallery. I can’t imagine the upkeep. It must take an army. And the feeling around the whole of it is, well, patriotic.”

			“Yes, yes. The true power of aesthetics is to demonstrate power,” said the Old Walker. “Ancient but no less crafty, that Norys. Actually knows how to manipulate and build support with flowers instead of blood, unlike our . . .” He mumbled.

			Raik cleared his throat. “Let’s worry about why the Ivory King sent us here rather than debate his leadership style. Like I said before, there are three main ways to get to these runes. Break in. Get invited in. Or hide inside before the exhibit closes. We’ll figure it out. Right now, I’m thinking we run a spider.”

			The kid quirked his head. “I thought a flush might be better.”

			“I don’t know these terms,” Amara said.

			“Sorry. Information first. Plans second. Kid, tell them what we found.”

			Kirin leaned in closer and cracked his knuckles. “During the day, the fortress lets visitors through. But at night, it’s locked down. Guards still pull criminals in, so we could go that route if we want to get caught doing something violent.” He looked at Amara meaningfully. “But we’ll get put in holding cells. Escaping those, from everything we’ve heard, is rather impossible.”

			“Let’s stick to positives,” Raik said. “We did find out they let rune hunters in, no matter what the time. A standing order.”

			When the runes fell from the heavens, they scattered across the land. Some were embedded high in the mountains, some deep at the bottom of swamps. Most of the tiny stones were considered found, but both kingdoms paid handsomely for found runes—which created hunters. Raik had smuggled a few rune hunters north to Sargonia. Every one of them was just a little unhinged from their obsessive searching.

			The Old Walker nodded. “We do have a few runes. And I assume you could be mad enough to act as a hunter, Raikeesh. But if you went in—what would we do? Can you access the gallery?”

			“Hard to say what we’d do inside.” He pointed his finger on the far west of the blueprint and a square room adjacent to it, at the complete opposite end from where the gallery was. “If we come as hunters, the Durovan will bring us to this waiting area here. It’s fairly separate from the rest of the fortress.”

			“Th-the chimney system. Th-through the bedrooms,” Kahli offered, pointing at the chimney markings. Leave it to a Kithkarnin to find a path with the best chance to kill targets in their sleep.

			Raik squinted. “That chimney system looks awfully narrow to—”

			“They had an immense fire in that system years back,” Amara said. “Many died. They brought in authorities from Sargonia to expand it and let more sweeps through. This rendering predates that, but they would have built on the existing system.”

			“But what does that get us?” asked the kid.

			Raik traced the old chimney system. It wouldn’t take them to the gallery, but it would give them access to that entire wing.

			“The D-Divine gives a bud, but y-you must tend it to smell the flower,” Kahli said and Raik agreed with the sentiment—it was something they could use.

			“So that’s a lead on getting invited,” he said, then looked to Kahli and the Walker. “What about breaking in?”

			“A single w-window allows cir-circ—airflow.” Kahli pointed to the gallery end of the blueprint. “One r-roughly forty feet up on the s-south side.”

			“You sure?” he asked.

			“I spent the n-night watching each one. The g-gleam of the runes comes th-through that window at night. N-nothing sparkles like a rune.”

			Raik licked his lips. He knew that well. “All right. So, buildings nearby? Something we can use for access?”

			Kahli shook her head.

			“Use the rune rod, like at the river. Shoot straight through,” offered the kid.

			“Smashing through a window?” Amara asked. “Not exactly the stealth approach. You can’t solve every problem with an arrow.”

			The kid smirked and then nodded.

			“What about you, old man?” Raik asked, turning to the Old Walker. “Did you find anything useful?”

			“At the front gates? Ha! Easier to smuggle a drop of sweat through the desert, Raikeesh. But I do have an exit once we’re done. I have contacted our spies and secured their help. Once we have the runes, they’ll get us out of the city.” He took one of the rackna dice and set it just outside the window Kahli had pointed at.

			“On the river?” Raik asked. That had been his original thought.

			“No, with the Durovan’s dam in place, the Serpent slithers too slowly. My allies have a way through side streets. It’s been tested.”

			“Alright, that’s one success,” Raik said. “Now. Your turn, Amara.” He and Amara exchanged spots in the middle of the table.

			“A few changes from this.” Amara pointed to the extensive gallery set in the west quadrant of the fortress. “The floorplan has been altered slightly. What was once an enormous room is now one large main display and a smaller one for the runes.”

			She grabbed some charcoal and sketched a segmented line that cut the hall by a third. The gaps indicated two entrances to the rune room. Her linework displayed skill and precision. Clearly, she’d been professionally schooled.

			“How big is the rune display?” he asked.

			“I would say sixty feet around, with the runes themselves sitting on a pedestal—here.” She drew a small circle in the center of the farthest room. “This entrance to the display is sealed once the main gallery closes, though.”

			“So we’d need to be in before they seal them. Are there places to hide?”

			Amara continued drawing. “There are some artistic pillars arranged around the room. They look like dogs of some sort, but they’re sightline breaks and nothing more. There is one statue, however. A huge one of Revard Zol crouched on a mountain of . . . people. They roll it into the rune gallery before it closes.”

			Raik leaned in closer to see Amara’s sketching. He’d seen that sad monument to Zol before. “I know that statue. There are plenty of places to slip in and hide.”

			The Old Walker snorted. “The memorial for Zol. Poor, poor bastard died defending our way of life from the Sticks—and with no runes since Harkan had them all. Did you know that? Zol was a true hero. And now we’re going to use him to protect Cresia’s rightful interests.”

			Raik swallowed a lump in his throat. No use grieving for Zol now. He concentrated on Amara’s information. Was it tight? Sure. But what had she meant earlier about it being impossible?

			“This doesn’t sound that bad,” Raik said to Amara. “Come on, for a thief like you?”

			“I wasn’t done,” Amara said.

			All eyes turned back to her.

			“Inside that room, two guards protect the pedestal at all times. They change every four hours or so, but there are always at least two.”

			“Guards? Of course. Amara, you had to expect this place to be well—”

			“Not just guards. Rune knights. In full armor.”

			There was the tricky bit.

			They sat quietly for a few moments until Kahli spoke.

			“Kn-knights are but men who hold Harkan equi—equiv—equal to the Divine. In their hearts, there is a w-weakness, despite their ability with runes.”

			The truth of the statement both saddened and impressed Raik. She didn’t know how powerful runes could be in the right hands, though.

			“If only we could fight them with rhetoric,” Kirin said.

			Kahli narrowed her eyes at this, and the Old Walker snickered.

			Raik had taught Kirin well how to stay alive using disguise, infiltration, and even fighting. But it was going to be his tongue that got him killed.

			Amara paced the room. Her gaze flickered from the floor to the group. The more intense her steps, the more tightly her lips pursed.

			“Kirin’s correct,” she said. “We’re talking about fully armored knights. There’s no place for your poison darts, Kahli—I couldn’t see their skin. They cannot be dueled. There’s no way to outwit them—”

			“My experience is that there’s always a way to outwit,” Raik said. “It’s just a matter of finding it.” He couldn’t help but think if he put aside his rules and use rune weapons again, dueling wouldn’t be a problem either. He pushed that thought away.

			“Right.” Amara sighed, still pacing.

			The Old Walker’s head was down; he was meditating or—sleeping?

			Raik prodded him. “What of you, wise advisor to the King of Cresia? Magus. What are your thoughts on this?”

			The Walker looked up. “I was thinking about our king. That with the ranks of his knights in decline, he doesn’t use them to guard his runes. He locks his treasures in the Sky Spire instead.”

			“The palace was remarkably short of knights,” Raik said.

			“Come now. You know appearance and reality are different entities,” said the Old Walker.

			Knowing what people want to believe and convincing them they’re right, Raik thought. But he said, “Enlighten me.”

			The Old Walker stood and stared up at the jagged rock ceiling. “Cresia has a handful of men, just a handful, still qualified to be considered real Knights of Harkan. I doubt Duraktapur has more. I’d bet fewer.”

			Raik exchanged a quick nod with the kid, then said, “So where were they? The Ivory King doesn’t keep them patrolling the palace?”

			The Walker shot him a toothy grin. “Does that sound like our Ivory King to you, Raikeesh?”

			It didn’t. And suddenly, Raik felt close to the solution. As if he’d found a thread to unravel the whole problem. He just needed to catch it.

			Kahli and Amara had drifted closer together and were whispering to the side.

			“Something to add?” Raik asked.

			Kahli said, “The Ivory King doesn’t fear Kith-Kithka—any assassins because knights are always p-protecting him. You cannot flinch faster than they m-move. They wait behind t-tapestry. Watching.”

			Raik gazed at the blueprint, head tilting, his eyes darting between the display area and the living quarters. “Sure, but the Grand Durovan is using them to guard the runes. Norys is dif—” He stopped himself short. “Or not. What’s more important to guard? What do knights swear to defend?”

			Amara nodded along. “What has more honor? An unmoving display or your Grand Durovan?”

			Raik rubbed his hands together. He snatched up the other two rackna dice. He dropped one on the far west by the runes, the other on the far east at the chimney that reached the largest bed-chamber.

			“A flush. Old man, have your spies ready at the base of the tower. Like I said, there are three ways to get the runes. We’re going to use all three. Amara, you’ll go in with the Zol statue. Kahli’s going to break in through the window. And the kid and I will go in as hunters. We’ll lure the knights from the runes—by convincing them we’re going to assassinate Norys.”

			Thoughtful silence passed over the group for a moment.

			The kid gave a crooked grin. “That’s us. Always taking the easy way.”
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			Kahli

			CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

			Before the scarring

			Five years earlier

			Kahli was blindfolded on her hands and knees, and her attacker had a forearm coiled around her neck.

			She tucked her chin and raised her shoulders against the rear choke. Her attacker took the opportunity to lock ankles around her midsection.

			From the confidence and flawless technique, Kahli recognized her grappler— Hayanna. She considered tapping the wood floor in submission. Blind fighting was hard against even novice opponents. It was almost impossible against someone of Hayanna’s caliber.

			Over the past two years, she and Hayanna had chased each other for top ranking. But in the last weeks, Hayanna was pulling ahead. Kahli needed to beat her.

			She had to prevent Hayanna from cinching the hold. Kahli strained. Hayanna was a better student and more technically skilled. The chances of her making a mistake were low. Kahli would have to rely on strength and luck.

			She tugged hard on Hayanna’s wrist, but the girl rolled, throwing the two of them to the ground on their sides. Kahli’s head became cradled in Hayanna’s left bicep, and Hayanna’s other hand reached over Kahli’s neck to lock in another choke.

			The students kneeling around cheered, sensing the end.

			Instead of attacking the arm around her neck, Kahli tucked her chin tight and intercepted the reaching hand. She grabbed Hayanna’s wrist, and with a quick breath, she pulled the arm up and violently twisted herself free.

			The students in the class gasped.

			Using the momentum of the break, Kahli spun away, keeping hold of Hayanna’s wrist and attempting an arm lock of her own.

			But Hayanna was too good for that. She bucked her hips. They rolled, and Kahli was pinned and vulnerable once again.

			Frustrated, she tried to squirm free, but Hayanna shifted her weight. Kahli was forced to adapt a guard position, wrapping her legs up around Hayanna’s midsection and clinging to her upper body like a child.

			Kahli hated to admit it, but she respected Hayanna and her abilities. No one pushed Kahli like her. No one challenged her in the same way.

			Hayanna had made her better. But at the same time, she also threatened her.

			Kahli gulped down two deep breaths. She’d score well for breaking the choke, but to leapfrog Hayanna in the rankings, she’d have to win.

			“Nice escape,” Hayanna said through gritted teeth.

			Kahli didn’t reply.

			Hayanna had the room next to hers. She spoke to Kahli at night through the cloth walls. She let Kahli ahead of her for dinner, always greeting her with a smile. For the first year, Kahli suspected it might be some elaborate game. But over time, and hundreds of these kinds of gestures, she realized it was genuine.

			The surrounding students chanted, “Pass! Pass! Pass!” Kahli struggled, realizing too late that Hayanna was repositioning herself, and the inevitability of her passing through Kahli’s guard grew by the moment.

			Suddenly the noise in the room was strangled into silence.

			Hayanna paused, thinking the teacher had called a stop she’d missed. Kahli snatched control of her left arm.

			“Keep going,” said the teacher in a shaky voice.

			One of the masters must have entered the room. Time to prove herself.

			Keeping a tight grip on the arm, Kahli pivoted her hips and pushed down with her legs, forcing Hayanna to slide down her torso.

			Hayanna tried to pull away to reset her dominance.

			Which was the trap.

			Keeping Hayanna’s arm extended, Kahli whipped her left leg over the back of the girl’s neck. Her right leg came up next, hooking over the top of her left ankle, forming a hooked lever. Hayanna’s neck was trapped against her own shoulder in a triangle choke. She squirmed to get free, but Kahli cinched the hold deeper. It was a matter of time before the restriction of blood to the brain did its work.

			In the midst of the choke, a male voice whispered into Kahli’s ear. “Don’t let go.” The acid heat of his breath sent a tremor of revulsion through her.

			The Second.

			He’d gone wild and irreverent, almost feral the past five years. If other teachers had been wary of him before, they were petrified of him now, and the students even more so.

			Kahli was blindfolded, but she could picture his compact and powerful frame, his wild black hair.

			“You are superior. Finish.” His voice hissed like a dagger drawn in the dark.

			Hayanna squirmed but didn’t tap. She never tapped in chokes. Kahli admired that.

			“Squeeze. You are Kithkarnin. Finish.”

			Kahli fought to clear her mind from exhaustion and confusion. “Master, this isn’t—”

			“Kill her and be done. If you don’t—someone else will. She is not right for us.”

			Hayanna went limp. To sleep now. Death was only moments away.

			Kahli wanted to win—wanted to rise above Hayanna. But to kill her?

			“M-Master, I—”

			“Don’t hesitate.” He grabbed Kahli’s ankle and tightened the choke. Kahli couldn’t resist. “Hesitation is death. Friendship has its costs. I promi—”

			“Stop now!” came a command.

			It was the First.

			The Second released his grip. Kahli uncoiled her hold and tore her blindfold free. She rolled Hayanna onto her back and swallowed, seeing the blue on her lips.

			“Weakness everywhere,” she heard the Second say but ignored him. She pressed her head to Hayanna’s chest and whispered a prayer to the Divine as she felt a shallow breath.

			**********

			Later that night, Kahli stood outside her room, the night song of tree frogs filtering in through the hallway’s canvas roof. She hung her hand-washed cassock on the hooks protruding from the wooden framing. With the jungle’s humidity, they would still be damp in the morning.

			From the planked corridor, she heard soft footsteps approaching. Kahli knew the sound well. She turned to face Hayanna as she approached, unsure of the girl’s intentions. She prepared herself for a fight.

			Hayanna’s voice was deep, as if the choke had scratched it somehow. “You resisted him.”

			Kahli’s face flushed. She hadn’t resisted him, not really.

			Hayanna stepped closer and rested a gentle hand on her shoulder. Kahli allowed it but considered two throws she could execute from this position.

			“Thank you,” Hayanna said. She’d bathed, and her scent was like warm dandelion tea. Her chestnut hair was recently washed and now combed straight—deadly beautiful.

			Hayanna stepped toward Kahli.

			Kahli took a step back, brushing the hand off her shoulder and raising her guard. Was this an attack?

			“It’s all right,” said Hayanna. “Kahli, you saved me. The others told me. He wanted you to kill me, but you wouldn’t. He pulled the hold tight—but you still resisted him enough not to kill me. I owe you my life.”

			Kahli swallowed.

			“Can I thank you?” Hayanna moved toward her again, slow and deliberate this time.

			Kahli bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from trembling. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them, they locked with Hayanna’s.

			The girl leaned forward and brushed her lips against Kahli’s. A tentative first touch—almost shy. Can I thank you?

			“Y-yes,” Kahli whispered as her gaze flickered to Hayanna’s lips and saw them parting. She watched, just for a moment, before she surrendered to them.

			**********

			Now

			Kahli finished the glove she’d been stitching a few minutes after Raik clarified their plan. Being a part of a team disturbed her. It was foreign to depend on and work with others—her Kithkarnin training had been so focused on self-sufficiency.

			Many of her lessons emphasized the importance of studying the target’s patterns. The more you knew, the better your chance at success. As she stood from the desk and observed her companions in the strange stalactite safe house, she realized this concept extended to teammates. She tucked the glove into her leggings and approached Raik.

			He sat at the entrance, peering down at the river running below the bamboo bridge. He wore a long white tunic with golden trim, as was the fashion in Duraktapur. He was mixing some kind of sulfuric powder in a clay bowl.

			“You c-could have left anytime. Neither the knight nor I could have s-stopped you.”

			He looked down at his bowl, but after a moment, he gave the barest of nods.

			“W-why?”

			He continued stirring the powder as he gave her a sly grin. “You wanted to hold my life in your hands. You have it and without a poisonous leash. Is it the Kithkarnin way to question the boons of the Divine?” he asked.

			“Your actions s-seem not driven b-by the Divine. Harkan himself would be awed b-by your cunning.” She wanted to show him she knew of his endless backup plans and trickery and that she would be careful. She also hoped he might consider it a compliment.

			Instead, he grimaced like she’d insulted him.

			Kahli sniffed and focused on her question instead. “T-tell me why.”

			Raik breathed in the dank air. “The Ivory King had my cooperation long before he injected me with poison. I want to avoid war. I want the runes in the right hands. I want peace, Kahli. What do you want?”

			She was about to say, “To be Third of my order,” but his question made her look to Amara seated at the center table—her amber eyes shining almost golden in the flickering torchlight.

			Kahli resisted the urge to scratch the scars burning under her veil.

			“You’re enchanted. Aren’t you?” Raik asked, surprising her.

			Kahli shivered but said nothing.

			Raik rubbed his chin with his thumb. “She’ll need you. Now and when you join her at the runes.”

			He went back to his powder, and Kahli walked back into the safe house to see Amara. Her head was down, fiddling with her makeshift lockpicks.

			Kahli struggled to find a normal way to start a conversation, so she asked, “How is y-your hand?”

			“As well as can be expected,” Amara said. As she looked up, her raven hair cascaded down the side of her face before parting over her shoulders.

			“I have some—this might h-help.” Kahli sat on the bench and handed Amara the black leather glove she’d worked on. As part of an outfit the king had forced on her, it had one lone benefit: a better grip on her qolas. She’d added some padding where the glove would cover Amara’s wound.

			Amara straightened. “You made this for me?”

			Had Kahli insulted Amara with the gift? She tried to explain. “You—I did n-not want you to b-be useless.”

			Amara’s eyebrows arched. She pulled the glove on, stretching the leather and testing its grip. “Of course,” she said. “Do you have any other ideas to compensate for my disabilities?”

			Kahli’s eyes brightened. She did have another. “We’ll w-wrap your legs. You have to climb; it w-will—”

			“Wrap my legs?”

			“Y-yes, from ankle to top of th-thigh.”

			Amara gave her a curious look and then asked slowly, “To the top of my thigh?”

			Kahli wet her lips, her senses heightening as she considered her next action. One of The Book of Kith’s most revered statements crossed her mind: Forsaken are the desires that cloud a servant’s resolve. She ignored it.

			She pointed a finger, barely grazing Amara’s knee along the fold of her sarong. Amara flinched but didn’t pull away.

			“If you s-stop at the knee,” Kahli explained, tracing a line up—but not quite touching—Amara’s inner thigh, “its n-not enough grip.”

			Their eyes met for the first time since Sorasku’s Bed.

			“That’s just an old bareback trick,” said the apprentice in his know-it-all tone. He slipped in beside Kahli as she snatched away her hand. “You need to space the coils out and use a frayed rope if you—” His gaze flickered between Amara’s exposed leg and Kahli’s retracted hand. His face went red.

			Kahli glared at him. She was about to tell him to leave, but Amara interrupted her.

			“Tell us more, young horse master.” She rested her gloved hand under her chin and raised her eyebrows.

			“Sorry. I had a question for Kahli, but it can wait until you’re done.” He looked around the chamber, anywhere but at either of them. He held a bundle containing his quiver and unstrung bow.

			“Done what, specifically?” Amara asked. Her eyes flicked to Kahli, full of amusement, then back to the boy.

			Kahli flushed.

			Amara’s expression softened. “Please, Kirin. Don’t let me deter you from asking your important question.”

			The apprentice glanced at his bundle before turning to Kahli. “Well, I’m wondering if you could stash my bow. I can’t take it into the fortress, and I can’t store it here. When you scout our escape, could you find a place for it?”

			The Divine knew she’d considered stemming his constant sarcasm only a few hours before with a strong punch. But his hopeful expression gave Kahli pause.

			“Hmm,” she murmured.

			“I’m not expecting you’ll know where now, but I trust you—” He shrugged his shoulders. “This is a waste, sorry. Go back to whatever.” He turned away.

			Trust?

			It made her think about his constant practice and the care he took storing and stringing the bow. In truth, he might’ve been more diligent than she was in sharpening her blades. It was his prized possession. His identity. And he wanted to entrust it to her.

			“Wait,” she said. “S-some trust in silver and some in g-gold, but a servant of the Divine believes in w-weapons and mind.”

			The apprentice—Kirin—paused, a puzzled grin forming. “That’s your religious way of saying yes, right?”

			She nodded.

			His face relaxed, and he laughed. Amara laughed with him. It was an infectious sound, friends laughing, and Kahli barely resisted joining in.

			Raik walked over then, holding the blueprint of Duraktapur and glancing between Amara and the kid. “We need to go over this.”

			Kirin sighed. “Again? I’m going to dream in charcoal lines soon.”

			Raik nodded. “That’s the idea.”

			He was a meticulous planner; Kahli had to give him that.

			“We’ll talk later,” Amara said with a smile, then turned to help Raik smooth the blueprint across the table. Her slender fingers ran along the lines of the blueprint, and confidence rang in her melodic voice as she told Raik about an architectural aspect of the building.

			Kahli moved from the table and turned her attention to the Old Walker, who sat on a jute rug at the far end of the room. Her successful interactions with Amara and Kirin emboldened her.

			“W-what of you?” she asked as she approached him. “Purpose is won through—”

			“Yes, yes. I know the scriptures, girl. Even Kith’s deluded ones.” He waved her off. “We have passage out of here and have powerful allies awaiting our success. Tonight will mark a triumph for our kingdom, yourself, and this little team.”

			His words struck her. It was disturbing to be considered part of a team. She belonged to the Kithkarnin, an order built on individual ability and execution. But glancing around the safehouse, at the others, she questioned that. They were her team and the closest thing to friends she’d had since Hayanna.

			The Old Walker whispered, “Though some successes are shorter-lived than others, yes? Tonight’s actions are why Cresia requires a strong Kithkarnin as the Third.” He handed her a scroll.

			Kahli, my royal assassin, soon to be the Third,

			When the runes are in my advisor’s possession, the girl and the smuggler must take the walk.

			It need not be soft.

			It was sealed with the Ivory King’s mark.

			Kahli blinked and reread it. Halfway through, the Old Walker interjected, “The King didn’t know about the boy. He can walk too.”

			Kahli found it hard to breathe but kept her face blank.

			The old man looked down at the bow bundled in her hands. “If you really care about impressing His Holiness, use the bow on the boy. He enjoys irony.”

			Kahli’s stomach knotted, and her throat tightened. Her mind conjured images of Hayanna. Of Amara. The Second. The Ivory King.

			How far would she go to be Third?

			She tried to think of a way around this. Maybe, maybe she could sabotage the mission’s supplies or slip a less-lethal poison into their drinks tonight. Stop the whole thing.

			“W-what if—what if they f-fail?”

			The Old Walker scowled. “Failure? Don’t trouble yourself with that. No, no, my dear. Focus on success. I have deals in place to save Cresia that hinge on this. But on that off-chance? Yes, still usher them on their walk. And,” He gave her a grim smile. “Once you’re finished with them, my dear, if it’s a failure, you should usher your own as well.”

			Kahli wanted to scream.
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			Raik

			CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

			The first and most crucial lesson of smuggling: always have a plan.

			Raik did. And when he heard the scraping sound of Duraktapur’s dam’s first sluice gate opening, it was time to turn the plan into action.

			He and Kirin walked along the torchlit brick paths of the fifth cornan, the level reserved for the homes of councilors and members of the Durovan. More importantly, it held the entrance to the fortress-castle from which this country took its name.

			“We have it all?” he asked.

			The kid patted the various packs strapped across his body and nodded. Raik did the same. Between them, they divided the small iron picks, hand drills, packets of lye, and flasks of water. Then they mixed in wineskins, turmeric and spices, leaf-wrapped cryner for chewing, rock hammers and personal trinkets. Taken as a whole, they fit the part of rune hunters.

			Their seemingly empty canteens contained their true weapon, one that Raik had concocted earlier that day: a blend made from the sulfuric powder used by smoke dancers of the Tireenian circus. If it was done just right, with a small spark, the canteen would launch straight up the chimney system, to the Grand Durovan’s chamber, where it would explode.

			They just needed to be in the main antechamber and get a moment with the hearth.

			“Remember, hunters are usually a bit off, kid. A little unhinged.”

			“I don’t think we have to worry about convincing anyone how unhinged we are.”

			Raik licked his lips. That was probably true, but every rune hunter he met had an unnerving desperation about them that was hard to mimic. Most new runes were scavenged from the depths of the Cobalt Desert. The type of person who’d spend years combing that sand couldn’t be sane.

			“Kirin, the most powerful force in the world is knowing—”

			“Yeah, yeah. Knowing what people want to believe and convincing them they’re right.”

			“Yes. We don’t have to assassinate the Grand Durovan. We just have to make those inside believe it could happen.”

			The kid snorted and shot him an unimpressed look.

			Sometimes, motivating the kid was a trick. Raik used another tactic. “This is the type of daring your old crew in Cresia would erect statues over, Kirin. Use your imagination.”

			“Sure.” The kid glanced at the stone parapets framing the upper archways. He smirked. “I imagine a curvy farm girl. She tends goats outside Cresia’s walls, has a crooked smile, and statues aren’t the only things erected in her honor. How’s that?”

			Raik arched his eyebrows.

			The kid laughed and gave Raik a resigned shrug as they continued walking.

			They rounded a corner and took in the massive double-doored main entrance. Sculpted on either side of its stone framing, like ever-vigilant sentries, were the glaring likenesses of two rune war heroes.

			“That’s not welcoming at all. Who are they?” the kid asked as he inspected the weatherworn figures.

			“The right is Himanyu the Elder, and the left is, uh, Lord Xortax of . . .” Raik couldn’t quite recall anymore. He braced for a snipe about his memory or teaching, but it didn’t come. The kid was fascinated with Himanyu, who stood with an enormous bow at his side.

			“What do you do to get set in stone?”

			Raik knew. These tricky bastards defended Duraktapur from Harkan in the First Rune War, led a vicious attack against Cresia in the second, and fallen with Zol in the bloodbath of the third.

			“Die righteous enough for people to forget your wrongs,” he said. But then he remembered the towering statue to Harkan in the courtyard of the Ivory Palace. “Or do enough wrong that people believe you’re righteous.”

			The kid nodded, and they continued down the street until they reached the portcullis barring the night entrance. It wasn’t nearly as impressive as the main one.

			Two guards sat on wooden chairs in the small courtyard beyond the gate. In a scene that played out in every city he’d been to, they rolled rackna dice on the table between them. There’s no coin sweeter than coin you win was the saying in the gambling dens of Garno. Raik supposed that wasn’t exactly right; the sweetest coin was the kind you won while being paid to do something else.

			Both guards wore the pleated robes of Duraktapur’s standing army, red with gold trim and covered in steel rivets that held iron plating in place beneath.

			Raik wore similar armor once. The memory of its smothering weight triggered an overwhelming urge to stretch.

			The guards looked up as Raik and Kirin approached, neither looking particularly surprised to see visitors. “Business?” one of the guards called out as his gaze returned to his game.

			“The run-your-arse-to-a-Durovan type,” replied Raik.

			Both guards grudgingly pushed back from the table and approached the portcullis. Each wore a sword at their hip. The blades were long and straight as the Durovan favored, instead of the curved Cresian swords.

			“The Durovan takes no guests at night,” the same guard said.

			“I have an exception to that rule,” Raik said, rubbing his hands. “A rune.”

			The guard paused. The last rune found in Duraktapur was over two years before.

			“Give it over.” He reached a hand through the gate.

			The kid laughed. “Think we got it all the way here handing it over to any idiot who wanted to see?”

			The guard’s mouth twisted, and he gave them a closer look, eyes drifting over their straps and bags, their faded black tunics.

			“Come back in the morning,” said the second, his voice full of skepticism.

			“No,” Raik replied. “We have a Divine-damned rune, and the Grand Durovan was clear. It doesn’t matter how or who or when someone delivers a rune, just that it’ll be generously rewarded.”

			The guards exchanged exasperated looks as they side-eyed Raik and Kirin. Raik leveled a flat stare as they did.

			Finally, the second one sighed and said, “Let’s see it then.”

			The kid made an exaggerated point of checking if anyone else was in eyeshot of them, then reached into his pouch and pulled out a fist. He nervously glanced back and then opened his hand. The shining beam from the rune was unmistakable. 

			They were using the last rune they’d taken from Roshan. It was from his armor, and the amount of use it had crossing Mazstik left it a dim cousin to a fully charged one. But without a comparison, the bright spot in the darkness should have been enough.

			The wide eyes of the guards told them it was. Within moments, one ran to tell a superior as the other raised the iron gate and ushered them inside.

			“You’re going to have to leave your gear,” he said. “All of it.”

			Raik shrugged. Expected.

			“We don’t have any weapons.” He rummaged through one of his pouches and grabbed a rock hammer. “Unless you’re counting this?” He smiled at the guard.

			The man’s face was blank.

			“You’re mistaking that for a request. Take off the gear, hunter. The Grand Durovan will be pleased you’ve discovered a rune. But not pleased into stupidity.”

			Raik exchanged a quick glance with the kid.

			Kirin shook his canteen. “All right if I hang onto this? Spend enough time in the desert, you always want to know where your next sip is.”

			Raik was impressed.

			The guard wasn’t.

			“We’re right next to the Great fucking Serpent. Leave it and come inside.”

			The kid didn’t argue. Too much protest would raise suspicion.

			Raik nodded to him. It would be all right. The second, and arguably more important lesson of smuggling: always to have a backup plan.

		

		



			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			Amara

			CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

			At the sound of the first sluice gate opening, Amara padded through the entrance gate to the fortress display gallery. She set a mental clock - an hour before the display area closed, and she had to be hidden.

			Amara always had an admiration—envy, really—of the years of training a full Durovan was supposed to have in scholarship and art before they tested for their robes. She didn’t see any rare golden-flecked vestments that would mark one such master in the crowd of well over a hundred people, but the hall itself testified to their ancient leader’s love for history and beauty.

			It could hold banquets for hundreds of people but was now perfectly arranged with glass cases, statues, paintings, and books. Instead of the musty tinge of a library, it was filled with the sweet scents from thousands of flowers. The architectural design allowed and invited this kind of display. It was impressively consistent with what she’d seen of Duraktapur: symmetrical and elegant, layered, and most importantly, tiered. Every wall incrementally indented as it rose to meet the vaulted ceiling. And along every step were rows of fully blooming flowers, tightly planted and tended. Yellow then orange marigolds, delicate pink orchids up to crimson lotus, and then three rungs of multicolored amaryllis before an overflow of brilliant blue cryner crowned the top.

