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Prologue

 Th e young, black-haired boy never slept through the night.

 He had never been able to truly rest, not since he had been taken from everything he knew one moonless 

evening long ago and brought to this room.

 Even now, he tossed and turned in the silken sheets of his fi ne bed, dreaming once again, as he so oft en 

did, of the night they came for him…

He was back in the home on the mountain, sometimes with his mother, but oft en only with her servants, 

each one specially selected to serve only them. His mother could only visit him every few months, and he cherished 

every minute they spent together.

 Th e estate he lived in overlooked a placid blue lake. Sometimes, he and his mother took a small boat out onto 

it, rowing aft er the skittish brown-and-gray hill loons fl oating on its mirror-calm surface. Th e cozy home, the peace-

ful lake, and the occasional, prized visits from his dear mother—they were his world, the only one he knew…

 Until that dark night…

 He awakened hearing noises in the hallway outside his room; a soft  sigh followed by a strange thump, as if 

someone had fallen against the wall. He rose from his bed and crept to the door to see what was going on.

Sliding it aside, he beheld a body crumpled on the fl oor in the hallway. It was Milu, his favorite nursemaid. Some-

thing dark and wet had pooled around her neck…

 Just beyond her stood a fi gure swathed entirely in black, his brown eyes cold and cruel. A dagger was in his 

hand, its blade dark and dripping. Th eir gazes met, and recognition fl ared in the intruder’s eyes. In that instant, the 

boy knew he was in great danger.

 He turned to run, to scream for help. His fi rst step came down on one of his stone toy golems, breaking it. 

Pain shot up his leg, making him stumble.
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 A strong, callused hand clamped across his mouth, first cutting off his voice, then cutting off his breath. A 

cloth was shoved into his mouth, and then even the moonlight disappeared as something dropped over his head. 

Blind and mute, he kicked and thrashed but was unable to free himself, no matter how hard he struggled.

He was dragged a short distance, then heard wood scrape against wood, and suddenly he was picked up. Hearing 

the soft nicker of a kalmpa from outside, the boy realized they were at his window. This would be his best chance to 

escape.

 His captor wrapped both arms around the boy, then jumped into the night. The moment they leaped, his 

prisoner threw everything he had into getting free, thrashing as hard as he could. The two crashed gracelessly to the 

ground.

 Feeling the iron-hard arms around him loosen, the boy wriggled free and sprinted into the darkness, tearing 

off the hood and running as fast as he could. Hoofbeats thundered behind him, and as he opened his mouth to shout 

an alarm, a hand grabbed the collar of his nightshirt and yanked him into the air.

 The boy was too startled to yell. Another man, this one with eyes of bright gold, stared at him and shook his 

head. His fingers flicked against the boy’s throat, and suddenly he could not make a sound, no matter how hard he 

tried.

 The golden-eyed man held the child in front of him as they rode, and the kidnappers galloped off into the 

night-shrouded countryside.

 The boy’s last glimpse of the mountain home by the lake was by torchlight as the guards, alerted to the infil-

tration, sounded the alarm. But it was too late—the cunning thieves escaped with their prize into the darkness as the 

boy vainly tried to scream for his mother once more…

 The dark-haired boy usually woke up at this point, trapped by his faceless assailants and galloping on a 

kalmpa to who-knows-where. Tonight was no different; he lurched up in his bed, heart pounding in his chest. 

His sweat-soaked skin already cooling in the night air, he stared wildly around the moonlit bedroom with wide, 

panicked eyes.

 It took a moment or two, but he realized where he was; the same place he was delivered to by the men in 

black so long ago, and where he had remained a prisoner ever since—the endless palace.

He calls it that because he has never gone outside its walls. He is allowed to walk in the courtyard once a day, but 

that is the closest he ever comes to leaving the massive building.

 When he first arrived, he was brought before a man with black hair like his, and a gaze that seemed to 



6

Golem Arcana: Shadows of the Khan

pierce straight through his head. The man peered at the boy for what felt like an eternity, as if trying to see into 

his very soul. Then: “What is your name?”

 The boy had been taught by his mother how to reply if asked this question by strangers, and he managed 

to return the man’s direct gaze as he replied. “Azas. My name is Azas.”

 The man nodded, turned, and left the room.

 His days since became a procession of servants delivering meals, and guards, always guards, watching 

over him. His room was very nice, with smooth tile floors and bone-white walls. The bed was soft here—truth-

fully, it was softer than the one in the mountain home—and the sheets were like nothing he had ever felt before, 

like someone took a soft cloud and somehow wove it into a flat cloth. Whatever he asked for, he was given, except 

for two things; any sort of companionship…or his freedom.

 Escape was impossible. His room was on the middle floor of a tall, square tower, with smooth, feature-

less tan walls above and below his single window. And even if he did manage to climb to the roof or down to the 

ground, where on the palace grounds would he possibly go?

Once, however, he managed to slip free of his guards while his evening meal was being delivered. He ran down 

the unfamiliar corridors, turning right and left, not knowing what he was looking for—a way out? Someone to 

talk to?

 Hearing voices, he followed them until he came upon a large room with several people inside talking. 

They all turned to him as he burst through the doors. The black-haired, stern-faced man was there, sitting in a 

chair, with a white-haired man dressed in white robes standing next to him on the dais. They faced two younger 

people; a scowling woman wearing dusty leather armor, and a pudgy, soft-faced man swathed in cream-colored 

linen, with a double chin and a surprised look on his face.

 “We have an unexpected visitor, Father,” the soft-looking man said, staring at the child.

 “Stop ducking the issue, Rudatha,” the woman began, spearing the man standing next to her with her 

gaze. “You have gone too far this time—” 

 “Silence, Nandanna,” the black-haired man said as he rose from his chair and walked to the boy, who had 

frozen in place the moment he’d seen him. “We will speak more of this—incident—on the morrow.” Taking his 

hand, the man led him out of the room. The boy glanced back to see the soft-faced man staring intently at him.

 The black-haired man led the boy back to his quarters without a word.

 The boy never saw him again. The next day, there were two new guards outside his door.
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 Days without number passed, and his view of the distant city below the palace never changed. Wherever 

he was, it was a different place than his homeland. Seasons passed here, but not as well defined as in the moun-

tains; sometimes it was hot, sometimes it was cold, but it was always dry, with only occasional rain. He believed 

three winters had passed since his arrival.

 The boy clung to his memories of the mountain home, but they grew hazy and indistinct with the passing 

of time. The face of his mother also faded, bit by bit, until she became only a vague shape in his mind. He some-

times wondered if there was a reason she was never in his dreams any more. Even so, the image of the house on 

the lake was crystal clear every time he awoke from the nightmare.

 And this time, as he woke from the nightmare and looked in panic around the darkened room, he real-

ized what was different…

 The lamp has burned out!

 When he first arrived at the endless palace, he woke screaming every night, until one of the servants 

thought to leave a lamp burning low on the table near his bed. It soothed him, and every night since, he had wo-

ken to its comforting glow.

 But tonight, the only light was the cool silver beams of the moon streaming in through the windows. His 

heart speeds up again, and he stares wildly, wondering if he had truly awoken, or if he was still dreaming.

“Shh, little one, do not be afraid.” The whisper from the darkness near the head of his bed makes him yelp. The 

boy turns toward the speaker while scooting to the other side of the bed. Thinking back to his nightmare, he 

wondered if it was happening again, if the men in black had come to take him away from here as well…

 “You have nothing to fear from us—we are not here to hurt you,” the whisperer says. “You are a very 

brave little boy. But the time has come to take you out of this place and back home.”

 Home… The peaceful house rises in his memory again. “You mean…to the house on the lake?” he asked.

 There is a brief pause—just long enough for the boy to notice it—before the whisperer replies, “Yes, that 

is exactly where we are taking you.”

 “But you must do exactly as we say,” another voice says. “Move when we tell you to move, stop when we 

tell you to stop.”

 “Be quiet when we tell you to be quiet,” the first shadow continues.

 The boy nodded. “Yes—yes, I will.” The prospect of escaping this dreary imprisonment makes him trust 

these two mysterious men, perhaps more than he should. But then, just about anything would be better than how 
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he had been living for so long…

 “Then come with us,” the first shadow says. “Quickly, now.”

The boy leaps out of bed, hurriedly pulling on loose white linen pants and a dark blue vest. It was the beginning 

of autumn, but not yet that cold. “Should I bring anything with me?”

 “The clothes you have on are fine. We will purchase whatever else we need on the road,” the second shad-

ow replies. “Come, we must be on our way.”

 His heart pounding again—but with anticipation now, instead of fear—the boy follows the two shadows 

to the door. They solidified into two men covered in dark gray from head to foot. One opens the door and peeks 

out. In the darkened hallway were two slumped figures.

 “This way.” The gray men lead him to a stairway at the end of the hall. They had just started down when 

the entire palace shook as a loud boom sounded from somewhere on the other side of the complex.

 “What was that?” the boy asked.

 “Nothing that concerns us,” the second gray man replies. “Keep moving, we must move swiftly now if we 

are to escape.”

 Swallowing his fear, the boy follows the two gray men as shouts and screams rise from the other side of 

the endless palace.
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Chapter One
 Th e sweet-acrid scent of sandalwood and desert-sage incense from the Great Khan’s funeral pyre still 

lingered in Raja Khan Archa’s nose as he packed the minimal essentials he’d need while on the trail of the Khan’s 

assassins.

 As his hands moved in old, familiar ways, a smile fl itted across his face. Some things a soldier never 

forgets, no matter how long he’s been away from the fi eld. But that smile disappeared as quickly as it had arrived 

when he recalled the recent events that had set him on this path.

 Less than twenty-four hours had passed since the Great Khan had been found murdered, yet Archa felt 

like he was living another life. Information had come to light during his brief investigation: the Great Khan, his 

lifelong friend Jahnu, who had taken Archa under his wing, taught him everything he knew, shaped him into the 

man he was today—had been setting up an intricate, long-range plan involving complicated, powerful Zri magic.

He had hidden it from everyone—including Archa.

 And then, the night Jahnu had planned to bring his magic-fueled plan to fruition with the help of three 

sorcerers, he had been killed; partly by trusting the unpredictable Zri ritual, and partly by trusting the other 

three magicians, one of whom had modifi ed part of the intricate spell work to ensure the Great Khan’s death.

 Th e mages had fl ed in the confusion aft erward, aided by a mysterious explosion in the servants’ quarters 

that had drawn every available person to battle the fl ames. Or at least two of them had—the body of one of the 

sorcerers, dead for a least a few days, had been discovered in a storeroom, meaning the true assassin had fl ed 

with the other two. Archa was now preparing to pursue the fl eeing mages, intending to chase them to the very 

end of the continent if he had to, until he captured them and gleaned every last secret they possessed about the 

plot to murder the Khan.

 As he packed, Archa was painfully aware of every minute ticking away. Each one that passed through 

the hourglass was like a grain of sand in a desert dune; insignifi cant by itself, but when combined with tens and 

hundreds and thousands of its fellows, forming a nearly insurmountable obstacle.
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With every minute that passed, the three sorcerers—and the true assassin—drew farther away from his reach, 

and from justice.

 With every minute that passed in the wake of the Great Khan’s death, rumors grew and swirled among 

the populace—both within the palace and throughout the whole of Kutastha—that could spread desperation, 

fear, panic. And as the capital city went, so went the Gudanna Dominion.

 With every minute that passed, the Dominion’s enemies moved closer to striking, whether for conquest, 

or to reclaim what had once been theirs. As word spread farther outside the city walls, those who had always cast 

covetous glances at the Dominion and its riches would lead armies to seize both.

 And with every minute that passed, the various leaders inside the Dominion, who would soon be vying 

for the Saddle Throne, plotted, planned, and prepared. That notion made Archa grimace —our enemies may not 

have to do much to claim our spoils if we tear each other apart before they arrive.

 A knock at his door broke though his train of thought, and Archa caught a pungent whiff of oranges 

overlaying some sort of musky cologne. He looked up to see Samdat, Speaker of the Law, standing in the door-

way.

 Speaking of enemies…

 “I trust I am not intruding?” the unctuous shorter man asked, eyeing the open bedroll on Archa’s bed. He 

had apparently found the time to change after the Great Khan’s funeral, and now wore rich purple robes embroi-

dered with gold thread. Matching gold bracelets gleamed on his wrists, as did the necklace around his throat. 

Pristine leather sandals adorned his feet, and he looked to be freshly washed as well, his wispy white hair gleam-

ing with oil.

 “Not at all,” Archa replied, although in truth he’d seen more of the Speaker over the last twelve hours than 

he cared to in a lifetime. After all, the Speaker had barred him from entering the chamber where Jahnu had been 

casting the Zri ritual, possibly hindering Archa from saving Jahnu’s life. Then Samdat had insulted Archa to his 

face at the funeral, saying outright that his people would be the ones to find the mages and bring them back to 

the capital city.

 Indeed, Archa thought as he straightened. It would certainly play into your hands if the assassin had 

been hired by you in the first place, and then suffered a fatal ‘accident’ during his transport back to Kutastha… He 

wouldn’t put it past Samdat to have played some part in the murder of the Great Khan. He, along with several 

others at court, would have much to gain from Jahnu’s death.
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 Feeling a sudden tightness in his hands, Archa glanced down to see both of them balled into tight fists. 

Keeping his expression neutral, he uncurled them, even though part of him wanted nothing more than to plant 

one of those fists squarely in the middle of the Speaker’s smug, smiling face.

 “What do you want?” he asked instead, dispensing with any pretense of formality.

 “I…came to ask you to reconsider your plan to charge off into the desert after these fleeing sorcerers,” the 

Speaker replied.

 Archa didn’t reply, just raised one eyebrow.

 The Speaker’s smile wavered, but even so, his smooth tone continued. “You and I may have our differ-

ences of opinion, Raja Khan, but we are both dedicated to one thing—the protection of the Gudanna Dominion. 

Your place is here, with the army, readying them for whatever may come, not hunting elusive mages because 

of…” He paused.

 Archa flexed his fingers, knuckles cracking loudly in the sudden silence. “Go on.”

 Samdat suddenly looked nervous for a moment, but forged on. “…Because of some misplaced sense of—

your failed duty.”

 Archa’s spine stiffened, and he stalked over to the shorter man, his dark brown eyes boring into the 

Speaker. “It is hardly a ‘misplaced sense of duty’ that has me embarking on this mission. It is my whole sense of 

duty—to the Great Khan, to the city of Kutastha, and to our entire Dominion—that leads me to undertake this.” 

Well, that, and because I cannot trust anyone else in the Palace to bring them back alive. “It is because of every sin-

gle soul in our entire realm that I am doing this. You would do well to remember that, and to never again ques-

tion where my duty lies. Do you understand, Speaker of the Law?”

 While he had been speaking and standing practically at attention, the Speaker had leaned away from 

the cold vehemence in Archa’s voice, his face paling. Once the old soldier had finished, however, the bureaucrat 

regained a bit of color and adjusted his sash with slightly trembling fingers.

 “No doubt the Dominion appreciates your…enthusiasm to undertake this task; however, as I stated 

before, there is no need for you to do this. My men stand ready to track down these three murderers and bring 

them back to face our justice.”

 “Yes, I’m sure they are,” Archa replied. Ready to bring back three dead bodies, no doubt.

 Apparently mistaking his words for agreement, the Speaker continued. “You know that until, and even 

after the matter of the Great Khan’s murder is put to rest, the Dominion is vulnerable. Your presence here would 
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serve two purposes: a proven leader to command the palace guard, and a heroic face that will calm and reassure 

the populace in the wake of the Great Khan’s death, and during the trials we both know are sure to follow.”

 Now Archa was hard pressed to conceal a frown as he regarded the other man. Hours ago you called me 

‘retired and arthritic,’ before practically accusing me of colluding with Rudatha in some wild conspiracy against 

Jahnu, and now you wish to use me as a public figurehead? Why? Has someone put you up to this…or are you truly 

afraid of what I may discover once I have the assassins in hand?

 “Surely, the people will be reassured by Nandanna’s presence here,” he replied. “And there is also the fact 

that your own esteemed self will remain safe within the palace walls, ensuring that everything is secure here.” You 

love to flatter with your honeyed words, let’s see how you like them flung back in your face.

 “I, er—yes, both those statements are true, but it is just as important to present a united front, not only to 

our own people, but to the rest of Eretsu as well.”

 “Of course, which is why you’re holding a vote of succession here, instead of allowing the other lords to 

prepare for the war that you seem so sure is coming.” The thought still gnawed at Archa. Summoning the other 

leaders from throughout the Dominion to settle matters in the wake of Jahnu’s death would leave their holdings 

less prepared for the fighting to come. Indeed, sometimes I wonder if you aren’t almost inviting our enemies to 

attack.

 Stepping back from Samdat, he returned to his packing. “It makes no difference to me what your reasons 

are. I am going to track down those mages, and learn the truth of the Great Khan’s death. I leave within the hour.”

 “Very well, Raja Khan…then I wish you swift travel and good hunting.” The Speaker remained standing 

in the doorway for a few moments, with Archa pointedly ignoring him. Finally, he left in a swish of his silken 

robes.

 Only when he was gone did Archa allow himself to breathe. It wasn’t that he feared Samdat—the Raja 

Khan feared no man or woman on this earth. But the viper one turns his back on is the deadliest of all, for one 

never knows when it will strike. And even with Archa’s position at the palace, Samdat could still make trouble for 

him if he chose.

 As he continued packing, he wondered at the Speaker’s sudden attempt to make peace. Either he wishes to 

keep me close and thereby watch me, or he really is afraid of what I may discover.

 Shaking his head, he finished assembling what he needed and rolled up the bedroll, securing the items 

inside. He tied off both ends and slung it over his shoulder, then turned to the door, only to find another person 
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standing there.

 “My Khan.” Archa nodded to the stern-faced woman dressed in simple, desert-colored clothes that 

allowed for both maximum ease of movement and camouflage against the desert sands. He had often thought 

Nandanna would be attractive if she would ever relax that grim expression on her face. But he also knew better—

the eldest daughter of the Great Khan lived for one thing, and one thing only.

 Battle. Conquest.

 The Saddle Throne.

Nandanna had been groomed for this role since before she could walk. Indeed, it was said that when 

she was born, her cries were not the fearful wails of a scared infant, but the forceful battle screams of a true 

warrior. And once she had grown old enough to enter the field of combat, she had proven that early prediction 

correct, winning contest after contest, and rapidly rising in status, both among the people and the nobility of the 

Dominion.

“Good morning, Raja Khan Archa,” Nandanna replied, her hawk-like gaze scrutinizing him from head 

to toe. The fire he’d seen in her eyes at the funeral was dimmed, banked now—at least until she found her next 

target. Even so, Archa was pretty sure it wasn’t him. “So, it is true,” she continued. “You are going after my 

father’s assassins.”

“That is correct,” he replied. “We must know who was behind this terrible deed, so we can better 

marshal our forces to extract vengeance from them.”

“Of course—the cowardly enemies of the Dominion responsible for this crime cannot be allowed to 

escape unpunished.”

She fell silent after that, but Archa knew she hadn’t come to his quarters simply to see him off. He 

considered inquiring why she was here, but instead remained silent, using the old trick of simply waiting. 

Nandanna was a skilled and courageous warrior, but she had not mastered the intricacies of diplomacy and 

protocol nearly as quickly as she had risen to command her golem knights.

As he regarded her, he saw something else in her eyes—hesitation. It would have been unnoticeable to 

anyone else, but Archa had worked with many soldiers throughout his career, and no soldier could hide their 

thoughts from his searching gaze. Whatever she had come to see him about—no doubt pertaining to the Saddle 

Throne and who would be next to ascend to it—it wasn’t something she was wholly comfortable discussing.

Regardless, the question she asked wasn’t what he was expecting. “Have you seen Rudatha recently?”
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“Not since your father’s funeral,” Archa replied. “I would imagine that he is in his library at the 

moment.”

“Yes, you are no doubt correct.” Her lip curled in a sneer before she smoothed it into a neutral 

expression again. She strode into his room, crossing to the window overlooking the main courtyard. Archa 

followed her, catching a glimpse of the tower where Rudatha spent his days during his infrequent visits to the 

capital. “No doubt he is preparing to press his claim to the throne.”

“Well, he is the eldest son—”

She whirled on him. “Simply having the fortune to be born first does not necessarily make one a suitable 

leader.” Her eyes blazing again, Nandanna shook her head, her straight black hair swaying back and forth 

around her face. “And you will support his claim?”

“There are many factors to consider before a successor will be confirmed,” Archa replied.

Nandanna waved his answer away. “Of course—I can always expect a prudent answer from you.” She 

focused her deep brown eyes on him. “Exactly which side do you stand on, Raja Khan?”

That one was easy. “I stand for the Dominion, now and always.”

She snorted. “I think you may have spent too much time with my brother—that answer could have come 

straight from his mouth.”

“You do not think your brother is loyal to Gudanna?” Archa asked.

“My brother is loyal to only one person—himself,” she replied. “You of all people cannot possibly think 

that he had no hand in what happened to our father.”

And there it was: Nandanna had just accused her brother of patricide. Not particularly surprising—

Samdat also suspected the prince to be behind his father’s death. Both had their reasons. For Nandanna, her 

brother stood in the way of her own ascension. As for the Speaker, it was doubtful that he would remain in 

his lofty position should Rudatha claim the Saddle Throne. Despite his lofty claims of selfless service to the 

Dominion, no doubt Samdat was also looking out for himself.

Even Archa himself was not sure about Rudatha one way or the other. On the one hand, he had looked 

directly into the Spider Prince’s eyes while asking that very question after his father’s body had burned to 

ashes on the funeral pyre. Rudatha had stared calmly back and answered in the negative, claiming that he’d had 

nothing to do with his father’s death.

If anyone should have been able to tell if the young man was lying, it was Archa, who had practically 
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raised him at the Great Khan’s request, educated him, tried to make him into a man worthy of ruling the 

Dominion.

To this day, Archa wasn’t sure just how successful he had been. Rudatha was a confounding person, 

always seemingly more interested in his books and scrolls, in the acquisition of knowledge itself, than in 

applying that knowledge to the world around him. He was an incredible intellectual, able to discuss history or 

debate tactics with equal skill. And yet, he was far too intelligent not to be up to something…but if that were 

true, what exactly was he doing?

“That is the second time today that I have heard an accusation of patricide leveled against Rudatha,” he 

replied. “You sound confident, therefore I assume that you have proof of his involvement in this heinous deed.”

She fixed him with a stare she might have given an infant who had just stopped prattling nonsense. “And 

I assumed that you were not so naïve. My brother is many things, but stupid isn’t one of them. He would not be 

so careless as to leave any trace of his involvement in our father’s murder.”

“Yet you are going around publicly accusing him of that very deed,” Archa pointed out.

“Yes—because eliminating any obstacles that stand in his way is what he does,” she replied. “Even you 

cannot deny that. All who have tried to stand against him have been removed—at least from power, and some 

from life itself. I don’t see why he would consider our father to be anything more than just another barrier in his 

way to amassing even more power.”

“Whereas you, the noble daughter second in line, harbor no such aspirations?”

“I do not deny that I have my eye on the throne,” she replied calmly. “With war coming to our gates 

soon, the Dominion will need a strong leader, not one who rules from the shadows. I have earned the right to 

claim the throne for the good of Gudanna—both on the battlefield, and as a loyal subject of my father. I would 

not say the same of Rudatha.” She regarded Archa for a long moment. “Come now, can you truly look me in the 

eye and say that your trust in his innocence is absolute?”

“At the funeral, he told me that he did not kill Jahnu…and I believed him,” Archa replied.

“Of course he would say that, and, forgive my directness, I would expect that you would believe him—

not due to any failure on your part, but because my brother has mastered the art of deceiving those who are 

useful to him. A Raja Khan such as yourself, who had been our father’s close, personal friend, would be quite an 

asset.”

“You flatter me,” Archa said dryly.



16

Golem Arcana: Shadows of the Khan

“On the other hand, should it be proven that Rudatha was involved in the death of our father, nothing 

will save him…and it would not go well for anyone who is viewed as being close to him, either…” She trailed 

off.

Archa raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess, you have a solution to that problem, should it arise?”

“Yes. Even though you are close to Rudatha, how sure are you that the feeling is reciprocated?” she 

asked. “I have known you ever since I was a child, and have respected your intelligence and cunning on the 

battlefield since my first sword lesson. I studied your campaign against Clan Sunu, and have incorporated many 

of your tactics into my own battle plans. I do not know what the Spider Prince truly thinks of you, but you 

should know that I hold you in high regard.”

Archa digested all of this for a moment—he’d never had much interaction with Nandanna, as most of his 

efforts at the palace had been spent working with Rudatha. To hear that she had studied his after-battle reports 

was not wholly unexpected; for her, battle was like breathing, and she would take any opportunity to hone her 

skills. “You honor me, Khan.”

“I find the truth often does,” she replied. “Just think of what two like-minded people could do for the 

Dominion if they were to work together in the light, rather than suffer the rule of one who skulks and whispers 

from the shadows.”

At last, we come to the crux of the matter. Archa had to give Nandanna credit—her offer was subtler 

than he would have expected. Still, even if what she says about Rudatha is true, she would also be using me to 

advance her own agenda. I would simply be serving a different master with the same goals. Regardless of what 

his answer would be, it was clear she would also bear watching in the weeks and months ahead. Perhaps the 

battlefield will be a better place for her for the time being…

“I will think carefully about what has been discussed here today,” Archa said, and then frowned. “I must 

admit that your talk of war greatly concerns me.” As with Samdat, he agreed with her general assessment, and 

brought this up more to sound out her thoughts about the looming conflict than from any need to confirm his 

suspicions.

“Now I know you are not that unseeing, Raja Khan,” she said. “No doubt that waddling fleshpot Tamras 

has already sent a message to the Empire about the Great Khan’s most timely demise. Reports are already 

coming in about the forces amassing near the mountains above Two Rock, on the border between our lands and 

the Durani Empire. They are coming, on that you can depend.”
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“You sound very confident,” he mused aloud.

“I am—” Nandanna smiled, though to Archa it looked more like she was baring her teeth in a vicious 

snarl. “—because it is exactly what I would do in their situation.”

She turned back to the window, through which the sounds of men assembling in the main courtyard 

could be heard. “Regardless of whatever schemes Rudatha is up to, someone needs to lead our armies into 

battle. That someone will be me. And after I have crushed their army, and sent any survivors fleeing back to 

their homeland, well…who knows what reward a victorious general might receive from a grateful populace?”

“You believe that defeating the Durani will smooth your path to the Saddle Throne.”

“Empires have been won on the battlefield before, Raja Khan—after all, that was how my father 

acquired the Dominion,” Nandanna replied as she walked to the door. “If I follow in his footsteps, perhaps it 

will be again. You find my father’s murderers, Archa—I will defend the Dominion against its enemies.” And 

with that, she was gone, her boot steps fading as she headed out to marshal her forces.

With a quiet sigh, Archa shouldered his bedroll and left his room in the opposite direction. He had taken 

only a few steps when a familiar figure appeared at the end of the hallway and glided toward him.

“Rudatha.” Archa stopped short. “Your arrival here is no coincidence, I expect.”

The shorter man nodded gracefully. “Indeed, it is not. I was on my way to see you when I heard the—” 

he paused, as if seeking just the right word, “—vociferous tones of my dear sister emanating from your quarters. 

So, I decided to bide my time in order to speak to you undisturbed. Already sounding out potential allies against 

me, is she?”

“I would not put it so bluntly—like all of us, she is concerned about protecting the Dominion,” Archa 

replied, even as he wondered why he was defending her. Did her words about you strike closer than I realized?

“Oh, I am sure that is her primary concern—more specifically, who will lead it in these trying times,” 

Rudatha said. “Tell me, what do you make of her offer?”

The soldier in Archa was on alert instantly at the question, suspecting a trap. He made sure to look 

the younger man directly in the eyes as he replied, “Nandanna did not make any sort of overture to me—

our conversation mainly dealt with the conflict she feels is coming.” His conviction was sound, even if his 

underlying logic was a bit shaky—there was little room to interpret the Khan’s words any other way.

A knowing smile flitted across the young man’s lips. “Of course she didn’t. And yes, I have no doubt the 

vultures and jackals will begin swarming toward Gudanna before its body is even cold.” Rudatha steepled his 
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fingers. “I am surprised she has not declared a preemptive war on whatever enemy she spots first—even if it is 

only in her own mind.”

Archa grimaced—already on edge from Samdat’s and Nandanna’s visits, he tried not to be curt with the 

prince now. “I assume that you have not come all the way to my quarters simply to eavesdrop on my personal 

conversations. If you have anything else to tell me, it must be quick,” he said as he began walking again. “I am 

leaving now to track down the assassins.”

“Indeed, that is exactly why I sought you out,” the Spider Prince replied as they entered the shadowed 

staircase. “A trio matching the description you had circulated was reported heading out of the city to the north.”

Again, Archa stopped short. “And why is this information being delivered by you instead of one of my 

guards?”

“Time is of the essence in this matter, is it not?” the young man replied. “Aside from my own desire to 

see these craven murderers brought to justice, I have more at stake here than anyone.” 

Archa nodded slowly; he did have a point. “Agreed—I meant no offense.”

Rudatha waved his hand. “Think nothing of it. You have your ways of gathering information, and I have 

mine. I fail to see a problem with who acquired the intelligence first, as long as it was delivered to the proper 

person, as I have now done.”

“True—and I thank you for delivering it personally,” Archa said as he scrutinized his former ward, 

much as Nandanna had scrutinized him just a few minutes ago. The young prince appeared to be the epitome of 

affable helpfulness, his stance open, arms clasped behind his back, the expression on his round face unguarded.

Even so, he thought, it may be that he knows this information because he was the one who assigned their 

deadly duty. If Nandanna is correct, and he is protected from their identifying him, then sending me after them 

would be the correct thing to do, seeming to aid me while diverting suspicion away from himself.

“Are you all right, Archa?” Rudatha asked. “You seemed…lost in thought there for a moment.”

Archa waved him off. “I am fine, merely pondering what this could mean. The assassins wouldn’t be 

foolish enough to head straight back to their employer, would they?”

“Only if they felt they would be safe there,” Rudatha replied without any preamble or question as to 

what Archa meant. Given the context, he could only be referring to one place—the Durani Empire.

Archa quickened his pace down the stairs. “If that is the case, then we shall have to travel even faster to 

cut them off before they reach the border.”
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Rudatha nodded. “Of course. A suggestion, if I may?”

“Go ahead.”

“As you’re no doubt aware, Two Rock is both near the border and contains a sizable population of 

Durani citizens. If your theory about the assassins coming from the north is correct, they likely have planned an 

escape route through the city’s sympathetic populace.”

Archa nodded again. “And will use the turmoil created by the news of the Great Khan’s death as cover. 

Yes, that makes sense.” He regarded the pale man for a moment. “You have been doing some investigation of 

your own, haven’t you?”

Rudatha lifted a shoulder in a careless shrug. “Merely extrapolating likely outcomes from the 

information I receive, nothing more.” He stared at Archa. “I am still counting on you to clear my name, after 

all.”

“We will know more once I have captured these cowards,” Archa said. “Then the truth shall be 

revealed.”

“I look forward to that day,” Rudatha said as they reached the ground floor. “I will take my leave of 

you now—no doubt Samdat or my sweet sister’s people are lurking nearby, hoping to hang some other perfidy 

around my neck if given the slightest chance.” He put out his hand. “May your hunt be swift and successful, 

Raja Khan.”

Archa clasped his smooth, soft forearm without a thought. “The Ancient Ones willing, it shall be. Stay 

vigilant, Rudatha, and I will return as soon as I am able.”

“I always am, Raja Khan,” the Spider Prince said as he retreated into the shadowed stairway. “I always 

am.”
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Chapter Two
 Talnis had never been the praying sort, but by the time he and his two companions reached the border 

town of Two Rock, he was willing to embrace the entire pantheon of Ancient Ones if he could fi nd someone to 

help him out of his current predicament. In fact, he was seriously considering leaving his former life of studying 

magic behind and taking up an entirely new career—something safer and much more boring, like sewer cleaner 

or olinph-breeder.

The past twenty hours had been spent mostly in panic-induced fl ight, all stemming from his fateful 

decision—prompted by the promise of enough riches to retire very comfortably if he wished—to assist the 

Great Khan of the Gudanna Dominion with a ritual spell he wished to cast.

But it hadn’t been just any spell—the ritual the ruler of the Dominion wanted to perform was unlike 

anything Talnis had ever seen. When he had fi rst stepped into the sanctifi ed chamber where the casting was to 

take place, his jaw had dropped at the intricacy of the preparations. He recognized elements of what had been 

written on the walls, fl oors, and ceiling of the room, but even he had no real idea of the spell’s ultimate purpose.

And that was what had intrigued Talnis most of all—certainly even more than the promised payment. 

Rare was the magic that required cooperative casting; the rituals existed, to be sure, but they weren’t often 

practiced. That it was being done now—and by no less a person than the Great Khan himself—stoked his 

curiosity even more. Talnis’s hunger for knowledge far outstripped his desire for material comfort. To be 

included in the successful casting of a ritual of such power—and to witness its effect on the Great Khan—would 

be the pinnacle of his storied career.

And after further examination of the walls covered with inscriptions, his estimation of the Great Khan 

rose quite a bit. He wasn’t some dilettante, dabbling with magic out of boredom. No, the Gudanna leader 

obviously had a very distinct purpose in mind, and had chosen the three best mages in the Dominion, perhaps 

even the entire continent, to assist him.

Besides Talnis, there was Durjah, whom he knew mostly by reputation. Said to have spent the past 
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decade studying the Gudanna way of golem creation, rumors from his home city said he had recently turned 

his attention to a different branch of magic—possibly involving humanity—but Talnis had been unable to learn 

more. He hoped to speak to the other mage after the ritual, to find out what he was up to.

The third member of their trio was Kahni, the youngest by several years, yet certainly their equal in both 

power and ability. He had already made a name for himself by his insightful treatises on theories regarding Zri 

magic. He lived on the eastern coast, in the freeport city of Apanika, and had journeyed the farthest to take place 

in this history-making event.

Upon their arrival, the Great Khan had welcomed all three and treated them like visiting royalty. Over 

a private feast that evening, he had explained most of what was to happen, but kept certain elements from the 

three mages. Their general task was simple—maintain the casting circle and regulate the often-unpredictable 

Zri energy while he executed the main portion of the spell upon himself. After their briefing, Talnis understood 

why the three of them had been chosen. Zri magic must be wielded with the utmost care, and enlisting the three 

mages greatly increased his chances of surviving the casting.

After an entire day and night of studying the chants and memorizing what they would be saying and 

doing, then meditating to enter the proper frame of mind to handle the volatile magic with which they would 

soon be dealing, they had begun the ritual early the next morning.

All had begun as planned—the circle had been joined, with the Great Khan in the middle and the three 

mages arrayed around him—and they began channeling and shaping the raw power he would need to complete 

the spell.

Hour after hour they had chanted and cast among candle-studded piles of sand, focusing their 

concentration and skill upon the man standing in the center of the sigils and runes and inscriptions, ensuring that 

every last detail was executed to perfection.

But somewhere during the ritual, things had gone terribly wrong. Although warned by the Great Khan 

regarding what was to happen, Talnis’s eyes had widened when he saw Jahnu pick up the ceremonial blade with 

both hands, raise it overhead and hold it there for a moment, then bring it back down—straight toward his heart.

The blade bit deep, sinking into his chest up to the hilt. The Khan’s mouth opened in what appeared to 

be soundless surprise, and he sank to the floor as the three mages raised their voices to begin the last portion of 

the chant, intended to complete the spell—and apparently bring the Great Khan back to life.

That did not go anywhere near as planned. The trio completed their casting, feeling power surge through 
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the room. Coruscating bolts of purple and white energy flowed from them, coursing through their bodies, 

binding them to the spell as well—and then, everything just…stopped.

Along with the others, Talnis blinked away the blinding afterimages of the light show, and looked down 

at the Great Khan’s motionless body—

—more importantly, at the haft of the knife jutting from his unmoving chest. And the blood welling from 

the wound to his heart.

No one moved for a moment. Then they all looked at each other, then back at the Great Khan.

The very dead Great Khan.

It did not take a sorcerer to know what would happen if the heartwood doors were opened to reveal the 

three mages standing over the body of the Great Khan of the Gudanna Dominion: arrest, followed by a swift 

trial, followed by an even swifter death.

The three agreed on two things—that none of them knew what had gone wrong, and that they had to 

escape this windowless room immediately. Windowless, with a guarded door—but not without a way out. Far 

overhead was a small hole in the domed ceiling to allow smoke out and air in. Even in his exhausted state, 

Talnis was able to weave a ladder out of the tendrils of smoke rising from the nearby candles, and together the 

three of them had climbed to freedom. He himself reached the lip of the hole just as a giant explosion rocked the 

night, sending up a huge gout of flame and smoke, startling him so much it nearly knocked him off the roof.

Before he could even wonder what had caused the blast, the other two waved for him to keep moving. 

The three slid off the rounded dome of the casting room to the flat roof below, then snuck to a trap door that led 

back inside. As Talnis scurried down the narrow stone steps, a woman’s wail pierced the night, heard even over 

the shouts of palace guards responding to the explosion.

“The Khan is dead! The Khan is dead! The Khan is dead!”

From that point on, it was a controlled frenzy of sneaking from shadow to shadow, avoiding the 

guards—easier than one would have thought, with the majority of them battling the fire caused by the 

explosion—and finding a way through the palace, over the perimeter wall, and into the city.

Durjah took the lead now, guiding them on a roundabout path through the massive building that seemed 

to lead deeper into the castle. Both Kahni and Talnis grew concerned about this, but the other mage would not 

hear of taking another route. And, to be fair, they did wind up in a quiet hallway that apparently led to a small 

bedchamber. Durjah explained that he knew the person who slept here, and that person would aid their escape. 
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But as they approached the room, the confident mage stopped in shock at the unconscious guards outside, then 

ran to the door and threw it open.