			At the opposite end of the hall were two massive wooden doors. They stood open and led to her ultimate goal: the rune display.

			But before that, she needed to reach the sculpture of Zol’s last stand. It towered in the near corner. She blended in with a small family as they lingered from one exhibit to the next.

			As Zol’s last stand drew nearer, she noticed the artwork’s striking contrast to the symmetrical design of the hall; the sculpture was a mountain of organic forms. A memorial of the Stick invasion, the four-story statue was of a stoic man, Revard Zol, crouched like a cat atop the bodies of fallen defenders representing all the cultures of the Jeweled Lands. A hollowed pyramid of perfectly sculpted soldiers and carpenters, dancers and merchants, teachers and schoolchildren. To represent all those who had fought and died in that war. She’d seen a sketch of it in one of her father’s books and found it grotesque. But the sketch hadn’t conveyed the sad beauty of the piece.

			The space behind the larger-than-life stone corpses provided the perfect place for her to hide and wait. When the gallery closed, this vital sculpture would be wheeled into the rune display before the thick doors were sealed.

			Inside the rune display, the statue was stored against the outside walls, and Amara could scale it and let Kahli in from the upper windows. Then they’d wait for Raik’s distraction.

			That was the plan, at least.

			Amara felt like a pickpocket again, blending with the group while preparing to steal something. The thrill of it prickled her skin as she gave the family a closer look. Three generations were represented, from the grey-haired grandparents to a curious toddler barely keeping up. Aside from their long-sleeved tunics and capes, the two older children, a girl around ten and a boy maybe eight, could’ve been her and her brother years before. Her parents had dragged them to art exhibitions every weekend. She’d come to love them, and these children seemed to as well. The girl had a small scar above her lip that was more pronounced when she smiled, and it reminded her of Kahli.

			Amara stood just outside the group as the mother and father pointed to a dagger and a set of cuff links locked in a display case that sat on a table.

			“This was the dagger General Zol held when he died defending us,” said the mother. “The claw of Zol. These links were on each of his cuffs, representing Cresia and Duraktapur.” She looked back at Amara, her eyes narrowing as she noticed Amara’s long Cresian-styled hair. “We were allies then. Before they betrayed us.”

			Despite the accusatory look, Amara nodded in agreement. Cresian territorial aggression was to blame for breaking the alliance at the end of the Third Rune War. 

			“But what about Harkan?” the boy asked.

			Amara shook her head. Why were boys obsessed with that butcher?

			Thankfully she was spared from listening to the mother’s lesson as the nightspirit chose that moment to stir.

			It seeped through the cracks in her will, prying against the boundaries she’d set for it. She hadn’t let it so much as wander since the incident in the market, and its sight might be useful. It couldn’t hurt her in this situation, could it?

			Fine. Just a stretch. For a moment. Don’t push.

			Its presence instantly flooded her senses—she could taste the sweet and earthy rows of flowers above her, smell the dust on the artifacts. For a moment, it overwhelmed her, but as the nightspirit took hold, the senses were reigned in, focused and filtered to find potential threats.

			It observed as a guard smacked the hand of some fool trying to touch the Solars oil masterpiece Godlings Made Prey. Then it flipped its attention to a large stone tablet salvaged from the ruins of the Forgotten City—a site to the south that the Durovan believed had been destroyed when the runes fell from heaven. The nightspirit seemed interested in what might be behind the man-sized artifact, but Amara knew it was commemorative of Norys’s birthplace, though the genderless ruler’s memory of the place, name, or even the language etched on it were said to be lost. The nightspirit cared nothing for the history but eventually noticed the little girl that had decided to hide behind it. Satisfied she wasn’t a threat, it homed in on a group of rough men clad in dark quilted coats. They seemed out of step with the rest of the tourists. Four of them, all with the same hard stare, led by a man with a thin bandage wrapped around his head. They ignored displays and were intent on the faces in the crowd.

			Intent on finding her.

			The Cresian she confronted in the market, now bandaged and with backup from Kal D’far, locked eyes with her.

			The nightspirit pushed like it had the last time. It ached to teach this band of men another lesson. Together.

			No. Amara pulled the nightspirit back.

			An altercation in this room now would ruin her chances to reach the memorial statue, let alone get into the rune display. Though with D’far’s men there, she might already be too compromised.

			Amara looked around and saw a guard about fifty feet away. The men might be less likely to do anything rash that close to security.

			She gently squeezed into the family, smiling at the grandmother. “Would you mind terribly if I got a closer look?”

			The grandmother smiled, moving aside so she could get closer to the display. She pushed up against it, her injured hand on the top of the case as if pointing to the dagger with interest. Out of instinct, she pulled out a pick with her other hand, testing the lock. It was a simple mechanism; she had it sprung as easily as if she’d had the key. 

			“Excuse me!” bellowed out the grandfather standing at the back of the family group, as he was clearly being jostled out of the way by D’far’s men as they closed in. Amara turned around and rested her back and palms on the display table.

			“Sir!” she called to the guard, waving as she did.

			“Are you all right?” the mother asked.

			Amara fixed her with a quick and serious look. “Splendid. Best to take your family to the next display, though.”

			The mother frowned then, noticing Amara’s serious look, nodded and herded her family onward.

			“Very rude.” The grandfather scolded D’far’s men as he hobbled away.

			Now the guard’s interest was piqued. He picked his way through the crowd toward the display.

			The Cresian from the market closed to within a step of her. “How hard you want to make this?” he asked. “Doesn’t have to be. We can walk out of here all nice-like—and later we’ll make it quick. But if we have to wait or chase? Well, then I promise it’ll be harder than one of them statues.”

			Amara smirked at the bandage wrapping his head. “And suppose if, again, I found a way to chip your skull like one of those statues. What way is that?”

			The Cresian snarled, but the guard was almost to them.

			She could fake a struggle with the guard watching, and then escape in the aftermath. The men were the aggressors, and she could turn that to her advantage. But that would mean aborting the plan entirely.

			There was another, more complicated option, but it would be risky. Revard Zol’s cuff links and dagger sat within her reach. The guard’s hard gaze was focused more on the men than her. She judged the size of the Cresian’s coat pockets and estimated the distance to the exit.

			Her heart raced. There was no choice.

			“Excuse me, sir? These gentlemen have a question about the statues,” she said to the guard.

			D’far’s men froze, eyes fixating on the approaching guard. As she guessed, they wanted a public conflict almost as little as she did.

			The guard spared Amara a glance but was far more intent on the ruffians in front of her.

			“Yes?” he asked. His expression was somber and suspicious.

			With all the men focused on one another, she shot her hand back, slipping the case open and making a quick snatch for both cufflinks. She fumbled—her injured hand to blame—but still snagged one.

			“Uh,” the bandaged man said. “Not about the art. When is closing?”

			The guard frowned. “Soon. Though perhaps you’ve seen enough?”

			Amara took an affable step toward the Cresian, her arms swept wide. She locked eyes with him and laughed out an airy “Yes. I’m ready to go now.”

			She bumped up against him, wrapping her free hand around his waist and slipping the cuff link into his pocket.

			She took a quick peek around to see if anyone had seen the move. The grandfather of the family group met her eyes then glanced down at the man’s coat pocket.

			Amara swallowed.

			The grandfather gave Kal D’far’s man a frown and then winked at her as he turned away.

			Mentally thanking B’sashti for luck, Amara shouldered her way past the group of men and strode quickly toward the exit.

			“Uh. Thanks, sir,” the bandaged man sputtered to the guard, watching her go.

			His group moved to follow. She increased her pace, forcing them into a near run to catch up.

			She made it to the exit with about a ten-pace lead. She forced her eyes to water and widen at the first sentry standing there. He was thick and tall, and his face was already shifting into protective concern at her tears. Perfect.

			“Horrid men behind me. I’m afraid—I saw them steal General Zol’s cuff links. The one with the bandage.”

			The guard’s eyebrows knitted together as he stepped toward her. He glanced at the men practically running to catch her.

			“Please,” she said, lacing her voice with desperation, “I think they know I saw them.”

			The guard’s face contorted with anger. “Don’t worry.” He shepherded her behind him.

			Amara stole a glance over her shoulder to watch as the guard pulled the cuff link from the baffled Cresian’s pocket. She met the Cresian’s eyes and waved to him, then lightly stepped down the tiered granite steps and into the night. 

			She rounded the corner on the outside of the fortress and found a darkened nook to slip into and wait. She took deep breaths, counting her heartbeats. She forced her mind to relax rather than dwell on when the display would close.

			After as long as she could stand, Amara returned through the gates back into the fortress display gallery. The guard she engaged for her escape had apparently left to deal with the “thieves,” so a different one stood on duty.

			“Almost closed,” he said at her approach.

			“It’s quite alright. I just want to steal a peek,” she said with a slight smile that the guard returned.

			Now she just had to make it into the memorial statue.

			As she entered the beautifully flowered hall, dread curled around her spine like a choking vine. The crowds were thinning. Durovan acolytes draped blankets over sculptures and cleared tables of their historical treasures. And the Returk memorial statue, her one way into the rune display, had already been locked away.
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			Raik

			CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

			Raik had memorized the fortress plans. He and Kirin were being taken through lamplit corridors, lined with golden tapestries and dotted with planters full of amaranth and marigolds, eventually ending at an antechamber used for late-night guests of honor. It was only a few floors below the bedchambers of Norys, the Grand Durovan.

			The guard opened the doors to an opulent room and pointed to the set of three dark wooden chairs set against a large window. Raik followed the kid, who stopped to stare at the intricate scene playing out on an enormous porcelain vase that centered the room. Double the width of a man and just as tall, this was likely the most impressive ornament the kid had ever seen.

			Raik walked around it with him, taking in the scene of a demonic invasion opposed by a large human force. At the vanguard of the resistance, wielding a rose-engraved sword in one hand, a book in the other, was a scarlet-robed philosopher. Norys, the Grand Durovan. The demons were twisted white elephants with dead, blackened eyes. Their leader was a man with a face split by a wilting white beard. Raik believed it to be the Ivory King’s grandfather, Tiraj II.

			“Clearly, the path of the righteous is the one with the best artist,” said the kid as they completed their circle.

			“No. The best historian,” said a woman striding through the entrance wearing a golden-flecked robe. There was an air of command about her. She had inquisitive eyes, shadowed by dark makeup that extended in a tapered line to her temples, and hair that rose in thin strands to a flower-wrapped bun. Middle-aged and strikingly pretty. Two guards flanked her.

			“How do you decide which historian is best?” Raik asked her.

			“Find the one willing to lie for you.”

			Clever, too.

			“Are all Durovan this beautiful?” he asked.

			Her expression went unchanged. “Please. It’s too late to play games, hunter. Where are you from?”

			Raik shrugged. “Cresia.”

			She scrutinized the pair, her intense eyes scanning their attire, hanging on each of their straps and empty pouches.

			“I see. I’m Durovan Culd.” It sounded like cold to Raik. She ushered them to the group of chairs set up beyond the vase. One of her guards stood at the window while the other stayed at the vase.

			“You’ll still pay, right?” asked the kid as they sat.

			“Of course,” said Culd. “But first, some questions.”

			“Rupa would be the preference,” said Raik.

			Culd sniffed. “What?”

			“How we’d like to be paid. Assuming that’s your question?”

			The woman fixed him with a blank stare. She blinked slowly to gather her patience. “I have a skilled acolyte examining your possessions. Is there anything you’d like me to know before they finish?”

			Searching the bags would tell the Durovan nothing about their intentions unless they scoured the canteens. Raik shook his head.

			“I see. And is there a reason you brought this rune to us this particular evening?”

			Raik shrugged again. If only the guard had taken them to the main antechamber as per the original plan. Then he’d be spending his time lighting sulfur powder instead of readying for this backup one.

			“Does everything have to have a reason?” he asked.

			Culd stared down her nose at him. “Beauty can be natural, but most comes from improvement. The chain of improvement is linked by reasons, Master…?”

			“Roshan,” Raik answered.

			The kid managed to stifle his laugh with a cough.

			“Master Roshan. The Durovan live this very concept. It is universal in application and reaches from what you wear to what your intentions are this night. Everything, even time itself, flows in an unbroken chain of reasons.”

			This chain had an end Culd wasn’t going to appreciate.

			“I’m not one to challenge your Durovan philosophy. But I think you want to know where we found the rune. No?”

			Culd nodded slightly. “Yes, I do.”

			“Why does it matter? We have one, and we’re here to get the reward.”

			“I could simply take it.” She glanced at the guards.

			“You could. And we could disappear. But I wonder how many runes would be brought to Duraktapur if the hunters who brought them went missing? The Ivory King’s a buyer as well, you know.”

			“I suppose,” Culd conceded. “But what if I just wanted the rune for myself and didn’t care about Duraktapur?”

			She was bluffing. Durovan were loyal to a fault.

			“The problem there, is all the people we told about the rune, all the people we showed it to. Eventually, Norys would find out and I have faith in the Grand Durovan’s sense of justice.”

			Of course, that same sense of justice would probably make Norys kill him on sight if this plan was successful. But Raik didn’t dwell on that.

			The soft rumble of the second sluice gate opening trickled in from outside the fortress. Amara would be moving into position.

			The kid stood, moving into his. “Can I get some air?” he asked. “I’ve seen candles burn faster than you two negotiate.”

			He shot an exasperated look to the guard at the window. The man snorted in bored agreement. The kid joined him, leaving Raik sitting across from Culd and the other guard watching by the vase.

			“Alright,” Raik said. “I’ll tell you. This rune was used in the war. On the Cresian side, by a select few warriors. The Ivory King at the time called them his Reapers. You know ’em?”

			Culd shook her head. “I have studied Cresian culture extensively. But in terms of the insane military machinations of your Ivory King, you have an unfair advantage.”

			“Those are the best kind,” Raik said with a grin. “The Reapers were a bloody failure. They never came within eighty feet of their goal. They were, and still are, mercilessly ridiculed by soldiers in Cresia.”

			Culd fidgeted with her robe and peered impatiently at Raik, expecting him to continue. But he didn’t.

			“What was their goal?” she snapped finally.

			“They were to use the most powerful runes in the country to infiltrate this very fortress in the dark of night. The guard would be low, and the knights distracted with other commitments. They were to move up. Up to the highest levels. Closest to Norys.” Raik’s smile dried up like the desert. “And see just how many Durovan souls they could reap.”

			The kid struck first and fast with a punch to the throat of the guard next to him. The man dropped, stunned, clutching at his neck.

			Part of Raik hated to hit Culd, but that didn’t stop him from dashing forward and snapping a quick jab to the tip of her nose. It cracked the cartilage, and her eyes rolled up as she staggered backward. Raik shoved her aside and dashed toward the second guard at the vase, hoping the element of surprise was still with him.

			It wasn’t.

			The guard drew his sword and waited.

			Surviving an attack against an armed man with bare hands was a problem, but the principle was simple: stay away from thrusts, get close on the swings—a timing challenge. One made easier with heavily drilled soldiers. Whenever adrenaline wrested control of their minds, they always reverted to fundamentals.

			And as clear as if he were following a drill, this soldier ran through the “three-technique.” One—thrust—Raik jumped back. Two—thrust—Raik sidestepped left. On three—the coiling of the swing—Raik leaped forward. Hip to hip with the guard, he grabbed the man’s sword arm and, with a grunting twist, pulled him over his hip and tossed him to the ground.

			The guard scrambled to regain his footing, but Raik grabbed him by the neck and smashed his face through the giant vase. Ignoring the clattering shower of porcelain, he snatched the guard’s sword and stopped just short of plunging it into the fallen man’s spine.

			“Master,” Kirin smirked, giving him a mock salute with his own newly acquired blade.

			He and the kid watched Culd scramble to the exit, hands covering her nose. They feinted toward her when she looked back, but they didn’t stop her.

			Raising the alarm was the whole point.

			**********

			As they moved into the hallway, Raik searched his memory for the details of the blueprint and the next phase of the backup plan.

			“Third set of doors, by the stairs,” Kirin said, already a step ahead. 

			They approached the double doors in silence. Raik pressed an ear to them. Nothing.

			“I could almost imagine a way into this room without breaking down the door, kid.” He eyed the lock and took a large step back.

			A grin formed on Kirin’s face as he stood shoulder to shoulder with Raik and said, “But not quite.”

			With a loud bang, they kicked through the lock, sending the double doors swinging on their hinges.

			As they entered, a sound came from one of the other rooms in the hallway.

			“Get anything flammable and throw on it on the bed,” Raik ordered the kid, then turned to see a tall, pale, Duraktapurian man standing in his nightclothes.

			Not a Durovan. Probably a merchant, given a place of honor overnight.

			“What’s this mischief?” he said in a shrill voice.

			“The kind not worth getting killed over.” Raik pointed his sword at him.

			The man went pale. He glanced back into the room. “M-my family. Please.”

			“Get them and leave. And if you want to live, run down the stairs,” Raik said.

			He spun back into the room, confident his threat was heeded.

			It was a large guest room, lit by oil lamps and opulently furnished to give a sense of the Grand Durovan’s hospitality. A servant must’ve recently touched up the expansive blues, white accents, and gold trim. The scent of fresh paint mingled with the burning oil lanterns, giving the air a rust smell. This was a chamber eternally ready for an early or unannounced arrival.

			The number of sheets and fabric Kirin stacked on the bed was impressive. The room’s wooden column, two men thick, ran against the outside wall along with the massive chimney.

			“I honestly didn’t think you would hit a woman,” the kid said. “She looked wobbly.”

			“I didn’t really have a choice. But I think she can still bound up the stairs. Probably telling someone already.”

			“So now we’re going to give her story some credibility?”

			Raik nodded. Smart kid.

			He held the sword and did some practice swings at the column. “I’m going to chop through this beam, kid.”

			Kirin looked to the stone roof above their head with a weary look. “Aren’t we under the roof?”

			“We’ll be fine. Get the rune out,” Raik said.

			The kid’s face went serious. He pulled out the tiny stone.

			“We’re going to use the bright side for this. You’re going to press it to the blade right before I strike the beam. Stand behind me and put your hand to the hilt.”

			Kirin did.

			“Timing is everything. When you touch it, the blade will become heavy. Very heavy. You do it too early, I’ll miss. Too late, and it’ll lose momentum and get stuck. Got it? Also, if we do it properly, you’ll have to pull the rune off when I cut through, or I’ll have to let go . . . and the blade will get stuck.”

			The kid blinked a couple of times. “Will this even work? I thought rune weapons had mechanisms to do this sort of thing. You know, the Turn and all that?”

			“The Turn does two things. Flip the rune to the side needed and touching it to the metal. We know what side we want. You just need to make the connection.”

			Raik drew the blade back in exaggeration, tracing the arc of his swing to show the kid again. “Just like this. Ready?”

			“I guess so.”

			Raik nodded and drew back the blade. “Here we go.”

			He swung, tracing his same exact path but faster—with force. The kid pressed the rune as the sword bit into the wood.

			Only a fraction late. Almost good enough.

			The weight forced the blade halfway through the beam, but Raik’s trajectory was thrown completely off. Instead of passing through, it dipped low and caught halfway into the column. There would be no pulling it free.

			“Kirin, we’re going to try again,” Raik said, holding his hand out for the kid’s sword. “This time, touch the rune right before I hit. That’s the only way.”

			The kid’s best quality was that he never made the same mistake twice.

			Raik’s second slice cleaved sheer through the beam.

			The initial jolt was spectacular. There was a loud boom as the wood splintered, and the ceiling above them dropped a quarter inch. A rumble followed as hundred-year-old redundant support columns moaned in protest.

			Raik blinked through the dust and mortar. He should have been admiring his handiwork, but he couldn’t help thinking about the rune. So much power in the little stone. Power to change the world. Power to do whatever he—

			“Now?” The kid nudged his shoulder.

			Raik shook his head and fought back the strange impulse to hit Kirin for the interruption. Instead, he focused on the pile collected on the bed.

			“Stand back,” he said, grabbing one of the lit lanterns from the wall and smashing it on the bed.

			There was a whoosh as the flame followed the spilled oil. For a moment, it seemed content to dance across the surface of the sheets and tinder, but then its hunger took hold. The entire bed became engulfed in a greedy fire.

			Above the crackle filling the room, Raik yelled, “Push it to the staircase!”

			They moved to either side of the headboard and shoved the burning bed out of the room. Its legs scraped the floor, while the flames engulfing its frame licked the doorway and ceiling.

			Raik smiled as they positioned the bed at the entrance to the staircase and backed away from the intense heat.

			He imagined Norys and all their advisors in the rooms above. That first bang and drop of the floor would drive fear into them. The sound of the structure groaning would boil that into a panic. They would rush down the stairs for escape, only to have the smoke billowing to greet them.

			To them, the fortress would be on fire. About to collapse. And a bloody-faced Durovan would be running around, screaming about Cresian assassins.

			Enough mayhem to recall the rune knights from their guard duties. A reasonable plan.

			Raik and the kid returned to the guest room. The kid rushed to the mouth of the chimney—their method of escape.

			Raik was having problems focusing on hearths or plans or people, though. The kid had dropped the rune on the ground. It was right there for the taking. Sparkling.

			“Let’s hope it’s late enough that they doused all the hearths below,” said the kid.

			But Raik couldn’t focus on those words. Only the rune.

			He’d felt their power again. Swung a rune-powered weapon.

			Why hadn’t he taken it before? He was made to use runes.

			He tried to remember his rules. He tried. And failed.

			“Oh,” said the kid, breaking his trance and scooping the small stone up before entering the chimney system.

			Raik plunged down after him.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

			Amara cupped her hands over her mouth and exhaled. She stared at the spot where the Revard Zol statue once stood. It was gone, and with it, her chances to get to the rune display. It was too late to call off Raik and Kirin. They would’ve already entered the fortress. And when the second sluice gate opened, they would spark their canteens in the main antechamber’s hearth. She had less than an hour to get into position.

			She needed a better look at the room’s options, so she walked down the Jaru side of the hall. As a guard approached, she stopped at an ancient terra-cotta plaque depicting the old gods’ war. She pretended to study it as a tourist might and was surprised to see it showed a hierarchy her parents and their books had never described.

			B’sashti, for one, was a blocky feline general leading the entire celestial army. Kartajani, usually depicted as ruler, was etched to the side, horn worn off in support. Sorasku crawled under them, as a crafty advisor. Below him, and somewhat faded, was a host of avatars, children, and demigods. Many of these, like the fox-headed form that looked to Sorasku, were completely unknown to Amara. Then there was a thick battle line. Below it, a fragmented image of the eight-legged Chela dominated. Hordes of insects moved around her. And coiled at her side was a god betrayer Amara had never seen—an aged viper.

			She looked up from it, and the passing guard gave her a small nod, acknowledging the interesting aspect of the tablet. There was nothing suspicious in his look, but her skin prickled from being noticed. She gave a small smile and slowly walked away from him, toward the center of the hall, looking for a place to hide.

			Esonta Golem would’ve offered her a cautionary parable. Something like, being free to steal tomorrow is better than the chance today.

			That advice was proper for a pickpocket, but now? The consequences of failure were too dire to back out. Her family needed her, and so too did her friends. There must be another way.

			A cool bead of sweat trickled down her back as she looked around the display hall, trying to concentrate.

			Three-quarters of the room’s displays were covered by large dust tarps. Hiding under one on the perimeter might work. It was better than being outside, and perhaps the staff would open the large doors to the rune display after closing.

			Worth trying.

			She chose Forbidden Love, a large alabaster statue of two curvaceous nymphs entangled with each other. It symbolized Cresia and Duraktapur’s union to fight the Sticks. Each nymph hid a dagger from the other.

			The ten-foot statue was already covered and lined along the western wall in a row with other statues, but she could see its distinctive outline. She wound her way to it, daring a glance at the remaining guards who began milling together before the end of their day. There were a scant few patrons about as well, but only around the exhibits not yet covered. Both easy enough to avoid.

			She skirted to the far side of Forbidden Love until she was sure no eyes were on her.

			Then, like rackna dice, she rolled under the cover and climbed up, wedging herself between the nymphs’ embrace.

			There she stayed, forcing herself still, slowing her breath, and trying not to panic about the time remaining before the second sluice gate closed.

			Amara listened to the footsteps dwindle around and waited for all the lights she could see from under the tarp to flicker and die. She closed her eyes and listened, trying to gauge the rhythm of the room. There was a constant drip from a drain under the floor, a shuddering from the gallery’s upper windows as they shifted in the evening breeze, and the occasional creak from the large doors to the rune display. Only when she was sure these were the only sounds did she pull back the tarp and step into the room proper.

			She sighed in relief at finding it empty. The only light came from the moons, a pale glow streaming through the high window.

			Amara stepped softly to the double wooden doors that led to the display, and eventually, into the rest of the fortress. She tested them gingerly first. If they were open, she could just wait for Raik and Kirin’s distraction, and when the rune knights left, she could go in.

			But the doors withstood her test. They were barred from the other side.

			“Nothing’s easy,” she whispered.

			Amara slid to the ground with her back to the doors. She rubbed her eyes and tried to focus on a solution instead of worrying about the time whittling away.

			What did she know about this place? What could she use?

			The wind had relented against the upper windows, and the knights were quiet, guarding the other side of the doors. The only constant sound was the floor drain dripping.

			Drip.

			Drip.

			Amara sat up straight. She got to her feet and scanned the room, thinking back to the blueprints. Yes. Duraktapur was built beside the Great Serpent, and despite the sluice gates, floods happened. And with all the flowers and their enormous watering needs, the room had to have drainage.

			She found the metal grate on the floor by the eastern wall. Its dank smell gave it away before she saw it. The curator had given it generous ventilation space—no displays were within twenty feet. She knelt and examined it. It was about two by three feet.

			Heavy but worth a try.

			She used her picks to remove the latching screw, then grabbed the grate. Ignoring the pain in her hand, she heaved against the weight of it. It barely shifted and gave a high-pitched scrape that echoed through the gallery. Amara froze. The room remained quiet and empty. No telling how long that would continue, though, so she gritted her teeth and gripped the grate again. Once, twice, three more times, and she managed to slide it aside, screeching all the way. She poked her head in.

			She thought she’d been prepared for the stench, but she still couldn’t quite suppress a gag when she got close. These were common and disgusting problems in most storm drains and flood protection systems: rodents, feces, death, and rot. This one combined them into a stomach-turning cocktail.

			The drain well was about four feet deep, and a dagger-thin slice of water streamed along the sewer at the bottom. The trickle came from the north, from the direction of the rune display.

			This is going to be truly horrid. 

			She shimmied into it feet-first, then lay flat in order to crawl through the cramped sewage tunnel.

			She shivered and gagged as the cold, dank water soaked into her clothing.

			Amara took a moment before she slithered into the darkness. One thing she could tell for sure: this was not some potential invading point for an army. She was slender, and the only items on her were her lockpicks, a small sling, the rope uncomfortably wrapped around her legs, and the rune rod. It was still going to be a tight fit.

			Best to get on with it.

			Squeezing through the moldy tunnel was horrid, like crawling through a cavern made entirely of Sir Roshan’s mouth. And maddeningly slowly. But after a few disgusting squirms, it proved rewarding as the sewer opened up slightly. From there, she could see a source of light through the next grate. A distinctive pinpoint flickering on the ceiling that could only be one thing: runes.

			Amara rose to a kneeling position and pressed her mouth between the bars, taking two deep breaths of fresh air. Wiping water from her face, she pressed tighter against the grate, taking in an awkward view of the gallery.

			The room was framed by thick wooden pillars and stacked high with stone. The walls reached to the full height of the fortress itself, some eighty feet. It was immense, and from her position in the floor drain, it seemed doubly so. She knew that two wooden walkways were bolted against the interior walls, but she could only see the lower one wrapping around the perimeter. Stairs connected it to the higher one leading to the window she was supposed to open for Kahli.

			At the center of the room was the rune display and, more dangerously, two knights, one covered head to foot in silver armor, the other in gold and bronze. Their polished shine was impressive in the runes’ glow. They were statue-serious about their duty, even at night. One faced the north portion of the hall, the other south. The only indication they were actual living beings was the movement of their heads, slowly scanning the area.

			Once Raik created his diversion, she could exit this dank hell. The grate was identical to the one she’d pulled off, so hopefully, pushing it off would be easier than pulling. Next, she would get to the window and send a rope down for Kahli to climb. Then Amara would turn to her prize. The runes.

			Simple.

			A distant tremor and a sound like rolling thunder—the second sluice gate opened. Amara tensed. Raik and Kirin would be making their move now. Kahli would be skulking outside, waiting for Amara. Everything was depending on her.

			Finally, an alarm bell reverberated from deep within the fortress.

			The rune knights’ attentions snapped to the opening on the opposite side from the double doors.

			“Norys is under attack!” yelled a voice.

			The knight in the silver engaged his Turn and bounded toward the far side opening, clearing the forty feet in a heartbeat. The one in the gold ran after him at a speed Amara wouldn’t have believed possible in bulky armor. Though compared to his companion, he seemed to move at a leisurely jog.

			As soon as the knights were gone, Amara pushed against the grate, straining with her legs and arms. It didn’t budge.

			Amara took a breath. The latch—there’d be a latch on the other side.

			With her good hand, she felt for the latch around the same place the previous one had been. It was tricky to find, reaching from the underside, but she managed it. The latch had a flaky texture and seemed rusted into place by a single screw.

			Amara closed her eyes. There wasn’t much time. She’d have to attempt to pick this from underneath. She could only hope that it wasn’t so worn that picking was pointless.

			Minutes felt like an hour. She could manage to twist her picks under and around the screw, but the angle was awkward, and each attempt ended in a tool splashing into the dirty water. Which, in turn, coated them in a grime that made them even harder to grip. 

			After ten, increasingly frustrating tries, Amara hadn’t turned the screw more than a quarter.

			How long before Raik’s distraction was found to be just that? How long until the knights returned?

			Panic set in, and the nightspirit stirred, wanting to help. Amara let it.

			It purred to life. Its awareness pulsed through her like a second heartbeat.

			It considered the bars and then showed her a vision—of her sliding back through the drain, back up into the galley, and tipping the largest of the statues into the double doors, breaking them down.

			Amara frowned. That was useless.

			But the nightspirit pushed. It tried to take control and force her.

			No! Not again.

			It growled. She had the impression it was tiring of her lack of action. Of her constant contrariness to its desires. They were supposed to be together. She was supposed to work with it.

			No!

			Amara pushed it away.

			She grabbed the grate. Her knuckles drained of color as she squeezed it tight and shoved.

			The grate rattled but held fast.

			“Come on,” she said.

			Amara thought of her family and friends, of how little time remained, and focused herself.

			She stretched her fingers from both hands through the grate and fitted her pick onto the bolt. Then ever so slowly, painstakingly slowly, shaking with the effort to keep leverage, she turned it. For her family.

			There was a pop as the bolt slipped loose.

			Amara panted in relief but didn’t waste time. She worked it all the way free and then heaved aside the grate and slipped into the rune display room.

			She sprinted past the display and up the walkways.

			The single window of the gallery had a decorative wooden frame, but it was functional. This latch, thankfully, was easy to lift.

			Amara slipped off her leggings and uncoiled the ropes around her legs.

			She secured one end to the banister of the walkway and then tossed the other to the street below. She didn’t wait to see if Kahli was there yet. Time was slipping away.

			She pulled on her leggings and ran back to the rune display.

			On a pedestal, the glowing stones rested on a bed of satin in an open teak box. Their radiance rendered it impossible to see any single stone. It was as if a wall of light had been laid within the chest. There must have been a hundred of them.