The room was empty. There were signs of someone living here; a slept-in bed and a small nightshirt on 

the floor, but no one was there to meet them. Durjah seemed very vexed by this development, and told the other 

two that his contact was gone, and they would be next if they didn’t get out of there right now.

Talnis agreed, with his only caveat that they not kill anyone while escaping. Kahni agreed, while Durjah, 

apparently still distracted by his escape plan going wrong, seemed wholly indifferent to the idea.

Talnis called upon all of his skill to cloak the three of them in darkness when necessary; once, to make 

them all invisible when they had to traverse a hallway guarded by four men on full alert. Unfortunately, he was 

more tired than he thought, for his concentration wavered halfway through, and suddenly they were visible 

again.

A guard shouted, and before Kahni or he could do anything, a blast of flame roared past and immolated 

the four men, who screamed in agony as their bodies were consumed by the fire.

Talnis gaped in shock until Durjah grabbed his arm. “Let’s go!”

Fortunately, they were close to the outer wall. A levitation spell cast by Kahni allowed them to scale 

it without aid of rope or climbing spikes, and on the other side, he cast the same again, allowing them to float 

down to the ground like three feathers on the wind.

Although the palace was built on a hill overlooking the city, the fire and surrounding commotion was 

already drawing a crowd. The three mages quickly fled into the nearest neighborhood.

“We need kalmpas if we are to escape the city before they close the gates!” Durjah said. “Come on!”

He led them to a stable only a few blocks away from the palace, so run-down that it didn’t cater to the 

nobility. Several kalmpas of varying quality were inside, and Durjah ran to a furry bay with one white horn and 

one black and began saddling it. “Choose your mounts and hurry, we must go!”

“Stop, thieves—” Even as the stable boy cried out, his face was already turning purple from the spell 

cast by Durjah. Clutching his throat, he sank to the dirt floor.

“What are you doing?” Talnis cried. “Release him!”

With an abrupt gesture, Durjah ended the spell while Talnis ran over to check the boy.

“His chest still moves—he’ll be fine,” Durjah said as he tightened the girth strap under the kalmpa’s 

belly. “You, however, won’t be if you continue showing such mercy.”
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“You would simply kill him without a second thought?” Kahni asked, his eyes wide.

“No, with necessary thought,” Durjah replied. “That boy can identify both us and the animals we are 

stealing. He is a link between us and the guards that allows them to get closer to catching us. That will not 

happen, and I will gladly take the life of a stable boy to save my own.”

He finished saddling his kalmpa and swung into the saddle. “I’m leaving in one minute. Follow me if 

you wish, or stay here to die—the choice is yours.”

Exchanging concerned glances, Kahni and Talnis both hurried to saddle and mount their kalmpas. Soon 

the three were heading for the northwestern gate, which Durjah assured them would be the easier route to leave 

by.

He had been right about that, at least. At the gate, their way past the indifferent guards was eased by 

Durjah talking casually to the soldiers there—and possibly casting some sort of spell on them, Talnis couldn’t 

be sure. Either way, the guards waved them through, and once outside, they kicked their kalmpas into a full 

gallop across the plains, running them full out to put as much distance between them and the city of Kutastha as 

possible. On the way, Durjah told them he had friends in Two Rock who could help them get beyond the reach 

of the Gudanna Dominion. If they could just beat the news of the Khan’s death to the border town, they stood a 

good chance of getting away.

They rode all night, fear and vitality spells goading both them and their mounts, until, just before 

sunrise, Kahni’s steed gave an agonized whinny and collapsed, almost pinning the mage’s leg. He managed to 

jump free, but the kalmpa was unable to rise.

“The beast’s heart is giving out. We’ll have to take turns riding double,” Durjah said, tossing a knife in 

the dust at the mage’s feet. “Make it quick—bad enough we leave this trace of our passage, but hopefully the 

animals of the plains will make short work of it once they smell blood.”

Kahni picked up the blade with shaking hands, and glanced at Talnis, who nodded—better to be merciful 

than leave the animal to suffer. With a brief prayer, the young mage slit the kalmpa’s throat, careful not to get 

any blood on himself. Wiping tears from his dust-streaked face, he accepted the hand Talnis offered to mount up 

behind him, and they set out again.

Fortunately, Two Rock was only two more hours’ travel, even at their slower pace. When they reached 

the city, it was just stirring ahead of the sunrise. The gates were manned by drowsy, inattentive soldiers at the 

end of their watches, and the three mages, now in truth the weary, road-dusted travelers they seemed, were 
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admitted with no problems.

They rode their exhausted kalmpas down the main thoroughfare, past street vendors setting up their 

wares for the day—unfurling bright canopies against the sun, and setting out rugs, clothing, pottery, fresh and 

dried fruits and meats, baked goods, and spices. Because Two Rock straddled the boundary between the Durani 

Empire and the Gudanna Dominion, both cultures were on display in the streets, often side-by-side. Durani 

merchants in shimmering, metal-colored robes and scarves, resplendent in copper, brass, and gold torcs and 

rings talked, joked, and haggled with the Gudanna populace, who were dressed in variations of flowing robes, 

loose pants, white, blousey shirts, and brightly colored vests. The practical, desert-toned colors favored by the 

Gudanna contrasted with the brighter colors of the decorated and striped tents and awnings of the traders from 

the Empire.

The sight and smell of the foods on display reminded Talnis that he hadn’t eaten since yesterday 

morning, but the mere thought of food made his stomach roil. Instead, he glanced at Durjah. “Where to now?”

“There is a place on the south side called the Keystone Inn—my friends are there,” the other man 

answered, his voice low. “They will help get us out of the city safely.”

“We must leave here as soon as we can,” Kahni said. “Once word of the Great Khan’s death gets out, it 

will cause a panic—”

“Still your wagging tongue, youngblood, before it draws attention we do not need,” Durjah cautioned 

him. “As far as anyone knows, we are simple travelers, coming from Apanika on our way to Supakva. And 

that is all anyone needs to know. Keep your mouths closed and your eyes and ears open. If either of you hear 

anything pertaining to what happened in the south, come and inform me immediately.”

With the morning traffic still light, they easily navigated the streets to the Keystone Inn. It looked no 

different than any of the dozen other places they’d passed along the way—a two-story building of sandstone 

brick walls with a flat roof composed of wooden beams holding up a sunbaked mixture of straw and mud that 

had dried to a rock-like consistency.

“We’ll be safe here until my friends can arrange for our safe passage out of the city,” Durjah said, 

casting wary glances around as he dismounted and handed his reins to Talnis. “The stable is next door; arrange 

for our mounts while I take care of our room.”

Without waiting for a reply, he headed inside, leaving Talnis and Kahni out in the street. “I don’t know 

about you,” Talnis said, “But I cannot wait to get off this bony beast.”
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“Yes…” the younger man said as he slid off the rear hindquarters. He was careful to avoid spooking the 

fatigued animal, for which he might receive a kick to the chest in return. He reached a hand up to the other man. 

“Careful—you’ve been on that saddle for so long, you might end up walking bowlegged.”

Talnis smiled faintly as he eased his way down, each muscle in his legs and back protesting his every 

move. Taking the reins of both kalmpas, he trudged to the ramshackle stable next door, where a young boy was 

busy cleaning various tack and saddles.

“Boy,” Talnis said even as the child ran over. “Food, water, and a good rubdown for each of these 

creatures. They have served their masters well today.” He tossed the kid a gold talon, easily four times the 

normal payment for what he’d requested. “The rest is yours—if all that I have said is done to my satisfaction.”

The boy nodded, and touched his forehead with the palm of his empty hand. “It shall be as you have 

requested, sir.” He took the bridles from Talnis’s aching hands and, with soft clucks and whispers, brought both 

mounts into the cool shade of the stable building.

“Now that they are in good hands, let us see about ourselves,” he muttered to Kahni while turning 

toward the inn.

“A moment, Talnis, if you please.” The young mage looked up and down the deserted street before 

continuing. “Everything happened so quickly, I have not had the chance to speak with you before this, but…

what are your thoughts about what we are doing?”

Talnis couldn’t help glancing at the open door of the inn before replying. “I do not know about you, but 

in my opinion…it seems that we do not have much choice but to continue on our present path.”

“I understand, and if that is how we must proceed, then I agree, but…can we not try to talk to someone, 

to explain what happened? I mean, surely they cannot believe that we arrived at the palace so openly with the 

intent of killing the Great Khan? What would be our motive to do so?”

Again, Talnis checked the inn’s entrance. “You speak with the twin virtues of logic and wisdom, young 

Kahni. Unfortunately, we did not heed those virtues back at the palace, once we realized what had happened 

to the Great Khan. Had we done so, we might have had a chance to explain—but now, having fled the palace 

and the city only makes us appear guilty of this terrible deed. We would be fortunate indeed to survive the 

journey back before being torn apart by the angry mob that would surely await our arrival. No, it seems we 

have no choice but to put our trust in Durjah, as a fellow accused, and hope that he speaks the truth about his 

associates.”
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Kahni nodded so vigorously that Talnis feared he might injure himself. “That brings me to my second 

point—exactly how far can we trust him? During the ride here, I was going over the events at the palace in my 

mind, and correct me if I am wrong, but it seemed that Durjah himself was the one who was always urging us 

to flee, to escape before we were caught. I will admit that I gave in to panic when flight seemed to be the most 

reasonable choice; however, now I also realize that it was foolish of us to run. We are the only ones who know 

what happened in that room—we are the only ones who can let the truth be known.”

Talnis nodded and stroked his dusty chin as he thought. “Again, you speak with wisdom, but even so, 

who is to say that we would be believed? If the Gudanna are looking for scapegoats to place blame upon, we 

three could not have offered ourselves up any better for that purpose. We need to be in a place of safety, where 

we can speak freely without fear of immediate reprisal—”

“And are you so sure that safety will be found in the Empire?” Kahni asked. “All we have is Durjah’s 

promise that he can provide what we need. Once behind their border, we may be simply exchanging one captor 

for another.”

“Again you speak the truth, my friend,” Talnis said, even as he craned his neck to look past the shorter 

man toward the end of the street, where some sort of commotion was taking place. “Let us discuss this more in 

private—it may be that you and I will have to leave Durjah’s company sooner than he expects. But for now, I 

think we had best get inside.”

He pulled the younger mage toward the inn’s door as a mounted city guard walked his spotted kalmpa 

down the lane, surrounded by a crowd of clamoring townspeople, all talking over one another. It looked like the 

guard was going to say something, but before he could, a bell began tolling from one of the temple towers in the 

city. It was joined by another, and another, and then a chorus of trumpets sounded, their blare echoing through 

the streets and making it impossible to think, much less talk.

Even so, Talnis waited in the doorway, curious about the guard’s presence. The bells and horns 

continued for a few minutes, then both died away. By this time, everyone had gathered in the street to see what 

was happening. The two mages hung back behind the gathering crowd.

Now with an interested audience, the guard shouted, “Hear me, citizens of Two Rock! We have just 

received word that Jahnu, our Great Khan, was found dead early yesterday morning! It is suspected that he was 

murdered by unknown agents! Until more information is received, the city will be under a curfew at sunset, 

starting today! No one is to be on the streets after sundown. Failure to comply will result in immediate arrest! 
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Long live the Great Khan! Long live the Gudanna Dominion!” With that, he nudged his kalmpa forward, 

leaving a trail of muttering people in his wake.

“Inside, now!” Talnis pulled Kahni into the inn, where Durjah sat at a table with a carafe and three 

glasses in front of him.

Without breaking stride, Talnis asked, “Do we have a room?”

“Yes, it is all taken care of.”

“And you heard the announcement that has just been made, right? Then shouldn’t we be in that room, 

instead of drinking in the common area where any fool can get a look at us?”

“Indeed we should.” Durjah indicated the glasses with his hand. “I just thought you both might care for a 

drink before we headed up. It has been quite a day, after all.”

Kahni grabbed a cup and allowed the seated man to pour him some wine. Talnis did the same, watching 

Durjah all the while. Something about Durjah had changed since he’d entered this place; he seemed more 

relaxed, even confident. As if he was now sure he would escape this dusty trading town with ease.

Maybe so, but does that mean he will take us with him? the mage thought as he sipped his watered wine. 

I think Kahni did speak the truth outside, and we both would be wise to keep an eye on Durjah, until, and even 

after we reach the border.

* * *

Sitting in his small office at the back of the Keystone Inn, Zinhal Ram was ready to tear out what little 

remained of his thinning gray hair in frustration. That greedy jackal Sinat is cheating me on my wine shipments, 

I know it! But how can I prove it, or failing that, stop him from doing so again?

“And if I cannot do so…how can I keep a roof over my head if I cannot make a profit?” he muttered as 

he checked his books for the third time, hoping against hope that he had missed something.

A knock at the door snapped his head up to see Ahlada, his daytime manager, standing there. “What? I 

am very busy!”

“Your pardon, Zinhal, but there is a patron here who insists on speaking to you privately. I told him that 

you were unavailable, but he is…very insistent.”

Zinhal opened his mouth to scold her, but closed it again—it would do no good to berate one of the only 
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decent employees he had. “Oh, why not—after all, my day surely cannot get any worse. Send in whomever it 

is.”

She stepped back and nodded, and a moment later, a figure covered in dusty robes, with a cowl and scarf 

concealing most of his face, entered his office. “Please make sure that we are not disturbed,” he said to Ahlada 

in a low voice, then closed the door.

“Yes, thank you, I need my office to not only get hotter, but also covered in dust as well.” Zinhal’s 

sarcasm apparently went unnoticed by his visitor, who pulled a wooden, three-legged stool from the corner to 

the other side of the desk and sat down to regard him.

The innkeeper sighed. “Good sir, whatever business you have with me, pray tell me quickly so that I can 

add it to the already long list of items I will not get to today.”

The man did not reply at first, but kept staring at him long enough for Zinhal to begin to feel uneasy. He 

opened his mouth again to exhort the man to get on with it when suddenly the man spoke.

“Tell me, Zinhal Ram, have you ever seen a Jagara aflame?”

Zinhal’s mouth continued to hang open as the words reached his ears. He blinked twice, and then closed 

it. “What—what did you say?”

“I said, have you ever seen a Jagara aflame?”

Immediately Zinhal’s posture changed from the stoop-shouldered slump of a tavern owner to the iron 

rod-straight back of a career soldier. A long-term covert operative in the city, Ram had almost come to believe 

he would never hear any of a dozen code phrases used by Durani operatives, to whom he was expected to give 

whatever aid he could, up to and including laying down his life for them.

It’s happening, it’s finally happening… He swallowed through a suddenly dry mouth as he recalled the 

proper reply. “Only once, near the Blasted Lands. It burned all night long.”

The shrouded man hesitated just long enough for Zinhal to think he might have spoken his death 

warrant—for such was the penalty for an incorrect reply—then he nodded. “Very good. I have need of your 

assistance.”

“Of course. What do you wish of me?” Zinhal asked.

“Two things,” the scarf-clad man replied. “First, you will send a message to our forces to the north. 

They are to begin their assigned operation, effective immediately.” He handed the innkeeper a folded piece of 

parchment, sealed with wax. “This message must reach the commanding officers—it is instructions for their 
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eyes only. Second, you will arrange for safe, undetected passage out of Two Rock for myself and two other 

people into the Empire, also effective immediately. Do you have any questions?”

“No, I do not.” It wouldn’t have mattered if he had, unless they pertained to the immediate tasks he had 

just been assigned.

“Excellent.” The robed man relaxed a bit. “How long do you expect these tasks to take?”

“The message will go out immediately, and should reach the patrols by mid-afternoon at the latest. 

Passage such as you have requested out of the city can probably be arranged before dawn tomorrow. I would 

suggest that you remain here until the preparations are complete.”

With a nod, the man rose. “See that both are accomplished within that time frame.” He strode toward the 

door, but stopped at it and turned back. “One last thing…”

“Anything,” Zinhal said.

“My companions and I will need a room large enough to accommodate the three of us. See that one is 

prepared for us.”

“At once.” Zinhal rose so quickly he nearly fell out of his chair as the man opened the door to his office 

and slipped out. The innkeeper ran to the doorway and hissed for Ahlada to attend him.

“Yes, Zinhal?”

“Prepare the master suite for our new guest and two companions. Whatever they want—food, drink, 

women—you will provide it for them on the house.”

“Very well.” She knew better than to question him. “How long will they be staying?”

“The Ancient Ones willing, not long at all,” he replied, already turning to head back into his office. “I 

will be going out soon, and may not return for some time. You will handle things in my absence.”

“Yes, Zinhal,” she replied, but he had already closed the door.
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Chapter � ree
 Archa half-expected to be waylaid by more palace staff  as he hurried to the courtyard, but the way was 

blessedly clear—a bit unusual during the mid-morning Hour of the Snake. Given the fi re and everything that has 

happened, no doubt most people are resting now.

Descending a last set of stairs, he walked out to a staging ground, where several squads of Araksa scouts 

and soldiers, all golem knights, stood at attention on the sunbaked ground. The elite of the Dominion—for 

Archa had asked for nothing less—they would stay there until ordered to move, relieved of duty, or until they 

collapsed from hunger and thirst. Their tenaciousness would be needed during this most important hunt.

In front of the other groups stood Gadha and Yuvaka, the Araksa guards Archa had co-opted as his 

personal assistants—along with three Sand Lions and their knights. He took a moment to admire the large, fl eet-

footed golems that made up the Dominion’s scout and spy divisions. Their tawny tails, haunches, and forelimbs 

were the color of the desert sand they had been created from, while the rest of their bodies were covered in 

brick-red armor plates edged in black. Thick claws on all four paws could disembowel an enemy in a second, 

while their fanged maws could remove a head in a single bite. A pair of spiked protrusions—Archa thought they 

looked like fl ames—radiated up from its back, protecting the rider from attacks on either side.

“Raja Khan,” Vice-Sergeant Gadha inclined her head. “The units you requested await your orders.”

“Thank you, Vice-Sergeant,” Archa replied. “I will address them from my mount.”

As intimidating as they were, the Sand Lions paled in comparison to Archa’s own golem, a gigantic 

Dune Viper. Fifteen olinph long from its horned head to its bladed tail, the massive, armor-plated creature 

matched its smaller Gudanna counterparts in color, with a sandy underbelly and the same dull, red-and-black 

armor all along its broad back. Its weapons were its own fearsome maw, capable of devouring three men or an 

entire war ox in one bite, and its terrifying tail; a thick, spiked, black stone blade it used to scythe through its 

opponents. Combined with its slithering speed, it was a golem that struck fear into the hearts of the Dominion’s 

enemies.
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Using the hand- and footholds cut into the black armor, Archa climbed toward the saddle strapped to the 

massive head of the great golem. As he lay a hand on its side to climb, the Dune Viper came to life, hissing as it 

feinted at him. Archa grinned at that, even as his shoulder twinged at the memory of awakening the great beast. 

Whoever had written of the Viper in the Arcanum Gudanna, had inscribed truth: a Dune Viper always strikes 

at its creator first, and Archa had not been spared the pain of his golem’s bite. Even with the attention of the 

Dominion’s finest healers, the old injury still pained him from time to time. Archa didn’t mind; he felt it gave 

him and his golem an even closer connection.