			She’d yet to see anyone handle the runes, which made her suspicious. Those suspicions were confirmed when she got closer to the box. A thin pane of glass rested on top. Easy to break through.

			Too easy.

			Amara encountered a pane like this in Cresia once. An old, rich bastard used a similar setup on his prized coin collection. It foiled her that time, but as Esonta Golem said, “The best lessons of life and lovers are disguised as mistakes.”

			Amara fumbled her tools from her pouch. As they spilled onto the ground, she cursed Roshan and her injured hand.

			She took a calming breath then gathered the tools as she scrutinized the glass. There was little time to do this. But rushing would likely end in failure.

			To think of the glass as a cover was the mistake she’d made previously. It was a shell. A seamless glass bubble, sitting within a wooden frame—not a simple glass lid on a mere box. If any point of the shell were cracked, the entire container, including its glass bottom, would shatter. The runes would plummet through the hollow pedestal, deep down into the bowels of Duraktapur.

			She needed to remove the shell from the pedestal.

			She set to work with her picks, carefully prying away the framing’s edges, the smell of the wood mingling with her sweat. Her skills were perfect for this type of work, but it still took the better part of a minute to complete. Her hand throbbed.

			With the wooden frame stripped, she turned her attention to removing the glass shell. Amara wasn’t sure how she could apply enough pressure with one and a half hands. She stared at the stitches in her glove and stretched her fingers, taking a deep breath.

			“Need a h-hand?”

			Amara flinched. “Two, actually.” Over her shoulder, she saw Kahli’s wrinkling her nose and added, “And a bath.”

			Kahli moistened her lips as she moved to the other side of the glass shell.

			“Pressure is not our friend in this,” Amara said. “We’ll take it slow until it’s off completely.”

			They ever so slowly, ever so gently, lifted the glass casing. At the halfway point, it stuck on the frame, and they shook it lightly to work it free.

			As they cleared the case from the pedestal, they shared a smile of victory. 

			But then a deep voice boomed from the far door. “Two little thieves just waiting to be caught.”

			The golden rune knight ran toward them, each of his strides resonating through the hall like the tolling of a funeral bell. 
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			Kahli

			CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

			Kahli glanced over her shoulder at the rune knight. Fifty feet away. She hadn’t let go of the glass shell yet because Amara hadn’t.

			“Almost,” Amara said with a wavering voice.

			They shifted the glass case another inch. Kahli heard the cool slide of metal as the rune knight’s sword cleared its scabbard. Forty feet.

			“There!” Amara knelt with her side of the glass case. Thirty.

			Kahli followed her lead. She held the case as Amara ripped off the top and scooped the brilliant runes into her sling.

			The knight was mere steps away.

			It was time.

			Kahli pulled her qolas and spun the sharpened head in a whirl. She stepped forward, putting herself between Amara and the knight. She couldn’t defeat a rune knight, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t distract one.

			He was almost seven feet tall with the lift from his metal boots, and his shoulder width seemed unnatural in the gold plate armor. His voice echoed within the recesses of his helm. “Accept your fate. I’ll kill you quick.”

			“Death is a d-decision of the Divine.” Kahli flicked her qolas at his head.

			The knight closed the distance between them, letting the blow smack off his helm.

			Kahli danced back, checking Amara, who’d finished collecting the runes and was scampering up the Revard Zol statue.

			Good—that was a fast track to the window and their escape.

			Kahli spun the qolas in one hand and pulled out the rune dagger with her other. She engaged the Turn. The air crackled with energy as she stared defiantly at the knight.

			A muffled laugh escaped him. But his helmed head shifted between Kahli and Amara.

			He engaged the Turn on his armor and leaped, shoulder-first, at the sculpted statue.

			He slammed into the bottom of it with a crack, smashing the stone-carved corpses to rubble. With the base gone, the whole of the monument collapsed, and Amara tumbled to the ground in a shower of dust. The carved image of Zol himself shattered on the floor only a foot from her.

			Seeing Amara prone, the knight raised his sword to finish her. But Kahli and her qolas were faster. Her weapon snagged on his blade with its chain-linked teeth. She snapped it back, offsetting the blade’s descent and turning the knight toward her.

			She’d hoped to wrench the sword from his hands, but he pulled back. Rooted by rune-enhanced weight, he yanked Kahli off her feet. The tension in the chain rolled up her arm and separated her shoulder from its socket with a pop.

			Years of training made her focus despite the pain, but she couldn’t suppress a gasp. The knight advanced, and from her knees, she snarled and ground her shoulder joint back into place with her free arm.

			He stabbed downward at her. Kahli rolled away from the blow and thrust the rune dagger into his knee joint, engaging the Turn as she did.

			The armor blew free, followed by a spurt of blood. The knight staggered back.

			“S-stones don’t make you immortal.” She pointed the dagger at him.

			Muffled laughter came from the helm. He stood tall. The blood flow had already stopped.

			“Close enough,” he said.

			Kahli scrambled to her feet.

			Amara was shaking her head, trying to recover.

			“C-come on,” Kahli snarled at the knight. She snapped her qolas at his helm while circling away from Amara.

			His helmeted head tracked Kahli, taking the bait.

			She shifted her weight to the balls of her feet, making it easy to dodge and sidestep. This stance was used to avoid engagement, waiting for just the right opening to strike—preferably with poison.

			She slipped under his wide swings, punishing his misses with cracks from her qolas. Once. Twice.

			The knight dropped to a knee and swung his sword low. Kahli could’ve skipped over it, but instead she angled the blade of her qolas to block. Sometimes, it was better to deflect a blade rather than dodge it.

			Unless the blade was a rune weapon wielded by an expert.

			The blow hit like a smith’s hammer. It knocked the qolas from her hand and continued through her thigh, tearing muscle and cleaving the bone.

			Kahli screamed and fell to her good knee.

			The knight followed with a gauntleted fist to her face, breaking her teeth and shattering her cheek. Kahli’s vision dimmed as the punch buckled her backward.

			She rolled away. A trained instinct urged her to find escape or, better yet, an opportunity for the next attack. Unfortunately, her eyes were so clouded with blood there was no chance for either.

			Over the ringing in her ears, she heard the knight’s footsteps closing in on her. The metallic echo of his laugh. The scrape of his sword dragging across the ground.

			Then something else. At first, it was a whisper.

			A voice?

			Then again. Louder this time. It was deep and layered as if overlapped by an animal. A roar.

			The sound of the steps vanished.

			Kahli fought through the daze and wiped the blood from her eyes, but her vision was still unclear.

			The knight, speckled with her blood, was suddenly in a desperate defense, trying and failing to keep up with a blurred black figure. The attacker had one silver arm that seemed longer than the other. Every time it struck the knight, his armor dented, and he howled in pain.

			It was relentless.

			Kahli tried to focus. Her tongue prodded her bloody gums where her teeth were missing. Her cheek was completely ripped open. She tried and failed to stand. She could put almost no weight on her right leg. Her thigh muscle was next to useless.

			Kahli’s vision refused to clear, but she reassessed the situation as calmly as she could through the pain. Like the blackened blur she’d seen when drowning in Sorasku’s Bed, the figure was Amara.

			She had used one of the stolen runes to charge the rod and inexplicably was using a fighting style Kahli had never seen before. Her reflexes and the way she dodged was inexplicably fast. She danced through the powerful counterattacks of the knight, ringing blows off his armor again and again, even knocking a larger piece free to expose his shoulder.

			The knight adapted his posture, his feet drifting farther apart. He fended off Amara’s attacks instead of striking. He wisely realized her ability to kill him was only relative to how much he attempted his own attacks. He only had to survive and stall until backup arrived.

			Amara’s face showed no recognition of his change in tactics. It was twisted with a trancelike rage. Kahli’s wounds were serious and needed attention, but there wasn’t time. She had to act.

			Kneeling, she pulled her blowgun out and searched for a glass, devlin-filled dart. All but one had broken when she was knocked to the ground.

			But one was all she needed.

			Her fingers twitched involuntarily while loading the gun, but she concentrated and completed the delicate action. Then patiently, she watched and waited.

			Painful seconds passed. Kahli focused on the exposed flesh on the knight’s shoulder.

			She tried to be practical. With the number of runes embedded in the knight’s armor, even a poisoned dart wouldn’t last long.

			But it would be enough for Amara to escape.

			She aimed for the exposed shoulder blade. As Amara slipped side to side, trying to find a weakness in the knight’s guard, Kahli waited for a natural pause in movement. A window of time to make her shot.

			The knight stood still for a moment, and she had it.

			Inhale. Aim. Blow.

			A searing pain exploded through the tear in her cheek. She yelped. Her hands lifted to her face, covering the wound.

			For a few seconds, she cradled her head. She tried to grit away the agony as the sound of battle raged in front of her.

			As the physical pain subsided, disappointment in herself grew. It hurt more.

			Firing a blowgun with a hole in her face? Stupid.

			She would have drowned in her failure had the Kithkarnin in her not pushed it away. Living was a game of mistakes. Dwelling on them was useful only after it was over.

			She focused on Amara’s losing fight.

			Her dart had, of course, landed well short of its target. Likely because of its lack of force, its glass casing remained intact. It rolled in a lazy semicircle on the tile floor some twenty feet away.

			Sprawling on her belly, Kahli crawled toward it.
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			Raik

			CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

			Raik trailed after Kirin as they shimmied down the grimy, soot-smeared ladder, heading toward the ground level of the fortress.

			“You warned me about getting my hands dirty, but this wasn’t exactly what I had in mind,” said the kid.

			Raik didn’t laugh. He was having a hard time concentrating on anything that wasn’t the rune tucked in the kid’s pocket.

			He remembered a conversation with Amara earlier. She pointed out how the chimneys of Duraktapur had been rebuilt from lessons of death. The retrofit of the chimneys came after a massive fire tore through the fortress and burned or killed hundreds. All that suffering simply because of soot buildup. The fix was insulated passages, like the one Raik was in now, running alongside the chimney systems and dotted with man-sized copper portholes allowing cleaning access.

			He and the kid followed the same ladder system that Amara had traced along the blueprint. He had been impressed with her knowledge of buildings and their construction.

			“So why are you a thief and not an architect?” he’d asked.

			“Can’t I be both?”

			Raik had shaken his head. “Let me try that again. What are you? I’ve seen what you can do. You’re a thief, a student of architecture, and something else altogether.”

			She’d narrowed her eyes at him and flexed her gloved hand. “My family, before I was caught, thought I would follow in their tradition. One of my great-grandfathers built the Walls of Returk, you know.”

			The Walls of Returk, fabled to withstand any attack.

			Not quite.

			“Fortuitously, my grandmother lacked faith in her father’s work. She was one of the only people who worried that Harkan would smash those walls and take the city. Her father and mother. Her brothers and sisters. They all felt different. She fled to Cresia before that monster came and killed them all. It was just for the runes, Raik. And because of them, my family is now threatened by the king’s horrid torturer. The runes are a curse.”

			He’d choked out an agreement. But were the runes truly a curse? If he had them, he could erase the Ivory King and his plans. Free her family. He could do anything.

			Amara had arched her eyebrows in concern. “There’s something dire about you and the runes, I think. Truly, I can sense it. What’s the point of getting them to you? To destroy them?”

			Raik hadn’t answered.

			What’s the point? Her voice echoed and warped in his mind.

			He closed his eyes and paused on the ladder. Destroy them? No. That was a distant second step and maybe unnecessary. Plans were best made one at a time. And were best executed by him. When he’d used the rune earlier to slice through the column, it had become clear what he could do.

			Leaving the runes to someone else had been a mistake. Other people made mistakes.

			Raik opened his eyes. He felt powerful and confident again. His mind was set, hard as the stone fortress around him. Memories needed to be forgotten, obstacles overcome, and rules needed to be broken.

			He slid down the ladder and caught up with the kid at a dark alcove tucked behind the last junction of tunnels. A place where the sweeps piled the blackened coal ash.

			“Hold up,” Raik said.

			The kid, covered in the soot, smeared a dirty hand on the hunter’s cloak he wore. “I looked at the plans. This is the best way out.”

			West along the outside wall, dropping down a small shaft and then through an exhaust grate. It would put them on the fourth cornan, one below the current. The optimal route out of Duraktapur.

			But not the path to the runes. So not the path for Raik.

			“Yes. But I need to check on our friends. I have a plan, kid. Give me the rune, and we’ll meet at the drop,” Raik said.

			The kid sniffed. “I don’t believe you. You’re working another angle.”

			It was unfortunate the kid knew him that well. Raik frowned. “Kirin, I have to know if they got the runes. Getting out and home free won’t do that. I have to be sure.” He tried to sound sincere.

			“Right, sure,” said the kid. Too smart for his own good.

			Rage built inside Raik. It would be easier to hit the kid and take the rune from him. So much faster.

			“Kirin. Leave it,” he said firmly.

			The kid’s face deepened into a frown. The expression was of hurt and betrayal. Raik couldn’t let that affect him. He took the guilt he should’ve felt and inverted it. Why did the kid always question? Raik was sick of explaining every little thing to him. 

			“Give me the rune and get out,” he said.

			“I’m done,” the kid said, his eyes narrowed. “I said I would help you with this. We did our part. Now you’re going to piss on it? You promised me revenge on the Cowl of Man. I’m not—”

			Raik grabbed him by the collar. The kid’s eyes widened.

			Through gritted teeth, Raik hissed, “I will more than help you with your vengeance. After this, I’ll kill every last fucking member of that pathetic gang. Shut up and give me the damn rune, or I’ll . . .”

			But he didn’t need to finish his threat. The kid was already nodding. Raik released him. The kid stepped back, his eyes filled with fearful understanding.

			Finally, he was listening. Like everyone should.

			“Rune,” Raik commanded.

			And the kid gave it to him.

			Raik left Kirin behind. The rune warmed him with its pulsing energy. He felt confident, vibrant, and alive.

			“Master?” the kid called, his voice wavering.

			Raik swallowed. No. No changing his mind now.

			“Go,” he called back without looking.

			Raik hunched over and traversed the tunnel. He moved quickly. Every step farther from Kirin increased the invigorating power of the rune. The tension was leaving.

			No more planning. Only action. Only the call of the runes.

			They were close.

			He found the next chimney system to the east. He peered down its sooty throat. Two floors below, it opened to a hearth. Large, blackened logs floated in a sea of ash on the floor. The runes called to him there. He was getting closer.

			Behind him came a series of commanding yells. The sounds of a fight echoed through the ventilation system. He tried to ignore them, but they grew louder. One of the voices he recognized: Kirin.

			A dying voice inside him muttered about rules, but he ignored it. The runes were more important.

			He descended the chimney to get them. He’d descend into all three hells if that was what it took.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

			For a while, it was thrilling. Letting go. Letting the nightspirit take over.

			Sensing the movement of the rune knight before he even swung. Launching strikes with a speed and ferocity he simply couldn’t match.

			Amara watched with awe as the nightspirit attacked on instinct and with supernatural speed and strength. 

			It was only when she realized that she had absolutely no means of intervening that she started to panic.

			That panic grew as she felt her body breaking down.

			Occasionally, the leap of the nightspirit would end with a limp. A swing would be too light because a tendon ripped in her shoulder. Her vision was tunneling. Her heart was a hummingbird.

			Not that the nightspirit noticed at all.

			Amara threw herself against the foggy mental barrier the nightspirit erected between them and bounced off it. The nightspirit was proud for her to witness what it could do but it blocked her attempts at interference.

			It snarled and swung at the rune knight, its animal instincts and supernatural speed helping it to press it’s attack. But its lack of experience meant it hadn’t changed tactics at any point in the fight. The knight was gradually adapting.

			As Amara tried to push through, she saw something. She could only see what the nightspirit could see, of course, but in the periphery of its view, she noticed.

			Something slithered slowly across the ground, flanking the rune knight. A figure with a shock of splotchy red hair. No—not red. Bloodstained.

			Kahli. Oh, Kahli.

			By the Divine, she was a mangled mess. All she could do was crawl. Her right leg dragged uselessly behind her, a smeared trail of blood left in its wake. And her poor face; her mask still covered one side, but the other was torn open jaw to cheek, a stringy mass of tissue and shattered teeth.

			But her eyes were focused—intent on the knight.

			While the nightspirit kept the knight distracted, Kahli was going to take the opportunity to strike.

			Unfortunately, the fight was changing.

			Initially, the rune knight was surprised by the ferocity of the nightspirit’s attacks and engaged in a blow-for-blow fight, one he was bound to lose.

			Now, he’d changed tactics. His feet were wide and balanced, his sword held in a high guard, taking a purely defensive approach. Waiting for her—for the nightspirit—to exhaust itself or open itself for a counterattack. Or maybe just waiting for help.

			The nightspirit didn’t notice or didn’t care. It leaped toward the knight and swung the rune rod, intent on the man’s armored head.

			With a loud ring, the knight deflected the nightspirit’s easily anticipated blow. Only the nightspirit’s animal instincts, which dropped her to the ground, kept the knight’s vicious riposte from ending it right there.

			It was the beginning of the end. Amara could see it so clearly. Kahli would die. Amara would as well. And her family would be doomed.

			The nightspirit growled in frustration as it rolled back to its feet, but it was going to try the same attack again. The knight clearly could tell, holding his guard high and confident.

			Dread set in—but there was an opportunity here. When the nightspirit launched its attacks, it threw its entire being into it. Its focus was too single-minded to maintain the barrier keeping Amara out.

			Then she could work with Kahli. Distract the knight and allow her friend to strike.

			So Amara harnessed her strength. She mentally stepped away from the barrier. She mimicked the nightspirit, coiling energy into herself. When it leaped at the knight, she threw herself against the barrier again.

			—

			The root walls of the banyan tree curled and twisted into a circular path before her. The world smelled of fall and spring. An eternal space, clinging to an end that was just beginning.

			Amara recognized it all, reliving the same vision she’d had when she collapsed after Roshan cut her hand. Restarting the same memory from all that time ago in her parent’s grove.

			A shadow moved ahead, and she slowly walked after it. She was a girl again, but she wasn’t going to run for the nightspirit this time.

			As she rounded the turn, she stepped over the uneven ground that had tripped her. Her fingers didn’t catch on the gnarled roots. She didn’t bleed.

			She took her time getting to the center and saw the little cub waiting. Just as she remembered, its fur was matted and clumped. Its big yellow eyes stared up at her.

			That first time, she’d picked up the cub and given it the blood from her fingers. Then it’d curled into her arms, and she had brought it home within her.

			“No. Not this time,” she said to the beast in the heart of the banyan. “I’m done with you,” she said to the cub.

			The oily black growl of the nightmother filled the air. Roots cracked away as it pushed through the roots of the banyan. It was huge, with heavy steps that shook the ground and massive grumbling breaths Amara could feel in her own chest.

			Amara glimpsed the looming panther’s glowing eyes but couldn’t quite meet them. 

			She said firmly, “You can’t intimidate me. Keep your child; I don’t wish to care for it anymore.”

			But the nightmother stepped toward her, its paws thudding on the ground as it came closer. Its giant nose dropped down and pushed the cub toward Amara, its low growl rumbling.

			“No,” Amara said, stepping back.

			Then, the nightmother growled, and that single word came again.

			Vãnavas.

			Amara heard it. The word pressed into her mind from all sides. Squeezing. Confusing her.

			Her frustration churned. She was going to die. And whatever was happening in this place was utter nonsense.

			The nightmother prodded the cub toward Amara again.

			Vãnavas.

			“I don’t know what that means!” Amara screamed. “And I don’t care! Damn you and your child. Get out of my head!”

			—

			Amara was still screaming as she broke through, but it came out as barely a whimper. Then a thunderstorm of exhaustion hit her. The rune rod almost slipped from her injured grip. The worn tendons throughout her body trembled.

			But Amara held on.

			Her mind was clear. There wasn’t a trace of the nightspirit. It was gone completely. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d experienced the world alone. It was quiet and sterile. Almost empty.

			But there wasn’t time to dwell on it. The knight stood before her, his sword held in front of him in a defensive posture, his head tilted to the side, wary of her momentary pause. No longer shiny and polished, he was now dented and staggered.

			She didn’t have the strength to launch another attack. Not a physical one, at least. She resisted the fatigue she felt to her core. She stood upright, staring at the rune knight with defiance and calming her breathing.

			“Think you can wait me out?” she asked with a measured cadence.

			The knight grunted. His shoulders shuddered with his breaths.

			Amara took as powerful a stride forward as she could manage. In spite of the screams in her lungs and muscles, she remained steady.

			“I’ve only begun to fight,” she lied, forcing a smile.

			With an effort that was hard to mask, she released the small rune from the rod, letting it clatter to the ground, and replaced it with a larger stolen one from her sling. She engaged the Turn, and the room hummed with energy. The knight hunched lower and stepped back.

			Her ruse was working. Now to push harder. Leading with the rod, chin raised high in confidence, she took a painful stride toward him. “I shall give you this one last cha—”

			His sword cut her off with stunning speed. It smacked the rod from her weak grip and unbalanced her.

			She staggered backward.

			“No last chance,” said the knight.

			He raised his blade, two-handed, over his head. Amara threw up her arms and shut her eyes.

			But instead of the hiss of steel cutting toward her, Amara heard him grunt. She opened her eyes only to see his helmet turning to see the dart sticking out of his shoulder.

			They both collapsed at the same time. The knight landed like a stone from a shattered statue, Amara like an exhausted raindrop falling into a puddle.

			The difference was that she could still move.

			If only barely.

			“He’s loaded with r-runes. The poison will only last a m-moment.” It was Kahli’s voice.

			Amara rolled onto her back and flopped her head over to see her friend. Grief tore through her. Kahli was a mess. The flesh across the right side of her face was sheared off, her thigh soaked in blackened red, and a long stream of blood trailed behind her.

			Amara had a solution. “Runes. Take the runes. They—”

			“Y-you don’t have time. Leave.”

			It was true. The knight was already starting to twitch, something Roshan hadn’t done for at least an hour after his bout with Kahli’s poison.

			Amara gritted away her exhaustion, clambered to her feet, and shuffled to the fallen knight. He groaned as she fleeced his weapons and armor of their runes, adding them to her sling.

			As his eyes flickered open, she picked up the helmet and stood. She raised it high above her head. With a grunt, she dropped to her knees and slammed the helmet on his head.

			“Now we have time.” She turned to Kahli.

			But her friend was no longer conscious. Her tattered lips were wide open, her chest unmoving. Amara stumbled to her and frantically ripped Kahli’s tunic open, sending buttons bouncing across the floor. Amara laid one rune, then another onto Kahli’s abdomen and chest, just as she’d done with Raik.

			Amara waited for something to change. Nothing. She took a breath, trying to fight the frustration. “Come on,” she urged.

			Esonta said that in the right hands, patience was the best tool of thieves and lovers. Amara tried to remember that as another torturous moment passed. But it didn’t help.

			She looked at her injured hand and then tore open her sling. “I don’t have the hands for patience.”

			Tipping it over, she poured the glowing power of an entire nation across Kahli’s exposed body.

			For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

			And then Kahli’s gapping leg wound vibrated and hummed as the edges of her flesh whitened. The skin narrowed. Rebuilding. Tightening. Until it coalesced into healthy, golden-brown skin. The tendons exposed on her face thickened, bubbled, then scabbed and healed as she came to consciousness. Her eyes fluttered open, dilated and sharp, a piercing crystal emerald instead of green. Her soft lips parted and she gasped as if in ecstasy.

			Then came a coughing fit. Kahli flipped to her hands and knees, and the runes spilled off her. Their brilliance scattered across the gallery floor. Amara held her hair as she vomited thick blood.

			When it was over, Kahli stood. Her previous scars were still present, but nothing remained from her new injuries. She radiated beauty in the light of the runes at her feet. Her eyes darted around the gallery, as if seeing the world anew.

			“Kahli?” Amara said.

			“The D-Divine’s blessing.” The tone of her voice was almost musical. “I’ve felt its t-touch.”

			Amara frowned and, through deep breaths, said, “We need to leave.”

			Panting, she gathered the runes into a pile. Their collective glare forced her to squint as she scooped them into the sling.

			Kahli shook her head as if clearing a dream. She blinked at Amara as she folded over her tunic and opened her mouth wide, cracking her jaw.

			“Th-that was . . . strange,” she said.

			“Are you alri—” A bang from the door at the far end of the room cut Amara off. Soldiers and another rune knight burst through, weapons at the ready.

			“Run!” Amara leaped to her feet and headed toward the walkway to the second level. The burning exhaustion from the fight, instantly returning.

			Kahli passed her and grabbed her hand. She was so strong. Vibrant. Pulling Amara like the current of Sorasku’s Bed.

			Amara’s throat was raw as they hammered up the wooden steps, each step draining more from Amara’s fading legs.

			“Wait—just wait,” she pleaded.

			But Kahli didn’t relent.

			Amara flinched as an arrow deflected off the walkway’s guardrails, sending splinters flying. Muffled shouting filtered through the blood pumping in her ears.

			She tried to keep going, to keep pace. But she fell to her knees, skidding across the walkway.

			“I can’t go any—”

			Kahli didn’t let her finish. She scooped Amara up and over her shoulder and kept running. Amara’s head bobbed as Kahli bounded up the stairs. She tried to catch her breath. They went higher and higher until Kahli stopped and plunked her down on the wooden walkway—at the same window Amara had opened for her earlier.

			Amara glanced at the rope she had tied. It was fastened tight to the thick rail and went out the window and down to the street below.

			“You f-first.” Kahli’s head tracked the guards in pursuit.

			“Kahli, I’m not sure if I can.”

			“D-do whatever you did to f-fight the knight earlier,” Kahli said, working free a bolt that was holding the staircase to the wall.

			There was so much confidence in her voice. Kahli didn’t know the nightspirit was gone. 

			Spent as she was, Amara had to do this herself.

			She scrambled onto the windowsill as an arrow ricocheted off the wall. Forcing herself to look at the ground, she quickly visualized using the rope—hand over hand, feet walking down the building.

			“Hurry,” urged Kahli, popping another bolt free and causing the stairs to wobble dangerously.

			She slipped into a sitting position on the windowsill and tried to steady the trembling that ran through her body.

			Only a few moments of strength, and I’m safe.

			Her arms felt loose and clumsy with exhaustion, but she grabbed the rope. Then, taking a deep breath, she swung out over the gap, planting her feet against the wall.

			She hung for a heartbeat before the truth hit her.

			I can’t do this.

			Her grip failed, and she fell.

		

		



			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			Kahli

			CHAPTER THIRTY

			Three years earlier

			After a whole day of conditioning drills, running, and climbing through the jungle heat, Kahli went to train with Master Tejas. As she’d progressed in weapons, she’d gravitated to the qolas. She admired its flexibility, reach, and beauty. Tejas, old as he might have been, was the weapon’s undisputed master. Any extra time she could get with him, even tired and straining in the humidity of the evening, felt worthwhile.

			He obsessed about control. Over and over, Kahli threw out a strike and snapped the chain, pulling the blade back. The blade was corked to prevent her from cutting herself. Tejas hobbled around her, watching her form until he was ready to remove the cork and train her with true strikes.

			“I do not understand why you have not asserted dominance over your class, Kahli. This Hayanna is skilled, but you are her better. Push beyond her. I grow tired of watching the two of you change rankings every week.”

			Kahli frowned and quoted The Book of Kith. “The s-seeds of competition grow to fruit that must always ch-change.”

			The old man sniffed. “And fruit that sits too long on the vine rots,” he said. “While I turn a blind eye to whatever else you have with that girl, others may not. It is strictly forbidden. Friendship has costs.”

			The kiss she’d shared with Hayanna made the cost irrelevant.

			Over the last two years, Kahli’s life had become the purpose that Kith promised to her followers. With a clear mind, Kahli’s knowledge of the book grew beyond most of her teachers. Hayanna’s skills complemented hers, and they were constantly pushing each other to improve. But more than anything, her connection with the other girl blossomed into perfection.

			“Urumy form,” Tejas ordered, and Kahli obeyed, spinning the qolas overhead while delivering a series of kicks to an invisible enemy.

			The old man sat down to watch. Kahli suspected he had agreed to train late this evening because the Second had returned and would be stalking the teachers’ quarters.

			The deranged Second continued to deteriorate—not only in his mental state but also in terms of personal appearance. It was as if the poison inside him seeped outward, fraying his already-blackened hair, bloating his gums, and spreading his teeth into a ghoulish permanent smile.

			No one wanted to be around him, and all but the First feared him.

			Kahli hated that he’d returned as well. His hard eyes narrowed whenever he observed her and Hayanna together.

			Kahli inhaled and concentrated on Master Tejas’s instruction and the deadly weapon in her hands.

			The old man worked her until the blisters on her palm became swollen and cracked. When she finally finished, Kahli was exhausted. She stretched, bathed, and then returned to her room.

			Her bed rested against the cloth wall that separated her and Hayanna’s rooms. Hayanna’s bed was pushed against hers on the other side. Close enough for Kahli to hear her breath, smell her skin, and feel her warmth.

			Kahli crumpled into bed. She lay on her back, stretched her arms high, and pushed the tips of her toes against the footboard. Hayanna pressed her knee against Kahli’s through the wall.

			“Tejas is a rude old man, keeping you from me,” Hayanna whispered.

			Kahli closed her eyes, enjoying the warmth of her breath through the cloth. “H-he wishes me to—top you,” Kahli said.

			Hayanna laughed softly. “Oh, we can swap again next week if he’ll let up on your extra training.”

			Hayanna loved to talk, and her voice held a relaxing melody.

			Kahli sighed in contentment. “I’m tired,” she said after another stretch, confident that Hayanna understood the rigors of training.

			“Fine,” Hayanna replied with playful frustration.

			Kahli rolled onto her side, facing Hayanna’s wall, and closed her eyes, listening to the soft breaths of the girl she loved.

			At some point during the night, her eyes opened. She thought she’d dreamed Hayanna screaming her name. But nothing followed it, and Kahli went back to sleep. An hour later, another dream pulled at her. This one was more vivid.

			Kahli was lying in the questioning room. Flies buzzed all around her, horrible, black and thick.

			One landed on her cheek. Its greedy legs rubbed against each other, tapping on her skin. Its wings beat in excitement, and then its tiny mouth opened and revealed needled fangs. It sank them into her face. Kahli opened her mouth, but her scream wouldn’t come out. The fly buzzed to its brethren. And one after another, the filthy flesh-eaters swarmed her, tearing at her face.

			Kahli tried to flinch and twitch away, but the flies kept coming.

			She needed to wake up. She had to—

			Kahli bolted upright in her bed. The itch of a hundred bites seared across the left side of her face. She gasped for breath. The air tasted of urine. She looked around her room in a panic.

			It wasn’t a nightmare.

			She touched her cheek and jerked it away. Searing pain flared from the wet, sticky mass on her face.

			As her first reactive tear came, Kahli gasped in pain. The tear sizzled. She smelled it burn as it rolled down her face.

			“H-Hayanna!” she blurted out, stumbling to her feet.

			Both her bedsheets and the wall were soaked, bloodred. The pain in her face was unbearable, but the rest of her was fine. This blood wasn’t hers.

			The cloth wall had disintegrated where her face had been touching it. A hint of Hayanna’s silhouette was visible.

			“Hayanna!” she yelled again and crashed through the wall.

			It tore apart and wrapped around her, tripping her to the ground.

			As she detangled herself, she took a breath, and a putrid, meaty smell twisted her stomach. She gagged. The heaving made tears pour down her face. They sliced like daggers, etching deeper into her skin.