Reaching the saddle on the back of its head, he settled comfortably into the smooth leather seat. His 

Viper raised its head, lifting him two stories high, its segmented body undulating slightly on the hard-packed 

earth, as if eager to be away.

The Raja Khan’s expression remained impassive, though he was as happy as he had ever been—even 

under the current circumstances. Such was the way every time he joined with his Dune Viper. The feeling of 

riding a golem could not be described in words. It was like connecting with an elemental force; something at 

once more powerful than its creator, but still beholden to its master as well, a true partnership. One mind, one 

body, one purpose.

Before turning to face the assembled men and women, Archa noticed Samdat observing the courtyard 

from a balcony another thirty feet up. His expression was stoic, and if he noticed Archa’s gaze upon him, he 

gave no sign of it.

The Raja Khan’s mouth split in a grim smile. Let the Speaker of the Law remain here and conduct his 

‘investigation.’ I will go forth and mete out justice.

He turned his piercing gaze to the guards before him. “Araksa guards of the Gudanna Dominion,” he 

began, his voice carrying to every corner of the courtyard. “You are called upon to carry out a vital mission 

on behalf of your Dominion. You will carry out justice on behalf of our glorious Great Khan, who was foully 

assassinated yesterday.”

Archa took a quick breath; speaking those words about his oldest friend still pierced his heart. His 

expression, however, remained impassive as he continued. “You will be searching for three sorcerers sought in 

connection with our Great Khan’s death.”

Even at that announcement, not a man or woman reacted, not a muscle twitched, not one word was 

whispered. Archa nodded with satisfaction. “Araksa guards of the Gudanna Dominion, each of you will 
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write these words on your heart. You will commit yourself to them, and you will not fail.” He paused to lend 

additional weight to his next order. “These three fugitives—these honorless dogs that struck under cover of 

darkness—will be hunted, they will be found, and they will be captured and returned to Kutastha alive.”

This was vital—interrogating the dead could only yield so much information. Of course, if the 

assassination had been planned within the walls of the palace, there was always the possibility that one of the 

men or women before him was a plant, sent to ensure that the sorcerer-assassins never breathed a word about 

who was behind this terrible deed. Archa had tried to use guards he thought weren’t minions of Nandanna, 

Rudatha, or Samdat, but with the myriad schemes hatched and alliances brokered behind these walls, he could 

never be completely sure.

Again, there was no reaction from the assembly. Archa put more power behind his next words. “The 

enemies of the Dominion are many, and they tremble in the shadow of our might. Even so, there are those who 

may think that because our leader has fallen, the Gudanna Dominion has been weakened, that it is ready for 

conquest. I say that day is not upon us, and never will be!”

His voice rose to a shout that reverberated around the courtyard. Even given their impeccable training, 

he saw nostrils flare, eyes widen, chests puff out as his words sank in. Although he had given variations of this 

speech to many soldiers on many occasions, the words never failed to inspire not only those that heard them, 

but Archa himself. Now it was time to drive their mission home.

“Each one of you has been chosen to spread that message!” he shouted, raising both arms to encompass 

the assembled guards. “To go forth, and make our enemies tremble once more! You will show the rest of Eretsu 

that there is no place that escapes the power of the Great Khan! That there is no hiding place that will protect 

these three from the wrath of the Dominion! Now go forth, and deliver the murderers of our Great Khan to 

justice!”

As a single, fearsome unit, every Araksa guard there saluted him with their left arm held overhead, fists 

clenched tightly. “FOR THE HONOR OF THE GREAT KHAN!” thirty voices shouted as one. Then all of them 

brought their left arms down across their chests in one swift, crisp movement. “FOR THE GLORY OF THE 

DOMINION!”

Archa nodded at Gadha. “Araksa, move out!” she shouted.

The golem knights mounted their creations, and the units began scattering, heading out to cover every 

point of the compass. Each of their hajduk knights had been briefed on the descriptions of the fleeing sorcerers, 
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and Archa knew every one of the Sand Lion scout units would do their utmost to fulfill their mission.

He was also fairly certain that most of them would fail.

Assuming that Rudatha had told him the truth, the sorcerers were fleeing north, the direction Archa had 

kept for himself and his unit. His soldier’s intuition also told him it was the most likely escape route—and also 

foretold potential trouble brewing between Gudanna and the Durani Empire.

But every possibility had to be covered, every avenue eliminated, hence sending the other units out on 

what would normally be considered a fool’s errand. But each of these units also served a vital purpose. They 

would carry the all-important message to every corner of Eretsu: that even leaderless, the Gudanna Dominion 

was far from vulnerable.

He looked down to see Gadha and Yuvaka each seated behind one of the three Sand Lion scouts that 

would escort him in pursuit of the assassins. The third scout would serve as their point man.

Archa was about to will his Dune Viper into motion when a voice called to him. “Hold, Raja Khan.” 

Startled, he glanced down to see Pilu standing near his Viper. The withered-looking Urugal sorcerer—and 

Archa’s long-ago lover—had been instrumental in helping him analyze the scene of Jahnu’s death. Even now, 

the sight of her stirred feelings he’d thought were buried long ago. “I would accompany you on this journey.”

Archa commanded his mount to settle back down to the ground. She stared back at him through bright 

blue eyes, her wooden left leg and missing left hand concealed by her robes. “I appreciate your willingness, 

Pilu. However, we will be traveling very fast to catch up with them. I…would be concerned about your health 

while on the trail—”

“Bah.” She waved a gnarled hand. “If I do not go with you, you stand no chance of catching them at all.” 

Pointing her hand at the ground, she rose into the air and settled on the Viper’s broad back behind Archa. “Do 

not concern yourself with my well-being. You should be far more concerned about the trouble you are riding 

into. Now, forward!”

Archa turned to stare at her for a long moment, then smiled as he turned back to the rest of his unit. “You 

heard her. Let us ride.”

Normally, a Raja Khan would have been the first out of the main palace gate, but Archa was content 

to let the other scout teams leave ahead of him, with his own unit bringing up the rear of the impromptu 

procession. Surrounded by the Sand Lions, one in front, two behind, his Dune Viper slithered forward, its thick 

belly scales rasping against the stone street.
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A crowd had gathered to see them off, and the sight of the large golem inside the city walls drew 

impressed gasps, cries, and cheers. Archa kept his expression appropriately neutral as they proceeded down the 

narrow lane. Even over the clamor, he heard Pilu chuckle behind him.

“Probably the most exciting thing these people will see all year…unless the Empire pays the capital city 

a visit soon.”

He twisted to stare at her out of the corner of his eye, but the old sorceress simply stared back at him 

with those oddly bright eyes in her wrinkled face, and said nothing more. Shaking his head, Archa turned to the 

front, looking around as their procession continued forward.

As he scanned the crowd, he noticed an unusual sight. Where everyone else was watching the scouts’ 

Sand Lions and his Viper, a young boy seemed to be arguing with his mother at the entrance to a side street. The 

child then pointed at Archa. The mother cuffed him on the head and grabbed his threadbare shirt, trying to drag 

him back, but the boy slipped free and ran toward the main street, his mother’s pleading wail pursuing him.

Archa was already reining in his Viper when the boy burst out between two men into the road. In a trice, 

the lead Sand Lion was upon him, bearing him to the ground and pinning him with a giant paw that covered 

his trembling chest. The nearby crowd, taken by surprise at the golem’s agility, shrieked and shouted as they 

retreated to a safe distance.

“Hold your golem, scout,” Archa ordered as his Viper settled to the ground, allowing him to dismount. 

He walked over to the boy, ignoring the bows and lowered heads from the surrounding populace. “Release 

him.”

The Sand Lion withdrew its paw, and the boy sucked in a breath, then stared up at the hand Archa 

offered to him.

“Rise, child.”

Carefully, he took the Raja Khan’s hand, and allowed himself to be pulled to his feet. Archa smiled. 

“You seemed most anxious to see me.”

Now that he was standing in front of the man he had fought to reach, the boy nodded slowly.

“Well, here I am,” Archa kept his smile in place, his tone light. “Now then, what is so important that you 

disobeyed your mother and ran out here?”

“Y—You are seeking those who killed the Great Khan, yes?” the boy stammered.

The crowd quieted at his words, and Archa bent down on one knee to look the boy in the eyes. He 
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noticed yellow and purple bruises encircling the child’s throat. “Yes, I am. Can you tell me anything about 

them?”

By now his mother had struggled through the crowd to them, and dropped to the ground, prostrating 

herself before Archa. “Great Raja Khan, please do not punish the boy! His head is filled with stories—”

“Enough,” he interrupted her. “I would hear this boy’s tale for myself, and I will make of it what I 

choose. I give you my word as Raja Khan that neither he nor you will be harmed. Rise, and be at ease.”

“Thank you—thank you, mighty Raja Khan,” the mother said as she got to her feet.

Archa turned back to the boy. “And what is your name?”

“Rikh.”

“Very well, what do you wish to tell me?”

“Late last night, three men broke into our stable,” Rikh replied. “They stole three kalmpas, and almost 

killed me when I tried to stop them.” He lifted his head, showing Archa the bruises. “When they saw me, one of 

them lifted his hand, and suddenly I could not draw even the smallest of breaths.”

Archa’s pulse quickened—the mages had come this way during their flight. Everything around him fell 

away—the murmuring crowd, the watchful scouts, even his waiting Dune Viper—as his entire world narrowed 

to this stable boy. “Go on, Rikh. Tell me all you can remember.”

The boy quickly described them, his general description matching how the mages had been dressed 

during their time in the palace. “But it was what one of them said before they left. They thought me knocked 

out, but I heard one of them speak of his concern of guards capturing them all. That was why he wanted to…to 

kill me, so that I could not tell anyone of seeing them.”

“What happened next?” Archa asked.

“Another man stopped that mage, and came over to check on me. He had blue eyes, and a kind look 

about him. He made sure I was going to live, and then he took his kalmpa and rode off with the others.”

“Do you happen to know which way they were riding?” Archa asked, hoping against hope that the child 

might have an answer.

The boy smiled proudly. “Not only can I can tell whether a kalmpa is coming or going from six blocks 

away, but I can tell what breed it is as well. Those three galloped off at high speed to the north. They probably 

headed to the northwest gate, as it would be the nearest to our stables, down the Avenue of Veils.”

“You have done very well, young Rikh,” Archa said. “One last question—have you told anyone else of 
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this?”

Rikh shook his head. “Besides my mother, you are the first to hear this story.”

“Very good. Upon my return, you and your family shall be rewarded for your bravery. Now go, and 

know that you have served your Dominion well this day.”

The boy bowed and retreated to his mother, who backed away, stammering her thanks with every step. 

Archa remounted his Viper and they set out again, this time heading toward the Avenue of Veils.

“You have changed since our youth, Archa,” Pilu commented as he settled back into his saddle. “The 

stern soldier I remember would have interrogated the boy until he got the answers he sought.”

“That man still resides within me, but he has been—tempered by the intervening decades,” Archa 

replied. “My younger self was brash, more impetuous. The years since then have granted me wisdom.” Well, 

that, and trying to deal with Rudatha as a child would make even the wind learn patience.

They turned onto the Avenue of Veils. The broad street that bisected the city from north to south was 

normally a market avenue for much of its length, and today was no different. It was wide enough, however, 

to accommodate the stands of various merchants as well as cart and walking traffic. The group of golems, 

however, commanded immediate respect, and a wide path appeared as if by magic before them.

Archa increased their pace to make up time lost to the encounter with the child, and they soon reached 

the northwestern gate. The day watch sergeant was sent to fetch the guards responsible for securing the gate 

overnight, while Archa reviewed the written record of everyone who had passed through the gate the previous 

evening.

The two guards were both standing at attention near the post building when Archa stepped back 

outside. They were both hajduk; minor golem knights who were still relatively unproven in battle. One was 

a comfortable-looking corporal, whom Archa could see barely met the minimum physical requirements for a 

soldier on duty, and the other was an uneasy-looking private.

Archa separated the two men and spoke with the corporal, named Yavadin, first. He swore up and down 

that he and his partner had guarded the gate all evening, and that the log was correct as written and signed by 

both of them.

With a curt nod, Archa walked over to his vice-sergeant, making sure to stare directly at her. “What is 

the good corporal doing?”

“You mean besides glaring daggers at his guard partner?” she muttered. “If his stare was a sword blade, 
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that man’s head would be rolling across the sand right now.”

Archa nodded. “As I thought.” He walked over to the private, who was now sweating profusely but gave 

him a crisp salute, which the Raja Khan returned. “At ease, Private…Samya, correct?”

The soldier nodded, making drops of sweat fly off his face. Archa kept his tone calm as he continued. 

“No doubt you are aware of the tragedy that befell the Dominion last night?” When the soldier nodded, he 

continued, “I have been tasked with bringing the assassins of our beloved Great Khan to justice. Of course, 

every soldier in the Gudanna army will do whatever they can to assist me, yes?”

“Three men…” the private said, his shoulders slumping as if he had just cast off a heavy weight. “It was 

just after mooncrest, toward the end of the Hour of the Beetle, and several minutes before the alarm from the 

palace was sounded. They appeared to be in a hurry, and spoke with Yavadin while I watched the gate. I could 

not tell if he was paid for allowing them through, but he told me not to enter it into the log, and to forget that 

I had ever seen them. He also told me that if I ever breathed a word to anyone, he would make sure that I was 

forced out of the army.”

Archa’s face darkened with each word the soldier said. “And why did you not inform your superior 

officer of your guard partner’s actions at the first opportunity?”

Samya stared at the ground. “I—I was afraid, Raja Khan. My post is all that my family has. They live 

on the edge of the Blasted Lands, and barely grow enough food to eat. I send every talon I make back to them. 

I cannot risk losing my position—they would starve.” He squared his shoulders and stared Archa in the eyes 

again. “I am sorry for my weakness, Raja Khan.”

Archa nodded. “No man should have to choose between his duty and his family. I appreciate that you 

have told me this of your own free will. However, you are relieved of duty until I return, though I am not 

placing you under arrest, and you will continue to draw your salary. There will be a hearing, and you must be 

punished for your dereliction of duty; however, I will speak on your behalf. You are dismissed.”

“Thank you, Raja Khan.” Relief blooming on his face, the private headed to his barracks.

Archa next approached the day sergeant. “Take Corporal Yavadin into custody on charges of attempting 

to deceive a superior officer, falsifying the evening logbook, and suspicion of accepting a bribe. His trial will 

commence upon my return.”

The sergeant motioned two other soldiers toward the corporal, whose eyes widened as he realized what 

was happening. His face purple with rage, he leaped for Archa, but did not come close to touching the Raja 
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Khan.

Archa turned just enough to make the attacking soldier miss him. His hand shot out, propelling the still-

moving man into the wall, where he collapsed to the ground, moaning in pain. He turned back to the guards 

running to the injured man. “Add attempted assault of a superior officer to the charges.”

With that, he mounted his golem and ordered the gates opened. The Sand Lions leaped ahead of his 

Viper, and Archa rode through the gate into the vast northern desert plains.

“Mercy tempered with justice is a rare sight in this harsh world,” Pilu murmured. “Truly, you are much 

more than the man I knew all those years ago.”

A bit nettled by her comment, Archa half-turned in his saddle to regard her. The old woman sat cross-

legged behind his seat, swaying with the golem’s undulations as if she had been born riding one. The wooden 

shaft of a parasol rested on her shoulder, shading her from the glare of the midday sun. She stared back at him 

with the merest hint of a smile on her thin lips, the old, faded scars across her cheeks somehow lending her a 

fierce dignity.

“That man you speak of and myself are one and the same,” he replied. “Only the years between have 

changed either.”

Her smile widened. “Very true, Archa. Time shapes all things—men, women, the land. It shapes what is 

inside a person as well—their desires, their needs, their goals. Either it intensifies their longing for a prize if it is 

not attained, or, if they are satiated, their remaining time becomes more important to them as they crave more of 

what they desire, or slows to languor as they grow fat and lazy.”

“As you can see, I have not succumbed to the latter,” Archa replied.

“Indeed, nor have you fallen sway to the former, like…” Pilu trailed off, then shook her head. 

“Regardless, it is the man before me now that I wish I knew better.”

“I…” Her heartfelt words took Archa by surprise, and for a moment, he didn’t know what to say. So 

much time had passed since they had last been together—with so much happening to both of them in the 

interim—that those former, younger selves seemed nothing more than vague ghosts; misty forms in an idealized 

past that they both happened to share once upon a time…

“The opportunity is not necessarily lost,” he finally said. “There is still time.”

“Perhaps…but time has a way of becoming the most finite when you least want it to.” She shook her 

head. “But listen to me, an old woman prattling on when you have much bigger matters to attend to. Pay no 
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heed to my idle words, not when your vice-sergeant wishes a word.”

Archa looked around for Gadha, but she was still in the rear, the Sand Lion she rode upon loping along 

next to the third scout’s golem. He frowned. “She is not seeking my attention.”

The old woman’s smile grew wider. “I did not say at that exact moment, did I?”

As if on cue, the scout she rode with pushed his golem up until she was parallel with Archa. “A word, 

Raja Khan?”

With a last glace at Pilu out of the corner of his eye, Archa nodded. “Speak.”

“We are being followed. Another group of Sand Lions, with no unit markings, doing their best to keep 

us in sight while hanging back, no doubt hoping we would not notice them.” A wry smile crooked the corner of 

Gadha’s mouth. “It was almost impossible not to.”

Archa turned again in his saddle, looking past Pilu at a small cloud of dust a few miles behind them. His 

eyes were still sharp enough to make out the red-and-tan pattern of the Sand Lion golems on their trail. “Good 

work, Vice-Sergeant. Tell me, who do you think is so interested in us that they would shadow our movements?”

“Pardon my forthrightness, Raja Khan, but it is my understanding that there are several persons who 

would wish to follow your movements.”

“Being forthright with the truth is never a reason to cry pardon,” Archa said. “Continue.”

Gadha nodded. “The noble Rudatha is one such person, however, I would assume that his people would 

better conceal their movement.”

Now Archa’s smile was wry. “Correct.”

“If it were Nandanna’s people, they would have no doubt already challenged us to a duel for the right to 

find the Great Khan’s killers.”

Archa nodded. “A bit aggressive, perhaps, but certainly not outside the realm of possibility. Any others?”

“The Durani ambassador also has a vested interest in what we may find…however, assuming he is 

shrewd enough to figure out that we are going to Two Rock, no doubt he has his own spies there, and would 

simply assign one of them to us once we reached the city.”

“Agreed. Which leaves…”

“The Speaker of the Law.” Gadha glanced over her shoulder. “Only his people would be so obvious in 

their pursuit, and so clumsy at trying to remain inconspicuous.”

“Very good.” Archa’s smile widened at her deductions. “Please ride ahead and inform our lead scout that 
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we will be increasing our speed to flank on my mark.”

“Yes, Raja Khan.” The scout urged his golem ahead to their point man.

“I suggest that you find something to hang on to—our ride is about to get considerably rougher,” he said 

to Pilu.

A moment later, he felt an arm slide around his waist, followed by a soft pressure on his back. “I can 

think of no safer place, Archa,” she replied in his ear. “I am ready.”