			Kahli swallowed, shook her head, and tried to get her bearings.

			She grabbed the headboard of Hayanna’s bed and fought to stand through nausea and pain.

			A strand of Hayanna’s hair was cast over the side of the bed. Kahli blinked, and another burning tear rolled down her face. She staggered to her knees, the pain making it hard to concentrate as she looked over the lip of the bed.

			“No!” she screamed.

			Hayanna’s face was gone.

			A sunken crater of blood and tissue was in its place. Her body was the same. A bubbling, sizzling husk. Hollowed out and reeking of overcooked flesh.

			Kahli couldn’t look at it. Twisting away, she collapsed against the bedframe.

			She grabbed the side of her head. This had to be a dream. This couldn’t be real.

			She screamed, “Help me!”

			There was the sound of running in the halls over the sizzling behind her. And . . . something else. Faint.

			In the room with her.

			A snicker?

			She quivered, forcing herself to look before she passed out from the pain.

			The Second was cross-legged in the corner of the room, his wild hair and clothes soaked in blood. His roving eyes locked on to her, alive with dark amusement.

			“Whatever you had with her was forbidden,” he said, looking between her and Hayanna’s corpse. “No attachments are allowed for a true Kithkarnin.  Count yourself lucky I deemed you to have more potential.”

			Kahli was shaking so hard she could barely focus.

			“I told you,” he said. “The old man told you too.”

			Friendship has costs.

			**********

			Now

			Kahli’s breath stopped. She’d watched many fall to the Divine’s embrace; she’d pushed some herself, but never like this.

			Amara plummeted through the air. Her long hair fluttered like ribbons, her arms grasping the rope for an agonizing instant, slowing her momentum but never quite catching.

			She crashed to the ground with a heart-wrenching thud—loose tools scattered from the impact. Kahli shuddered and leaped to the rope. She half slid, half fell, letting the rope whiz between her knees and hands. She pinched it right before she hit the ground. Urgency and adrenaline drowned out the pain from the rope burning her skin.

			She stood over the motionless body. Amara lay on her back, arms flung out. A thin line of blood ran from the corner of her mouth.

			Kahli knees buckled as she saw Amara’s chest rising in a shallow inhale.

			Her eyes darted up the rope. It was more than forty feet. Amara’s desperate grabs must have slowed her fall, if only a little.

			There would be a few minutes before the knights could reach the road and then around the fortress perimeter to this position.

			Before she could begin checking Amara’s injuries, a staccato clapping echoed from the street behind her.

			The Old Walker approached from the shadows, a malicious grin on his face. “You were quite graceful, my dear. Our little nightspirit took the clumsy way down, I see.”

			An enormous figure trailed behind him, covered head to toe in a dark robe. A dry, guttural sound emanated from the hood, like corded paper ripped in two. Was it laughter?

			Amara groaned, and Kahli turned back, taking Amara’s gloved hand. “I’m h-here.” Kahli looked to the Walker. “Sh-she survived it.”

			The old man knelt on the other side of Amara and snatched up the sling of runes. His companion remained still, a few feet away.

			“Fortunate. Fortunate indeed to survive that fall. But only the Divine knows how bad those injuries are.”

			Kahli nodded. She ran her tongue along the inside of her cheek where earlier there was a hole. This same miraculous effect could heal Amara, and they could escape.

			“P-put the runes on her,” she said.

			The Walker stood.

			“W-wait,” she blurted out and grabbed the sling.

			The Walker’s brow wrinkled into a frown. The robed figure let out a low clicking growl and loomed only a few feet behind him.

			“W-w-wait?” the Walker mocked. “My dear, your oath.” He shook the sling, the many runes clattering around inside it. “These runes will save Cresia—”

			He was cut off by a stone-crunching thump from inside the fortress. The sound reverberated a few feet above Kahli’s head, and mortar showered them. A second thump sounded, then a third, and a fourth. It built into a drumming rhythm against the stone wall.

			Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump.

			Kahli blinked the dust away. Someone was punching through the wall—a rune knight, likely.

			There was nothing she could do about that. But Amara—she could help Amara. She clutched the sling.

			The Walker said, “There isn’t time for foolishness, my dear. With all that we have accomplished today, the future of our Cresia becomes clear. As were your orders, no?”

			A lonely, hopeless shiver ran up her spine. “M-my orders.” Her eyes darted between Amara’s unconscious body and the Walker.

			“The king’s letter was quite specific.”

			The letter scribed by the very hand of the Divine. With all the promises of rank—of becoming the Third—laced into its orders to kill. Kahli coughed on the mortar dust.

			Wasn’t that what she most wanted? What she’d strived for every heartbreaking day since Hayanna?

			The Walker’s pitiless eyes turned to Amara. “Why heal someone you’ve been Divinely commanded to execute?”

			Her grip on the sling loosened and the Walker snatched the runes away. He dusted his clothing off and stole a nervous look at the fortress wall.

			“I’ve indulged enough of your failures on this little trip. Time to earn your title as Third. Finish her off. Then track down Raikeesh and his apprentice, and when you’re done—”

			Kahli’s mind quieted, and she ignored him. She ignored the thumping and the fortress wall giving way. Ignored the Walker’s strange companion.

			She could be the Third Hand of the Divine. The royal assassin. Could be. But—

			She closed her eyes and remembered the Ivory King. His staring, cryner-stained eyes. Eyes that looked up the Sky Spire and consulted with the Divine.

			Did she truly believe that crazed man was the voice of the Divine?

			“N-no,” she said.

			The Walker’s face hardened. “No? You stuttering idiot. I put you in this position to be Third. Saved you from Roshan after you poisoned him. I told this little wretch how to use that rod to save you in the river. You’re twice dead without me.”

			Kahli met his glare. Amara would not be another Hayanna. There would be no losing another. She looked down at her unconscious friend, this woman who’d saved her life.

			Rising to her feet, Kahli stared defiantly at the Walker and stepped protectively over Amara.

			He snarled at her. “Now you defy me? You dare deny the will of the Divi—”

			“Damn the Divine. Damn you and y-your king. I don’t s-serve any of y-you. Not anymore.” The words rushed from a well deep inside her, snapping like strikes from her qolas. If she had her weapon, those words would have been the last the Walker heard.

			The hooded stranger took an aggressive step forward, coming alongside the Walker. It must have been hunched over before because now, it was unnaturally tall, towering heads above them. Kahli stared a challenge at it and tensed for an attack.

			Crack. The first jagged piece of wall burst free.

			They turned in unison to see a chunk of brick crash only a few feet from them. The dusty hole where it had once been was just bigger than a mailed fist. The knight’s helmed head peered through the hole just above their heads and yelled from the other side, “Almost there. I see them!”

			The Old Walker sniffed and pointed to Amara. “The king’s torturer warned that you had this kind of weakness. My mistake for ignoring it.” He turned on his heel, and he and his companion took off down the street.

			Kahli covered her mouth with her tunic and breathed. She needed to get Amara out of there before the rune knights broke through the wall.

			Amara let out a soft groan, and Kahli knelt at her side. She cursed herself for not paying enough attention to the healing arts beyond treating superficial wounds. Always her focus was on combat and how to surpass other students in the sparring ring. She would give anything now to know how to care for Amara properly.

			She cradled Amara’s head and spoke softly in her ear. “P-please be all right.”

			Amara murmured, and Kahli studied the twitches of pain crossing the perfect angles of her face. Amara sighed and blinked. Her amber eyes were clouded from her injuries.

			“Kahli?” she said.

			“I’m here,” Kahli said softly. She smoothed Amara’s hair back.

			The punching rhythm behind them was replaced with two hard, targeted strikes. The second sent bricks flying into the street.

			Kahli slid an arm under Amara to pick her up, but Amara cried out in pain.

			Amara’s head lolled away from the fortress wall. Her eyes were wide, and she was smiling? “We’ll make it, Kahli. He’ll have a plan.”

			Kahli frowned. Amara must have hit her head. Delusional from the fall.

			“W-what?”

			Amara slowly pointed down the road where the Old Walker and his companion had disappeared.

			At an intersection, fifty feet away, walked Raik. He entered from the west side, scanning in the direction the Walker had gone and then stopped to look back toward them.

			“Raik!” Amara croaked.

			He looked at Amara and then slowly made eye contact with Kahli. Why was he just standing there? Something was wrong.

			It was hard to be sure at this distance, but his face seemed different. Hardened with something she’d seen many times in her former Kithkarnin brethren. The grim determination of a killer.

			He turned in the direction of the Old Walker and ran.

			“I don’t understand,” Amara said.

			The last rumble marked the total destruction of the wall. The rune knight burst through his smashed doorway. Guards trailed behind him.

			Amara grabbed her arm. “Just go.”

			Kahli considered picking her up and running, but the risk of worsening her injuries was too great. She squeezed Amara’s hand for a heartbeat.

			“We’re in this t-together now.”

			Then Kahli raised her hands and clasped them behind her head in surrender.
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			Raik

			CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

			Moments before

			Raik stalked along the torchlit corridors of Duraktapur Fortress. Ever-moving, ever-alert, and ever-searching.

			He kept his one precious rune pressed to his chest. Its warmth radiated through his body. Its thumping pulse thickened as he stepped toward its brothers and sisters.

			They were moving and, surprisingly, were outside the castle.

			Amara and Kahli were successful. The plan—his plan and his distraction—had worked. His faith in the women had been well-placed.

			Good, he thought, feeling a scant flame of pride in them before he stamped it out. His focus needed to be on the runes.

			It would be easier to take the runes from Amara and Kahli than from knights. Yes. They would defer to him when he suggested hiding the runes within his cloak. Trust him when he said the best path they could take lay underground. Then he would lose them in the catacombs of the city.

			It would work.

			No one was better to have the runes than he. He knew their danger best and could protect the world from them.

			He found the first window to the outside along the corridor. A stained glass piece, five feet tall, beautifully depicting Pirathi and Kith during their time on the earth. Norys had little use for religion but apparently was fine with it as decorative art.

			Raik knew the real histories of these so-called prophets. How they’d been there when the runes had fallen from the sky. Kith, a sadistic scholar, and Pirathi, the ruthless money man. Those two and their visions. Raik smashed their image with the pommel of his sword.

			He peered over the broken opening. The drop to the brick road below was at least twenty feet. He’d dropped from higher.

			He stepped out. Down, down, and then hammered into the ground.

			The impact rattled his ankles and knees. He grunted, then squeezed the dying rune in his hand. Its energy coursed through him. Soothing.

			The other runes called. They were close.

			He dashed down the narrow streets toward an intersection. North from here would be the fortress walls. South, the originally planned exit.

			He stopped at the junction, inhaling sharply when he saw, only fifty feet away and lying on the ground, Amara. Kahli knelt with her. He tried to discern if the midnight puddle around her was blood or just her hair.

			He met Amara’s eyes.

			“Raik!” she called.

			The spell of the runes wavered. His friend was in need. There was desperation in her voice.

			From there, he could feel a rumble as well. The brick wall beside her was giving way. He looked at Kahli. If he helped now, they could carry Amara. They could escape.

			He almost did.

			But instead, he gripped the beautiful, seductive stone in his hands. He focused and used it to check the location of the other runes again.

			Moving south. Away from there.

			A part of him wanted to stay and help. He should. But the call of the runes was a compelling chorus, a million voices rising in a harmony of desires that only he could hear.

			Your rules say nothing about friends. If you had runes, you could help them.

			Raik turned away from the women and ran toward the runes.

			It didn’t take long to catch them.

			Raik approached the team’s preordained rendezvous, a tall marble arch separating the fourth and fifth cornans. The Old Walker shuffled along the road. Next to him was a larger, hooded figure. Roshan?

			Raik snarled. “Stop,” he called out.

			The robed figure spun before he had the word out. The Old Walker turned more slowly.

			“Oh, my boy, Raikeesh, you made it, did you?”

			Everything in him wanted to rush in with his sword, but caution held. He squeezed the little rune as it whispered to him about the proximity of its brothers and sisters.

			So very close.

			He had to be careful. Nothing was worth losing a cache of runes the size the Walker and his companion carried. Perhaps he could trick them? Lure them on a journey through the underground waterways.

			“Yes,” he said. “But you’re headed the wrong way. Follow me.”

			The Old Walker laughed at that. “Oh, is that so?”

			“Old man,” Raik said. “We don’t have time to bicker or speculate. The coup in Cresia is real. The Ivory King needs these runes. I can help you deliver them. You don’t stand a chance of getting across Mazstik in time. Not just you and—Sir Roshan?”

			The Walker waved a hand and laughed. “Roshan went back to the king. I don’t need your help. Go to your friends and rot with them in Norys’s prisons.”

			So the figure wasn’t Roshan. Good. He had a chance then.

			Raik’s hand strayed to the sword at his side. It was no rune weapon, but it might be enough to dispatch the old man and this tall friend of his. Still, deception could be better. Instead of the catacombs, he could steal the runes in the desert under cover of a darkened night. He’d just need to buy time. Play on the old man’s insecurities.

			“No rune knight? Then you definitely need me to cross Mazstik. I know that land. You’re dead without me there.”

			The Walker slowly smiled. “Remember, I walked through that desert. My passage through Mazstik will be lined with friends.”

			The hooded figure shrugged off its robe and rose to its full height. It towered at about eight feet. Sleek and dangerous, with four thin arms, laced with corded muscle, and ending in long, curved claws. It had the same dark, bark-like skin as its male counterparts, but all its facial features were smooth. Almost human, except the lack of a nose and the red orbed eyes burning with hate.

			Raik reeled. A female Stick. One of the Hazam Daughters outside of Mazstik?

			His stomach clenched. “You, you made a deal with them?”

			The Walker nodded, and the female took a step toward Raik.

			“You don’t agree with me, Raikeesh? Should I let Cresia be destroyed because of the king’s madness?”

			Raik couldn’t believe the words he was hearing. Revard Zol and the united armies of Cresia and Duraktapur barely held the Hazam Queen back. She didn’t want to make deals. She wanted to destroy.

			He had to reason with the old man. “What are you going to do? The Sticks cost us generations. Wiped them out. You’re choosing evil over madne—”

			“You misunderstand the Hazam Queen, my boy,” the Walker said. “I know her. I spent the better part of a hundred days with her. Together we will take Cresia back! And with all the runes, there will be peace. Trust me.”

			Raik was stunned at the insanity. The Walker nodded to the Hazam Daughter. Her noseless face twisted, and her maw opened wide. A clicking purr escaped her mouth as she advanced.

			“Shit.” Raik ripped his sword free. As if that would help. He stepped back, holding the blade up.

			“Don’t worry. She won’t kill you. I’ll leave that for the Durovan. How will they ever believe you when you tell this story?”

			Raik didn’t dare pry his eyes off the female, but the Walker was right. No one would ever believe a human would ally with the Sticks.

			He tried to swallow, but his throat had gone as dry as his luck.

			With many runes, rune weapons, and rune armor, Harkan had killed a few females. With only this one rune, no rune weapon, and no armor, that didn’t seem likely. But he had to try. It was the only way to get the rest of the runes.

			He held the single rune next to his blade. It was no rune weapon—there was no Turn—so he would have to touch the rune to the blade himself. Clumsy and slow.

			The female leaped at him without as much as a growl or feint. Four arms led the assault, each with claws sharper than any Kithkarnin blade and backed by a feral strength that could make you forget the intelligence guiding them.

			Raik ripped his sword to the left as hard as he could, tapping the bright side of the rune to his blade as he reached full extension. The now-incredible weight of the blade yanked him just out of the way of the Stick.

			He pulled the rune off and swung at her exposed back.

			If the blade had a Turn, he would have flipped the rune to its shadow side, making it light to speed his attack, then flipped it back on contact. If what he held in his hands was an actual rune weapon, he could have at least wounded the Stick.

			Without it, she had enough time to react and spin away.

			She didn’t take a recovery breath or reconsider tactics like a human might have. Confident in her abilities, she launched at him again.

			Raik fumbled and flipped the rune, making the blade light. He tried to keep up with her to block and weave and sidestep.

			But when the opponent was that much faster and stronger, there was nothing to do. Nothing to do but accept the hits. The hit that disarmed—his sword clattering to the ground. The hit that stunned—he stumbled backward. The hit that lifted him off his feet and, finally, the one that plowed him into the ground.
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			Kahli

			CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

			Kahli lay in the darkness, slowly running a finger along the uncomfortably close ceiling of her small cell. A child could stand in here, but it was more a dog kennel than a room.

			She worried about Amara. They’d been separated, and though the ethics of Durovan healers were highly regarded, only the Divine knew how they’d handle a rune-stealing thief. For distraction, she imagined Amara’s refined voice admiring the tight quarters of this low-ceilinged cell. She could almost hear her: it’s so close, you feel like the weight of the fortress need only shift to crush you. A design to accentuate the power of the ruler over the ruled.

			Kahli heard a loud creak followed by a sharp bang outside her cell. She slid to the barred window to see the cause.

			Footsteps filled the corridor before the flickering light revealed two guards dressed in red armored robes walking toward her.

			“She still asleep?” the one who trailed behind asked.

			His companion peered in at Kahli and wrinkled his clean-shaven face. “No. And still Kithkarnin,” he answered.

			“Suppose so.” The second pushed closer, brandishing a metal baton.

			Kahli almost smiled. She had the mind and skills of a Kithkarnin, but her heart was finished with the order.

			“We’re taking you to see the Grand Durovan. Put this on, so you’re presentable.” He shoved her half-mask through the opening.

			Kahli felt naked without the mask and gladly complied.

			“Now stick your hands through the opening, and we’ll bind you civilized, or—” He smacked the baton off the bars.

			Kahli said nothing but stuck her hands through the opening. She kept one high and one low, flexing her forearms, so her hands appeared to be close together, but once tied, she’d have some slack to work with. The guards, pleased by her acquiescence, wrapped the rope around her hands. Trying her best to show no strain, Kahli pressed against the rope when they cinched it tight. It was a subtle dance of pressure and counterpressure, but one that Kahli was adept at.

			The men jerked her out of the cramped cell and into the hallway, starting back toward the door they had come from. Kahli could feel a small breeze coming from the other direction. She noted it as a potential escape as she began working covertly to wriggle free her left hand.

			They led her down the corridor and then up a long, winding staircase—one guard in front, one behind. Moving from here to any populated area surely meant more guards, perhaps some Durovan, and less time to free herself.

			If she could get her hand free in the next moment, she could throw the front guard down the stairs and into the one behind. Then after a few finishing strikes, she could head back toward the prison. It was likely the Durovan would have multiple exits in the underground passage, since the nearby Great Serpent was a volatile flood risk.

			She worked the bonds loose enough and prepared to reach forward when she thought of a second option: she could choose to stay. To see where they took her. To possibly find her friends. To Amara.

			Yes.

			Besides, her hands were loose. She felt ready to deal with any problems beyond the staircase.

			So it was hard to contain a deflating sigh at the sight that met her in the hallway.

			It was filled with people. Guards and soldiers, scholarly looking acolytes, and even one full Durovan dressed in a flecked-gold, sleeveless robe.

			They were the least of her problems. 

			Standing among them was a group of rune knights. One, in particular, seemed intent on her. His armor was riddled with dents and scuffs, and several small pieces were missing. He stared at her while the veins on the side of his head throbbed. The knight she and Amara fought.

			One of his companions called out, “That was a disappointment.” His voice was vibrant through his closed helmet. “We gave you the perfect escort to try to escape, and all you do,” He lifted his visor and gave her arms a pointed stare. “All you do is loosen a few pieces of rope?”

			Kahli swallowed.

			The lone Durovan relieved her guards with a stern look. His brown arms were massive and powerful like a sailor’s. He grabbed her wrists like she was a child and retied the corded rope around them in an expert knot. She bit down a gasp as he pulled the ends.

			“The believers of Pirathi say the Divine’s strength lies in the soul of men, I prefer to put faith in the body,” he said to the guards with a smile. Kahli observed the blank-faced nods he got in response. No matter the religion, the weakness of men is their minds. Though she couldn’t be too judgmental considering her own training. How many times had she unquestioningly believed a line from a holy book?

			The knight she’d fought made a low guttural sound in his throat and pressed his lips tightly together. He’d been hoping she would have done something stupid. Hoping he’d have the chance to prove to his peers that he’d faced something formidable.

			“You’re only flesh under th-that armor. Kee—keep it on tight,” she called back to the knights.

			The strong Durovan pushed her around a corner, climbing yet another winding staircase. As they reached the next level, he pulled a wide woolen blindfold over her face. Kahli winced as he tightened it, pressing her mask into her scars. 

			He led her into what had to be open air. It was strangely humid for Duraktapur, reminding her more of Talos and the Tireen jungle. There was the smell of palm and fern, but also strange honey-sweet blossoms.

			“Slow now; four steps,” the Durovan said.

			The floor changed from hardened stone to a wooden decking of sorts. It creaked as he led her across it. In the distance, she could hear the splash of a small waterfall.

			He shoved her against a pole, then grabbed her arms and bound them above her head, and did the same for her legs to the base—which she managed to flex enough to get some slack.

			Otherwise, Kahli conserved energy. There was no point in struggling. The lack of anyone speaking was unnerving, though. She tried to picture her surroundings with her other senses and her experience.

			The humidity, the water, the scents. A garden?

			Two others were shuffled onto the wooden floor with her.

			As they were roughly strung up, Kahli strained to gain some understanding.

			“Easy, easy. I’m not going anywhere,” said a voice she recognized as Raik’s. A soft sigh told her that Amara was the other.

			They were being strung up like Kahli.

			She could only reach one conclusion then: They were being prepared for execution.

			Friendship has costs.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

			The Durovan had pulled her arms savagely. They had fed her some sour concoction, covered her in what felt like embers, and twisted her body until it cracked and popped. Only after they had finished and dumped her into the too-tight prison cell did she realize they were healers. Good ones.

			After a night recovering in the cell’s claustrophobic quarters, being tied to this pole offered an almost welcome stretch. But after a few minutes of her hands bound high above her head and her ankles tied together at the base, Amara changed her mind. The bindings and blindfold were beginning to grate on her nerves more than anything. She was about to declare that as loudly as possible to the whole of the Jeweled Lands, but Raik spoke first.

			“I think, finally, I’m at the end.” His voice sounded tired and pained.

			“Raik?” she said. She’d seen him run away, but he must have had a reason. He always had a reason.

			“Welcome to Durovan interrogation,” he said. “I’m ready to confess and pay for my crimes.”

			She took a deep breath of the humid and strangely floral air. “Confess? What are you talking about? What’s happening?”

			“I never cared for it myself, but it can be effective,” Raik said. “Strip away a few of the senses, and eventually, the prisoners—particularly a group larger than two—will talk. The longer it goes, the more they reveal. Of course, if it doesn’t, thirst, hunger, lack of strength, and the number of times they shit themselves can do the trick. Don’t worry. I won’t drag it out. I’m done.”

			Amara couldn’t understand the defeat in his voice. “Done with what?”

			A lyrical and honeyed voice, resonating from twenty or thirty feet away, said, “Durovan Culd, could this thief be truly ready to talk? I’ve read your report. His intentions are as masked as a garden overgrown with weeds.”

			There was a snit sound that punctuated the last word.

			A woman’s voice answered, “Yes. He’s clever, Grand Durovan.”

			“Indeed,” said the lyrical voice. “Blindfolds begone then! Let us see if we can make way through his murk.”

			There was a footstep behind Amara, a tug on her hair, and then a wash of green as she blinked her eyes open.

			A miniature jungle was her first thought taking in the thriving assortment of tropical plants, low-pruned trees, and tall blossoms. But they were meticulously organized in symmetrical, ten-by-ten garden islands. Climbing campsis were contained in one, while wide-stemmed ferns were in another, and lush hibiscus beyond that. On and on, perfectly contained. And all irrigated by a small waterfall that streamed over the far wall and fingered out in fine streams to the individual garden pockets.

			The space itself was almost as large as the rune display and partially open to the sky. On a wooden platform on the left side, like the one Amara found herself trapped on, stood a woman in a gold-flecked robe, a Durovan. Amara assumed that was the one who’d been called Culd. Next to her stood another Durovan, holding a ledger and a quill at the ready. Neither were as striking as the figure walking through the garden with a long pair of shears.

			Norys. The Grand Durovan.

			They were dressed in a charcoal black tunic fastened with golden buttons and a crimson scarf that trailed behind them like a second soul. They had eyebrows that thinned to points and hovered over almond-shaped brown eyes. Their face was angular, with pink lips that stood out against their light beige skin, and framed by shiny black hair slicked behind their ears. Immortal from the runes, Norys didn’t look more than a few years Amara’s senior.

			It was said that everything Norys said or heard was recorded by a Durovan assistant because the only thing that failed the immortal leader over all these years was their memory. And indeed, that seemed to be the purpose of the Durovan poised beside Culd.

			“Amara,” Raik and Kahli said almost in tandem.

			Raik was next to her. He sagged against his bonds, and stared at the floorboards.

			Just beyond him was Kahli. Amara squirmed to meet her eyes. 

			“D-did they hurt y-you?” Kahli asked.

			“No, they cared for my wounds. But I can’t see why if it was just to string us up and kill us.”

			Raik shook his head. “Have you seen the kid?”

			“No.”

			Raik nodded, and a familiar calm washed over his face. She’d noticed it when they’d first met on that insane carriage ride from Zol to the Ivory Palace and many times since. His features hardened, his eyes narrowed, and he licked his lips.

			He had a plan.

			Norys snapped the shears—snit, snit—cutting a thick shoot from a majestic fruit tree, then said, “You have stolen something vital to the people of Duraktapur. Runes not used to rule but to refute those who seek to suppress and enslave us. You’ve committed the greatest crime against our country. You’ve forced us to use force. To send our entire army to clash against Cresia. The Ivory King will respond, of course. You have lit the wick of war. Unless our runes are returned before it begins.”

			This was Norys’s reputation. Even-tempered. Just.

			As Norys strolled through the garden, cutting and shaping it, they continued, “With this hope, I hold you here to answer my questions. Your word won’t mean that you avoid justice”—snit, snit—“but perhaps it will help us judge you less harshly than we do at this hour.”

			Amara tried to process the words. It did sound fair.

			Raik sniffed. “Where’s our friend? Where’s the boy?”

			Culd started, “We’re asking the questi—” but clamped her mouth shut as Norys raised a hand from their shears.

			The Grand Durovan took a moment to inspect an orchid before looking up. “It is noble to worry for your ward. It gives me hope that your first thought was of friendship. We spoke to the boy, and no harm has been done to him. This night he rides with my knights. We convinced him that his chance for my charity comes from finding your fellow thieves. And it is. I will not hang a boy because of his mistakes in choosing a master. If he helps, he will be set free outside our border and exiled from Duraktapur forever. I can do that for a youth. Unfortunately, the law is not as lenient with you. But, as the steps up our great mountain, perhaps there exists degrees of punishment.”

			Norys gave their notetaker an expectant look.

			The man fumbled his papers for a moment, then said, “Your precedent is quite straightforward, Grand Durovan: theft of runes is punishable by death. The rules regarding prisoners of war do not apply since they are not soldiers of Cresia.”

			Norys nodded but said, “I proclaimed those punishments, Durovan.” Snit. Snit. “My laws. I will revise them if required. Durovan Culd, what do you advise?”

			“Kill them one by one until someone speaks or none are left. As you did in the war, Grand Durovan.”

			Raik laughed. “Intimidation? How’s your nose, Culd?” Before Culd could answer, he added, “Can you silence your lackeys, Norys?”

			“Raik,” Amara hissed. “What are you doing?”

			Raik strained against his bonds to look directly at her. He gave her a half-smile. His eyes held fear and pain. She’d seen the same look on his face after she’d saved him with the runes. But there was something else there now. Was it remorse?

			Raik turned to Norys, his voice full of spite. “Norys, how did you get your runes? Do you even remember anymore?”

			The leader of Duraktapur gave a blank stare and then peered down to their garden, letting their crimson scarf dangle.

			The notetaker filled the silence with an answer. “Norys went on the great walk, it is written, and returned with enough runes to protect us against the aggression of Cresia. Until your treachery!”

			Raik laughed.

			“Quiet thief,” Culd hissed. The Grand Durovan did not intercede as an iron-masked honor guard stepped from behind Raik’s pole. With a gauntleted fist, he punched Raik in the stomach and then slapped him across the face. Raik let out a groan and blood ran freely from his nose and mouth.

			Before the guard could strike again, Amara yelled, “Stop. Just tell us what you want to know!”

			“They’re D-Durovan,” said Kahli. “Th-they want to know everything.”

			“Like Kithkarnin want to kill everything,” Culd sneered from the podium. “Shut her up as well. Leave the reasonable one.”

			Before the honor guard could strike Kahli, Norys raised an arm yet again.

			“Durovan Culd. I relish your dedication in my defense, but violence cannot be the only verses of our songs,” said Norys as their keen eyes turned to Amara. “Returk, aren’t you? That striking bone structure, I still remember. What we require, daughter of Returk, is our runes returned and nothing less. As your Kithkarnin companion has inclined, each and every piece of information must be had. Help us, and justice, beautiful justice, can be mingled with mercy. But every hesitation, misdirection, and convolution—”

			Raik choked on a laugh.

			By the old gods, he was determined to get them killed.

			“I’ll give you something, Norys,” Raik said. “But I have a condition.”

			Culd sneered, “A condition?”

			“I wasn’t talking to you, Durovan,” Raik yelled. “Norys! You’ve always been fair. Memory might fade over time, but character, character hardens. If you believe what I tell you, if it gives you something, spare these women and punish only me.”

			Culd scoffed.

			Norys, on the other hand, gave Raik a long, contemplative stare.

			Snit. Snit.

			“Fair,” Norys said. “If I believe it. Spin me your story.”

			Raik spat blood and cleared his throat. He took a deep breath and looked to the sky before beginning, “I’ve watched for years, Norys. The Quiet Truce between Cresia and Duraktapur. As a smuggler, I tracked runes. You’ve empowered rune hunters to find them for you. The Ivory King recruited and used every resource at his disposal to find them. Kithkarnin killed those rumored to have runes on them to consolidate his supply. He’s pulled ahead.”

			“Fine story,” said Culd.

			“I’m not done. I know how you got your runes, Norys. Years after the slaughter at Returk, Harkan gave them—entrusted them to you.”

			Culd and the notetaker twisted their faces in mocking disbelief. Amara agreed with their confusion. Harkan, the worst murderer in history, gave Duraktapur runes? The Butcher of Returk? Not likely.

			Raik’s saying crept into her mind. The most powerful force in the world is knowing what people want to believe and convincing them they’re right.

			He must be trying to convince Norys of something.

			“It’s been a long time since the ruination of Returk. How can you claim this?” Norys asked. There was a look of intrigue on the leader’s face. The shears were lowered, the garden forgotten. Amara’s mind raced to follow Raik’s story or Norys’s interest in it.

			They used Harkan’s hideout. Perhaps Raik had found a journal or map or history of the Butcher, and this was his plan? To play that information? But how was that going to get them out of this? Amara trusted him, but she was having trouble with this ruse.

			Culd interjected, “The record of this Raik, the Red Coyote, is quite long. But he couldn’t have new information on this. No one survived Returk.”

			Amara frowned. No one survived Returk. She’d heard that so many times growing up.

			Raik turned his sunken, tired eyes toward her, giving a sad nod.

			“A survivor would make it simple, wouldn’t it?” he said. “Imagine if there was one that I spoke to. Someone that remembered all that time ago. Almost like you, Norys. That would be simple.” He looked at Amara. There was a deep hollowness in his eyes. “But not quite.”

			Norys walked toward them now, slow and deliberate. “Go on,” they said in a tone stripped of its honeyed evenness.

			Raik nodded. “Harkan didn’t leave a soul alive at Returk. But after it, he pushed back the Sticks, and he came to you and gave you half his runes. To start a stalemate to keep the world from killing itself. Do you remember?”

			Amara never heard anything remotely positive about Harkan like this.

			Norys’s eyes unfocused, searching through a memory that had run out. Amara couldn’t help but feel pity. To live for years on end, but to barely remember any of them.

			As Norys got closer, Raik pushed against his bonds and continued.

			“The world is changing now. Cresia will dominate because Harkan’s core idea was wrong. Runes can never be in balance. Runes must be destroyed. Think hard, Norys. Time is memory’s greatest thief, especially for an event that happened before you employed a Durovan to record it for you. But you couldn’t have forgotten me, could you?”

			Norys inspected Raik slowly, carefully. Their brown eyes alighted with regal and rational anger. What was happening?

			“Hold his head,” Norys ordered.

			One of the masked honor guards stepped around again, his gaze shifting between Norys and Raik as if trying to understand how to comply with his master’s command.

			“Hold him,” Norys said through clenched teeth.

			Amara couldn’t believe Raik’s poise. He didn’t squirm or pull away.

			As the guard shifted to get a better position, there was a sudden movement from Kahli.

			“No, Kahli—” Raik started, but it was too late.

			Kahli had freed one of her legs. She wedged her back against the pole and drove her heel through the guard’s knee with a crackling pop. The guard gave an iron howl and dropped as his knee bent backward.

			More iron-masked guards were behind them. One smashed the hilt of his sword into Kahli’s temple. She went limp. The other grabbed Raik by the chin, smacking his head off the pole he was bound to.

			Norys raised the shears to Raik’s face. Snit. Snit. He clipped off the sides of Raik’s long hair and pieces of his ears as well.

			Raik barely twitched, but blood streamed down the sides of his head.

			“Stop it! Please,” Amara cried.

			A guard put a blade to her throat.

			“Leave them, Norys. Leave them.” Raik’s voice was quiet but commanding, not shaken by the pain.

			Norys’s expression tightened. “Leave them. And hold him tight.”

			The pit of Amara’s stomach dipped as Norys and Raik stood face to bloody face. Something was horribly wrong.

			Norys worked the shears, roughly cutting off more and more of Raik’s thick hair. Sickeningly, he caught more of his ears in the process. It was making him look like a bloodied version of Sir Roshan.

			No. Not Roshan. Someone else she recognized but couldn’t quite place in the trauma of the moment.

			Norys’s eyes flickered across Raik’s face. They held the sharpened edge of their sheers to the side of Raik’s beard and slowly scraped it down. “You . . .”

			Raik spat blood from the side of his mouth. “Yes, Norys. I came to take them back—because I couldn’t resist their call.”

			Amara went cold.

			She took an uneven breath.

			Harkan had killed so many of her relatives. He was the most reviled of all men. 

			Raik turned to her with a bloody face. “I am sorry.”

			Amara was having a hard time stopping herself from shaking.

			She’d trusted him. He was her friend.

			“You absolute bastard,” she breathed. Her head was pulsing. Her throat was raw. 

			Norys pulled the shears open, their honed edge glistening with blood from Raik’s ears. “Harkan the Enduring. The Butcher. The original rune knight and scourge of the Jeweled Lands. I sentence you to death. This is justice, and I will do it myself.”

			Amara swallowed down a scream of protest. A numbness overwhelmed her as Norys pressed the shears against Raik’s neck.

			Raik looked at her, “Amara—”

			Snit.

			Amara blinked through the spray of hot blood spurting from his neck. She locked eyes with Raik as the light behind his slowly went out.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

			Amara slumped against the half-sized prison cell door. Her throat was dry and raw. She pressed her palms into her eyes and let her hair hang limply around her. She tried to focus on breathing—on the in-and-out of the musty underground air. But the pain in her body and mind wouldn’t let her.

			“Kahli?” she called out.

			There wasn’t even a moan from across the hall. That wasn’t surprising. The low ceilings smothered both sound and hope with equal effectiveness.

			Chances were that Kahli was still unconscious. Amara had seen the crescent welt on Kahli’s face where the guard had struck her temple. It was a hand wide, three different shades of blue, and in the middle was an ugly black line that seeped blood. She hadn’t been able to get a good look at Kahli until Raik’s—Harkan’s, she reminded herself—corpse was cut from his pole.

			She rubbed the back of her neck and closed her eyes. How could he be Harkan? He’d been the one who had destroyed her people, their city. Everything. Anger flooded her. It was good that the evil bastard was dead. He deserved ten times that many deaths. Torture too. And—

			All she could picture was his face as he told her he was sorry.

			Sorry.

			She was here because of him. Her parents and brother were likely dead too because of him. The lump in her throat grew and ached. Her nose began to run.

			She wished for sleep. Even a dream, a nightmare, would be better than this. But sleep didn’t come. And there was no nightspirit to distract her. No friends to talk to.

			The storm within Amara surged.

			—

			A strange sound pulled Amara back to the present. A sporadic, scratching skittering at the far end of the corridor, where damp air filtered in.

			In bursts, it grew closer.

			Amara wiped her damp cheek, and, shutting one eye, she looked through the iron bars of the cell window into the torchlit stone corridor.

			A mouse. There were mice often in the pantries of her parents’ estate, but this particular mouse had a quarter of its left ear missing. It also left four-pronged paw prints along the stone barrier as it ran.

			“Come here, little one,” Amara croaked through a raw throat, eager for any distraction.

			As if answering, the nervous creature squeaked, then skidded to a halt a foot in front of Amara’s cell. It breathed frantically as it glanced back from where it came. What had it so afraid?

			Amara followed its gaze, expecting a predator of some kind. But the paw prints had vanished. In fact, the entire floor was replaced with a glassy reflection of the corridor around it.

			There was water coming up the passageway.

			“Kahli,” Amara said, sending the mouse scampering.

			There was no answer, and now water trickled under the bottom of Amara’s cell door. She dipped a finger into it. Instead of the muddy, dank water she’d expected, it was crisp and cool.

			Fresh from the Great Serpent.

			The trickle grew at an alarming pace. Within seconds, it became a stream that covered the floor of her entire cell.

			Down the corridor, Amara heard the sound of Kahli coughing. The water must have woken her.

			“Kahli,” Amara called again.

			There was a soft groan and then another cough. Louder. Throat clearing, then the splashing of movement.

			“W-where’s Raik?” Kahli asked.

			Amara blinked. The rising water rippled with her miserable reflection.

			“He’s dead.”

			Kahli took a deep breath. “And w-we aren’t. Why?”

			“He—” Amara winced. “Do you remember him saying not to hurt us?”

			“Y-yes.”

			“My parents and brother are going to die to the king’s torturer, Kahli. Because of Raik. He said he was Harkan. The Harkan. Norys believed him. So they cut—” Amara covered her mouth.

			Kahli’s sigh drifted across the hall like sand from the peak of a dune. “D-did you believe him?”

			Amara nodded to herself. The look in Raik’s eyes. When the shears closed, it wasn’t fear. It was regret.

			“I did,” she said. “We need to get out of here. They’re going to interrogate us, and it won’t be pleasant. No matter what Norys promised.”

			“And th-there’s the w-water.”

			Amara felt its cold grip around her ankle. It was rising fast. “I bet Raik would know how to get out of it,” she couldn’t help saying.

			There was a loud clank up the corridor. More water rushed in, coming to above Amara’s ankle.

			A sloshing sound followed it.

			Then a tinny, baritone whisper came from the other side of her cell’s door. “Dam’s broken. The Great Serpent will flood the lower cornans.”

			From the metallic sound, it had to be a rune knight. But as the figure approached their pocket of torchlight, she could see it was an honor guard— like the one who’d struck Kahli and served as a guard during their time outside. And masked, like the one who pulled Raik—Harkan’s body down.

			He reached Amara’s cell, then fumbled with a large ring of keys.

			It took him five tries before he found the one to her cell and then Kahli’s. As soon as the doors were open, he grabbed the torch from the wall and trudged off in the direction the water was flowing from.

			“Follow,” he said.

			Amara looked at Kahli. She was still groggy from her concussion. Amara offered her an arm. Kahli took it, and they splashed after the masked man into the bowels of Duraktapur.

			About two people wide, the chipped and scratched tunnel had a slight decline. The water rose, quarter inch by quarter inch, as they sloshed through it. The walls stood a head taller than the guard and pinched together in a pointed steeple. The darkened path reminded Amara of the tunnels they’d taken to the safe house.

			The torchlight focused her attention on the Durovan’s grey-trimmed blue robes. Flecks of red speckled the fabric. Just below his knee, right at the water line, a scabbard dragged through the water.

			“Where are you taking us?” Amara asked.

			“Out,” crackled the voice again.

			Kahli nudged Amara as they rounded another corner of the cavernous tunnels. They locked eyes for a moment, and then Kahli nodded toward the Durovan.

			She skipped forward, kicking out the man’s leg. As he stumbled, she leaped toward the wall and pushed off, lunging toward him elbow first.

			Amara couldn’t believe Kahli’s grace and speed, considering her injuries. How fluid her movements were as she sprung.

			The Durovan was just a hair quicker.

			He used his stumble to pivot in the water. Instead of pulling his sword, he used the torch to block Kahli’s elbow.

			He backed away but stood stoically. Holding the torch in one hand, his other rested on what Amara now noticed from the Turn on the handle was a rune sword. “If you want to live, follow,” he said.

			Amara remained where she was. What were they going to do after he “rescued” them? How would they escape more than one of these masked Durovan?

			“No,” she said. “We’re not taking one step farther. Not until you explain yourself.”

			Kahli stood next to her, hand grasping Amara’s again.

			“You’ll drown. You’ll both die,” coughed out the Durovan.

			“No,” Amara said. “Tell us who you are.”

			A gust of wind blew in, flaring the torch, and for a fleeting instant, Amara saw the entire tunnel. The hundreds of deep-grained cracks in the walls. She sensed the insects teeming in the water. So much hidden behind the surfaces.

			“Tell us, or we’re not going anywhere.”

			The honor guard paused for a moment, then lifted his hand from his rune blade and pulled away the iron mask.
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			Harkan

			CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

			The city of Returk smoldered as Harkan’s boots scraped across its pebblestone streets. He’d used his helm to crumble the city’s fabled walls and annihilate the defenders that stood atop them. The smell of burning buildings and the reek of blood blanketed the air.

			He pulled off his helm and ripped the spent rune off the side. He replaced it with a charged one. With a twist, he engaged the Turn. The helm was his favorite weapon. It amplified his words with the power of a god. “Give me your treasures, sons of Returk. Give them to me!”

			The survivors screamed as their eyes and ears bled under the pressure of his voice. Faint through the helm, but he heard them nonetheless.

			Two small pinches in his back interrupted his basking.

			Archers. At the top of the city’s nearest tower, three men shot futilely at him.

			Ranged combat was for weaklings and cowards. He admired their precision but runes in his armor had already expelled their arrows and healed his wounds.

			Harkan engaged the Turn on his breastplate and leaped the twenty stories. He landed with a crunch and laughed as he sliced the limbs off the terrified men. From here, he could see the heart of the city and the large villa where one family held so many of its runes. His destination.

			He dropped to the ground.

			A loud, unsteady voice called from behind. “Your time has come, tyrant. The legend of Harkan the Enduring ends here. Today.”

			Harkan snickered, turning to the source. The next to suffer.

			A fresh-faced knight stood proudly before him. He was clad in pristine golden armor with woven chain and rich red leather—an ornamental imitation of Harkan’s own dented, battle-worn self. He carried a polished rune sword, and his breastplate was engraved with Returk’s city emblem, the claw of the panther god B’sashti. The knight was the dying city’s glorious defender.

			Harkan spat. Polish and shine didn’t matter. He had at least triple the runes of this novice. Their potential coursed through him, aching for him to channel their power.

			The knight raised his right palm high in a chivalrous salute, but Harkan didn’t return the gesture. He’d abandoned dueling etiquette years ago. Instead, he used the opportunity to strike.

			The young knight’s defense, the perfect form of his exaggerated blocks, would have played well to a tournament crowd. But they were telegraphed and unbalanced, leaving him overcommitted and vulnerable.

			Disappointing.

			Harkan made a game of killing him. He sidestepped the man’s unskilled strikes and plunged his blade, only tip-deep, into each of the knight’s unprotected joints. Over and over—with a butcher’s precision. The knee. The hip. The shoulder. And finally, the neck. Harkan smirked, watching blood loss and exertion painfully doing what he could have in one merciful swing. When the knight fell face-first, Harkan stepped over the corpse and continued.

			It was another five bloody minutes before he finally came upon the marble-fronted villa. With a rune-powered word, he shattered its high windows and blew its hardwood doors off their hinges. The building shuddered, and then, with a tremendous crash, half the structure collapsed onto itself. 

			Harkan waited outside for a moment, wondering if the family already fled or if there would be some sport before he took his prize?

			A young boy with dark hair staggered out of the wreckage. Tears etched lines in his dirty face while blood ran from his ears down his neck. He was alone and approached Harkan nervously.

			The boy held up a dusty drawstring pouch. Pinpoints of light leaked through the cloth. His voice was hollow with loss. “You killed my father for these?”

			Harkan saw only the runes. Their glow was a call to free them. To love them. To use them.

			Harkan closed on the boy, drawing his sword.

			“And my cousins and my friends? And my mother and baby sister?” the boy asked, unmoving.

			Harkan considered his words. He removed his helm and held it at his side. He ran a hand from forehead to crown, wiping sweat from his shaven head. The air tasted of burning wood and flesh—of the destruction wrought from his power.

			He set his jaw and narrowed his eyes on the prize. “Yes. Give them to me, and I’ll spare you.”

			The boy looked at him, his feet wide, face empty. 

			“What’s the point of living if everyone you love is gone?”

			—

			Even with his new prize in hand, the dead boy’s voice trailed Harkan as he left the smoldering remains of Returk.

			Something about the boy had wormed into his skin. Over and over, the words rang in his ears. What’s the point of living if everyone you love is gone?

			Harkan rode for days trying to escape it, but still, the voice continued.

			Even when he was with his troops, with an army of men that would follow his every word, the voice continued.

			So Harkan took up his sharpened blade and sliced his ears off. 

			But runes grew them back, and the voice was undeterred.

			He tried to make amends then. But it didn’t matter.

			Not when he gave half his runes to Norys and half to the second Ivory King. Not even when he foiled the Hazam Queen.

			Not until he took his blade and plunged it into his own blackened heart did the boy quiet.

			**********

			Raik

			Raik coughed. Dry and painful.

			He lay on his back on a hard wood surface. His body felt weak, and his throat was on fire. He couldn’t force his eyes open. His hands grasped something heavy on his chest.

			His first thought went to his friends. Kirin. Amara and Kahli. All their faces, wilting in sadness and surprise.

			With another cough, he willed his eyes to open, letting the pale white light smear his vision.

			It was the light of a rune.

			He’d made two rules. Two rules, so Harkan stayed buried, and only Raik remained. Two rules when he came back, so that he’d never hear the voice of the boy from Returk again.

			Never kill.

			Never use runes.

			These rules had failed him.

			As his eyes adjusted, he realized he was encased in wood. Grunting with effort, he looked down at his chest. The gash across his throat flared with the movement, but he blocked out the pain. The leather pommel of a sword rested on his chest, his fingers wrapped around it. He was dressed in a thin white robe, the traditional burial vestments of a rune knight.

			Duraktapur’s rune knights, seeing their order’s founder dead, must have decided to give him a knight’s burial. Complete with the traditional ceremonial blade—a rune sword.

			Fools. None of them, save maybe Norys, had the level of exposure to runes that he had. None of them knew a single rune could bring him back.

			Raik willed his hand to flex, and his finger brushed against the sword’s Turn.

			Feeling trickled into his arms. He released the weapon and tested the coffin lid. It was thick and stable and didn’t budge.

			Potentially screwed shut. Potentially deep underground.

			The coffin air was thin, and he was becoming light-headed. He imagined a hell where the rune brought him back over and over again, only for him to suffocate to death each time.

			He deserved that.

			The alternative approach was less painful but just as appropriate. Remove the rune and die. He only needed to place it somewhere it wouldn’t touch him. Tucked in the folds of the coffin’s lining, perhaps? Remove the rune, and he’d be finished.

			Yes. Exactly what he deserved.

			He did it and closed his eyes.

			And from the dark came the call of that poor dead boy from Returk.

			What’s the point of living if everyone you love is gone?

			Raik opened his eyes.

			Everyone he loved was still alive. They needed him.

			The mistake of his rules. His mistake was making them to help him ignore that voice.

			No more.

			Raik snatched the rune and examining its shimmering corrupted light, he narrowed his eyes.

			“Only a tool,” he said.

			He grabbed the sword and tapped it around, trying to get a read on how close his feet and head were to the coffin walls. About a foot.

			His head light and floating, he took a breath of whatever air was left, and with all his strength, he stabbed toward the bottom.

			His blade punched a small hole through. Revealing light—and air. He took two enormous breaths before thanking the old gods, the Divine, and fate itself that the coffin hadn’t been buried.

			He smashed out an exit and shimmied through the splintered footboard. He slipped off the granite pedestal the coffin rested on and into the high-ceilinged chamber. He drew a calming breath, taking in the coffins stacked along the perimeter. Around him were other pedestals and a few tables, one of which held an old man’s corpse. 

			As Raik went to check on the dead man’s clothing for something more suitable than the burial robe he was currently wearing, the door on the room’s eastern wall opened.

			A Durovan honor guard stepped into the mortuary. He drew his sword, the scrape of steel echoing through the chamber.

			An iron mask hid the man’s expression, but his head bobbed between the splintered coffin and Raik.

			Raik tried to say, “Death didn’t take,” but with damaged vocal cords, he could only hiss, “Deeeaaaattttthhhhh.”

			The guard didn’t break and run but squeaked, “Intruder,” from behind his mask.

			It was so quiet, Raik almost laughed. To the guard’s credit, he took a breath and prepared for a louder call, but Raik wasn’t going to allow that.

			He had a rune weapon. He could engage the Turn and end this in a heartbeat.

			But he didn’t.

			Instead, he let out his own yell and charged like a madman, raising the sword over his head.

			The guard likely wasn’t assigned to the morgue because he was the best combatant. Instead of sidestepping or circling, he raised his own blade to block.

			Raik dipped his shoulder and clipped the guard under his chin, sending his mask flying. Then, keeping the momentum of his charge, Raik spun, swinging the blade in a wide arch toward the man’s neck.

			Right before it landed, Raik rotated it, slamming the flat of the blade across the man’s face. The crunch of his nose had a liquid pop to it, and the guard folded over, bloody and unconscious.

			Raik grit his teeth in silent relief.

			He snatched the honor guard’s outfit and put it on. His friends were captive, and he needed a plan to free them.

			An old memory surfaced. From when he’d watched the Durovan begin to harness the power of the Great Serpent. From when he—when Harkan—schemed to take the runes powering the pulley systems they used to raise the massive dam’s structural supports. 

			He ran toward the dam.

			He had a plan.

			**********

			Since freeing Amara and Kahli from their cells and leading them through the dank tunnel, Raik was most anxious about this moment. He pulled off the guard’s mask and looked at his two friends for the first time since betraying them.

			They both wore threadbare prison smocks. Kahli took in his hacked-off hair, the gash across his throat, and nodded slowly to him. Even and measured.

			Amara was anything but. Her chin tilted high, she stared down her narrow nose at him. He’d watched her walk; her ribs forced her to wince at almost every step, but there was no pain on her face now. Only a hint of surprise and cool contempt.

			He wished he’d told her earlier.

			Raik gathered himself. How much easier would this be if his vocal cords weren’t so sore?

			“Excuse”—he swallowed hard—“my . . . voice.”

			Amara shrugged and frowned.

			“H-how are you alive?” Kahli asked.

			There was no point in trying to hide it. His voice cracked and sputtered. “Runes heal quicker the longer you’ve had them. That’s why Roshan heals so quickly.

			“But it’s different for me. Probably for Norys too. If runes are”—he swallowed—“a part of you, if you’ve held hundreds for years, they can bring you back, even from death. Norys’s rune knights worshipped Harkan. So they gave me a knight’s burial, complete with this.” He patted the sword strapped at his side.

			The women’s faces didn’t change. He could have told them more. That while rune knights of these times clipped their ears at initiation and they never grew back, he’d have to do it every hour if a rune was on him. That with one rune, he could hear another rune’s presence from leagues away.

			Raik winced. “Hate me later. I have a plan. The dam is leaking, and very, very soon, it’ll break. I sabotaged it. We can use the Great Serpent to get back to Cresia.”

			“You’re adding the drowning of thousands to your list, butcher?” Amara asked.

			“Amara, please—”

			“Do not use my name like you know me.”

			He deserved that, but the rising water wasn’t going to leave time to argue or apologize.

			“They’ve evacuated the lower cornans. No one’s going to die. But we can use the power of the river. Get to Cresia now.” He twisted his neck, trying to find a comfortable position for his throat. “The Walker made some deal with the Sticks. He’s bringing their queen the runes of Duraktapur, and then they’ll take Cresia and its runes. We have to get there first. Do the job we started.”

			Amara’s cheek twitched. Steal the sun. Her expression was blank. It was too much to absorb so quickly.

			The rune at his side was healing his throat just from proximity, but it still felt raw. “We can save your parents, Amara. Cresia will be in chaos. There’s going to be war. The Walker is counting on that, but we can use it too.” He managed a painful cough. “Get to Cresia and get the runes before the Walker and the Sticks get there. And save your family at the same time. But we have to go right now.”

			Amara’s shoulders slumped at the mention of her family.

			Raik rested his throat as the water rose another inch.

			“The Book of Kith says, ‘Any option is b-better than death.’ Only one of us can come ba-back from the dead,” Kahli said with a worried glance at the rising water.

			Amara stepped back, putting Kahli between Raik and herself. “Proceed then.”

			Raik nodded, slipped the mask on, and lurched through the water. Better to be disguised should confrontation with other Durovans come to pass. Better to keep his eyes ahead and the pain behind him.

			He waded through the tunnels as fast as he could, toward the fresh open air of the first cornan.

			**********

			The ache that plagued Raik’s body waned a bit as he pushed the storm drain away and emerged onto the street. The grimy bricks of the first cornan were empty. The sun had just climbed over the peak of Duraktapur mountain, its rays only now burning away the last remembrance of morning fog.

			The one-story buildings all around him would soon be waterlogged tombs if not for the tolling of the flood bells. Aside from their deep rhythmic gongs, the streets likely hadn’t been this quiet since when they were built.

			That wouldn’t mean everyone was gone. The criminals and poor would still be roaming the streets, at least until they heard the dam completely break.

			He kept a watch for guards as the women emerged from the drain. Kahli, with effortless grace, slid up into the street. Amara crawled out with a cautious and calculated approach, injured but still agile. A half-smile formed on her face as she looked out at the deserted streets until she locked eyes with Raik, and it turned into a scowl.

			He sighed and focused on the task. “It’s a few streets south to the docks. We’ll find a skipper and take it. Hurry.”

			He broke into a jog, his Durovan boots echoing in the street between the alarms’ chimes.

			“S-skipper?” Kahli called, falling in behind him.

			“They’re small boats made for riding the most powerful of mountain rapids.”

			He glanced back to make sure everyone was keeping up. Kahli was on his heels and met him with a quizzical frown. Amara was a few steps behind; her eyes were everywhere except on him.

			It was eerie racing through the dirty outskirts of the grand bazaar and not seeing a soul. Soon it would be washed clean. There’d been minor overflows and weather-caused flooding before, but the damage he’d done to the dam would make those accidents seem a pleasant memory.

			They ran between the last few buildings before cobblestone gave way to wood. A wind laced with the stench of rotting fish and brine filled Raik’s nostrils as they reached the port. With the rising water, hundreds of fishing and merchant boats bobbed far too high, threatening to beach on the massive docks that stretched a league down river.

			Voices rose over the splash of water and bobbing of boats. Raik slowed to a halt and raised his hand. He pinned himself to the last building. Amara and Kahli followed suit. Gingerly, he peered around the corner and confirmed they weren’t alone on this section of the docks.

			Others had similar ideas about using the abandonment of the cornan to their advantage. A group loaded bulging bags onto a large boat equipped with both sails and oars. Their colorful clothing and ragtag assortment of weapons—daggers and bows mainly—showed they weren’t soldiers.

			He said, “A few thieves. If they don’t get downstream soon, that ship won’t hold up.”

			Amara sneered at him. “More dead for you to notch?”

			“They’re—”

			“Why not just kill them now, Harkan? You and your rune sword.”

			“That’s not me. Not anymore.”

			“Oh, you’ve decided that, and now it’s so?”

			No argument for that.

			Raik took a deep breath and jogged toward the looters and thieves. He was, after all, dressed as a Durovan honor guard. He tore off the mask to better project his cracking voice.

			“Ho there. Time to evacuate!” he yelled.

			The men stopped loading and stared at him. He pointed between their boats and the dam. “Those won’t survive the wave that comes when the dam breaks. By order of the Grand Durovan, all are to leave.”

			“Says you. Mind your business and stay alive,” called a red-sashed man with a droopy left eye. He was supervising the three others loading the boat.

			Raik summoned the most commanding voice he could. “Leave now, and you have a chance. Even better, get off this death trap and to another cornan.”

			For a moment, the men stared. Another fight seemed certain. Though he had no intention of using its rune, his hand still reached for his sword as one of the thieves moved for a bow.

			A loud crack, like a thousand tree trunks snapping at once, echoed from the dam not more than half a league away. Everyone flinched at the magnitude of it.

			Raik focused on the bow wielder, but all the men’s eyes darted to the dam. Now, Raik’s warning had teeth. The men scurried onto their boat, threw off their moorings, and shoved off the dock.

			Good.

			Raik scanned for an appropriate skipper. A couple of docks over, one bobbed in the churning river. The spread of its hulls kept it stable, a rope holding it tight.

			“Come on,” he called back and sprinted toward the boat.

			The skipper had a three-hull design. The larger central one could be affixed with a sail, or they could paddle from either of the symmetrical, secondary hulls. He untied it from the dock as Amara and Kahli caught up.

			“You’re going to want to strap yourself to the deck. Not too tight, or you’ll drown if we tip,” he said, throwing a rope onto the boat.

			“You’re concerned with our safety now, is that it?” Amara asked.

			Raik rubbed his eyes. “Amara, just trust—”

			“How can I ever trust you?”

			“Just, at least hear me out.” Raik raised his hands and moved forward, but Kahli stepped between them. Her green eyes were hard.

			He nodded and unstrapped the rune weapon from his belt.

			“I was Harkan. I was. But not anymore. All I want is to destroy the runes. I know how, I know where, but I need your help.”

			Holding the scabbard, he presented the weapon, hilt first. Kahli backed away, letting Amara see his offering.

			“I’ve done you wrong. I’ve done the Jeweled Lands wrong, and I deserve to die. But I keep coming back. If you can’t trust me, then all you need to do is kill me and keep the rune away from me. No rune, and I don’t come back.”

			Amara tilted her chin at the ground and closed her eyes. She’d done so many remarkable things, and he could only guess at her next move. She breathed before opening her eyes, full of resolve.

			She snatched his offering. The sound of steel on steel rang out as she drew the blade. Her fingers hovered above the Turn. The potential energy of the weapon hummed in the air, calling to him. 

			He saw the tension in Amara’s arms, the intelligence in her eyes, and the words on her thin lips. He was ready for death if she wished it.

			“The most powerful force in the world is knowing what people want to believe and convincing them they’re right,” she said.

			Raik nodded.

			“So why would I ever, ever, believe your words?”

			She released the sword, letting it thump down on the dock. “I was happy believing you were dead.”

			She got onto the skipper and stared out at the expanse of raging river.

			Raik swallowed and slowly blinked.

			He knelt to examine the weapon. Runes ruined everything. He ejected the tiny stone from the hilt and looked at it. This is what had driven him for all these years. How could he prove he could change?

			The sparkling stone in his hand pulsed with power. He looked over to Amara, who’d turned her back to him. To Kahli, who watched him intently and nodded.

			Then he threw the rune into the raging, watery mouth of the Great Serpent.

			He watched its bright light fade into the black water.

			“A s-start,” Kahli said as he got to his feet. She bent down, retrieved the sword, and handed it to him. “Let’s make sure we all s-stay alive l-long enough for you to finish.”

			She glanced over her shoulder at the dam and jumped on board.

			A thousand yards away, more of the dam was breaking apart. At this distance, the geysers of water looked like fountains. Up close, they would be fifty men wide.

			He hurried to hack away the rest of the boat’s moorings, then hopped onto the skipper.

			The current was powerful, and the little skipper sped like a galloping horse.

			There was another thunderous crack. A chunk of stone blew free of the dam, propelled by a massive geyser. It cleared half the distance to them in a heartbeat.

			The rumble that followed shook the docks. Planks popped into the air.

			The hairs on Raik’s arms rose as he crouched in the skipper.

			A tidal wave of destruction a hundred feet tall swelled out.

			“Hold on!” he yelled. But he could barely hear his own voice over the roar of rushing water.
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			Kahli

			CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

			Three years earlier

			Kahli hadn’t slept since Hayanna’s horrific death.

			The searing ache from the burns on her face was one reason, but not the true cause. A desire for vengeance, or at least justice, needled her, never letting her rest.

			And so, seeing the dark figure kneeling in the middle of a Circle of Judgment—a circle of five Kithkarnin that parted for her to join—brought a sense of relief. After this, perhaps she would have respite.

			He faced away from her, trapped like the wild animal he was. Stripped to short frayed pants, bound wrists to ankles behind his back, and lightly muzzled with a leather strap.

			The Second.

			As she took her spot in the circle, he craned his neck to face her. The binding across his mouth muted his smile, but the spark in his eyes held crazed joy. She exhaled and clenched her fists white to contain the urge to leap into the circle and snuff him out with her bare hands.

			Master Tejas placed a calming hand on her shoulder. Kahli almost slapped it away but steadied herself. She would keep control and see the Second held accountable.

			She forced her gaze away from the foul bastard. Initiates were rarely permitted to set foot in this sacred place. All rooms of Talos, from the training yards and mezzanines, all the way to her own tiny room, were rectangular, framed by wooden beams and walled with fabrics. But this chamber stood in opposition. Perfectly round and composed of brown stone and grey mortar, it was a statement about the permanence of the decisions within.

			As one of Hayanna’s known peers and a victim as well, Kahli was here by law and was allowed partial participation in this Circle of Judgment.

			Arranged around the perimeter of the room were five other Kithkarnin. The circle was a representation of the order, and members from all across the rankings were included. The First stood across from her, Master Tejas to her left, and on her right was Dakshar—a relatively low-ranking auxiliary hand—whom she knew from when he was a novice years before. Two adjunct hands completed the group. The woman was scarlet-haired and had a sharp gaze; the man was slight of build, but Kahli knew he was considered a master swordsman. All of them wore the same white cassock Kahli herself had been given to wear. With her unbandaged eye, Kahli shot an expectant stare to each of them. Their expressions varied from the wrinkled frown of Tejas to the impassive calm of the First. No one had spoken since she entered. They’d been waiting for her. The First nodded his bald head, and Kahli steadied herself for the beginning.