A grim yet satisfied smile appeared on Archa’s face as he raised his arm, held it for a moment, then 

dropped it as he commanded his Viper to increase its speed to flank as well.

If the Speaker of the Law’s men wish to follow me, then I shall lead them on a wild chase indeed.
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Chapter Four
Hajduk Knight Sarani, of the 5th Torrent of the South Tempest, fought his weariness as his Sand Lion 

padded up the narrow, switchback mountain trail, carrying its master deeper inside the Durani Empire.

Technically, what he was doing could be considered an act of war. The border between the Empire 

and the Gudanna Dominion had been clearly demarcated back when the Empire had sued Great Khan Jahnu 

for peace after the Battle at the Gates of Ru. However, for the past few weeks there had been rumors—vague 

murmurings from travelers, nothing that could proven—about sightings of large golem build-ups on the other 

side of the mountains near Two Rock. Even so, Sarani’s superiors had forbidden any scouts from crossing the 

border, on pain of imprisonment and even discharge.

But while his superiors may not have had the stomach to go fi nd what was coming for them, Sarani did. 

That was why, on his most recent patrol, he had gone to the edge of his assigned area, then stepped across the 

border into the foothills, knowing that with every step he was risking not only his career, but very possibly his 

life.

Both of which would be of no consequence if the city was attacked without warning. And Sarani’s gut 

was telling him there was something out there beyond the mountains. The Durani were up to something—and 

he was going to fi nd out what.

He had left the foothills behind about an hour ago, and was now climbing steadily higher, paralleling 

the lone pass that cut south like a narrow dagger slash through the range of peaks between his city and the 

Empire. It was a calm but crisp evening, and he savored every chill breath, feeling the cold wipe the cobwebs of 

weariness from his mind. Even in the dimly moonlit night, his golem’s every step was sure, padding from rock 

to rock and leaping across fi ssures that would have been impossible for him to traverse alone.

They reached the summit and Sarani commanded his Sand Lion to halt, concerned that the scrape 

its claws made on the rocks might alert enemy pickets to his presence. He took a moment to scan the pass 

leading north, back toward the Durani lands. There was no sign of anyone coming or going along the mountain 
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trail, no merchant’s wagons around crackling campfires, no travelers spending a chilly but passable night in 

the mountains. Normally there was a fairly steady flow of trade caravans and other travelers heading in both 

directions through the pass. Its apparent abandonment was another sign that something wasn’t right here.

The next part of Sarani’s mission was the most dangerous—he planned to advance on foot to scout the 

nearby area. Normally, he wouldn’t dream of separating from his golem, but a lone man would be much less 

noticeable than a mounted one, and there were plenty of shadows thrown by the jagged rocks for him to use as 

cover.

He made sure that his weapons and gear were secured, so as not to make any noise while on the move. 

Then he took a deep breath and began heading even deeper into enemy territory.

Sarani was careful to keep an eye on the night sky while he moved. The Durani were fond of using aerial 

golems as scouts and fast assault troops, and if one of them spotted him before he spotted them, it would all be 

over. So far, though, there seemed to be no fliers around.

He headed down the mountainside, every sense alert, looking for any sign of the enemy. Where are they? 

Any army capable of taking the city would have to be a force of several thousand, and therefore could not be 

easily concealed.

He was coming to a peculiar rock formation; a semicircle of jagged peaks rose dozens of feet into the 

air, forming what could almost be seen as a crown of stone that blocked his view of the area immediately ahead. 

An excellent position from which to survey the nearby land, he thought, and scrambled up the middle peak, 

finding plenty of cracks to use as hand- and footholds. He reached the top with ease, but what he found on the 

other side took his breath away.

The formation he was using did indeed crown the very top of the valley on the other side—a valley 

swarming with Durani golems and their knights.

There were no fires built anywhere, but there was enough moonlight to illuminate the large fighting 

force on the ground below. Hundreds, maybe even thousands of knights tended their created mounts. It looked 

like a mixed group of cavalry riding agile Jeweled Harpies and larger Winged Preservers, to entire units 

of ground golems. Sarani’s eyes widened as he counted at least two score of Blazing Dervishes, with their 

fearsome twin swords that could scythe through the enemy. He also counted a half-dozen squads of Vigilant 

Sentinels, big golems that looked like a cross between a bull and an ape. Besides being fearsome fighting 

creatures in their own right, they often served as spotters for larger golems, marking enemy units with swipes of 
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their claws that enabled other units to concentrate their attacks on the injured left in the Sentinels’ wake.

And this invasion force had artillery to back it up as well. From a half-dozen Fire Rams, basically 

walking fire cannons, to eight Growling Phalanxes, with their huge cabochon gems set in the massive armor 

plates they carried, gleaming in the moonlight as they awaited their marching orders. And looming over 

everything was the creature that confirmed in Sarani’s mind that this army had only one purpose: invasion.

At the rear was a Jagara Colossus. Towering over everything else in the valley (the Phalanxes were next 

tallest, but even they barely rose to the Jagara’s chest), the gargantuan golem looked unstoppable, even just 

standing there. Sarani had heard tales of a Jagara in action before, but had never seen one himself. One veteran 

had told of the massive golem’s main weapon, which the Durani called the Apocalypse Blast—so called because 

those who saw it said it looked like the end of the world—which pretty much destroyed anything it hit. Sarani 

hoped he would never see the monstrosity in action.

Scanning the valley, he rapidly estimated the strength of the enemy force that would soon be deployed 

against his city. Once he returned and sounded the alarm, there might be just enough time to send requests for 

help not only to Kutastha, but perhaps also to the Lords of the Line—if this initial army could be stopped in its 

tracks, perhaps the invasion could be blunted before it truly began.

Sarani ducked down to begin descending to the ground. As he started his climb, he felt a whoosh of air 

wash over him, and felt something rake across his boiled leather helmet, tearing it from his head. He looked up 

to see a dark, winged form rise into the air as it wheeled about to make another pass.

A Jeweled Harpy!

He had forgotten to watch the sky while counting the enemy, and had been spotted by one of their 

scout units. It was the worst possible position for him—a lone man against even one of the smallest golems 

stood almost no chance of defeating it. Sarani had to get back to his Sand Lion—together could they strike this 

feathered menace from the sky.

But he had to survive the journey back first. Throwing caution to the wind, he leaped off the stone spire 

before the Harpy could knock him off, or even worse, snatch him up in its sharp claws and carry him back to the 

Durani camp.

The instant his feet hit the ground, he ran back up the broken landscape, using the rocks as cover, 

ducking and dodging from shadow to shadow. He could hear the Harpy’s beating wings as it flapped overhead, 

along with the strange, hooting cry they used to communicate among themselves. If the knight is summoning 
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more of its kind, then I am truly a dead man. Got to keep him distracted.

He stepped out from under the rocky overhang into the moonlight, enough to throw his shadow out 

ahead of him. The Harpy plunged down at him again, and Sarani dove to the ground as the golem passed 

overhead, close enough to hear its claws clack together in a failed attempt to grab him.

As he rose, Sarani drew his short sword. He might be small, but he was not defenseless. He estimated he 

was about halfway back to where he’d left his motionless Sand Lion.

Reaching a sheer cliff face about fifteen feet high, Sarani stopped short. It had taken only a few moments 

to climb down on his way here, but now it posed a formidable obstacle. However, he might be able to use the 

cliff to his advantage. Glancing around for his enemy, he spotted the Harpy soaring high in the air, silhouetted 

against the moon for a moment as it hung in the sky, and then folded its wings to dive after him again.

Tossing his sword onto the top of the cliff, Sarani climbed as fast as he could, wedging his fingers and 

feet into cracks in the rock, heedless of torn skin and smashed fingernails. Soon the top was only a few feet 

away. With one last leap, he hooked his fingertips on the edge. The sharp stone bit into his skin, but he barely 

noticed as he hauled himself up and over.

His sword lay a few paces away, but the Harpy loomed even larger before him. Snatching up his blade, 

Sarani whirled to face the golem, intending to strike its claw when it tried to grab him.

He held his position as it approached, close enough that he was able to see the Durani construct in detail. 

Its wingspan was easily ten paces across, with the top of its black and gold wings winking in the moonlight. Its 

golden, feathered legs were well muscled, and each was tipped with three sharp claws, suitable for rending a 

knight’s flesh or tearing into a golem. Its face was an odd, featureless oval, with a lipless slash of a mouth and 

rudimentary eyes that stayed locked on the Gudanna scout.

It was almost on him now, so close that its body blocked any sight of the knight riding atop its shoulders. 

Sarani tensed, ready to bring the blade around and chop into that claw—

But just when he was about to strike, the Harpy flew over his head, out of reach. What the— He whirled 

around to see the large golem land a few yards away, cutting off his retreat. Raising his sword, he prepared to 

defend himself. They will not take me without a fight!

But the Jeweled Harpy did not advance on him, did not leap forward to clutch him in its talons. Instead, 

it spread its wings and flapped them furiously, faster than Sarani’s eye could follow.

The wind raised from its wingbeats threw a huge cloud of dust into the air, buffeting Sarani. It was so 
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powerful that he found himself being pushed back, and struggled to maintain his footing. Only when his right 

foot stepped backward into empty air did Sarani realize what the knight was doing.

Sword flying from his hand, he tumbled down the cliff, landing with stunning pain on his back. His 

unprotected head smacked against the rocky ground, making stars explode in his vision. Sarani’s chest was 

numb, and he struggled to draw a breath. Even so, his hands groped the nearby ground for his sword, as he 

knew the Harpy would be coming to snatch him up for sure now.

The dust still roiled everywhere, making it hard to breathe and see. Blinking tears away, Sarani used that 

as cover, crawling to the cliff face and moving as far to the left as he could. As he’d hoped, it formed a corner 

that he could use to pull himself up.

Hearing the Harpy take to the air again, he climbed as quickly as he dared. Each breath sent a spike of 

pain through his chest, but that didn’t slow him. Only one thought burned in his brain: I must warn the town.

Reaching the top again, he took off up the mountain, stumbling from shadow to shadow, each step 

sending a knife of pain shooting through him. He paused whenever he spotted the Harpy overhead, hoping the 

knight didn’t hear his panting breath, or the thumping of his heart.

They played Harpy and mouse for several minutes, until he spotted his Lion about thirty paces away. 

Also hidden in the shadows, it wasn’t immediately visible, but if the Harpy knight saw it, he would attack with 

no quarter, tearing the powerless golem apart and ending any chance Sarani had to warn Two Rock.

The real problem was that there was nothing but open ground between him and his golem. He would 

have to run for it. Picking up two fist-sized rocks, Sarani clenched them tightly as he waited for the Harpy to fly 

by again. The moment it did, he took off running.

The knight spotted his movement immediately, and wheeled his golem around to dive at him. The Lion 

was fifteen paces away when Sarani turned and hurled his two missiles at the attacking golem with all his 

strength.

The sudden attack surprised the knight, who made his Harpy veer off as the rocks sailed into the night. 

Sarani was already running again. Ten paces.

The Harpy hooted again, and he heard its wingbeats growing louder behind him.

Five paces…

He felt the wind from the golem’s wings buffet him.

Two paces…
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A claw clacked right behind him.

One pace…

With a final leap, Sarani threw himself into the saddle of his Sand Lion. The instant he touched it, the 

golem reared up and lashed out with both paws.

He couldn’t have timed it more perfectly. The Lion’s claws slammed into the Harpy’s face and chest, 

smashing the enemy golem to the ground. Before it could rise, Sarani urged his Lion forward and it leaped upon 

the Harpy, flattening it to the earth.

The Durani golem struggled to rise, but one of its wings was broken, and it was finding any kind of 

movement difficult with several hundred pounds of Gudanna golem crushing it to the ground.

His Sand Lion reached out with a huge paw to slash the back of the Harpy’s right leg, severing the 

magically-formed muscles there. The enemy golem hooted in agony and tried to flail at the Lion with its 

remaining wing, but another slash crippled that limb as well. Then Sarani’s Lion plunged its head forward, 

sinking its massive jaws into the back of the Harpy’s head.

With a final, dying shriek, the Harpy flopped to the ground, motionless for a moment, before bursting 

into bright blue flames. Sarani had already moved his Sand Lion away from the dissolving golem, and looked 

around for the Durani knight, who lay in a crumpled heap a few paces away.

He nudged his golem over to the fallen knight and had the Sand Lion reach a paw out to flip over his 

opponent. As the body rolled, he saw two things: it had been a woman knight he faced, and she was already 

dead, her neck broken.

Gasping, Sarani took a moment to just sit and catch his breath as he clung to the saddle with his legs 

and both hands. Knowing every moment he stayed out here imperiled Two Rock even more, he finally gave the 

command to head home.

The Sand Lion’s first leap made him grit his teeth against the scream of pain that threatened to burst 

forth. He managed to keep it bottled inside, however, and leaned over the saddle, holding on to it with all his 

remaining strength as he urged his golem mount to sprint faster across the rocky slopes. I will warn the city, 

even if it costs me my life.

The dark ground passed underneath in a blur as his untiring Sand Lion leaped from crag to crag, 

climbing ever higher as they headed back toward safety. They were nearing the peak when his battle sense 

warned Sarani that they were not alone. Glancing up, his blood froze in his veins.
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Overhead flew two more Jeweled Harpies, flanking an even larger golem, a Winged Preserver. The 

scout’s heart sank when he saw its hulking form and the massive blade jutting from the end of its left arm. He 

and his Lion might have been able to fend off the two Harpies, but those along with a Preserver—they were 

both as good as dead.

No—I must not stop! Ignoring his pain, ignoring the danger, Sarani urged his mount on even faster. If I 

can reach the pass, maybe I can at least signal the others. Just have to clear this next ridge—

But even as he felt the powerful muscles of his Sand Lion’s hindquarters bunch in preparation to leap to 

the next crag, Sarani heard a whistle, as if something was plummeting to the earth. The next thing he knew, the 

land itself roiled underfoot, as if an earthquake had erupted underneath him.

His normally surefooted golem stumbled, sliding on the unstable ground. Sarani looked around to see 

the Winged Preserver straighten up from where it had landed, its impact blowing a cloud of dust out for several 

yards.

He urged his Lion to move again, even as the pair of Harpies dived on him, their claws tearing at his 

golem, opening large gashes that began leaking sand. The golem tried to fight back, sitting up on its hind legs 

to swat at its attackers. Its claws caught one of the avian golems across the face, making it scream and rear 

back, wings flapping as it frantically retreated. Sarani clung to his saddle during the vicious fight, unable to do 

anything but hold on.

The Sand Lion took off again, but a blinding flash slammed into it from the side, knocking it off its 

feet. Sarani was hurled from his saddle, skidding across the rough ground. Stunned, he looked back to see the 

Preserver land next to his faithful golem, which lay helpless on the ground, a smoking, gaping hole in its side. 

The Preserver raised its heavy blade, then brought it down in a vicious chop.

It was over in an instant. Sarani cried out in anguish as the head of his Sand Lion rolled across the rocky 

ground, dissipating back to the sand from which it had been created. The body followed, returning to the desert 

elements he had formed it out of four years ago.

His head splitting from the destruction of his golem, Sarani pushed himself to his feet and staggered 

away from the Preserver and the Harpies, still trying to warn his town of what was poised to fall upon them like 

the Preserver’s razor-sharp sword blade.

The lights of Two Rock twinkled in the distance, and as he opened his mouth to shout the warning, he 

felt a heavy blow in the middle of his back, and his face was sprayed with something warm and wet, almost like 
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a spring rain, but smelling of…copper? His chest suddenly felt cold and heavy at the same time, and he looked 

down to see something sticking out of him…something sharp and round.

Puzzled, Sarani reached up to touch the pointed end of the large blade that had impaled him. As he 

stared down at it, he felt light, as if he was rising off the ground, and then realized that was exactly what was 

happening—the Preserver was lifting him up.

His mouth filling with blood, Sarani was turned to face the knight riding the Preserver.

“You fought valiantly, brave knight, but to no avail,” the knight said with an acknowledging nod from 

one warrior to another. “Your failure has doomed your town, and all of the Dominion as well.”

The Preserver turned its blade, letting Sarani slip off and crash to the ground. Blackness crept in around 

the edges of his vision now, and his chest gurgled as he tried to draw a breath, but still the scout struggled to 

crawl closer to his home town, to see it one last time before he died.

His last thought before the blackness claimed him:

I….have…failed.
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 In the early morning hours, Talnis put his eye to a crack in the shuttered window and watched Two Rock 

begin to burn.

Ever since the announcement of the Great Khan’s death, the city had exploded in outbursts of violence: 

Durani against Gudanna, neighborhood against neighborhood, citizen against citizen. Buildings were put to the 

torch, riots were breaking out. The city guards had tried to quell each incident as it occurred, but they soon gave 

up as more and more attacks broke out. A thin pall of smoke now hung in the air.

“Be careful looking out there—an errant rock could put your eye out,” Durjah said from the table as he 

picked through the remains of a platter of smoked meats and fi sh, fl atbread, and hard red cheese.

“Aren’t you at all worried?” Kahni asked from the other side of the table, clutching his wine goblet in 

both hands. “What if the violence comes here?”

“We are as safe here as anywhere,” Durjah replied. “Besides, my contacts are working on getting us out 

of here as I speak. In fact, I expect them at the door any minute now.” He picked up a sliver of dried olinph and 

popped it into his mouth. “I don’t know what the town elders were expecting. Twenty years is a long time to 

hold a grudge—and more than half of the populace is thirsty for revenge.”

“What do you mean by that?” Talnis gave up peeking out the window and returned to the table, sitting in 

a third chair. Their suite was surprisingly sumptuous, with silk sheets on the grand four-poster bed that took up 

much of it, along with a dark hardwood table with a marble top and four intricately carved chairs to match. But 

at the moment, he barely noticed any of it.

Once the manager had led them to the large room, they’d barely left it, taking their meals there and 

trying to get some sleep, to little avail. Every noise in the street startled them, and Talnis also worried that the 

violence would spread to this neighborhood and engulf them as well. Kahni seemed even more disturbed by 

what was happening throughout the city, and had been drinking heavily throughout the night.

“Two Rock was once a Durani city, until the Great Khan conquered it during his war with the Empire,” 

Chapter Five
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Durjah replied between nibbles on a slice of cheese. “Even after it became part of the Dominion, a sizable 

Durani population stayed behind, making the best of their situation in a hometown ruled by the enemy. But now, 

it seems their vengeance is at hand.”

“What—what do you think will happen?” Kahni asked after draining his goblet, his words slightly 

slurred. He slumped in his chair, staring at the other two with bleary eyes.

“Well, I suppose that depends on who gets here first,” Durjah replied. “The Durani army, or the Gudanna 

force—”

“Wait—you know for a fact that the Durani are going to attack?” Talnis asked.

“Of course.” Durjah continued picking through the platter of food. “You do not have to be a general or 

even a line soldier to know that. The first rule of maintaining an empire is to strike when your foe is weak or 

disorganized. I’d say the Khan’s death fits both of those requirements nicely.”

Shouts could be heard from outside, making Talnis rise from his chair and head back to the window. “A 

half-dozen people in the street. I can’t tell what they’re saying—everyone’s shouting over everyone else.”