			This circle should be quick and brutal. Death for the twisted creature kneeling so close to her. Death for taking the life of another Kithkarnin. It was written in The Book of Kith.

			The First said, “I call you, a line of brothers and sisters, united to form this sacred circle of truth. Within its bounds, we judge Uttam Nadur, Second Hand of the Divine. He has murdered an initiate and maimed another. We shall decide his fate.”

			Master Tejas, as the eldest of the circle, took a step forward. This was the tradition: only one Kithkarnin spoke at a time and only from within the circle. He pointed a bony figure at the Second.

			“I have seen this man grow before us to the highest of our rank. He paid a steep price with his mind for the many tasks he has performed. The most difficult and unpleasant of tasks that only he could commit. The loss of his humanity is our burden as well.”

			Kahli grimaced at the old man’s empathetic tone. A white-hot pain shot from her neck to her tear ducts as the muscles contracted. She managed to bite down a gasp.

			Composing herself, she looked at the faces around the circle. The old man’s remarks sat among them like an anchor.

			No prior successes should override the truth this circle was judging. She wanted to say so, but the stress of the attack had tightened her neck tremendously, and that made her stutter worse than ever.

			“I understand, Tejas. But this is not a walk gone wrong,” the First said, thankfully voicing a rational thought. “Not an incident where his tastes for the unsavory grew out of control. He was not acting as a hand of the Divine, and we should not treat it as such.”

			Kahli nodded.

			As the First stepped back, one of the adjuncts stepped forward. The woman held herself quite tall, and she peered between Kahli and the First. “Are you sure?” she asked. “He is Second. Might he have had a Divine purpose here? Were not the two initiates violating our laws of conduct?”

			Saliva grew thick in Kahli’s mouth. She stepped forward. “What Div-divine purpose cou—” Her wounds flared with anger. “He k-k-killed her! He did th-this!” She ripped aside her bandage so they could all see the damage he’d inflicted on her face.

			They quieted, but the Second spat out his muzzle and barked, “Don’t you see, girl? I set you free. That pretty thing held you back from your potential. You will be so much more now.”

			The burns on her face were nothing anymore compared to the rage. He killed Hayanna so that she would live up to her potential?

			He laughed. “Friendship has costs. Remember, girl; you can serve no other if you wish truly to serve the Divine.”

			He dared to quote The Book of Kith. Kahli lurched toward him, spit frothing from her mouth. Dakshar’s strong arms grabbed her short.

			The Second laughed. “See! She is bold and powerful. Not to be domesticated. Not to be chained to the weakness you breed, Midh—”

			The First had come up behind him and pulled the muzzle tight, cutting him off. “Hold your tongue or lose it.”

			He turned to Kahli with sympathetic eyes but anger in his voice. “You will control yourself or be uninvited from this circle. We will hear you speak when you are calm.”

			Kahli would never be calm about this, but the First’s words were not taken lightly. She replaced her bandage and took two long breaths, trying but failing to bring her heart rate down.

			She had a sound argument to quote from The Book of Kith. Before the circle began, she had asked Tejas if, because of the stress on her speech, it could be read aloud for her. He’d refused on tradition—in a circle, like a questioning, no one else could speak the truth for you.

			She took a trepidatious step forward and focused on her core ideas. How killing other Kithkarnin was never acceptable, and how the Second had violated the bounds of even the harshest of walks. He’d tortured for his own pleasure.

			It came out in a garbled mess twice before she stuttered out, “The B-B-Book of Kith s-s-says no—no un-un-un—no killing Kithka-a-arn—”

			Clamping her mouth shut, she stumbled back to her place, her neck cramping, the scars on her face aflame in embarrassment.

			Next to her, Dakshar nodded. “I think I understand our wounded initiate. She considers the fourth movement, which says ‘an affront to the Divine is a walk issued against Its own hands.’ However, I believe the intention of that passage,” he said, moving a maddeningly sympathetic glance to the Second, “was to protect full Kithkarnin. For all her promise, Hayanna had not fully joined our ranks. Neither has Kahli Mahanta. They are not protected by this law.”

			Kahli’s jaw tightened.

			“A pedantic interpretation.” The First stepped into the circle. “‘We do not kill our own’ is the truth of that passage. And it is a core precept.”

			The great swordsman, the other adjunct, stepped forward. “That punishment is beheading.” The lament in his voice surprised Kahli. “If this is what you seek, Master, I’m not sure all in this circle would agree.”

			Kahli would. Beheading was too quick for the likes of him, but any death would do. She opened her mouth to say so, but the words stuck on her tongue.

			Master Tejas answered first. “Of that, I am not sure. But perhaps there is another punishment. The Ivory King has asked us for other services before. The Third has sent an envoy from his court with an offer.”

			“I’ve heard this offer, and I’m not inclined to agree,” said the First.

			“I would like to hear it,” stated Dakshar softly.

			“As would I,” said the female adjunct.

			The First glared at them both but, after a moment, conceded. “Very well.”

			Master Tejas hobbled to the iron doors of the circle room and pulled them open.

			An old man with long, curling eyebrows approached. His step was sure and powerful, and his brown eyes sparkled with unnatural youth. He bowed low at the entrance but never encroached on the circle’s outer limits.

			The Old Walker. The Ivory King’s trusted advisor. Perhaps the Ivory King, given his reputation for ruthless application of the law, had sent his advisor to make sure this monster was put down.

			“The Ivory King has a need, Masters,” the Old Walker said, “for someone who will strike terror into the populations of criminals infesting our land. We would take your fallen brother and keep him locked away with criminals. He would never be free. Never. He would live under the eyes of the rune knights of Cresia. If he stepped out of line, he would be destroyed. In this way, you will not have to disrupt the peace of your order, and you will not have to sentence one of your own to death.”

			Kahli ground her teeth. Would these fools let this monster go? She gripped the sleeves of her cassock and stared at the Second. How could she get to him?

			She tried to remain calm, if not because the circle demanded it, then for the pain in her face. She closed her eyes and focused on breathing as she waited for the next Kithkarnin to speak.

			Tejas’s crackled voice was the first of these. “If the Ivory King wants him in his service, I say so be it. Rune knights could keep him under control, I believe.” He pointed a gnarled finger at the Second. “Stripped of title as Kithkarnin. Expelled from our ranks. Dishonored.”

			Kahli shook her head. Her heart was pounding. “N-no. No. Not e-en-n-nough.”

			The circle ignored her.

			“I’ve proposed this to the Third, and he agrees and sends his vote in this regard,” the Old Walker said, handing a scroll to Master Tejas.

			Kahli felt weak. The triumvirate atop the Kithkarnin hierarchy could decide matters by themselves. In this case, obviously, the Second would not get a vote. But if the First went along with the Third’s recommendation, it would be sealed.

			The circle went quiet. Master Tejas bowed to the Old Walker and closed the doors behind him. When he returned to his place, he opened the letter and nodded to the First.

			Her master took a broad look at the circle. “I disagree with the Third, and so I will pass the vote to this circle. A hand raised will behead him. A hand stayed will send him to the Ivory King.”

			Kahli’s hand raised without thought. As did the First’s.

			But that was all. None of the others in the circle raised a hand.

			Kahli stood, numb and stunned.

			“It is decided then,” said the First. “But know this: Your title is no longer Second. Your memory and deeds will be wiped from our order. You are the lowest. A bloodsucker to be loathed and swatted away. I name you Tetse.”

			**********

			Now

			The three scrambled off the tiny craft and out of the water. In exhausted silence, they pulled the skipper completely off the beach and to a strip of chir pines that dotted the ridge above the shoreline.

			The first part of the trip had been a harrowing, wave-pounding, and water-logged ordeal. The last, a gritted-teeth and hard-rowing test of endurance.

			Kahli rubbed her numb, callused hands and blew into them. The wind was biting, but the exhilaration of survival coursed through her. Her gaze wandered to Amara, bent at the waist, wringing her thick hair. When their eyes met, Kahli smiled. It was good to be alive.

			“We need to rest,” Raik said, pulling the sails off the skipper and setting them aside. “But first, we need some shelter from this wind. Help me.”

			They each grabbed a hull of the skipper, and after a few awkward attempts, managed to wedge it up against a chir pine as a wind barrier. Kahli dropped to the needle-covered ground after the effort. Amara flopped down next to her.

			Somehow, Raik didn’t stop, though he was breathing just as hard. It was impressive. In the dying light, he gathered twigs and sticks and layered them in pile. He pulled a flint rod from the skipper, dug out a small stone from the dirt, and handed them both to Kahli.

			“Get a fire started. I’ll be back—”

			“Wait. How close are we to Cresia?” Amara asked.

			Raik pointed east. Rising out of the forest like a sword held aloft was the Sky Spire. Had they beaten the Old Walker? Would they get there in time to stop him? Kahli had to believe they would.

			“We made good time,” Raik said, echoing her thoughts. “Half a day to Cresia. A downstream river surge is worth much more than the fastest horse. If you survive.”

			“That’s what you do best,” Amara said flatly.

			Raik sighed and scrubbed at the clumps of hair on his head. “I’ll be back with food in a few hours. Kid and I had a stash close by. Rest up.”

			He took off into the brush.

			Kahli knelt beside the kindling he’d gathered, adding needles and dried grass to create a small grey and yellow mound. As she scraped the flint above it, she said, “H-he wishes to m-make amends. It’s h-hard work. A l-lifetime or more.”

			Amara watched him go but said nothing, instead coming to kneel next to Kahli.

			“I’m starting to understand it. My failure.” Amara took a deep breath. “My thieving got my family caught up with the Ivory King. If they’ve been hurt, I don’t know how I’ll forgive myself,” she said.

			A spark leaped from the flint and ignited a few of the shavings in the mound. Amara bent down and blew on it, coaxing the dried kindling to catch.

			Together, quietly, they layered on thicker branches until the fire crackled and radiated warmth.

			“Him being Harkan doesn’t upset you?” Amara asked.

			“H-his past haunts h-him worse th-than my scorn could. The B-Book of Kith says, ‘Each mistake you make, th-the Divine leaves a scar.’”

			“You believe that?”

			“I’m n-not sure. But I have s-spent so much of my life trying to right a wr-wrong.”

			“What do you mean?” Amara asked as they collected a few larger stones and arranged them around the fire.

			Memories of Hayanna filled Kahli’s mind. She stepped toward the fire’s edge. Maybe the searing heat could burn away the pain of the past.

			“Kahli,” Amara said, beckoning Kahli to sit on the stone next to her. “Come. Tell me about it.”

			As Kahli sat, the warmth of Amara’s body next to her was healing in a way a fire never could be. She let her memories and feelings rush to the surface. 

			“When I was young, I m-met a g-girl named Hayanna. We wer—we trained together to be K-Kithkarnin. At f-first, she was my r-rival,” Kahli began. She’d never told anyone about Hayanna, and each word she recounted pulled at her like the Great Serpent, threatening to take her into its depths. It took time, but she fought through her fears to tell Amara. From the beginning to the end.

			“She p-pushed me to be better, but one of the m-masters—the s-second-ranked—h-he thought she held me back—that she made me violate our l-laws. Thought I c-could be the b-best assassin if n-not for her.” She touched her scars and looked into Amara’s amber eyes. “He disfig—did this to me the same night he k-killed her.”

			Kahli hated these memories, kept them tight inside, but she had to share them. It hurt to release them, but she had to—right to the bitter end.

			“Th-there was a trial. A false trial. They p-promoted me after it. M-made me an adjunct hand, but I was so dis-distracted by Hayanna’s death. I f-failed over and over. I just couldn’t g-get over it. They l-let him get away with it.”

			Amara was quiet through most of the story, but she gave a puzzled look at this conclusion. “And after all the horrid things this Second did, and how your order avoided justice, you stayed Kithkarnin?”

			Kahli stared into the fire, clenching her fists. That was what had driven her for so many years. Driven her to rise in the ranks. “To never—n-never let it happen again. If I rose—if I sat at the t-top, I c-could do that.”

			Amara shifted closer. “That makes perfect sense.”

			Kahli shook her head. “No. Don’t you s-see? He did it. The S-Second killed her to push me to grea—to meet m-my potential. I h-hated him for it, but it worked anyway. I c-couldn’t fail, or Hayanna’s death would be m-meaningless.”

			Kahli put her head in her hands. What a fool she had been. She worked so hard to build a story around Hayanna’s death—anything to help her make sense of it, to make sure it was all part of the Divine’s plan. But it was all a farce, and Hayanna was still dead. None of it meant anything.

			“I believed s-so much. I did so much. I w-was a fool.”

			The fire crackled in their silence, and then Amara placed a tender hand on Kahli’s shoulder. “That’s simply not true.”

			Kahli sighed and kept her eyes on the flames.

			Amara gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Tell me, are you the Kithkarnin assassin the Second wanted you to be?”

			Kahli took a breath to consider the question. She didn’t want to, but there was something in it. Would that Kithkarnin have made the choices she had made? Poisoning the knight. Swimming the rapids. Laughing with the kid and Amara. Denying the Old Walker.

			With each of these memories came a larger truth. A truth that erased the past.

			“N-no,” Kahli said quietly, raising her head.

			Amara smiled and let her absorb it for a moment.

			“So we agree you’re not Kithkarnin any longer. Then what are you?”

			Kahli flushed. She wasn’t sure.

			Amara leaned in close. “I’ll tell you. Every moment I have with you is a gift, Kahli. Think about that.”

			Amara got up and walked to the skipper, searching the hulls under the flickering firelight. A while of rummaging produced a tin bailing pot that she took to the river for water and then boiled it for drinking.

			Kahli’s gaze flickered between Amara and the fire the whole time. Slowly, she recovered from the emotion of her story. Slowly, she let her past fade and hope for the future to ignite.

			Slowly.

			Until she stopped looking at the fire entirely, and her eyes focused only on Amara.

			Seeming to sense that, Amara came back, her hands on her hips, and said, “Well?”

			Her long black hair was merely damp now and framed her face. “I’ve waited patiently. What are you?”

			Kahli took a breath. It felt like her first. There was only one response she could think of. “I’m a g-gift.”

			Amara bit her lower lip. She gave a slow, coy smile. “Yes.”

			She pulled Kahli to stand with her. Her dark, damp hair clung to her high cheekbones, then ran down her neck before dropping between her breasts hidden under the prison tunic.

			“Let me see you.” Amara reached for Kahli’s mask.

			In spite of the cold, heat ran through Kahli’s body. “N-no.” She grabbed Amara by her slender wrists.

			Amara didn’t resist and moved her face closer to Kahli’s. She stood almost a foot shorter, and her head was tilted up, eyes darting between Kahli’s eyes and mouth.

			“You don’t want this?” Amara teased in a whisper.

			“Ye—”

			Amara’s soft lips brushed the edge of her jawline. A tingling pulsed from her touch. Kahli swallowed. Amara’s lips pressed again, tentatively, closer to her mouth. An almost-kiss. Kahli let out a quivering breath as Amara’s lips probed their way softly to the corner of her mouth.

			“Was that a yes?” Amara asked, her voice deep, pushing close.

			The word burned within Kahli. “Yes.”

			She released her grip on Amara’s wrists and slid her hands along Amara’s cool, bare arms to the nape of her neck. Then, running her fingers through Amara’s thick black hair, she closed her eyes and pulled their mouths together. Thoughts and emotions disappeared into the heat and sweetness of Amara’s kiss. There was no fire, no cold, no Kithkarnin, no Divine.

			Only Amara.

			Slowly, delicately, as they kissed, Amara undid the strap holding Kahli’s mask in place and tossed it aside. “You’re so beautiful,” she said, tracing the lines of Kahli’s scars and kissing them in turn.

			She leaned back and pulled her tunic off. Kahli drank in Amara’s warm brown body, stark black hair, small, perfect breasts, and pulled off her own tunic.

			Amara came toward her in a rush, pressing up against her urgently. Light kisses drifted ever lower. Throat. Collarbone. Chest.

			Amara let out a soft purr as her delicate hands wandered lower still, sliding up the inside of Kahli’s thigh before her fingers brushed between her legs.

			Kahli quivered, and together, they dropped to their knees.

			“Kahli,” Amara said her name as if for the first time, and Kahli finally moved her hands from Amara’s hair and began her own wandering.

			Every touch was the fire of the sun.

			Kahli could see a future in each moment, could taste it in each kiss—a future without the Kithkarnin.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

			Amara suppressed a scowl as she walked through the tall, tightly packed mausoleums of the necropolis—the noon sunlight caught the sculpted tomb tops, casting shadows of the Jaru pantheon across her path. She’d never walked this winding, grave-laden path with so few souls present. Even when the roads seemed bare, the smell of cooking curries would seep out from the tombs, and she could always count on a cutpurse conniving in a shadowed corner. But now it was quiet. The Ivory King had seen to that.

			Luckily, there were still some indications it was a city, not just a cemetery. A crypt dweller had left the cloth door of their concrete home open. No matter how many times she’d seen inside, she was still astonished by the cleanliness of the makeshift homes within Esonta Golem’s domain. This one was no different, the woven jute rug spotlessly swept, stewing pans fastidiously stacked in one corner, purple sleeping blankets neatly folded in the other. A clay pot for steeping tea hooked over the central hearth with three well-worn stools surrounding it.

			Possibly, just possibly, some of the gods etched into these tombs were watching over their squatters.

			But it was hard not to wince remembering what she’d seen during the half-day trip from their shoreside campsite back to Cresia. Amara wished it had been a slow journey like their ride into Duraktapur—with time to speak with Kahli.

			Instead, it had been hurried and horrific. Raik had pushed them to run, and after only a few hours rounding the road into Cresia, they’d stumbled upon a mass grave fed by the madness of the Ivory King.

			Raik and Kahli tried to shield her, but Amara had forced herself to see firsthand what was causing the putrid taste hanging in the air.

			She would never forget the hundreds of ripening bodies in that shallow ditch—the sounds of the fat flies buzzing around. The throats marked by rope, the arms broken on wheels, the faces frozen in fear. All unceremoniously piled together.

			And not only adults.

			The image burned most vividly in her mind was of a single shoe too small for an adult, embroidered with a tiny elephant.

			After that, Raik reminded them that if the Walker and the Sticks had all the runes, mass graves would become the Jeweled Lands’ defining feature. He’d led them around Cresia’s northern outer walls, where they’d entered the dead city. Amara left her companions at the Guild of Golem’s mainstay to rest while she searched for her teacher.

			Amara rounded the corner to the necropolis’s center, a large open space that she associated with throwing rice at marriages and drinking far too much palm wine on birthdays. 

			The atmosphere was considerably different now.

			Large tents had been erected on both ends. Each tent was surrounded by giant bowls of sugar water to keep the flies less interested in the occupants. Camels and donkeys were led through with supply bundles in tow. Men and women of the necropolis worked hard—boiling water clean for drinking, cleaning rags and bandages for the wounded, preparing what little food there was—to help others survive.

			At the center of the action stood the woman undoubtedly responsible for creating the makeshift hospital, Esonta Golem. Her oiled hair poured down behind her, tied back by her brilliantly white blindfold. Her voluptuous frame was wrapped in white cotton, embroidered with reds and gold. Bangles of silver slid up her light beige arms, and as always, her unusually large mastiff, Kaydar, was pinned to her side.

			Kaydar noticed Amara first and let out a bark that jolted the man standing next to Esonta and sent him scurrying away. As Amara approached, the dog remained heeled to his master’s hip but continued to bark and excitedly wag its tail.

			“Amara of night,” Esonta said, reaching out with soft but strong hands. Amara’s palms were already presented out of respect, and she placed them within her teacher’s long-fingered grasp.

			Esonta’s head dipped in contemplation as she probed Amara’s hands. She was gentle where Amara’s wound still flared, but thorough in her meditative exploration. Her expression danced from delight to distress as she worked, before ending in sadness.

			She pulled Amara into a tight, coconut-scented embrace that Amara returned with equal parts grief and affection.

			“You’ve lost so much,” Esonta said as they released.

			Amara winced and flexed her injured hand. There was too much to say and explain. Too much emotion in all of it. “I’m alright. Who is the new man?”

			Esonta wrinkled her nose. “Sometimes, it’s better to kiss an ugly man than your ugly dog.” She rested a hand on Kaydar’s enormous head. “But only a little.”

			The big dog whined and lay down. Amara had to grin. Some things never changed. It felt good to be home. However, the thought of home made her think of her parents.

			“Teacher, please tell me you know something of my family.”

			Esonta would understand the urgency. Her painted blindfold, whether shaman-made or not, was to commemorate her own lost family. Her husband was the sun, and her children the crescent moons.

			“I sent the man, Ruga, for word when Kaydar spotted you. I knew from his bark—Amara of night returns. That prison couldn’t hold you.”

			Amara rubbed her eyes with her palms. Fear for her family had threatened to overwhelm her since they’d entered Cresia. She took another long breath to steady herself.

			She squinted at the tents. A large green one that could probably house a hundred, and a red one half that size. “There are that many sick?”

			“The smaller tent does house the sick. The larger . . .” Esonta’s voice trailed off. “The Ivory Prick’s purge has brought violence and disease with it. I’ve lost lovers, money, and friends. But the poor always suffer the most. Come with me. I have promised a tincture for a boy almost recovered. Ruga will know where I go.”

			Esonta stamped a foot. Kayder snapped to his feet, barking loudly. She pet the huge hound on the head, calming the beast.

			The two of them led Amara through a small group of people, who nodded or smiled respectfully, toward one of the smallest of the mausoleums surrounding this courtyard.

			“I need to hear a new story. All the ones I’ve heard of late are the same—madness and loss. Tell me yours, Amara of night. There is an emptiness in you. But also a new joy. Tell me.”

			Where to start? The joy was Kahli. The tenderness of her as a lover and the strength of having her as a friend. She didn’t know how to share that with Esonta. Not with all the death of the purge. Talking of joy didn’t feel right.

			The emptiness, on the other hand—that was the nightspirit. And Esonta Golem was the only person she’d ever truly told about it.

			Best to start there.

			“I banished it. Or perhaps it abandoned me. I’m not entirely sure anymore,” she said, her voice cracking slightly.

			Esonta didn’t seem surprised and, in a calm, supportive voice, asked, “Why would you send it away?”

			“It took control the way it never did all the years here. It was careless with me.” She raised her maimed hand, a gesture of proof that her blind teacher would never see. “It took over and restrained me completely.”

			Esonta stopped as they reached the small steps leading into the mausoleum and said mischievously, “I had a man like that once. Sadly, I sent him away too.”

			“I’m serious, teacher.”

			“I see that. So tell me—how often do you think it had the same feeling? That it wanted control when you restrained it?”

			Amara shifted. “That’s quite different.”

			She’d never considered, until that day inside Duraktapur, that the nightspirit could feel that she was holding it back.

			Esonta’s painted eyes stared at Amara’s as she considered her next words. “Can you separate the sides of a coin from the coin itself?”

			Amara frowned. “The nightspirit was a visitor. Not a part of me.”

			Esonta shook her head and stepped into the tomb. A table sat in the corner, covered in clay dishes and spoons, with bottles of liquids, seeds, nuts, and powders lining its back. Kaydar guided Esonta to a seat before it. 

			“I sent it back to its mother. And now it’s gone. We have other things to discuss.”

			Esonta’s shoulder’s twitched in a soft laugh.

			“What?” Amara demanded.

			“Oh, you sent it back to its mother. I see.”

			Amara rolled her eyes in frustration. “What do you know of this? You’re a thief. You taught me to steal. Another topic would be splendid. Do you need help?”

			Esonta waved her away. “I’m a nurse now and, unless my luck changes, an ugly man’s lover tonight. But you’re right. Mostly, I’m a thief. It’s why all my lessons are about coins.” She emptied a bone-white powder into a clear, viscous liquid. “Don’t discount the lesson of the coin, though, Amara of night. The sides can’t be separated.”

			Amara stared at the ground and sighed. “Teacher, Vãnavas. Do you know this word?”

			Esonta nodded but said nothing, carefully mixing flecks of dried mango skin and cashew oil into her remedy.

			“An old Jaru word, Amara of night. I wouldn’t be surprised if you saw it on some of the tombs—for soldiers long gone. Vãnava,” she emphasized the last a, “means to worship the gods by taking action. Vãnavas means to do that together.”

			A small cough from the tomb’s entrance pulled both of their attention. A small child rocked back and forth on her heels. She had a chubby, youthful face that led many to mistake her age by four or five years. One of Esonta’s best spies and one of the Nightspirit Thief’s most ardent admirers: Nala.

			Kayder padded over to her, his huge head level with the girl’s. He licked her face.

			“Ah. News of your family. Tell us, Nala,” Esonta prompted.

			“Your family, Nightspi—Miss Amara. Your family is alive and safe from the purge.”

			“All of them?” Amara asked, daring to hope.

			Nala nodded excitedly. “I’m not certain. The king executed some prisoners, but your family was moved to other quarters.”

			Amara left her stool and hugged the small girl. Finally, some good news. She couldn’t wait to see them, to apologize for what she’d put them through, to introduce them to her friends.

			She took Nala’s hands into hers. “Thank you for telling me, Nala. Do you know where in the palace?”

			“Umm. I hadn’t heard of it before.” She squeezed her eyes tight. “What was it again?”

			Amara smiled patiently.

			Nala’s face compressed in concentration, her lips parted, the name barely evading her. Then the joy of pleasing her hero filled her small face, and she opened her eyes wide. “Something called Tetse?”
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			Kahli

			CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT

			The windowless mausoleum had few pieces of furniture, but its stone sparseness was comforting. It reminded Kahli of Talos. She sat on a large, faded pillow she shared with Amara. Their hands nearly touched. She’d stayed close after hearing the panic in Amara’s voice about her parents’ safety.

			Raik’s attempts at calming Amara only made it worse. He was thankfully quiet now, seated on another pillow across from them. He sipped a blackened rice lager one of Esonta’s associates had given him.

			An hour had passed since they’d entered Esonta’s dead city. Kahli and Raik had been fed and clothed but were made to wait while Amara caught up with her mentor. Esonta’s spies seemed to worship Amara—Kahli couldn’t blame them for that—and were more than happy to relate information to them while they waited. Sadly, most tales were of the horror of the purge and confirmed Sir Roshan’s return to Cresia. Given how concerned Amara was about her parents, Kahli decided not to bring that up.

			Instead, with them together, she focused on the future. “What’s the p-plan?”

			Raik took a long pull from his cup but didn’t speak.

			Amara glared at his silence. “Only two impossible things. Save my parents and take the Ivory King’s runes before the Walker and the Sticks get here—”

			“Could be a matter of hours,” Raik said. “Most of the palace guards have been pulled, along with the rest of the army, to intercept Norys’s advance.”

			Kahli still couldn’t believe their actions had kicked off a potential war, but she contained that thought and nodded.

			Raik continued, “Against us—we have no idea how close the Walker is. The king doesn’t even know of his betrayal and will welcome him. If he gets here first, he can walk in the front doors and grab the runes, and then the only defense we have against the Sticks will be gone.”

			“C-concentrate on one problem at a t-time. Rescue your parents first. Igno—l-let the runes rot until after.”

			“I’m not sure we have time,” Raik said.

			Amara sat straighter. “Fine, then. Reveal your secret plan. You must have one.”

			The smuggler—the ex-butcher, the ex-tyrant, and now her ally—aggressively wiped the froth from his beard and rubbed his chin. “We go in through the Tiger’s Cross, the rune knights’ barracks. My guess is it’ll be close to empty, given the purge and Duraktapur marching to the borders.”

			The Tiger’s Cross stood half a league from the palace.

			“P-passageways?”

			“Yes. The corridors between the palace and the Cross are a maze. But the kid mapped them. We made a safe house in an old part of those barracks. Kirin was so excited to steal the sun from right under their noses.” His voice drifted off; his expression shadowed with turmoil.

			“Are there ways to the prison from there?” Amara asked, desperation seeping into her voice.

			Raik nodded. “Yeah. The throne room too. The kid and I had a whole plan to give some great thief”—he shot a guilty grimace at Amara—“a crack at the safe in the spire. The kid ran down to the prison a few times in case we had to break our thief out of the palace prisons instead of Revard Zol. It’s a good way in.”

			Kahli turned to Amara. “And you can p-pick the spire’s s-safe?”

			Amara nodded. “I can do it. But . . .”

			“Y-your family,” Kahli completed.

			Amara forked her fingers through her hair. “The torturer the king has given my family to, Kahli. His name is Tetse. You wouldn’t believe . . .”

			Kahli didn’t hear the rest. She felt like she’d been smacked by the flat of a practice sword.

			“T-Tetse,” she whispered, her mind racing. “Is at Revard Zol P-Prison.”

			Amara shook her head. “The Ivory King brought him to the palace. Because of me. Do you know of him?”

			Kahli swallowed. Her scars flared.

			The last words the First spoke in the Circle of Judgment echoed in her mind. You are the lowest. A bloodsucker to be loathed and swatted away. I name you Tetse.

			“He’s . . . he’s the S-Second,” Kahli managed.

			Amara frowned. “The one that gave you the scars and killed . . .”

			Kahli nodded.

			Raik said, “I’m missing something.”

			Kahli tilted her head, stretching her neck. She was twice the killer he would remember her as. And there would be no warped Kithkarnin justice to protect him.

			“W-we will kill him. Free your f-family. Together.”

			Amara’s face was solemn as she nodded. “Yes. Then the runes.”

			A warmth passed through Kahli. It wasn’t from the anticipation of killing the Second either. Amara’s trust. That was worth more than any rank she could have achieved in the Kithkarnin and more satisfying than a chance at revenge.

			“That’s settled,” Amara said, then looked to Raik. “Are you coming with us?”

			Raik took another pull from his lager. “No. I’ll handle distractions. You’ll want the throne room empty by the time you’re ready to tackle the Sky Spire.”

			Amara arched her eyebrows. “And how will you do that?”

			Raik lowered the cup and squinted. The concern that had been on his face shifted. Hardened. “I’ll find a way.”

			Kahli knew that look all too well. Violence. But she said nothing.

			Amara broke the silence. “First thing is getting into the barracks then?”

			Kahli had been in and out of barracks and official buildings many times, the last time in Jharwada. “S-servants,” she said.

			Amara squeezed her hand. “Esonta can get us uniforms.”

			**********

			The woman that entered the tomb was a sight to behold. She was about Amara’s height and had the same jet-black hair, but that was the end of the similarities. She was roughly ten years older, and her curvaceous frame filled her purple and white one-piece sarong. A coconut scent surrounded her, and standing alertly at her side was the largest mastiff Kahli had ever seen. All that before even considering the strange painted eyes on her blindfold or her bangle-laden arms, which held a bundle of servant’s clothing.

			Raik scrambled to his feet as she entered. “This is your teacher?” he asked Amara out of the side of his mouth.

			“This is Esonta Golem. Queen of thieves and, yes, my teacher.”

			Esonta nodded in the direction of Amara’s voice but walked with a confident sway toward Raik, the dog’s massive muzzle leading by a step. Kahli couldn’t decide if the hound was there for intimidation or guidance. Probably both.

			“Teacher, this is . . .” Amara said. “I don’t know anymore. The Red Coyote.”

			The woman stood in front of Raik, then snapped and pointed to the ground. The dog sat. She set the clothing next to him.

			“I know that name,” she said in a soft voice and reached a hand toward his face. “Can I touch you?”

			Raik flushed a little and, for the first time since Duraktapur, gave a half-smile. “Uh, yes.”

			The silver bangles on Esonta’s arms clinked as she ran a hand across Raik’s beard and lips. Her fingers brushed the bridge of his nose and rose up to his brow. “You are pretty,” she said.

			Amara frowned and cleared her throat at that, but the woman continued undeterred. “May I take your hands?”

			Kahli cocked her head as Raik’s half-smile spread to full.

			“Yes.” He presented them.

			“I see,” said Esonta Golem, turning Raik’s hands gently over in her own.

			A moment of silence crossed between them.

			“Strong yet sad. Just how I like my men. You feel better now, don’t you?”

			Raik looked down at his hands as she released them. Then he blinked as if waking from a dream to find it come to life. “I suppose so. Yes.”

			Esonta’s heart-shaped face turned up in a sultry smirk. “Three times you’ve said yes, and I only managed to steal a touch of your hands and face. Imagine if I—”

			Amara coughed.

			Esonta gave a soft laugh and pulled away, turning her painted eyes toward Kahli.

			“N-no. N-not me.”

			The woman ignored her protest and snapped her fingers, and the mastiff moved to its feet and guided Esonta to Kahli.

			Kahli looked around for help, but Raik was grinning like an idiot, and Amara seemed relieved yet nervous at the same time.

			“Teacher, this is Kahli Mahanta.”

			Kahli’s skin tingled.

			There was a tranquil smile on the woman’s face, so Kahli sighed and offered her hands. A strange, reflective peace fell over her as Esonta gently probed her hands.

			“I see.  A rising dawn to match your night.”

			Kahli felt both sad and relieved when the woman dropped her hands and gave her a wide, friendly smile. “I am happy you found each other.”

			She waved toward the servant’s clothing she’d brought. “I wish you luck.”

			Then she took a coin from her wrap and flipped it toward Amara. “Remember, you cannot separate the sides from the coin, Amara of night.” With that, she sauntered out of the tomb, the smell of coconut oil and herbs trailing behind her.

			**********

			It was dusk, and the sand-speckled streets were quiet around the barracks, which was why they’d chosen this time. Kahli wasn’t surprised, considering the coming war and the chaos of an attempted coup. It would be a wonder if there were any guards posted.

			But there was. One, to be precise.

			Dressed in the blue pantaloons with the black sash of the Cresian guard, he stood rigidly at the entrance to one of the four massive wings of the Tiger’s Cross. Showing them on a map, Raik noted how the sprawling “X” footprint gave the knights access to all Cresia’s directional gates.

			Seeing the span of it marked on paper was one thing; walking toward the monolithic entrance, quite another.

			Kahli had infiltrated many buildings before. But this one—ten stories of stone, windows barred with iron rods, and a heavy banded set of doors as the only entrance—made her nervous.

			Looking at Amara only heightened those fears, but she couldn’t help herself.

			Amara’s black hair was loosely tied atop her head, with a thick strand running down her shoulder. She wore a servant’s dark cotton wrap that fit loosely around her thin body, giving glimpses of her sharp collarbone beneath. In her hands was a black flask, full of red wine. Kahli found her stunning.

			“Ready?” said Raik as the guard’s attention turned toward them.

			Kahli made sure the qolas and darts she’d acquired from Esonta’s people were easily accessible under her own servant’s wrap and nodded. 

			She followed Raik toward the guard, while Amara held back, scanning the streets behind them for threats.

			“I didn’t hear of more help tonight,” said the guard. 

			“Yes indeed,” Raik said, grinning in the light of a lantern above the entrance. “We were asked to come. For Sir Roshan’s return dinner celebration.” 

			The guard’s eyes darted between them. “That’s tonight?” 

			“I’m not sure if it’s public knowledge yet. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to say?” Raik asked.

			The guard tilted his head and furrowed his brow. “Who exactly sent for you—”

			Amara’s voice cut him off. “All clear.”

			Raik punched the guard in the stomach. As he doubled over, Kahli stepped in and jammed a dart into the base of his neck.

			Raik caught him before he could fall. He shook his head in mock admonishment as he set him beside the door. “Who would celebrate Sir Roshan’s return?”

			Amara approached with her flask. She dumped dark red wine on his clothes and set the flask in his slack hands.

			“That was the hard part.” Raik pulled the door to the Tiger’s Cross open.

			Led by his confident stride, they crossed into the heart of the building.

			The hallway was wide enough for twenty men and adorned every fifty feet by massive banners marked with the double crescent tusks of the Ivory Empire. The floors were rough limestone and swept clean of any sand from outside. From the scuffs and wear, this was clearly a hall for drills, not for welcoming guests.

			Despite being at war and the chaos of the king’s purge, there was still activity. They walked past pungent camel-grooms, a bare-chested Tireen blacksmith, and even a pair of Pirathi priests with eyes encircled by tattoos. All of them too obsessed with their duties to worry about a few new servants.

			Amara took in the arched ceilings with the same appraising look Kahli might have given a weapon.

			Through a side door, they left the grand hallway. Raik led them through branching corridors, down flights of stairs, and wound them into an older section of the building—where the stone was darker and the halls sparsely furnished. There were no other people, but displayed on podiums recessed into the walls were antique weapons and various elephant sculptures.

			As they approached a set of well-worn doors, Raik turned and gave a satisfied smirk. “This is it.” 

			It was impressive to Kahli, how well this plan had worked to this point.

			And so, her wave of disappointment was all the greater when they opened the doors to a pair of frowning men. Half-armored and playing rackna at a teak table. Rune knights.
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			Raik

			CHAPTER THIRTY NINE

			“Three hells,” Raik murmured, staring at the knights.

			One was clean-shaven, the other with a chest-length black goatee. They stood at once, knocking their table over and sending rackna dice tumbling across the marble floor.

			The clean-shaven one wore a sword sheathed at his side; the other had already drawn his weapon, a rod, like the one the Walker had given Amara.

			“Sorry. Wrong room,” Raik said. He kept his voice fluid and relaxed.

			Behind him, Kahli positioned herself between the danger and Amara. Raik shot her a quick calming glance.

			Then he raised his hands. “Sorry, sorry. We got lost—”

			“Well, now you’re fucking found. Get in here,” said the second knight.

			Raik took a quick breath. He glanced back to his friends and stepped forward.

			Kahli whispered, “Ch-charge the one with the s-sword. Wh-when I say.”

			“Wait,” Raik hissed as they fully entered the room. There might be a way out of this that didn’t end in their deaths.

			“Names?” The knight’s voice echoed into the open second level.

			The shorter, bearded knight stormed around them and slammed the doors shut.

			So much for running.

			Raik scanned the room for weapons, exits, and distractions. The upper mezzanine creaked where he and the kid had collected a stash of weaponry. Maybe he could talk his way up there?

			The knight behind them pointed to Kahli. “Wait. This one. The veil. It’s the king’s Kithkarnin dress-up toy. I saw her before she went off with the Walker.”

			“That so?” the other one said.

			They both laughed.

			The clean-shaven knight reached for his sword. “The king’s words were ‘take no chances,’ right?”

			Raik would have to charge him. Depending on how the knight drew his blade, Raik would grab for the weapon. It wouldn’t work, of course. Not against a rune knight—half-armored or not. Maybe he could entangle the man briefly and create a bit of chaos before he was cut down. Maybe that would give his friends enough time to escape.

			Not much of a plan, but it was all he had.

			“Run!” he yelled and rushed forward. Watching the knight pull his blade, Raik tried to gauge if the man would rear back or thrust forward.

			But the knight did neither. Instead, there was a sound.

			THSSSST.

			The knight gasped as an arrow buried itself in his eye socket. He released his sword, screaming in pain, and instinctively clutching at the projectile protruding from his face.

			Raik snatched the sword before it fell and slammed the flat of it across the knight’s head, knocking him unconscious.

			He spun to face the remaining knight.

			The man was clearly confused and out of his depth. His eyes darted between the three of them like a caged animal, his rune rod held at his side.

			“One chance. Drop it,” Raik said.

			The knight appraised his fallen comrade. His gaze turned to follow the arrow’s trajectory from the mezzanine above.

			THSSSST.

			The arrow punctured the knight’s thigh. He grunted, dropping to a knee and holding his rod up to defend himself from Raik.

			Wrong choice.

			Kahli delivered a savage knee to his head from the other side. He fell over, unconscious, before he hit the ground.

			Raik glanced quickly at his friends. They were breathing heavily, spattered by a bit of blood, but unscratched and unharmed. He rushed to the fallen knights, quickly removing five runes from their weapons and armor. They wouldn’t be getting up any time soon.

			He called up into the mezzanine. “I said he had one chance.”

			“That’s why I shot him in the thigh,” Kirin replied.

			**********

			A moment later, the kid was in the main dining level. His hair was a mess, but the grin on his face said he was healthy. Raik willed a serious expression onto his own features and held back the desire to hug the boy.

			“Next time, shoot sooner?” Raik asked, his heart still beating hard.

			The kid’s grin grew.

			“H-how are you here?” Kahli asked.

			“Duraktapur’s knights hauled me through Mazstik. We ran into a Stick hunting party. They wanted to fight. I decided to run.”

			“And you came here?” asked Amara.

			“At first, I went after the Cowl, but then—”

			“The Cowl of Man? The gang?” Amara interrupted.

			“Yeah. I had a score to settle. The purge sent them into hiding. I started hunting them. But then I heard about this Harkan business and your escape.” He shrugged. “This was our safe house. Apparently, the knights recently found it and started using it as a gambling den. I figured Raik would come back since we planned a whole heist from here, and before the knights cleaned it out, it was loaded with supplies.” He pointed to the level above, then shot Raik a smile.

			“Living friends are better than dead enemies. That’s what you were trying to teach me before Duraktapur, right, Raik?”

			Good kid. Smart kid. But Raik made his face more serious still. “Kirin, I told you the time would come when you no longer have to call me master.”

			The kid’s grin faded, but Raik’s bloomed.

			“That time is now.” Raik wrapped his arms around his former apprentice—now his friend—and hugged him. “I’m so sorry. Thank you, Kirin.”

			Raik released the boy, and for once, the kid’s smile was completely genuine. Not a trace of sarcasm.

			The guilt tugging at Raik was overwhelming. “Truly, Kirin. What I did back in Dur—”

			The kid cut him off. “You saved me from the Cowl once. Let’s call it even.”

			Raik wished everyone forgave that easily. He turned to Amara. “Kirin will show you into the palace. Take this.” He picked up the rune rod from the fallen knight and replaced the rune he’d taken from it. “You never know what you’ll run into. Hopefully, I’ll make a big enough distraction that you won’t have to worry.”

			Amara nodded. “Then it’s time to get my family.”

			Kahli walked over and clasped her shoulder. “L-lets go.”

			“Be careful,” he said to them.

			Amara gave the slightest of nods, and Kahli responded, “Y-you too.”

			The kid walked them up to the mezzanine, saying his goodbyes at the top of the stairs.

			Raik watched them go before gathering the dead knight’s rune sword and chestplate. The blade was sharp, and the armor’s Turn was well-oiled.

			He rubbed his beard and took a long breath before putting them on.

			No runes in them—but he’d need to look the part if his distraction was going to work.

			The kid returned with a smirk on his face. “So,” he said tentatively. “Were you really Harkan?”

			Raik sighed, looking at the little rune in his hands. “Once. Not anymore. I promise.”

			“Good,” Kirin said. “Then I have one more surprise for you.”

			Raik quirked his head.

			He followed the kid to the second floor and over to a door. The kid grabbed a torch mounted on the wall and pressed against the stone. The wall gave way, revealing a storage room. It was stuffed with old, broken teak furniture, piles of rags, and—sitting on a worn table, flickering in the torchlight—a helm. His helm. The one he’d screamed down the walls of Returk and killed hundreds with.

			“The Ivory King’s taken to putting this thing on when he visits the barracks. I nicked it when I found out who you were. They’ve tried looking for it—he’s angry it’s been lost—but they’re busy with their purges and wars now.”

			Raik walked over and inspected the helmet. It was unlike any other metal. Forged by the great artist Solars from a combination of gold, silver, and a hint of platinum. His—Harkan’s—prized possession.

			It was strange as helmets went, offering almost no protection to the eyes and nose. However, a slatted mouthguard covered the entire bottom, which was where its true power lay.

			This close, the sharp, signature smell of the alloy filled his nostrils. Raik gagged on the memories that it triggered. How many ears bled when he used this helm? How many walls crumbled and how many lives wasted?

			And he was the only one who could use it. It was crafted for him alone and set to the timbre of his voice—Harkan’s voice. When the Turn was active, the mouthguard vibrated and amplified his voice. Through those slats, his words had the destructive power of a god.

			The kid came up beside him and pressed open the circular Turn on the side of the helmet. “This could come in handy, right?”

			Raik turned away, fighting the bile rising in his throat.

			“I. I can’t, kid.”

			“It’s just a backup plan. I’ll hang on to it, and only if we need it for whatever you have planned. Fair?”

			Raik barely nodded. The kid popped a rune into the Turn and then scooped up the helm.

			“Kirin, I’m not sure I can ask anything more of you.”

			The kid clasped his armored shoulder. “You’re not sending me away again. I’m with you. I know you have a plan.”

			“I do,” Raik said.

			“The usual, then? Sharp words and sharper weapons.”

			“Something like that.”

			“And where are they pointed?”

			“Front doors of the Ivory Palace.”

			Kirin nodded.

			**********

			Raik and Kirin marched through the outer gates into the sprawling courtyard entrance of the palace. White walls rose high around them—the ornamental elephants carved into their peaks casting long shadows in the full light of the moons.

			At the courtyard’s far end, two palace sentries stood atop a long stone staircase. Behind them were wooden doors that led into the throne room and the Sky Spire. And on either side of the stairs were thirty-foot tall statues. One was of Revard Zol. The other was of him—of Harkan.

			The purge ended the usual flurry of commerce in the city, and this palm-lined courtyard—usually filled with camels, carriages, and couriers even at night—was quiet as a robbed grave.

			The only ones left, these sentries, were clearly surprised to see a half-dressed rune knight and his squire walking toward them.

			“What business?” one of them called out gruffly.

			Raik strode on with arrogant purpose. All he needed was for these men to remain passive until they were within reach of the kid’s bow. He gave the sentry a hard stare as he reached the base of the stairs.

			The man scowled and shook his head. “Halt. Who are you? The king wants no interruptions this evening.”

			The kid coughed to signal they’d hit the range of his bow, and Raik halted.

			He took a breath, building his nerve. Pulling his sword from its scabbard, he gestured to the statue of himself. “I am Harkan. And I don’t give a fuck what the king wants.”

			Then he sprinted toward the men.

			THSSSST.

			THSSSST.

			Two arrows flew over his shoulder as he bounded up the stairs.

			The first sentry struggled with an arrow stuck in the shoulder joint of his armor. Raik hit him in the face with the pommel of his sword. The blow shattered the man’s jaw and sent him sprawling off the edge of the staircase.

			The other sentry had ducked the kid’s first arrow. Raik raised his blade just in time to block his overhead swing. As the man steadied himself for another attack, an arrow struck his thigh. He winced, and Raik capitalized—swiping his sword away and then smacking him across the head, with the flat of his blade, on the backhand follow-up.

			Resetting, Raik checked over his shoulder. Kirin had an arrow knocked and was scanning the courtyard.

			“Not much resistance—we’re clear,” the kid shouted.

			Raik nodded. He tried the doors. They rattled, but before he could kick them in, he heard the thump of a bar being set on the other side.

			“Better ideas?” Kirin yelled.

			Raik frowned, trying to come up with one that didn’t include using Harkan’s tactics or killing. They could backtrack, go through the passageways they’d sent Amara down, and surprise the Ivory King. They might have enough time.

			But not quite.

			He knew one other way but couldn’t bring himself to it.

			Kirin was too quick to miss it, though. “Wait. The helm, right?”

			Raik squeezed his eyes tight before glancing at his statue. Yes, he might need runes to fight whatever entourage guarded the king. But the helm? No. That was a leap too far. Actions meant more than words.

			“I can’t,” he said.

			Then there was chittering and regal voice from the other side of the door. “No. I must see this. Let him come.”

			There was a shake as the bar was removed from the doors, and they swung open—the servants who opened them scurrying away.

			Raik peered deep inside the room, up the long, carpeted aisle, to the throne.

			King Tiraj IV sat, magnificent in the swirl of dancing moonlight that shined down from the Sky Spire. A man and a god. He looked unperturbed by their violent entrance.

			“Harkan?” the king said. His voice echoed up the Sky Spire and spread around the room like a swarm. He had a bemused look on his regal brown face.

			“Once,” Raik replied.

			The king stood, and three rune knights moved in front of him. They pulled their swords and marched toward Raik and the kid.

			“You and a boy think to challenge me? You want to take my throne and my runes for yourself, Harkan? I worshipped you once, but your time is long past. You’re just another traitor for me to bury.” The Ivory King’s voice washed out into the courtyard.

			Raik backed down the stairs, drawing the fight away from the Sky Spire and, hopefully, Amara.

			“Just a tool,” he whispered to himself as he slid runes into his armor and sword.

			Behind him, the kid nocked an arrow.

			Raik held his blade high, letting the sheen of the sharpened edge catch the moonlight.

			“Keep the throne and the runes, Holiness. I’m a simple man—I just want your head.”
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			Kahli

			CHAPTER FORTY

			Moments after stepping from the passageway Kirin had shown them, Kahli and Amara skulked through the halls of the Ivory Palace.

			The vast, candlelit corridors were quiet, though not completely unoccupied this time of night. Though most of the men-at-arms were missing—Kahli guessed they’d been drafted for the impending war with Duraktapur or perhaps stationed in the city because of the purge—quite a few servants and scribes walked through the palace. Their presence forced Kahli and Amara to a slow and cautious creep between nooks and shadows.

			They slipped past the entrances to the dining hall, by the Jaru-themed practice room where Amara first used the rune rod, and finally by the chapel where Kahli had spoken with the Old Walker.

			They ducked into it for a moment to avoid a passing pair of silk-dressed servants. After the knights had recognized Kahli, they couldn’t rely only on their disguises.

			Just inside the entrance, Kahli eyed the bound copy of Pirathi’s Path resting on the altar. She couldn’t help but think about how long she spent studying The Book of Kith. And then, with a glance back at Amara, she realized how absurd it was to believe that knowledge of the Divine could come from any book.

			“How much farther?” Amara whispered as she caught Kahli’s glance. The anxiety in her voice made Kahli wince. She instinctively reached out for Amara’s hand.

			“We’re c-close.”

			Just then, a bell tolled. It wasn’t announcing the passage of time or signaling a movement like the sluice gates back in Duraktapur. Instead, it was an urgent, nagging call of alarm.

			Kahli nodded and gave a half-smile as Amara whispered, “Raik.”

			The bell chimed a few more times, and a lone guard ran through the corridor, past the chapel, and toward the throne room. Kahli imagined that prior to the purge, he would have been one of fifty.

			The two women crept out of the chapel, and aside from one close call with a passing scribe, they made it to the wide marble staircase leading to the royal cells.

			Kahli took the steps two at a time, descending quickly into the bowels of the palace. Amara trailed behind her.

			The stairs spilled out onto a tiled floor where wall-mounted torches became the only islands of light in a sea of darkness. This stretched along a windowless corridor marked only by the occasional metal door.

			The Duraktapur holding cells had been damp, dark, and dirty. These, instead, were bleached, manicured, and clean. Free of mice or insects.

			Free of life.

			“Where are the prisoners? The guards?” Amara’s voice was straining with concern.

			“I don’t know. But the n-noble ones, like your f-family, will be in the we-western wing.”

			Amara took a breath and nodded.

			They jogged through the eerily empty hall, turned a corner, and were met with a gruesome sight.

			A guard was slumped against the wall, his tunic soaked in blood, a ragged slash across his neck.

			Two feet beyond him was a thick, riveted iron door. Open.

			Amara swallowed.

			Kahli caught Amara’s arm before she plunged through the door.

			“C-calm. Slow,” she said.

			The stench of death hung in the hallway as they entered.

			It was hard to tell the length of this wing. After about sixty feet, some of the torches had been extinguished. Kahli guessed it ran about a hundred feet, with five twenty-by-twenty cells running down the sides.

			All the cells’ iron-barred doors were open, and there was a frantic panting breath coming from inside one of them a little farther ahead.

			Calm and slow, they crept.

			The first cell to their left was empty. When they turned to the cell on their right, Amara gave a sharp inhale, and Kahli barely contained a gag. The body of a woman lay there, her intestines pulled out and strewn around her in strands, like an unwoven rug.

			Mercifully, she was dead.

			As they moved on, motion in her periphery caught Kahli’s eye. She dropped into a fighting stance. Something was in the next cell, hanging from the ceiling, swinging in and out of the torchlight.

			She took a cautious step forward and saw it was another prisoner, suspended on a double-pronged hook impaled through his shoulder blades. His shallow breath came in a stabbing staccato rhythm.

			“B’sashti,” Amara whispered beside her.

			His mouth was stained with blood, and his torn-out tongue lay in a dark puddle on the ground. He stared with bloodshot eyes at Kahli. Pleading.

			Kahli took out her blowgun. She didn’t hesitate.

			As the man took his last shuddering breath, Amara began to tremble. “My family, Kahli. Where are they?” She said, her voice cracking.

			One cell further, there was an answer. A young tenor voice. “Amara?!”

			“Veer?” Amara called, running to the cell.

			Kahli scanned the darkness ahead but followed her to the cell entrance.

			There, unmistakably, was Amara’s brother. Maybe a year younger than Kirin, he had a much larger frame, amber-colored eyes, and thick black hair like his sister. He huddled in the back of the shallowed cell, hugging his legs.

			He had a mad look about him. Streaks of dirt, blood, and tears covered his face. There were scabs on his neck and arms; he stared into the hallway with fear.

			“Amara,” he whimpered.

			“Veer. Where’s mother and father?” she asked, rushing toward him.

			The boy’s expression flickered with rage.

			“You did this to us.” He rocked involuntarily. “And . . . he’s still here.”

			“Who?” Amara asked.

			As if in answer, from behind them in the dark recesses of the hallway, a deep, mocking laugh filled the chamber.

			“Kahli?” Amara said, wrapping a protective arm around her brother.

			“I h-have this.”

			Kahli strode out of the cell and into the hallway.

			“I know your smell,” the gravelly voice echoed from the darkness.

			“Tetse,” Kahli hissed.

			Then a shaggy, dark figure slid out from a cell two up from where Kahli stood.

			His crudely sharpened teeth reflected the torchlight. A barrel-chested devil wearing a bloodstained smock. He wielded two rusty daggers held in opposition—one blade pointed up, the other down. He licked his filthy lips as he stalked toward her.

			Kahli raised the blowgun to her lips. It was impossible to miss at this range. The dart flew from the gun, lodging itself in the leathery skin of his shoulder.

			A clean hit, but he barely flinched.

			Instead, he plucked the dart out. He sniffed at it like a delicacy, then put his mouth to the wound on his shoulder. He smiled wide, his tongue smearing the yellow liquid across his sharpened teeth.

			Kahli grimaced. She should have guessed Tetse built an immunity to devlin.

			“After all these years. Good to see you. Would you like a kiss?” he said.

			Clenching her jaw in revulsion, Kahli spun her qolas. She crouched into a fighting stance and slid to the middle of the hallway. She didn’t want the cell bars to entangle her weapon.

			“Is this your new friend?” He looked over to Amara, who was trembling as she pulled the iron-barred door to her brother’s cell closed—a barrier between them and Tetse. “How many of your little friends do I have to smash to teach you—”

			Kahli’s qolas hissed out. He was too far away to hit, but at least it shut him up before she snapped it back to her hand.

			Tetse’s head cocked slightly, a predator’s quirk. He nodded at her and then charged. Fast and low.

			Kahli stayed on the balls of her feet, stepping lightly into the charge. Her qolas hissed out again, this time well in range to meet his throat.

			Tetse casually swatted the bladed edge away with one dagger and plunged toward her with the other. In a panic, Kahli sidestepped. She stretched the chain taunt like a staff to deflect the attack. She blocked his right-hand dagger, but the left pierced her forearm just below the elbow.

			Kahli skipped back, gritting away the pain.

			She noted the skill of his left-hand attack and circled to the right. She whirled the qolas like a defensive shield in front of her.

			Tetse pressed in, undeterred.

			When she’d seen him as a teen, his power seemed unstoppable. Time and training had brought her to his equal in technique and accuracy, but his speed and strength still outpaced her.

			Each time she blocked one strike, another nicked her. Methodical. Relentless.

			Far too quickly, blood dripped from various wounds.

			She was tiring, and the devil seemed as fresh as the day he had crawled from hell.

			“Time to take your walk, sister. The Divine calls for you.” He giggled as he moved in for another attack.

			Master Tejas had said that beating this man was about experience, luck, and what she was willing to sacrifice. Experience was keeping her alive, barely, but she didn’t know what she could sacrifice other than her life.

			As Tetse lurched toward her, luck seemed to try its hand—he slipped on a smear of her blood on the floor.

			Kahli had her first opening. Her qolas cracked out, an extension of her rage. It bit into Tetse’s thick left calf.

			He didn’t murmur from the pain—but he did stumble.

			Kahli leaped forward, aiming her knee at his head.

			The devil jerked sideways, and her blow collided with his collarbone. She felt his shoulder buckle.

			Tetse grunted. He rolled with the hit and came up on his other knee. He jabbed with his dagger, catching Kahli deep under her ribs before twisting it free.

			Pain tore through her. But she suppressed it. She skipped back and spun her qolas defensively with one hand while her other pressed against the wound.

			Tetse’s mouth spread in a horrid smile, amusement and glee framing his black eyes. The same look he’d had when he killed Hayanna. He extended his dagger toward her. “So much potential in you, girl. Now I take you for your walk—”

			“You’ve t-taken enough!” Kahli screamed. Blood roared in her ears. Rage for Hayanna’s death flooded through her stronger than the Great Serpent, deeper than Duraktapur’s cellars.

			The qolas chain whipped out, coiling around his arm. She yanked him toward her. Spinning on her rear foot, she launched a kick into his chest. As he flew back, she jerked the chain again, popping his wrist from its joint.

			Tetse dropped one dagger but managed to slash her across the stomach with the other as he backed toward the iron-barred door of Amara’s brother’s cell.

			He tipped his chin to her in a condescending compliment of her attack.

			He stood tall, his perverse smile oozing confidence as he appraised her.

			“I am too much for you alone. I always have been.”

			He knew it.

			She knew it.

			But Kahli wasn’t alone.

			Amara reached between the bars of the door and grabbed the monster by his shaggy hair, pulling him off balance.

			Kahli pounced. She snapped the qolas blade to her hand, reversed her grip, and stabbed into his midsection three times.

			The first for herself.

			The second for Amara and her family.

			And with a scream—the third, blood-covered strike for Hayanna.

			Tetse recoiled, and Kahli sank to her knees, exhausted from the effort and blood loss.

			The dark man stumbled back against the cell bars, and Amara wrapped her forearm around his neck. Using the bars for leverage, she squeezed with all her might to finish the devil.

			Tetse’s eyes bulged for a heartbeat, but then, in spite of his wounds and pain, he relaxed. He tucked his chin and slid out.

			He spun and punched Amara in the throat. She fell back into the cell, gasping.

			Tetse lurched away toward the recesses of the darkened corridor, one hand covering his belly wounds.

			Kahli hauled herself to standing. The qolas was warm and wet in her grasp. Her wounded enemy had his back turned to her, an opening every Kithkarnin exploited.

			But for once, Kahli hesitated. She could kill Tetse or check if Amara was injured.

			There was no decision.

			She pulled the door open, grateful it was unlocked, and plunged into the cell. Amara was holding her throat, her mouth and eyes wide.

			As Kahli reached to help her from the ground, she heard Tetse’s ragged breath behind her and felt his dagger punch deep into her back.

			Kahli screamed and spun out of instinct, dislodging the dagger. She lashed out at Tetse with an elbow. It smashed through his temple, caving the bone into his eye socket.

			His head reeled back, and Kahli rammed the blade of her qolas into his neck, just below the ear.

			“T-take your walk to hell.”

			Tetse swayed, eyes black and wide with a bottomless fear. He backpedaled, sagging like a branch weighed down by rotten fruit. One hand frantically grasped at his neck while the other fought to keep his leaking guts in place. His mouth worked to speak, but nothing came out. His dark complexion turned paler and paler. One foot tripped over the other, and he collapsed. His body twitched and shuddered as he lay on the edge of darkness. And then he grew still.

			Kahli coughed out bloody froth. She put her hands on her knees and tried to relax. Each breath was a wheezing mess.

			She glanced at Tetse’s corpse, then collapsed.

			She would join him soon, her own death drawing closer with each crackling inhale.

			Amara grabbed her hand.

			“Kahli! Wait, wait. Keep your eyes open.”

			Kahli blinked.

			Amara was speaking, but it was hard to focus on her words. Kahli took a bubbling breath and focused on her face. By the Divine, how beautiful. Kahli closed her eyes and smiled.

			“Kahli,” Amara pleaded.

			Amara’s traumatized brother was on Kahli’s other side now. He was pressing at the wound in her side.

			Amara was speaking quickly, and it was hard to follow.

			“. . . hold it to her until it dims. It won’t be enough but . . .”

			A light, warm feeling filled the wound on Kahli’s back. 

			“ . . . bring her to the throne room . . . Do you understand? Kahli, just stay awake.”

			Kahli fought the urge to sleep. She tried smiling at Amara and nodding her head as much as she could manage. 

			She tried to give Amara hope for a plan that Kahli knew was hopeless.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER FORTY ONE

			Amara’s head buzzed as she approached the doors leading into the throne room. She’d snuck as quickly through the palace as she dared, while her mind churned between a desperate need for runes for Kahli and reflection on her own actions against Tetse.

			She could still feel the oil from his greasy hair on her hands. Could almost smell the vinegar tinge of his sweat from when she’d coiled her arm around his neck.

			She’d taken action. Like the nightspirit always wanted.

			She missed the nightspirit now and couldn’t help but think that Esonta was right—they were like two sides of a coin.

			Vãnavas.

			She pushed through the doors and entered the east end of the massive chamber. She paused for a moment, taking in the blistering white grandness expanding before her and, more importantly, looking for witnesses.

			There were none.

			Her footsteps echoed to the tiled ceiling as she sprinted in a direct line to the stairs on the far west. She paused for a moment at the raised dais in the center, remembering the last time she’d been here—when the king revealed Tetse to her.

			She glanced to the colossal main entrance doors where the monster entered. They were wide open, and it sounded like there was fighting in the courtyard.

			Raik.

			She forced herself not to spare him a worry. Her goal was somewhere atop the wrought iron steps that rose in treacherous switchbacks up the western wall of the spire. They were another reason the spire safe was considered so secure: no one could bound up those stairs unnoticed.

			Though, that assumption rested on the throne room never being empty.

			She took the first five flights at a run. At the sixth, the whole structure wobbled and creaked, slowing her.

			Many of the bolts affixing the stairs to the spire hung loose and useless in cracked holes. It was strange for it to be in such disrepair.

			Amara tried another two-step leap, and the metal stair lurched down an inch. She froze with the memory of falling in Duraktapur. She wrapped a tight grip around the handrails and squeezed away the fear, forcing herself to breathe.

			Kahli needed her—needed the runes. She couldn’t wait. She had to act.

			She did. Ascending as fast as she could manage. Legs shaking with effort and fear.