Kahni poured the last of their wine into his cup. “I say we head back downstairs, get another bottle, and 

try to find out what’s happening.”

“We’re not going anywhere—not until my people let me know it’s safe to go,” Durjah replied. “Besides, 

all you’ll hear from the main room is rumor, hearsay, and wild guesses. Nothing to be trusted down there.”

Although he wasn’t fond of the other mage’s condescending tone, Talnis had to agree with his 

assessment: every time they’d gone downstairs, rumors had swirled wildly around the main room: Two Rock 

will surrender if the Durani appear in any numbers…A huge trap awaits any enemy golem army coming out 

of the pass…An assassination plot is underway to kill the city leaders, and pave the way for the Durani to take 

over... It was impossible to sort out what was true, what was half-true, and what was false, and finally he had 

given up trying.

“You don’t control me,” Kahni said as he rose unsteadily to his feet. Draining his goblet, he wiped his 

mouth with the back of his hand and clumsily set the cup on the table, not noticing when it nearly tipped over. 

“I’m goin’ to get more wine,” he said as he stumbled toward the door.

“On the contrary, young Kahni,” Durjah replied, his voice low and even. “At the moment, you might say 

that I hold your very life in my hands.”

His words froze the young mage in his tracks, and made Talnis stiffen and place both hands on the table, 
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ready to cast if necessary.

“Wha’dya mean by tha’?” Kahni said, turning and walking with great care back to Durjah. “Huh? Anser 

me!”

“Just that you would do well to remember who is getting you out of this city,” Durjah said. “After all, 

without me, I doubt things would go half as well for you—”

“Why, you arr’gant sonuva—” Kahni’s snarl was interrupted by a knock at the door.

Durjah turned toward it. “Yes?”

“It is Zinhal,” a voice said from the other side. “I have information.”

“That is the owner of the inn.” Durjah fixed the other two mages with a steely glare as he rose to his feet. 

“Not a sound from either of you, understand?” He walked to the door, opened it just enough to slip outside, and 

closed it behind him.

Talnis was torn with indecision: part of him wanted to sneak to the door and listen to the whispered 

conversation on the other side; the other part wanted nothing to do with that idea, fearing Durjah’s wrath if he 

were caught.

He glanced at Kahni, and saw the half-drunk mage apparently wrestling with the same quandary. 

Catching his stare, the younger man snorted and stalked to the door. “I don’t fear him—”

But even as he reached for the handle, the door swung inward and Kahni jumped back as if he had seen 

a ghost. Talnis heard a burst of raised voices downstairs, but couldn’t make out what was being said before 

Durjah entered and closed the door again.

“Sounds like things are getting heated downstairs,” Talnis said.

“That doesn’t matter—soon, nothing here will concern us,” Durjah said as he crossed to the bed and 

picked up the small satchel containing some items the innkeeper had brought him during the night. “My 

contacts have come through. It’s time to go.”

“Go where?” Kahni’s loud voice startled Talnis, who had started to rise from his chair. “I…I think i’s 

time you tol’ us ’xactly what you got planned for the nex’ part of our journey.”

Durjah stared at the young mage for several long moments, and Talnis braced himself for a 

confrontation. Instead, Durjah nodded.

“You’re right. Now that our path is set, there’s no further need to keep anything from either of you.” 

Durjah crossed to the window and peeked out. “Zinhal will take us down to the sewers, where a guide will take 
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us to the edge of the town. From there, we will go on foot to the caves.”

The blood drained from Talnis’s face, and he slumped back into his chair as he realized what Durjah was 

saying. “You don’t mean—you can’t—”

“Are you sayin’ we should travel through the Caves of Mahtis?” Kahni asked, his voice growing even 

louder.

“Hush!” Durjah said, holding both hands up to placate the other man. “It’s the quickest way to the 

border, especially with the mountain pass blocked by the approaching Durani army—that has been confirmed, 

by the way. No one will ever think of looking for us there—”

“You’re right—because we’ll never make it through alive!” Talnis interrupted. “It’s madness!”

Every mage on Eretsu knew of the legendary Caves of Mahtis, a labyrinthine cavern system near the 

border between Durani and Gudanna. They were also a natural repository of Zri mana, hence their dangerous 

reputation. Stories circulated each year about this mage or that one who had gone to study the magic there and 

returned either physically impaired—blind, deaf or mute, or with withered or paralyzed limbs—or half-mad 

from the experience…if they returned at all.

“You’re crazy!” Kahni said. “I’m not goin’ anywhere w’you!”

“Kahni, relax,” Durjah said as he stepped toward the other mage. “I’m the only one who can get us away 

safely—”

“You’ll lead us straight to our deaths!” Kahni raised his hands, and a blast of white cold shot from his 

outstretched fingers, aimed straight at Durjah’s head. Talnis blinked and shot up from the table, readying a 

counterspell to stop the miniature blizzard wreathing Durjah’s head—

Except the mage wasn’t in Kahni’s line of fire anymore—in fact, he had disappeared entirely. Both 

Talnis and Kahni looked around in confusion, then fire erupted around Kahni, igniting his hair and clothes. He 

screamed and beat at his burning body as he floated into the air, and before Talnis could do anything, he was 

thrown violently across the room, hitting the bedpost with a sickening crack!

“Kahni!” Talnis rushed to him as he fell to the floor, the fire still consuming him. Grabbing a blanket 

from the bed, Talnis wrapped the mage in it, smothering the flames. He uncovered the other man’s hairless, 

blister-covered head to find his eyes wide open and staring at him from his seared face, his charred mouth 

opening and closing as he gasped for air. “Hold on—I will get help—”

The younger mage’s hand, crisped into a blackened claw, grabbed Talnis’s robe and pulled his face down 
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to his mouth. “Do…do not…trust…him…” The young man’s head lolled back as the light faded from his eyes.

“Kahni!” Supporting the mage’s limp body with his arm, Talnis lifted his head back up, but it was too 

late…he was dead.

“I am sorry I had to do that.”

Talnis looked up to see Durjah enter the room through the open door. Talnis looked over to where he had 

seen him standing just a moment ago. “How—where were you?”

“Still outside. My apparent return to the room was a simple illusion I cast, in the event something like 

that—” Durjah waved at the smoke from his fire spell still drifting about, “—happened.”

He walked over to Talnis. “I truly did not want things to come to this. However, Kahni chose his own 

path, short though it may have been. Now it is time for you to choose, Talnis. Come with me before Two Rock 

falls, or stay here and most likely be killed in the fighting—or discovered and taken prisoner by the Dominion, 

since I have no doubt their knights will soon be baying at our heels, if they are not here already.”

Talnis stared up at him, feeling more lost and adrift than ever. He was not a violent man by nature, he 

never had been; the pursuit of knowledge itself had always been more than enough for him. The deaths he 

had seen over the past few days and the changing of his status from respected mage to hunted fugitive had 

unmanned some deep part of him. Now he wanted nothing more to do with any of this, but it seemed that once 

again, he had no choice. “Do you—do you swear that we will be protected once we reach the Empire?”

Durjah nodded. “I give you my word as a Durani noble. Now come, we must leave ahead of the brutes 

on both sides that would tear this town apart.”

“A moment.” Talnis stared down at Kahni’s youthful features, now forever stilled in death. He reached 

out and closed the man’s staring, sightless eyes while saying a brief prayer for his immortal soul. Then he rose 

and walked to the door, where Durjah stood waiting. “Let us be gone from here, never to return.”

The moment they stepped into the hall, however, he knew things had gone from bad to worse. A 

cacophony of heated voices flew up the staircase, so many that Talnis couldn’t figure out how many were trying 

to speak. With Durjah in the lead, they walked to the end of the hallway and tried to make out what was going 

on.

“I think they’re threatening Zinhal,” Durjah said. “We’d better get down there.”

The voices below rose to shouts: “Good citizens, please,” Talnis heard the innkeeper say, but he was 

immediately shouted down by several others.
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“Traitor!”

“All Durani must pay!”

“Get them!”

The shouts, thuds, and crashes of a fight immediately followed.

“Damn it!” Durjah began heading down the stairs, waving to Talnis to follow him.

“What are we doing?” he asked as they crept toward the brawl.

“Trying to get to Zinhal—without him, we won’t know where to meet our contact!” Durjah hissed. “Stay 

alert, and don’t get caught in the fight—do whatever you must to protect yourself.”

“You don’t have to worry about me,” Talnis replied, calling several offensive spells to mind. Just 

because he wasn’t a violent man didn’t mean he didn’t know any violent magic.

“All right—here we go.” Durjah was on the last few steps before the main room, and ducked back as a 

stool flew into the stairway to shatter against the far wall. His eyes wide and bright, Talnis exchanged a worried 

look with the other mage as he stepped up beside him.

“Maybe…now?” he asked.

Durjah nodded. “Right!”

Side by side, the two stepped into the inn’s main room—and utter chaos.

The entire place was filled with shouting, struggling, fighting men. Tables were overturned, stools were 

thrown or used as clubs, and Talnis saw at least one dagger appear in the brawl, vanishing just as quickly into a 

man’s chest. He couldn’t see the innkeeper anywhere.

“Where’s Zinhal?” he shouted, stepped aside to avoid a man stumbling toward him. The burly thug 

picked himself up and charged back into the fray.

“I don’t know—his office is in the back. Come on!” Durjah began pushing through the tangled knots 

of cursing, punching men. Halfway there, he was tackled by a brawler, and went down in a sprawl of arms and 

limbs.

Acting without thought, Talnis grabbed the other man and pulled him up, shoving him away with a burst 

of shocking magic that made the man howl in pain and stagger off in search of easier targets. Talnis reached 

down to Durjah and helped him get back on his feet.

“Thank you!” he yelled.

“Thank me by getting us out of here alive!” Talnis yelled back.
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“We’re almost there. Hang on!” Confronted by three men all throwing wild punches at each other, 

Durjah held his hands out and shouted a single word that sent them all flying as if a cannonball had landed at 

their feet. “Let’s go!”

Reaching the short hallway leading to Zinhal’s office, they heard the sounds of a struggle coming from 

within. Durjah raced to the door and threw it open just in time to see three men fighting with the inn owner on 

the other side of the desk. Before either mage could move, one thrust a knife into Zinhal’s heart.

“No!” Again, Talnis didn’t think, he just acted. Calling to mind the most powerful spell he knew, he 

lashed out with both arms as he cast, encompassing the entire building in his magic. Anyone he didn’t recognize 

within its sphere of influence would be affected by it.

A ring of blue-white force formed around the mage and zoomed outward in a widening circle. The three 

attackers were hurled against the walls of the office, the snap of bones attesting to the strength of the force that 

moved them. Two fell and did not move again. The third groaned and tried to rise, but collapsed to the ground, 

clutching his oddly bent arm.

Durjah stepped over him to the lifeless body of the innkeeper, whispered something in his ear, and 

removed the blade from his heart. Wiping it clean, he stepped back to the third man and didn’t say a word, just 

bent down and cut his throat, then tossed the bloody knife on the floor.

“We should go,” Talnis said as the walls around them groaned and shifted, making dust drift down. “My 

spell…may have accidentally damaged the building—” His words were drowned out by the snap of timbers 

cracking. Durjah grabbed him and shoved him down to the floor next to the desk just in time.

With a thunderous roar, the entire second floor caved in, showering them with dust, chunks of plaster, 

and floorboards from the rooms overhead. The sturdy desk protected them from the worst of it, though Talnis 

took a hard blow across the back from a support timber.

Once the dust had mostly settled, he poked his head up through the scattered planks and looked around. 

The desk had saved them from being crushed, but the entire office was in a shambles, with timbers, boards, and 

chunks of roof plaster lying everywhere.

“Are you all right?” he asked Durjah, who nodded as he brushed dust from his hair and face.

“You?” he asked. At Talnis’s nod, he continued. “Is the doorway clear?”

Talnis looked back and saw it blocked by several boards. “It will be soon.” He made sweeping motions 

with his hands. As he did, boards and chunks of the roof flew out of the way, and soon they were at the door, 
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which hung by one hinge.

The two mages stumbled out into the main room, which now looked as if it had been picked up by a 

Colossus golem, shaken wildly, and slammed back down. Bodies lay everywhere, many bloodied, and with 

limbs or heads bent at unnatural angles. The roof here had held—barely—but the walls had huge cracks in them, 

the staircase had collapsed entirely, and early morning light filtered in through the small clouds of dust that still 

floated about.

Talnis looked around numbly. Dead bodies were everywhere, yet he didn’t feel anything about having 

caused their deaths—not remorse, not glee, just a void. They were merely obstacles to him, blocking Durjah’s 

and his escape out of this city, away from this wretched Dominion. He would do anything to escape this place, 

as he had just proved—and after this, no one would stand in his way.

Stepping over the motionless body of the woman who had tended to their needs during their stay, Talnis 

headed for the main doors. “Come—we must get to the sewers.”
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As Archa and his party drew closer to Two Rock and rode past the massive face called “The Wakened,” 

carved into the bedrock of the walled town by some long-lost religious sect, he saw the border town was on the 

verge of falling apart.

Columns of smoke rose from behind the walls, thicker than from mere chimneys and more numerous 

than should have appeared on a normal day. The traffi c heading into Two Rock and traveling away toward 

Kutastha grew denser the closer they got to their destination. Sweat was the overpowering smell, of humans and 

animals, battled vainly by fans and various incenses and perfumes. And underneath all of that—fear.

Much like when they had traveled the Avenue of Veils, the crowd cleared a path for Archa and his 

scouts, but it was not as easily gained here. However, the menacing Sand Lions and fearsome Dune Viper kept 

the populace a respectful distance away. From where he sat, Archa saw there was no way the city could handle 

the infl ux of people trying to get in before the gates would have to be closed.

“So it begins,” Pilu observed behind him. “And the Durani army has not even attacked yet.”

“All the more reason to fi nd these three before they do,” Archa murmured. “Let’s fi nd some assistance.”

At the main gate in the south wall, a sweat-stained Gudanna knight stood on an overturned cart, his red 

armor and twin swords a beacon of law as he tried to maintain some semblance of order amid the chaos swirling 

around him. Men shouted, women yelled, children screamed or cried, and various animals all added their bleats, 

clucks, and brays to the fray as they all fought to reach a place of safety. When he spotted Archa and his retinue, 

his eyes lit up and he waved the small procession forward, to pull up alongside his makeshift post.

“Thank the Ancient Ones that you have arrived, Raja Khan,” he said. “I am Hajduk Knight Beliq, Stone 

Guardians of the 2nd Fury of the Desolation Tempest. I trust the rest of your reinforcements from the capital 

city are right behind you?”

“I’m afraid not, Hajduk—this group is all I command, and we are on a mission of extreme importance,” 

Chapter Six
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Archa replied, his expression impassive even as the other man’s face fell. “Your walls are strong and your men 

are determined. Trust in your abilities and training, and you shall defeat any foe that dares to challenge you. 

Speaking of which, what are the reports saying?”

The sergeant glanced around before leaning in and lowering his voice. “It’s an invasion force—a Lesser 

Wind at a minimum, with at least a half-dozen Jagara Colossi among them.”

Archa managed to stop his eyes from widening too much at the news. A Lesser Wind was a force of 

just over two thousand golems—more than enough to reduce Two Rock to a dusty pile of rubble. “And your 

defenses?”

“No more than five hundred active golems now. Before we knew the enemy’s true numbers, we sent a 

force of three hundred to try to bottle them up at the pass early this morning. Less than fifty returned…the rest 

were slaughtered, to a man. Even if we try to defend only the walls, their aerial ability far outstrips our own, and 

with the Jagara…many fear that it will only be a matter of time before the Durani banner flies over our town.”

“But you will not let that happen, will you, Hajduk?”

The man stiffened to attention and saluted. “No, Raja Khan, I will not.”

“I am afraid that I cannot offer much in the way of assistance; however, I will give you Vice-Sergeant 

Gadha and two of my scouts to aid in the town’s defense. The third will accompany Yuvaka, Pilu, and myself 

into the town.”

The knight nodded. “Thank you, sir, every soldier we can get is greatly appreciated. You three—” he 

pointed at Gadha and the other two scouts, “—head to Ilkhan Gehezur’s headquarters at the barracks—we 

urgently need scouts on the front lines. He’ll assign you as needed.” After saluting Archa one last time, they 

headed off toward a long, low building on the northwest side of the town wall.

“Is there anything else I can help you with, Raja Khan?” Beliq asked.

“Yes.” Archa leaned close to the other man. “We are seeking the three sorcerers involved in the incident 

with the Great Khan two nights ago. All information indicates they were coming this way, and would have 

arrived early yesterday morning. Do you have any information about them?”

Beliq whistled shrilly, and a private ran to him. “Fetch the gate logbook immediately.”

As the private ran off, a commotion farther inside the gate drew Archa’s attention.

“You do not understand—I must leave at once!” a man dressed in decent, if threadbare robes, with 

a dusty golden collar and with a scar across the bridge of his nose said loudly. “I demand that my golem be 
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returned to me now!”

“I am sorry, sir, but all golems and their knights are currently grounded, pending the oncoming…

hostilities,” the lieutenant replied. “If you wish to protest this action, you certainly may—”

“It will be too late then!” With a visible effort, the man restrained himself. “Surely, lieutenant, there is 

some way we can come to an arrangement—”

“There certainly is,” the officer replied, his tone cold. “You can get on your Harpy and join the line with 

the rest of the aerial forces. If you refuse to do that, you aren’t going anywhere. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I 

have to see to about a dozen other things that have been delayed by your whining.”

The lieutenant stalked off, leaving the man fuming impotently. Noticing Yuvaka’s puzzled stare, Archa 

said, “That’s Laghu Chandrisetra, otherwise known as ‘the Pauper.’ He came from the dueling pits in Lapid 

Cliffs, and now I hear he’s part of the Shining Wall. Strange…I would have figured he’d be on the other side of 

the town wall.”

As he was about to suggest that Beliq follow up on that thought, the private came running back with 

the thick logbook in his arms. “Thank you, private,” the hajduk said as he opened it to the most recent entries. 

“Let’s see…here it is. Just past the Hour of the Rat, three cloaked men on tired kalmpas arrived, and were 

admitted without incident. I would assume that they are probably the ones you seek.”

“They are most likely headed toward the Empire,” Archa said. “But with the army in the way, that will 

prove difficult. Where might they obtain secret passage out of the city?”

“The best place to start your search would be the Keyhole Inn—we’ve long suspected the owner of 

being a Durani operative, but have never caught him at anything. Even so, rumors on the street say his place is 

where to go when you need to smuggle something in or out of town—including yourself.”

“Hajduk Beliq, secure this position and take us there at once,” Archa said. “Yuvaka, you will ride with 

the scout on her Sand Lion, Pilu, you’ll be with me on my Viper…yes, Hajduk?”

Beliq had turned from issuing instructions to the private taking his place on the cart. “I am sorry, Raja 

Khan, but your Viper is not allowed within the town walls—it is simply too large to maneuver in the streets. My 

pardon.”

“No matter, new plan,” Archa said without missing a beat. “Pilu will ride on the Sand Lion, and Yuvaka 

and I will walk with the good Hajduk. I will leave my Viper outside the gates to await my return.”