			At halfway, she made out the glass floor of the Divine Library, where the safe was held. The rows of shelves stretched above it, spaced in a staggered pattern that allowed the light from the tip to pass perfectly between them. She pushed herself towards them.

			There was no door as she took the last leg-burning step. Only a threshold joint that creaked as she jumped across it to the glass floor.

			Her stomach gave a small lurch as she glanced at her feet and saw the tiled ceramic patterns on the marble floor so far below. One mistake with the lock and this whole level would break away—rapidly giving her a closer, and doubtlessly final, look at that floor.

			She distanced herself from the moonlight flooding the perimeter and slid in among the forest of tall shelves. The king—more likely, his predecessors—clearly had a love for collecting the written word. Bookshelves curved across a space as big as five of Esonta Golem’s tombs. The bindings on some were definitely Jaru. Amara imagined high scholars debating their religious hierarchy and philosophy among these shelves. But tonight, there was only the silent pleading of books wanting to be read.

			Amara stayed low, slipping slowly through the stacks. The small flare of light toward the northern wall drew her attention. She crept toward it.

			As she neared, she thought she caught a hint of rotted wood in the air. And maybe an echoing footstep? She stopped and cocked her head.

			There was the warm leather scent of the teak shelves and almond vanilla from the books, but no decay—and no other sounds.

			She steadied herself and made her way to the end of her stack. There, tight to the wall, was a gold-inlaid pedestal under a large glass fresco of an elephant rider.

			On top of the pedestal was the spire safe.

			The silver metal box was as wide as her arm span and covered in golden rivets, with a single keyhole on the front. It looked harmless enough. But if that lock was compromised, if one tumbler shifted out of sequence, if it was damaged or turned the wrong way . . . she glanced down and swallowed.

			The most dangerous lock to pick in all the Jeweled Lands. And she was alone to try it and desperate for its contents.

			She crept from the aisle, knelt down, and pulled free her picks. Esonta said it was better to think of seducing a lock rather than picking it. A gentle coax and a soft touch were half the game.

			Amara steadied herself and leaned in close to the mouth of the lock. “Well now, beautiful,” she whispered to it. “Whatever shall I do with—”

			She stopped and blinked.

			The lock was open. She stood up and looked inside. A single rune was there . . . but nothing else.

			“Oh, my dear, my dear,” came a mocking voice.

			She spun to see the Old Walker, one hand smoothing his ever-curling eyebrow hair, the other holding a bulging red velvet bag. Hulking next to him, head reaching above the bookshelves, was a Stick. It had two sets of arms that were in constant motion as it picked loose flecks from its charred barkskin. Its face was somewhat human, but the eyes were red like a firebrand. A female.

			“How fortunate this has all been,” the Walker said, shaking the pouch. “First, you drop Norys’s runes into my hands. This time, you distracted the king enough for me just to stroll up here and take them. Fortunate indeed.”

			He looked from the bag in his hands to the giant Stick next to him. His long curling eyebrows furrowing in mock concern. “Though, I suppose, not so much for you.”
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			Raik

			CHAPTER FORTY TWO

			The Ivory King, Saint Tiraj, the fourth of his name, stood in the archway of the double doors to his palace. His vestments of white and gold, the dual crescents of his empire embroidered on his chest, were still pristine and untouched. With contemptuous eyes, he surveyed his defeated rune knights, who lay bloody and beaten.

			Raik wasn’t doing much better.

			Three rune knights, trained with bastardized versions of his own methods, made for an exhausting fight. Especially when he was years out of practice, they’d almost been too much for him and Kirin.

			One of the knights still twitched. Even with five arrows in him and half an arm hacked off.

			Raik was bent over and heaving. His throat was raw, and his limbs burned. He leaned against two rune swords—one he’d brought, the other taken from a defeated knight. The kid stood about thirty paces to his right. Raik gave him an exhausted nod, confirming he was able to continue, then forced himself to look up as the king spoke.

			“You surprise me. The Walker said Harkan might still be alive, but I thought all that was left were dusty old paintings and chipped sculptures.”

			Raik followed the king’s gaze to the statue of himself. A thirty-foot-tall earless man etched in marble, in a wide stance over the prostrate form of a Stick wearing a crown. It was supposed to be the Hazam Queen, but it looked like an ordinary female, clearly lacking the size and horrible majesty of the Stick’s monarch. The marble man stared down at the vanquished foe, helm in one hand and sword in the other. The statue’s helm was unmistakably the one Kirin had in his pack. The inscription at its base read: Harkan, the Enduring.

			The Enduring. The one who never tired. The legend, revered and emulated by all those calling themselves rune knights.

			If he wasn’t catching his breath, Raik would’ve laughed. The story was complete fiction. Harkan was no hero. The Hazam Queen had been tricked, not defeated, and his lungs would take issue with being thought of as never tired.

			The Ivory King rubbed the sigil on his chest and looked out over the moonlit courtyard. “I used to pretend to be you. I asked the Walker all kinds of questions about you. He bounced me on his knee as a child, telling me about all your victories, how you drove out the filthy Sticks, how you utterly broke Returk. That, in particular, always inspired me. Even a week ago, I was still pretending to be you.”

			Guilt coiled around Raik as he choked on the brutality of the Ivory King’s purge. It pulled at his soul, tightening his self-hate and strangling his resolve.

			Raik loosened his grip on the swords.

			“Your childhood hero has come to kill you,” Kirin said. Raik wasn’t sure if his bravado was to intimidate the king or inspire Raik. Either was good.

			The Ivory King descended a step toward them, nodding. “It seems you’re right, boy. My hero. My provinces. My people. All betrayed me.” His voice strained and cracked until a cryner-stained tear dripped down his regal face.

			Raik wasn’t sure what to make of the emotion.

			The king took another step down. As quickly as the sadness had bloomed, his face hardened. His ice-blue eyes narrowed as he pulled a silver dagger from beneath his layered vestments.

			“The Walker taught me all about the runes and rune weapons. We improved them. I can use them in ways the warriors of your time couldn’t imagine. The fools of Jharwada and Garno, the warlords of the south, and my own people—they all sent their knights after me. And I killed them all. Not softly beaten like these.” He gestured the dagger at the groaning bodies of his own knights. “You want to kill me? You’re welcome to try, but it’ll take more than a few rune weapons. I promise you that.”

			“We brought your favorite dress-up toy,” the kid said and pulled Harkan’s helm from his pack.

			Raik recoiled from the sight of it. He looked at the moons and almost muttered a prayer to the Divine for another way.

			The king smiled. “I wonder, boy, how you’ll ever get that into his hands.”

			Kirin cocked his arm to throw the helm to Raik. He was quick, but unfortunately, not quick enough.

			The king’s dagger hissed through the air, made a strange clicking sound, and then hammered into Kirin’s shoulder. The kid grunted as the impact lifted and corkscrewed him backwards. He landed with a damp thud. The helmet went skittering.

			Raik gaped. There was too much to take in. Kirin writhing on the ground. The speed and power of the dagger. And the Turn had engaged . . . in the air?

			Raik glanced between the beaming king and the kid. Kirin was trying to get to a knee and failing, his face torn by pain.

			All because he’d come with Raik.

			“Damn you!” Raik growled and pushed himself into a fighting stance.

			“Oh? Now your turn, Harkan? Delicious.”

			The king’s eyes danced with danger and cold detachment. He produced another dagger. From the way he held the weapon, the precision of his stance, and the narrow focus in his stare, Raik realized the king was a marksman. And somehow, the daggers were rune-powered, so the strength of the throw was less important.

			The king flicked out the dagger, and Raik rolled left. Rune-powered or not, a moving target was harder to hit.

			That instinct saved him. Aimed at his throat, the dagger stabbed his armpit instead.

			Raik suppressed a yelp as white-hot pain shot down his arm, forcing him to drop his first blade.

			His only chance was to strike while the king was reaching for another dagger. Raik engaged his armor’s Turn and leaped through the air. He soared high, blade raised to rend the king in half.

			Yet again, the Ivory King was faster.

			His dagger met Raik at the apex of his leap. It hammered through his chestplate, tore into his ribs and stopped his momentum cold. Raik dropped, back first. He hit the ground with a crash that sent the breath from his lungs and bounced his head off the stone floor.

			The world went red before turning black.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER FORTY THREE

			“The Nightspirit Thief. I will make sure you’re famous, my dear. I will. You stole the runes of Duraktapur and made it closer to stealing the sun than anyone in the history of our fair kingdom.”

			Amara heard his words but couldn’t help but focus on the massive barkskinned Stick next to him. The clicking in its throat as it breathed. The burning red hatred in its eyes.

			“I need those runes,” Amara said.

			The Walker laughed. “Isn’t that what you said to Roshan before our lovely Kithkarnin darted him? How is she doing now, your stuttering friend?”

			Amara said nothing but eyed the ruby red bag in the Walker’s hand.

			“You need these for her, don’t you? Tetse was too much, I suppose. Let’s get to the bottom of this spire quickly and without incident and I’ll see what can be done. None will say that the Hazam Queen’s reign did not start without mercy.”

			Amara swallowed. She searched for a way out of this situation. She’d told Veer to bring Kahli to the throne room. If she went along with this, could she lure the Walker and this Stick down there? Then Raik could help her?

			But the smile on the Walker’s face told her she wasn’t likely to live to see the bottom of those stairs.

			She tried to imagine the violent action the nightspirit would have shown her. What could they have done together?

			She pulled the rune rod free.

			The Walker clapped in surprise. “Impressive. You’re going to fight. I give you marks for being perceptive. I’d kill that stuttering mess just as easy as I’m going to kill you.”

			“Fight?” Amara said, meeting his cunning eyes. She gave a meaningful shift of her gaze from her rod to the lock on the Sky Spire’s safe. “Not exactly.”

			The Old Walker gasped.

			“Take her,” he shrieked. “Now!”

			The female Stick charged. Its heavy steps shook the floor as they thudded toward her.

			“Vãnavas!” Amara screamed as she smashed the rune rod against the lock.

			A shudder shook the entire spire as cracks leaped across the glass floor.

			The female Stick was a stride away from Amara as the surface beneath it shattered. Its face contorted in bark-ridden shock as the pull of the ground snatched it out of view as if taken by Sorasku himself.

			Amara grabbed the silver safe. It held her weight, but instantly, the golden rivets binding it together began sliding free.

			She spared a glance for the Old Walker.

			He stood statue-still, carefully balanced among the cracks. His face turned defiant as he realized the finality of his predicament. “The queen will come. Just you—”

			The rest of the floor gave out. Clutching the safe, Amara watched him flail as he plummeted down, down, down, through the center spine of the spire.

			Two corner rivets popped out of the safe, and as it fell apart, Amara scrambled to the wall of the spire itself. She wedged her fingers and the toes of her boots into the mortared space between the bricks in the wall.

			Slowly, carefully, she craned her neck to see how far it was to the iron stairs. Twenty feet. It might as well have been a hundred. There was no way for her to shimmy along these cracks and not lose her grip.

			She dangled there, not daring to look down—wanting her grip to last forever. Knowing it wouldn’t.

			She took a heaving breath. At least she’d acted.

			Little one, I did it.

			It was something. Raik would get the runes that fell. Or Veer. It was possible.

			Her hands cramped, and her arms shook. She closed her eyes as her grip loosened.

			In what she imagined were her final moments, she could only think of the root maze under her parent’s banyan tree. The gnarled wood and damp soil was so vivid, she could almost smell them.
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			Raik

			CHAPTER FORTY FOUR

			Raik took a sharp breath, blinked, and then coughed out a mouthful of blood. He tried rolling to his side, but his armor was too heavy.

			His head was throbbing. And just under that pulse was the kid’s voice, behind him slightly, muffled like it was underwater.

			“Sorry, kid,” Raik muttered under his breath, forcing his eyes open. His vision was foggy, but he could see the moons, the edge of the spire, and finally, the courtyard statue of Harkan looming over him.

			“Raik. Get up. Get up!” The kid’s voice was louder. Urgent.

			Raik flopped his head over to see him. Kirin tried to prop himself up on an elbow but slipped on the blood puddle formed from his spurting shoulder wound.

			“I . . .” Raik tried.

			The kid stared at Raik, his chin trembling as tears rolled down his face. “What’s the backup plan? That’s the first rule of smuggling, right?”

			Raik blinked through the pain and flopped his head in the other direction. The king stalked toward them. On his head was Harkan’s helmet.

			“Harkan the Butcher,” he said, the helmet giving his voice a deep and echoing timbre. “The Walker would have been so disappointed. I’ll watch you die in the shadow of your own statue.”

			 Raik swallowed. There was blood in his mouth. The second dagger was lodged in his ribs.

			From his other side, the kid said, “You’re not him. You’re Raik, who always has a backup plan.”

			 Raik fought the pain, the exhaustion, the sharp bite that came with every breath. He should try to get to his feet. He still had something left. Harkan would fight with every last drop for the power he wanted.

			But Raik?

			Raik had a creed. And even with blood pouring down his sides, it refused to be quieted.

			The most powerful force in the world is knowing what people want to believe and convincing them they’re right.

			The king’s dagger should have finished him. But it hadn’t. Not yet.

			So Raik sagged, letting his second blade slip from his grasp in surrender.

			The kid whimpered as the king stepped forward.

			“You are nothing like the man I worshipped. The Enduring. Ha!”

			The king dropped a knee onto Raik’s chest. It crushed his lungs, knocking the remaining air from them, and sent a wave of pain that threatened to take his consciousness again.

			The king pulled another dagger and pointed at Raik’s face. “Do you know Tetse? He has a penchant for eyes. I thought it strange, but I see now. The fear right there, and you can just . . . harvest it!”

			He plunged the dagger down.

			With all his remaining strength, Raik caught the king’s wrist.

			He strained as he met the king’s eyes. Empty, tinged cryner-blue, and beaming out through Harkan’s helm. Not a sign of exertion or effort creased his perfect features. Not a bead of sweat.

			“Weak,” the king whispered. “So weak, Harkan. So much less than I hoped.”

			The king leaned into the blade. Raik held against it, but his strength wouldn’t last long. 

			Grunting with effort, he stole a glance at the statue of Harkan. He knew there was no absolution for his past deeds. No atoning for the lives he’d taken or the ones he’d inspired the king to take as well.

			The chances for redemption were gone. The only thing left was retribution. 

			He braced himself for the pain in his eye . . . and let go of the king’s wrist.

			The dagger bit deep into his eye socket before he could fully flinch away. Stars of pain exploded through his vision. His teeth clamped and cracked in agony.

			But his hands shot out and grabbed the sides of the helm—where he pulled it close and engaged its Turn.

			Half-blind and half-dazed with pain, he pressed his lips to the slats of the mouthguard. Even through the anguish, he could feel the power of the rune vibrating, waiting for his voice and his voice alone.

			With his remaining eye, he didn’t look at the king. Instead, he strained to see the statue of Harkan.

			He could manage but one word.

			“Die.”

			The amplifying effect of the helmet’s power on his voice had leveled walls. Its thunderous blasts had bled thousands by their eyes and ears.

			All that energy, concentrated in such a tight spot, was devastating and instant.

			The king’s frightened face caved in on itself, flattened under a pressure too great to contain. With a crack, the back of the helm blew out, giving way to a mist of blood, bone, and tissue that blossomed out like a cryner flower.

			Raik let go as a powerful shock wave pulsed out. It rippled forth, hitting everything behind the king’s now headless body. The walls of the palace shuddered in its wake.

			And the long-standing statue of Harkan crumbled to dust.

			For a moment, Raik lay still. He didn’t revel in vengeance or take pleasure in his power. His only feeling was of peace.

			Behind him, he heard a groan. Kirin.

			Raik staggered to his feet.

			With a nauseating pull, he removed the dagger from his eye and tore a strip from his tunic to staunch the bleeding.

			There was a shattering calamity—like a rainstorm of glass and stone—that came from inside the palace. Raik picked up Kirin and stumbled toward the sound.
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			Kahli

			CHAPTER FORTY FIVE

			Kahli was dazed from blood loss; the hallways of the Ivory Palace were wet smudges of white and gold.

			Her last walk to the Divine, perhaps? That seemed most likely.

			A week ago, maybe that wouldn’t have been the worst fate. But now she had Amara, and she wanted so badly to live. That burning desire kept her going. That and how heavily she leaned on Veer.

			Kirin she would have dragged to the ground, but Amara’s brother held her steady. His face was still smeared with tears, and his eyes held a vacant look, but he kept going. To where his sister had told them—to the throne room.

			“W-where is your fam—your parents?” she asked through a ragged breath.

			The boy grunted, and Kahli thought he wasn’t going to answer. But then he said, “The king traded them. An exchange of prisoners. I don’t know where. But I was all by myself after that . . .” His voice trailed off.

			Kahli could only imagine what horrors Tetse might’ve visited upon him. She coughed. “I’m s-sorry—”

			“No. My sister should be sorry. She put us there. You killed him. And you have my thanks for that.”

			She couldn’t think of what to say after that. She wouldn’t have had the strength to say it if she could. The rune Amara had left them had barely stopped her bleeding before its power dissipated.

			After a few more steps, they heard a loud echoing boom and then a crash like a thousand plates falling from the sky.

			“W-we have to hurry,” Kahli said as much to herself as to Veer. She gritted her teeth and pushed herself to go faster. Amara might need her.

			Hundreds of agonizing steps later, they reached the door to the throne room. Veer pushed it open, and Kahli hobbled in.

			The throne dais was a mess of rock and glass, speckled with blood.

			“Amara,” she gasped. She marshaled her strength and left Veer at the door. She limped toward the dais, each step wrought with pain.

			Even though she was focused on the debris, she couldn’t help but notice movement on either end of the hall. There were men coming, one through the giant main entrance and another, almost with the same silhouette, coming from the north.

			Quickly, she realized the southern figure was Raik. He was holding Kirin over his shoulder.

			As he came into the moonlight shining down through the spire, her breath caught. A hideously stained fabric covered his right eye, and his chestplate had a bloody hole gouged out of it’s middle.

			“R-Raik,” she croaked.

			But Raik was looking through her. His expression was grim as he set Kirin down.

			“Kahli, get behind me,” he said, never quite making eye contact with her.

			Kahli turned to see the other figure coming from the north. And she understood why.

			“This is gonna take all the fun out of it,” Roshan boomed. “You fuckers are already half dead.”

			Kahli stumbled to Raik’s side. She rested a hand on his shoulder for support as she dangled the bladed edge of her qolas.

			Roshan laughed.

			“Killed the king, did you? Killed the fucking Walker too? But you left me alive.”

			Roshan pulled his sword. The metal squealed as his face broke into a smile.
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			Amara

			CHAPTER FORTY SIX

			The world smelled of fall and spring. An eternal space, clinging to an end that was just beginning.

			She clutched a red leash as she once again ran through the banyan tree’s cavernous root system. Over gnarled shoots and through thick taproots, she plunged forward, desperately seeking the cub.

			She had a vague idea that outside this place she was clinging to the walls of the Sky Spire, but that disappeared as she glimpsed movement ahead on the path.

			“Stop, little one. I understand now. Stay with me,” Amara called into the darkened tunnel, her tiny voice smothered by thickets that blotted out the light.

			She slowed as she reached the end of the thorny maze. She forced her heart to settle so she could listen.

			There was the small mewling of her cub, sure enough. But deeper in the roots, its protective mother growled, long and deep.

			Amara forced herself to take deliberate steps around the last corner of the banyan maze. The cub cowered there. It stared at her with fierce orange eyes and hissed. It took a step back for every one she took forward.

			“Little one.” Amara dropped to a knee, offering the leash that she’d gripped so tightly.

			The nightspirit retreated another step.

			Frustrated, Amara crept forward and tried a command. “Come back.”

			The shadows behind the cub swirled and coalesced, revealing two glowing golden orbs—the eyes of the nightmother.

			One heavy step and the massive cat emerged from the tangled wall. It was heads taller than nine-year-old Amara. Muscles rippled across its shoulders, and its black coat was slick and glistened like oil in water.

			Amara forced herself to breathe. The nightmother had given her that cub. It never hurt her.

			The cub took another step away—back to its massive mother. Amara could barely see it anymore. The nightmother’s form overshadowed everything.

			Tendrils of yellow-black energy leaked from the edges of its eyes like ink in water.

			“I understand now,” Amara pleaded, stepping forward.

			The nightmother met her advance with its own. It snarled, and its heated breath blew her hair back. Its lips curled, revealing needle-sharp incisors and its low growl became the sound of the world. 

			The cub skittered to the side, carefully watching the exchange.

			Amara’s fear bubbled, but she refused to let it boil. She looked up at the creature and said, “Vãnavas.”

			The nightmother’s enormous head lowered to Amara’s young face. The growl thickened, shaking the air. The creature bared its teeth. Yellow light spilled from its mouth.

			It took a breath and then roared, loud and deep like the dark of night. Amara couldn’t help shaking in its wake, but she held her ground. When the creature leaned forward, Amara met its yellow eyes and gazed deep into their fiery depths.

			And in the reflection, she saw herself.

			Not the child. The woman.

			Not timid. Strong.

			Amara blinked and took a breath.

			The nightmother was gone. Only the cub remained. It leaped into her arms.

			—

			Amara was whole. She felt the nightspirit with her. With ease granted by its strength, she gripped the lip of the wall, high atop the Sky Spire.

			The nighspirit’s awareness washed over her. It scanned the emptiness around them. There was a scent in the air—an odor of rotted wood—that it recognized as the smell of its mother’s ancient, barkskinned enemy. The Stick.

			“No, little one. I killed that monster already,” Amara said with a smile.

			The nightspirit purred in appreciation.

			Together. Finally, together—no longer blocking each other, no longer fighting each other for control—they leaped to the iron stairs, then bounded down them, two flights at a time.

			The nightspirit’s keen awareness flowed ahead, spotting the real enemy first: the one holding what seemed to the nightspirit like a metal claw.

			“Roshan,” Amara murmured as she raced downward.

			Raik stood before the knight. He held no weapon, and his only armor was a punctured, gore-stained breastplate. Blood streamed from a patch of rags he pressed to his eye.

			Amara noticed Kirin lying behind him and then Kahli. She was leaning against Raik, unable to stand on her own.

			“Get away from them,” Amara yelled, still running down the last few flights. The knight turned toward her.

			“Three fucking hells,” the knight bellowed in reply. “Today is turning out much bloody better than I thought. I get to kill all of you.”

			He crouched, readying himself to launch up at her, but was stopped as Kahli’s qolas wrapped around his arm.

			Roshan spun with a look of rage on his face, just in time for Raik to shoulder into him.

			Roshan took the blow with a laugh. He crumpled Raik with a mailed fist and drew his sword back to hit Kahli.

			“Enough!” Amara yelled, reaching the ground. “You want revenge for your father? Come and take it.”

			Roshan booted Kahli with a force that made Amara wince, and he turned toward Amara.

			“I told you, bitch. I told you that I would make you scream.”

			He was across the throne room in one rune-powered stride. His sword reached out with a hiss.

			But with the nightspirit’s perception, it was all too exaggerated. And predictable.

			She ducked and sidestepped, avoiding his plodding strikes. Using the nightspirit’s predatory eyes, she appraised the positioning of his feet, the twist of his torso, the rich blood pumping through his neck—catching all the subtleties. 

			Clicks of the Turn before and after the fast movements. Clicks before and after the swings. No clicks when he feinted.

			She knew when and how he was using the runes.

			He swung wide. As he followed through, he clicked and went light. She sidestepped and kicked him square in the chest. His lightness sent him staggering back across the marble-tiled floor.

			He frowned and shook his head. “What?”

			Amara felt the power of the nightspirit. The power of the goddess B’sashti coursing through her.

			Through them.

			The yellow of night—the power that emanated from the nightmother—seeped from their mouth, nose, and narrowed eyes. As the metal man rose to his feet, they halved the distance between them with a growl.

			The man’s eyes were wide, his mouth slack. “H-how?” he asked.

			He gripped his weapon with two hands now as they approached.

			Such faith in his metal claw.

			Amara and the nightspirit stretched out their own claws. They quivered as yellow points grew up through their fingers and then extended out through their tips—long, curved, and wickedly sharp.

			The metal man took a step back. “What are you?”

			They were pulsing from the change. Their voice came as a snarl. “Vãnavas!”

			They lunged at him. He raised his blade high to meet the attack—a mistake. The claws flashed. Far too fast. Too sharp. They caught his hands and dug in. He gasped in pain.

			Face-to-face with him, they bared their teeth. Pointed feline incisors broke through their upper gums.

			The metal man gasped. Instinctively he pulled his head away, and they bit into his exposed neck, ripping away flesh and covering them both in a spray of blood.

			The metal man half gurgled, half howled in pain. He clicked his armor and spun away, floundering backward. He clutched his gushing wound with one hand while holding his sword defensively in the other.

			They purred at their injured prey. Eager.

			They feinted low, baiting him with an opening for their head. He took it. At the end of his follow-through, the high-pitched click of his Turn resonated, and they struck again.

			The blow knocked his sword flying and sent him spinning to the ground.

			“I fucking surrender,” he yelled. “Mercy! Mercy!”

			They stalked toward him, watching him struggle to rise, sensing the time for the kill.

			“Please!” he called out as they stood over him and roared, triumphant.

			They lifted a clawed hand high in the air to strike. The metal man shook his head, staring up at them in disbelief. “No, no!”

			They could see the whites of his eyes. 

			They held their blow, and Amara stared down at Roshan, eyes aglow with B’sashti’s yellowed light. 

			“We accept your surrender,” she said.

			They shivered as their claws and teeth retracted.

			The nightspirit purred and Amara gave a satisfied sigh. 

			Two sides of the same coin. Vãnavas.

			A wave of exhaustion hit Amara as the nightspirit happily receded for a rest. She took a deep gulp of air and then kicked Roshan’s sword over to Raik. He looked dazed, only now recovering from Roshan’s punch.

			“What happened?” he asked, picking up the weapon.

			“Watch him, not me,” Amara said, pointing to Roshan, who quivered at her attention. “I’ll get the runes. Kahli, just hold on.”

			Kahli, poor Kahli, bloody and beaten, was lying on the ground next to Kirin. Unconscious, but breathing.

			Amara ran to the rubble of the Sky Spire’s destruction and pulled away glass and debris. It took a few moments of digging before she found the Walker’s twisted corpse. As she rolled him away, she had to squint.

			Smashed into the dais, in a tight grouping, were the runes. A circle of fire. So many runes all together. Their hum filled her ears as their combined light filled the throne room.

			The sun itself couldn’t be that bright.

			It was so beautiful, but Amara needed those runes. So she stole them away and turned back to help her friends.
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			Kahli

			EPILOGUE

			As the moons rose high and the shadows solidified, Kahli knocked on the door of a beautiful tomb. The stone structure, like most in the City of the Dead, was adorned with the pantheon of the Jaru gods.

			B’sashti, the panther goddess, was most prominently displayed on this one.

			A warm desert breeze pushed in from the south, and Kahli closed her eyes as it washed across her whole face. She’d tucked her veil in the pack slung over her shoulder. She had no need for it here.

			“Knocking? So formal, Kahli. You never need permission to be in a place with me,” said Amara, a mischievous look on her face. She wore a black sarong tied over her left shoulder, leaving the warm brown skin of her other shoulder exposed to the moonlight.

			“I . . .” Kahli started. “You m-might have . . . you might want time alone.”

			Amara grabbed her by the hand and pulled her inside. “Not quite.”

			The small tomb was lit by a cook fire and candles that burned around the periphery. Over the fire was a covered pot that bubbled and popped, letting gasps of turmeric-rich air fill the tomb.

			Raik and Kirin sat on purple pillows on one side of it. “Now that everyone’s here,” Kirin said with an ever-widening grin. “We can finally get started on the eating, drinking, and most importantly, scheming.”

			It was a strange feeling, laughing with others. But Kahli enjoyed it.

			Raik nodded to her. His right eye was covered by a patch. He’d refused the runes in the aftermath of the throne room. “A small price” is what he’d said when Amara had tried to get him to take them. He wore a new coat as well. Long and covered in pockets and slits like the last one, but royal blue with an open collar.

			Kahli glanced between Raik and Amara. There was still tension there. She supposed there would always be. But a past of death was something she had to believe that a person could leave behind.

			She walked over and sat across from him.

			Amara collected four clay-fired bowls, pulled off the pot lid, and dished out the food. It was a specialty of Esonta’s people: fish caught fresh from the Great Serpent, then curried with onions, potatoes, and a delicious hint of sweet cartin.

			After a few savory bites, Amara asked, “What are we going to do with the runes?”

			Kahli still wondered how Amara had beaten Roshan to get those runes—the knight was being held by Esonta’s gang and, from all accounts, had gone insane—but Kahli had decided not to press for more information. Amara would tell her in time. She was sure.

			Raik rubbed some curry from his chin. “Take the entire pile out in a skipper, and let the Great Serpent devour them. That’s what I want.”

			“Too easy,” Kirin smirked.

			Raik took a deep breath and nodded. “Instead, we’re going to have to get them to Norys. The Durovan are the best chance to defend against whatever the Walker was starting with the Hazam Queen. If the Sticks invade, someone responsible will need the runes.”

			Kahli frowned. “Y-you’re wanted there. H-how will you sneak these back in?”

			“She means us, Raik. How are we going to do that?” asked Kirin.

			It was Amara’s turn to smirk. “When I first met Raik, he told me he was the very best smuggler. And now I hear he’s calling you his partner,” she said, turning toward Kirin. “What could be beyond two master smugglers?”

			Raik looked at her with his one good eye, and Kahli noticed, just for the barest of moments, a small smile cross between them.

			“Indeed,” Raik said. “I’ve got a plan I’ll want your thoughts on, Kirin. What about you two?”

			“H-her mother and f-father,” Kahli said.

			Amara’s parents, along with many more Cresian aristocracy, had been exchanged with the city-states of the north during the coup. Esonta’s spies had leads on where they might be held, but nothing definitive about their exact location.

			“Where will you start?”

			“Garno,” Amara said. “We leave at first light.”

			Raik nodded.

			After dinner, they drank some palm wine, and Amara told them how her brother was recovering under Estonta’s care.

			“He’s doing fine, but he won’t see me,” she said. “And I’m not going to try to see him again until we’ve rescued my parents.”

			After that, she curled up against Kahli as Kirin went on at length about a goat farmer’s daughter that he was going to see after they were done in Duraktapur. Then they all laughed together as Raik told a story about his identity mix-up at the birdhouse brothel years earlier.

			It was growing late when they said their goodbyes. Kahli and Amara stood in the doorway of the tomb, seeing the men off.

			“So that’s it then,” Raik said. He glanced up at the visage of B’sashti above them. “Take care of yourselves.”

			Kahli saw the strained look on Amara’s face. She reached down and grabbed her hand.

			After a moment, Amara managed, “You too.”

			Kirin shot them a grin and held up a bag of rackna dice. “Come on, Raik. I heard Esonta made you promise you’d stop by for a roll before we left—”

			“Kirin,” Raik said.

			“No, no. Don’t worry. I can even play some dice with her crew while I wait.”

			Kahli smiled and watched as the two smugglers wound their way through the moonlit path, around the corner of tall sepulchers, and finally out of view.

			Amara let out a sigh and gave Kahli’s hand a squeeze. “Did I ruin that? I’ve never been good at ending things.”

			Kahli thought about their dinner and their laughs. Of the warmth of the candlelit tomb behind them. Of the life that lay ahead.	

			 “N-no. This is n-nothing like an end.” She reached an arm around Amara and pulled her close. “This is—this is a gift.”
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