“Thank you, Raja Khan.”
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After securing his golem, Archa returned to walk next to Beliq as they headed deeper into town. With 

the impending advent of the approaching army, each block was a study in contrasts. One would be orderly and 

neat, with men, women, and knights heading in various directions quickly and efficiently, while the next block 

would be bedlam, with street fights and small riots breaking out. Often the soldiers and citizens from one block 

were trying to break up what was going on in the next one.

Aided by their Sand Lion—which broke up two brawls all by itself, once simply by its presence, and 

once when it opened its jaws and sounded its hoarse, but very loud, yowling roar—the group quickly arrived at 

the Keystone Inn, or what was left of it.

“Rioters?” Yuvaka asked as he stared at the ruined building. The rest of the street was also 

silent, abandoned—but not collapsed like the inn. Whatever had happened here, it had frightened off the 

neighborhood’s regular inhabitants.

“Nothing so simple,” Pilu replied as she tapped the scout’s shoulder. “Let me down, please.”

The scout bid her golem to lie down, and the sorcerer slid off its back into Archa’s arms. “Thank you.” 

She strode toward the building. “The three you seek were here within the past several hours.” As she spoke, 

she pushed up the sleeve of her robe, exposing the stump of her arm covered in bandages. “Powerful magic 

was cast here.” She unwrapped the bandages, revealing a line of dark blue glyphs tattooed on her skin. Tracing 

the glyphs with her hand, she muttered an incantation, the spell creating smoky blue light that issued from the 

stump of her arm, slowly coalescing into a translucent blue hand.

She reached out and placed this magical appendage on the nearby wreckage. “There is much residual 

mana still here…and the body of one of the mages…is inside. I believe…that he is dead…”

“Yu—” Archa began even as the guard smashed the leaning door off its hinges with a powerful kick. 

Drawing his sword, he headed inside, followed by Beliq, and the two men were gone for a few minutes. Just 

when Archa was about to go in after them, Yuvaka returned with a burned body over his shoulder, the hajduk 

following.

“The innkeeper is dead, stabbed in the heart,” Beliq said. “Your man said this is one of those you were 

seeking.”

Yuvaka set him on the ground, and Archa bent over to get a better look. Despite his severely burned 

face, tattered, ash-covered robes, and scorched body, the Raja Khan had no trouble confirming that this was 

one of the three he sought. He pricked his finger and drew his holy symbol on the man’s forehead in blood, 
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but nothing happened—the man’s spirit was already gone, and it was impossible to contact it once it joined the 

Ancient Ones. “He is burned, but the inn is not. I don’t think rioters were behind this.”

“They were not,” Pilu said, squatting down to touch the body with her spectral hand. “There is residual 

magic on him as well—but not the same kind as destroyed the inn. Someone killed him using spellcraft.”

“They had some kind of falling out—and this one got the worst end of the deal,” Archa mused aloud. 

“But why?”

“That I cannot tell you…however, I can tell you where they have gone.” Pilu rose, closed her eyes, and 

turned in a slow circle, her arm with its phantom hand outstretched to point into the distance. When she had 

turned three quarters of the way around, she opened her eyes and nodded down the street, with the blue hand 

pointing the way. “That way.”

As they headed down the block, warning horns blew, low and loud, from the northern side of the city. 

“They are coming,” Beliq said.

“Hajduk Beliq, you have done more than enough for us this day,” Archa said. “Go rejoin your men—and 

may the Ancient Ones stand with you against the enemy.”

He nodded, not saluting now, in case there were enemy insurgents about. “Thank you, Raja Khan, and 

may your own quest be successful as well.” With that, he turned and ran back the way they had come.

“Let’s go. Scout, take the lead for now,” Archa commanded, glancing back as explosions sounded on the 

north wall from the Durani’s opening barrage of fire on the defenders. Smoke wreathed the battlements, and the 

air was filled with the shouts of the defenders and screams of the dying.

As he heard the fighting commence, the soldier in Archa, the commander of men, rose within him. For 

a moment, he wanted to be on that wall, holding fast in the teeth of the enemy, exhorting his men to stand their 

ground and defend their home and their Dominion. But his current mission took precedence over all—even the 

potential defeat of this important border town.

The bombardment was followed by a Winged Preserver, which landed heavily atop the wall. A nearby 

Devil Djinn—a large humanoid golem with two thick arms that ended in toothy maws—ran over to engage it. 

The Preserver swung its scythe at the Djinn, but the knight piloting the Gudanna golem brought a clawed hand 

up to grab it. With a snarl, the Djinn wrenched the blade sideways. The Preserver went with it, toppling off the 

wall, unable to flap its wings fast enough to recover. It plunged to the ground with a terrible crash, demolishing 

a few nearby houses.
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All of that happened in a few heartbeats. Now squadrons of Jeweled Harpies burst out of the smoke, 

their golden wings gleaming in the last light of the setting sun. Splitting into pairs, they began harassing the 

remaining golems on the wall, but Archa couldn’t spare any more time to watch the battle. The fate of Two 

Rock was in its defenders’ hands.

The scout nudged her Sand Lion forward to clear the way. Hooting sounded from nearby, and a winged 

shadow appeared overhead.

“Run!” Archa shouted, but it was too late. A Harpy landed on the ground behind them, intent on running 

down Archa and Yuvaka. Spreading its wings, it stepped forward.

“Come on!” Archa cried. The young guard stood transfixed by the bright golem, however, until Archa 

grabbed his arm and pulled him along. They had scarcely taken two steps when a red-and-black blur bounded 

straight for them. Archa pulled Yuvaka to the ground before they were trampled—

—and as he did, the scout’s Sand Lion leaped over the two men, right into the Harpy. It crashed into 

the Durani golem, bowling it over and sending it rolling into the ruins of the Keystone Inn, finishing what the 

mages had begun. With a shriek of overstressed walls and snap of breaking timbers, the rest of the inn collapsed 

completely, transforming into a dusty pile of rubble.

The impact was enough to throw both men to the ground. Archa popped up first, glanced back to see the 

Lion savaging the prone Harpy, then reached over to grab Yuvaka and yank him to his feet.

“There will be many battles to come, and I will not always be by your side,” he said, urging the young 

man forward.

He looked back once more at the Sand Lion scout, who had abandoned the motionless Harpy, which was 

already going up in a burst of flames. It now turned to face a Winged Preserver that had landed farther down the 

block. “Go!” the knight on its back shouted at him.

Archa and Yuvaka both broke into a run. Catching up to the briskly hobbling Pilu, Yuvaka slowed just 

enough to grab her and hoist her onto his back. Bristling at his unasked-for help, she threw a dark glare at 

Archa, who fought down the smile rising to his mouth and tried to pass the glare on to Pilu’s new mount, who 

didn’t pay a bit of attention to him.

“Just this once, young one, but next time, remember that I can make my own way,” Pilu snapped, 

extending her phantom hand in front of Yuvaka to guide them along the darkening streets.

The initial battle had been joined around them, and the trio was forced to dodge skirmishes in the streets 
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and flaming missiles from Durani Fire Rams that arced down upon the town. One time they ducked into a 

shadow cast by the shattered wall of what might have been a winery as a nearby Grappling Death swung at a 

Jeweled Harpy flitting around it and dipping low enough to strike at the Gudanna golem’s head with its claws. 

Feinting and weaving, the pair continued their deadly dance in front of the three for a heart-stopping minute 

before the Harpy chased the Death into the next block.

“This way.” Pilu pointed with her ghostly hand, her other arm around Yuvaka’s shoulders. They were 

heading deeper into a residential neighborhood, the families here either huddling in their homes awaiting 

disaster, or the men and women out fighting alongside the guards, leaving the children home to fend for 

themselves.

“We are being followed,” Pilu said after the fourth or fifth turn down a street that looked like all the 

others.

“Who?” Archa asked as he panted for breath. “How do you know?”

“I can sense the mana behind us…it has been there for the last three turns,” she replied. “I do not know 

who it is.”

The blocks turned into a dark maze of alleyways and side streets, but Pilu never wavered, and they 

followed where she pointed. Finally, they turned down another alley, only to find themselves in a dead end, 

surrounded by the stone road underfoot and brick and stone walls on three sides.

“Which way now?” Archa asked, even as movement overhead caught his attention. A flash of bright 

blue light burst around the corner, and another Harpy ran along the roof to investigate. The group that had been 

trailing them came into view, and Archa recognized their purple robes.

Samdat’s team! he thought, drawing his sword and running back down the alley. Politics be damned! 

If they followed Archa, Pilu, and Yuvaka into the alley, the Harpy would slay them before they could defend 

themselves.

The Jeweled Harpy swooped down, but veered off as one of the investigators breathed a gout of fire at 

it. The enemy golem retreated, then furiously flapped its wings, trying to bowl the men over. But the dust and 

small debris stirred up by its wings only traveled a short distance before being deflected by an invisible shield 

erected by one of the men. The diverted force from the golem’s attack blew out the windows in the buildings 

around them.

As the Harpy regrouped, another of the investigators stepped forward and hurled a javelin wreathed in 
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a blinding white light at the knight on the golem’s shoulders. The brilliant missile hit its target and exploded 

on impact, killing the knight instantly. Riderless and uncontrolled, the Harpy burst into blue flames, its 

uncontrolled mana escaping in a sudden inferno.

“Psst!”

Archa tore his gaze away from the spectacle to find Pilu and Yuvaka both waving to him from the 

shadows near the building opposite where the Harpy had tried to ambush Samdat’s men. “Hurry!” Pilu hissed.

Trotting over, he looked at the dark, dank, stinking hole the two had uncovered. “The trail leads down 

there,” she said.

“Go!” he replied, standing watch as the other two slipped through the hole in the street. They just needed 

a few more seconds to give the Speaker’s men the slip.

“Okay!” Yuvaka called softly up to him.

Positioning the flat stone slightly over the edge of the opening, Archa sat at the edge of the hole and 

lowered himself down until his feet touched what he hoped were Yuvaka’s shoulders. Bracing himself, he 

lowered himself completely inside the hole, then dragged the stone back over the opening, narrowly missing 

crushing his fingers as he did.

Darkness swallowed them, and it took several moments for his eyes to adjust to the dim light given off 

by Pilu’s spectral hand.

Archa climbed down Yuvaka to find himself standing in ankle-deep filth. The stench was indescribable, 

and it was also humid in the stone-lined tunnels, making him sweat. With a resigned shrug, he looked to the 

sorcerer while trying to breathe through his mouth. “Which way now?”

She pointed down the narrow tunnel, and they began sloshing through the muck.

* * *

They might have traveled through the sewers for hours, it might have been a day; Archa lost all track of 

time in the endless, identical tunnels. The only plus was that after a while, he kind of got used to the stink, or at 

least didn’t notice it anymore. Either one was good as far as he was concerned.

They came to a three-way intersection, where Pilu held up her hand. “The trail is growing weaker.” She 

pulled a small white crystal attached to a silver chain from inside her robe. “Now that I have tasted their life 
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mana, I should be able to reacquire their route, though it will take some time.”

Without waiting for a reply, she held the crystal out in front of her and began chanting. The crystal 

swayed back and forth, sucking in the blue smoke given off by her spectral hand. As it absorbed the mana, it 

began glowing blue-white and started to spin on the chain.

Archa gritted his teeth at the delay, especially since he wasn’t sure that she could even do what she had 

said. Scrying one’s way through the forest or in a city was one thing, but doing it to find a particular person 

was something else entirely. Scrying to locate a mage was nearly impossible, as they often relied on magical 

deflection and shrouding magic to conceal themselves from searchers. Locating the remaining two mages who 

had killed the Great Khan would be an epic feat—but Archa had no choice but wait…and watch.

“Raja Khan, may I ask a question?” Yuvaka whispered, staring with wide eyes at the spinning blue-white 

crystal still leeching tendrils of mana from the air.

He turned to the young warrior. “You may, Yuvaka.”

The young man swallowed before continuing. “Clearly, Pilu is no common hedge witch. How is it that 

she possesses such knowledge and power? From what I have witnessed tonight, she must be among the most 

powerful mages in the Dominion.”

Archa could not help smiling at the young man’s question. “She was. A phenomenal Urugal witch with 

an unquenchable curiosity, she rode with the Great Khan himself for a time. Pilu helped him uncover the secrets 

of the Arcanum Gudanna, and the supposedly impenetrable mysteries of Zri magic.”

His smile grew wistful as he remembered days long past, when Pilu had held her position in the court of 

the great Khan, one of his most trusted mages…and of the nights they laid together and dreamed of their future.

Now she stood next to them, bent and wrinkled, her eyes rolled back, blind to the physical world around 

her. The crystal, spinning so fast it blurred, bathed the sewer in  eerie blue light, casting a harsh glow over her 

lined face.

“While it was Pilu’s curiosity that originally drew the attention of the Khan, it also proved to be her 

undoing,” Archa continued, looking less at Yuvaka than through him. “She reached far beyond our plane, not 

thinking whether she had the right to do so, but only to see if she could. She found, touched…something. It’s 

a true testament to her prowess as a mage that she survived, but she emerged as you see her now. Aged beyond 

her normal years. Withered.”

Yuvaka nodded, then shuddered. “That’s why a soldier’s life is for me. I have no interest in messing with 
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any forces I do not understand.”

“A prudent decision, young one.” Archa put a hand on his arm. “Wait, I think she may be coming out of 

it.”

At the same time, the young man turned toward the leftmost tunnel. “Did you hear that?” he whispered.

Pilu gasped and doubled over, breathing hard. Archa was by her side in an instant. “Shh…Yuvaka thinks 

we may not be alone. Are you all right?”

She clutched his arm, leaning on him. “We…must go now. I know…where the mage is…but he is 

dying…”

Meanwhile, Yuvaka had stepped into the left passage, listening intently. He trotted back to Archa. 

“Torches and voices further down. Durani, probably sappers infiltrating to take down the wall.”

He slowly drew his sword, minimizing the scrape of the blade against its sharpening stone at the 

opening of the scabbard. “Pilu and you must go on. I will stay behind and confront them. We cannot have them 

jeopardizing your mission or destroying the town walls.”

Archa clapped the young man’s shoulder. “I will send help as soon as I am able. May the Ancient Ones 

protect you until then.”

The young man headed down the passage toward the enemy infiltrating under the town, while Archa and 

Pilu ghosted down the rightmost one.

* * *

After all their travel through the sewers, the mage ended up being not that far away, perhaps a five-

minute walk. He was slumped on the narrow stone walkway that ran parallel to the reeking sewage. He’d 

fashioned a crude sling for his right arm, which dangled limp and charred from his shoulder. His once ornate 

robes were blackened and grimy, smeared with dust and ash, sewage and blood.

Reaching his side, Archa gently pulled him upright and leaned him against the wall. The mage wheezed 

faintly, his clouded eyes drifting from Archa to Pilu. “Who…what are you doing here…?”

“I am Raja Khan Archa, seeking justice for the murder of our Great Khan Jahnu. You and the other two 

are responsible for his death.”

“No…” The mage blinked, and his eyes seemed to clear a bit. “It wasn’t me…not directly…”
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“What do you mean by that?” Archa asked. “Where is your partner?”

“Betrayed me…knew he was…not to be trusted…”A fit of coughing overtook him, wracking his body, 

and he almost fell over. Archa steadied him. “Not…as he seemed…an imposter…”

“This imposter…he did this to you?” Archa asked.

The mage nodded wearily, as if his words had sapped what little strength he had left. “He is the one…

you seek…”

“Where did he go from here?” Archa asked.

“Mahtis…the Caves…of Mahtissss…” The mage’s breath ebbed from his lips, and his head lolled on his 

shoulders as his limp body slumped over again. Archa put the back of his hand to the man’s mouth, but felt no 

warmth emanating from it. “He’s gone.”

“I know of the Caves of Mahtis,” Pilu remarked, as casually as if she were discussing the weather. “They 

are a dangerous place.”

“More dangerous than here?” Archa asked, straightening as a great thump from the fighting overhead 

shook the walls and ceiling, causing old, stinking dust to drift down on them.

She shrugged. “Perhaps. The Caves overflow with mana, so much that it is rumored to have given a kind 

of life to those who have passed on long ago. The golems you create are but a crude, simple expression of that 

power. The Caves hold something infinitely more complex and unknown. Something ancient…and potent. We 

shall have to tread lightly.”

“Well, it will not be the first time we have risked the unknown for Jahnu,” Archa replied. “If the answers 

we seek are in the Caves, then that is where we shall go.”
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Chapter Seven
As a prisoner, the boy had wished to sleep through the night without waking screaming from his dreams. 

Out here under the vast sky and stars, his most fervent wish was for a single hour of uninterrupted rest.

Ever since he and the gray men had left the endless palace and the noisy, bustling city surrounding it, 

they had spent much of their time walking and running and hiding and waiting and walking and hiding again. 

Each time they spent more than a few minutes in one place, he dropped to the ground and closed his eyes, only 

to fi nd himself shaken awake almost instantly. They never used a fi re, and ate only dried meat and sips of water.

Regardless, the boy did not complain. For even this was better than being a prisoner in the endless 

palace.

He was not sure exactly where they were headed, save that it was generally west, which he knew by the 

sun’s position ahead of them when it set after that fi rst day. Unfortunately, that was of little help, as he had never 

been anywhere that he could remember except the mountain home and the endless palace, and the landscape 

they traveled through now was as unfamiliar as everything else.

He had done everything the two men had asked; been as silent as a spider, swift as a hind, stealthy 

as a mouse. His pair of guardians barely talked, even to each other, and even less to him. Their eyes roved 

constantly, scanning the land around them for what, the boy didn’t know. Signs of pursuit, maybe, or bandits…

both thoughts chilled his blood.

The plains they had entered early that morning were deserted, the dry grass crunching underfoot as they 

headed for what looked like a distant canyon. By early afternoon, one of the men called a halt, and gave the boy 

his water skin. “A swallow, no more.”

Nodding, the boy tipped up the skin and drank the allotted ration, trying not to gag on the gamey, tepid 

liquid. It still tasted wonderful in his parched mouth and throat. “Is…is there trouble ahead?” he dared to ask 

while handing the water skin back to the man.

They both looked at him with what might have been a fl icker of surprise. “Perhaps. Why do you ask 
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such a thing?”

“I—I don’t know,” the boy replied. He just knew that something was ahead of them, waiting. For what, 

he did not know. For them? He didn’t think so. He had the feeling that whatever was ahead on the plains was 

waiting for something else.

As one, the two men turned to him. “We are going now,” the first one said. “Stay close.”

The boy nodded, and took up his usual place between them. The men set out with their usual ground-

eating stride, forcing him to trot to keep up with them. He was still tired, but mixed with that was excitement, 

anticipation that perhaps he might see something amazing today.

His wish was granted a few minutes later when they crested a small rise that gave them a better view of 

the terrain ahead. The canyon they’d been approaching for much of the day was larger now, but what was much 

more interesting were the things gathered around it.

The boy’s breath caught in his throat as he stared at the various golems arrayed around the canyon’s 

mouth. Along with the red-and-tan ones he had occasionally glimpsed from his window at the endless palace, 

there were darker, more fearsome-looking ones, colored in the jet black of nightmare, the sickly gray of the 

grave, and the deep crimson of dried blood. They carried vicious-looking weapons, from a large two-legged, 

four-armed golem wielding a pair of huge swords in two hands to a four-legged golem with a fanged face 

jutting from its chest, with one normal arm and the other ending in a nasty-looking black bone whip.

They seemed to be waiting for something to come out of the canyon, and as the boy watched, something 

did. Golems emerged from the canyon, ones that looked familiar to him, like the sculpted stone toys his mother 

had given him as gifts. Winged ones passed overhead, smaller golems that looked like some kind of strange bird 

that he knew were called Harpies, and larger ones that looked like flying men, called Preservers, their wings 

blurring on their backs as they flew closer.

The emerging ground forces appeared to be formidable as well. Their main force consisted of at least 

a dozen two-legged, smoke-gray golems with large cat heads and golden armor that he knew as Blazing 

Dervishes. They also carried two swords, clanging the blades together as they advanced and making a terrible 

noise that didn’t seem to bother the other side at all. They were accompanied by several four-legged golems 

that sort of looked like bulls, with large, horned heads complete with snarling, bellowing faces and even more 

golden armor covering their low, squat bodies.

Off to the side, the boy’s attention was caught by what he thought was another golem, but this one 
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didn’t look like any of the others. It appeared to be created entirely of bones that had a strange, golden sheen. 

Its large head, which jutted directly out of the top of its chest, contained only the most basic features of an 

outthrust, clacking jaw and two empty depressions that might have once contained eyes. It loped forward on two 

backward-jointed legs, reaching out with two desiccated arms that ended in claw-tipped hands.

It was part of a smaller group of four. The remaining three consisted of another Preserver-type golem, 

only this one was much larger than the others. The third vaguely resembled a qulotte, an ancient beast his 

mother had told him stories about that had been hunted to extinction in his homeland. Also formed of what 

appeared to be gold-tinged bone, this golem had large, curved tusks sprouting from the front of its face. The last 

one was a gold and white golem whose head looked like a huge crown. That sparked another memory in the 

boy’s mind…several of those golems, all lined up in a row, launching bright explosive shells high into the air as 

a huge crowd cheered in delight…

Shaking his head, even as he wondered where that scene had come from, the boy ran forward, startling 

his captors. “I know those! I know those golems!” They were from his homeland, and therefore they must have 

come for him! He ran faster, coming between the two forces, heedless of the shouts from the men behind him.

As the new force came out of the canyon, the waiting golems surged forward, choosing their targets and 

charging to attack in a clash of metal and bone. Swords clanked against each other, and those whip-wielding 

golems scuttled quickly—so quickly he could barely follow them—across the battlefield. Their barbed lashes 

flicked out to entangle an enemy golem, and suddenly that one was pulled into a waiting golem’s weapon or, in 

the case of the four-armed sword-wielders, their deadly embrace.

Overhead, the flying golems dived on the attackers, harrying both the creatures and the knights atop 

them. But the whip wielders were quick against them as well, and more than one found its wing or claw caught 

by a scourging bone lash. Almost all that were captured in this way were pulled to the ground, hooting as they 

frantically tried to escape. None rose into the air again.

As the main forces of both sides joined the fight, one of the boy’s escorts reached him. Picking up the 

boy, he began running again, toward the outskirts of the battle.

Freed from having to concern himself with where they were going, the boy stared up at the combat 

raging all around him.

It was as if he had entered a land where giants fought. Everywhere and everything was bellowing cries 

and screams, heavy thuds of fists and horns and feet slamming into heads and chests and arms and legs, the 
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crash of huge feet stomping the ground as golems struggled for purchase or advantage against each other. Dust 

flew up everywhere, and soon the brawling creatures took on a fuzzy, indistinct look in the haze, as if they had 

become somewhat unreal, with only the trembling ground underfoot testifying to their solidity.

Then a two-legged red-and-black golem with a fanged head in the middle of its chest crashed to the 

ground almost on top of them, its right arm and leg sheared off and leaking sand and mud, even as it tried to rise 

again. When it fell back, un-becoming into a useless pile of slag, the knight on its shoulders dismounted and 

ran, shaking his head as he tried to clear the battlefield instead of joining his mount in death.

 Humans were tiny compared to the massive creatures dueling and spilling sand and mud and flaming 

blood all around them. As long as the boy’s escorts stayed alert and kept their wits about them, it should be 

possible to skirt the fighting and escape the battlefield—

Something hurtled through the dust cloud at them, all flapping wings and thrashing legs. The boy felt a 

terrific impact, and was torn from the man’s arms. He soared through the air and crashed hard to the ground, the 

impact stealing the breath from his chest. Stunned, he looked up to see the glory and terror of the battle raging 

around him:

—The gold-and-ivory Fire Ram golem leaned over and spouted a blindingly bright gout of crimson-and-

white flame from its huge crown at one of the four-armed golems, immolating it in a screaming inferno—

—Where the bony golem walked, others seemed to weaken and fall away from it. It quickened its pace, 

falling upon one of the Dervish golems and tearing into its chest with long-taloned hands—

—A bone whip golem lashed out and caught a Preserver golem. It dragged its captive over into the 

waiting, open arms of a sword-swinging golem. The second golem held the struggling construct while its two 

sword arms raised their blades overhead and brought them down in two mighty chops, cleaving through the 

knight on its shoulders and deep into the golem itself—

The boy’s daze cleared, and the deafening thunder of combat washed over him again, along with the 

thick, choking dust. He looked for his guardians, but neither one could be seen amid the pounding, battling 

giants. If he was to survive, the boy knew it would be on his own.

Pushing himself to his feet, he chose a direction that seemed to have the least amount of fighting and 

headed that way, hoping to leave the fray behind. A shape loomed out of the dust cloud ahead, making him skid 

to a halt as he tried to discern what new terror was approaching.

The massive shape resolved itself into the huge Preserver that had been part of the group of four he had 
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spotted earlier. Gilded in gray and gold, it was the largest one he had ever seen.

He stood transfixed by it as it steadily tromped toward him, its footsteps shaking the ground. A flash of 

something in the center of its chest caught his eye, and he stared as a large gem glowed brighter and brighter. 

The boy wondered what would happen when it got bright enough—would it shine like the very sun itself?

Just as the jewel grew too bright to look at, a shape landed in front of the boy. It was one of the Gudanna 

Sand Lions, its red and black armor battered and scored by claws and blades. As it landed, a terrific flash went 

off on the other side of it and the golem came apart at the middle, falling in two pieces that turned to smaller 

piles of sand and mud, half-burying the knight atop it.

Shocked, the boy ran away from the Winged Preserver, which continued forward, looking for more 

enemies to slay. If it noticed the child it had almost incinerated—save for the timely intervention of the Sand 

Lion—the golem and the knight piloting it gave no sign.

Suddenly, the boy came out of the dust cloud and found himself on the edge of the battlefield. He joined 

the stream of displaced knights who had survived the loss of their golems. If anyone noticed the black-haired 

boy who suddenly appeared in their midst, they didn’t mention it, and he took the first opportunity to slip away 

and go off on his own, still heading west, toward the setting sun…
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Chapter Eight
In the many names of the Ancient Ones and all that is holy, what am I doing out here? Araksa Vice-

Sergeant Gadha thought as she clung to the back of a knight while his Sand Lion charged at full speed across 

the plain outside Two Rock—directly at the heaviest concentration of the advancing Durani army…

After being reassigned to the town’s defense, she and the two scouts had headed to the barracks near the 

main gate. Locating the duty knight, she had explained her assignment and asked to see the Ilkhan, Gehezur.

The other woman’s mouth had twitched in what might have been a smile, but it was gone too quickly for 

Gadha to be sure. She stepped aside and waved toward the door behind her.

Gadha stepped into the dimly lit room to fi nd a man pondering something on a large table. As she drew 

closer, she saw the map was a three-dimensional representation of Two Rock and the surrounding landscape, 

created out of the ever-present sand. There were also dozens of pieces moving across it—all converging on the 

large, walled town in the center.

She stiffened to attention and saluted. “Sir? Vice-Sergeant Gadha, formerly of the Araksa city guard of 

Kutastha, reporting for duty.”

“Who?” The man looked up with an irritated frown. His narrowed eyes stared at her from above a sparse 

black goatee around what seemed to be perpetually pursed lips. He wore a helmet with a fl ared bottom edge, 

as well as a metal gorget protecting his neck. The rest of his armor consisted of mismatched pieces, a strange 

combination of Gudanna, Durani, and maybe even a piece or two of Urugal protection, yet he moved as easily 

as if it had been custom made for him. “Did you say you are a city guard? I need twenty scouts yesterday, and 

they send me a wall-walker?”

“Sir…?” Caught off guard by the brusque reception, Gadha wasn’t sure how to reply. “I was sent here by 

Raja Khan Archa.” When that failed to elicit any response, good or bad, she plowed on. “I did bring two Sand 

Lion scouts with me—”
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He lifted his gaze to the heavens. “I request twenty scouts and they give me two, and a …oh yes, a ‘city 

guard.’ That will be a delight as these damnable Durani golems smash our walls to bits, grind the town to dust 

under their feet, and leave us all to die under the desert sun.”

“What?” Gadha was shocked at the man’s words. “You cannot mean that! If anyone else heard you 

speak such doomed words, it would destroy morale—”

“Bah!” He waved a hand in her general direction as he began pacing around the sand map. “If you think 

morale is high at the moment, you are the greatest optimist the Dominion has ever seen. But I, Ilkhan Gehezur, 

of the Smoking Peat Weald, am a realist. Two Rock is about to be wiped off the map and all of us with it…

unless…”

“Unless what?” Gadha asked. “I am willing to fight and die for the Dominion, if need be.”

“Oh, it will probably be needed before this day is done, I can assure you of that.” He stopped in mid-

stride and stared at her as if she had just entered. “You’re still here?”

“Yes sir, awaiting my orders.”

He cocked his head. “People rarely stay around me for long. Something about my ‘pessimistic 

personality,’ or some such nonsense. So, you wish to turn the tide against the Durani invaders, is that it?”

“Well, yes…they must be defeated,” Gadha said slowly, almost as if speaking to a child.

“And just how would you go about doing that?” He turned back to the table map and waved her forward 

to join him.

Gadha did so, and gasped when she saw the approximate forces arrayed against the town. “Are you sure 

this is accurate?”

“Of course it is,” he replied. “I counted their legs and divided by two.”

“But what about the Sentinels?” she asked, still dazed by the overwhelming, seemingly unstoppable 

force advancing on the town. “They have four legs.”

“That was a joke,” he replied. Now she glanced up at him with a puzzled frown, wondering if she had 

been assigned to serve a madman.

“However, you are the very first person to ask that question,” he continued. “Therefore, you have more 

of a brain in your head than most. That may prove useful.”

He indicated the map and its impossible scenario with a wave of his hand. “My question still stands, 

Vice-Sergeant Gadha of the Araksa city guard of Kutastha—how would you defeat this force with the resources 
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at your command?”

She stared at the forces around the city, taking in the hundreds upon hundreds of golems encircling it, 

then the much smaller force inside the walls. “When I was a child, we used to hunt the kaitan snake in the desert 

grass. They were good eating, but colored like the sand and swift. When you found one, you got one shot at it, 

or it was gone, and you wouldn’t see it again.” She looked up at him. “Of course, the best way to kill a snake is 

to smash its head.”

Gehezur nodded. “Sure, a very prudent strategy. We did the same back home. I myself can knock a 

snake’s eye out with a rock at fifty paces. If we both survive this day, I will be happy to compare hunting 

methods with you. However—” He waved his hand, and the rest of the units collapsed into formless sand, 

leaving one large force of at least two hundred golems still marching forward. “This kaitan is the largest one 

you have ever seen, and it bites back. Our entire force might be able to break through his defenses and reach 

him, only to find—”

“The commander’s Jagara Colossus,” Gadha finished, still looking at the concentric rings of golems 

surrounding the giant one at the center. Everything Two Rock had might make enough of a dent—only to have 

the survivors crushed by the Jagara. “It would take some kind of miracle…”

“And if I could give you that miracle, what would you do to make it happen?”

Gadha straightened up and fixed the golem knight with her steeliest stare. “I am a warrior of the 

Gudanna Dominion, sworn to do whatever I can to protect it. My oath to the Great Khan and the Dominion he 

forged is nothing if it falls. My life is nothing if the Dominion falls.”

The knight commander pursed his lips as he studied her for several seconds, then seemed to come to a 

decision with an abrupt nod. “Very well. Come with me.” Turning on his heel, he strode deeper into the empty 

barracks, leaving Gadha staring after him with her mouth open before scrambling to catch up.

Grabbing an odd contraption of cloth straps, Gehezur led her to what looked like an ordinary part of the 

stone floor. Pulling a strangely shaped key out from beneath his armor, he blew away the accumulated dust to 

reveal an irregular hole. Inserting the key into it, he turned it twice, and the entire section of floor lifted a few 

inches off the ground.

“Grab an edge, and be careful—more than one soldier has lost a finger opening this.” With Gadha’s help, 

he lifted the stone floor to reveal a narrow staircase. He grabbed a torch and began descending into the darkness. 

“Come on, we haven’t much time.”
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She followed him into a long, narrow room that ran the entire length of the barracks. At the bottom, he 

headed straight toward the far end, with Gadha trailing behind him. As they got closer to whatever he was after, 

she could feel something else down here with them...something radiating a powerful sense of...sorrow?

“What...is...that?” she asked as the only object in the room came into sight.

Roughly three feet tall, the figure, carved from dark stone, looked vaguely like the head and upper body 

of a woman. Short horns sprouted from its head, and the eyes were plain black orbs. Gadha thought she saw an 

occasional purple flash spark from it, but she couldn’t tell exactly what caused it. She was sure, however, that 

the overwhelming feeling of pain and sadness was coming from this artifact...whatever it was.

“That is the Great Sigil of Suffering,” Gehezur replied. “How do you feel right now?”

Gadha considered the question for a moment. “I sense powerful sadness radiating from her, but I feel 

all right, more or less. I am primarily wondering why we are standing here looking at this when the Durani are 

about to smash the main gate down at any moment.”

“They are not here yet,” he replied without taking his eyes off the statue. “This...this would possibly turn 

the tide against the Durani—”

“Then why aren’t we using it right now?” she broke in.

“—but there is a price to be paid for unleashing it on the battlefield,” Gehezur continued. “Hatu-Ki, The 

One Who Eases the Passage, abhors violence and pain; however, she will grant bearers of her Sigil the power 

to inflict great damage on those around them—so long as they are willing to submit themselves to the same 

amount of suffering. The Great Sigil inflicts its power on all within range—including the bearer. Once Hatu-

Ki’s eyes are open, no one is safe from her gaze.”

Just then the entire room shook, and a thunderous crash reached them. The sound helped Gadha make up 

her mind. “Give it to me. I will take it among our enemies to ease both our passage—and theirs.”

“You are certain?” Gehezur replied. “Once your course is decided, to turn away from it would spell 

doom for us all.”

Gadha nodded curtly. “Tell me how to activate this Sigil, so that I may sow Hatu-Ki’s destruction and 

terror among our enemies.”

“Very well—come on.” The commander set the straps down in front of the Sigil. “Go to the other side.” 

When she was in position, he said, “On three, lift it and move it over the straps. Ready? One, two, three.”

Gadha had barely gotten her hands on the statue, but moving it wasn’t as hard as she had expected. It 
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was a bit unwieldy, but she managed.

“Now grab your ends and help me carry this thing upstairs.”

“Why was it kept down here?” she asked as she picked up the straps on her side and lifted with her legs. 

Together, they began working their way back to the staircase.

“The Sigil has a dangerous power on those who are easily influenced. Normally it is kept deep 

underground, in a vault in the Great Hall, guarded day and night,” Gehezur replied. “When I received the early 

reports that the Durani might attack, I had it moved in the dead of night. Even so, the next day there were 

several suicides discovered in homes along the streets we had used to transport it.”

“So that’s why this barracks is empty,” Gadha said as they began hoisting the statue up one stair at a 

time.

“Well, that and I did take it over for my personal forward headquarters,” Gehezur replied. “But yes, 

there would have been...problems if soldiers had still been staying here. Strangely, the Sigil doesn’t seem to 

affect me as it does the others.”

“No doubt due to that ‘pessimistic personality’ of yours,” Gadha replied with a grin.

He grinned back for a moment, then sobered. “You are remarkably calm for someone about to go to her 

own death.”

Gadha shrugged. “I am a warrior of the Dominion. Death has been a constant companion, even at the 

palace. And to know that I will be giving my life to help save it...well, I can think of no higher purpose for 

which a life can be spent.”

“The poets will compose epic verses of your heroic ride.” Gehezur inclined his head in a bow. “I am 

honored to have known you, Vice-Sergeant Gadha of the Araksa city guard of Kutastha...and sad that our time 

together will be so short.”

“If that is so, then we should not waste a minute of it,” she said as they reached the top of the stairs and 

began moving the statue toward the doors.

“Wait.” Gehezur grabbed a blanket from a nearby pile and threw it over the Sigil. “No sense causing our 

own people to get depressed.”

“You’re sure it won’t do anything until we activate it?” she asked as they resumed walking toward the 

door.

“Absolutely—you must desire to bring Hatu-Ki’s woe down upon your enemies—and yourself.”
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By now they were back at the main doors, and Gadha called over the two Sand Lion scouts. They both 

ran to her, but one slowed down as he arrived. Gadha gave it a few seconds, then stared at both of them. “I am 

asking for volunteers for a very dangerous mission. I will be honest—it is a mission that could break the back of 

the Durani army, but those who embark upon it are not likely to return.”

Both scouts stiffened and saluted. “We are yours to command, Vice-Sergeant!” they replied.

She examined the two men critically. Although they seemed to be perfect specimens of Gudanna golem 

knights, the one who had slowed first upon coming close to the Sigil now appeared to be wavering, just enough 

to be perceptible. “Scout Knight Sabhra, you will escort Knight Jahil and myself to the battlefield, and destroy 

any who attempt to harm us.”

Gadha turned to the other one. “Scout Knight Jahil, you will have the honor of carrying myself and this 

package onto the battlefield. I will direct you as to exactly where once we have entered the field. Help me secure 

it on your golem without disturbing the blanket over it.”

After lashing the blanket around it with rope, they lifted the Sigil onto the back of Jahil’s Sand Lion and 

lashed it down as well. The golem, of course, was entirely undisturbed by its new cargo. Jahil leaped into the 

saddle and reached down to Gadha, who held up her hand. “One moment.”

Turning to Gehezur, she leaned close to him. “How do I activate the Sigil?”

“When you get close enough—in other words, surrounded by Durani with no hope of escape—uncover 

the Sigil and touch both the eyes at the same time saying, ‘Hatu-Ki, release your pain.’ Then touch its mouth 

and say, ‘Hatu-Ki, release your suffering.’ That will be all it takes.”

He began walking away. “Wait for me to return before you go.”

“Why?” she asked. “Do you wish to see me off?”

“No, I am coming with you,” he called back. “Without a distraction force in front, you won’t have a 

chance of getting close enough!”

Gehezur had returned, riding a scarred and battered Dune Viper and leading two other Dune Viper 

knights and a half-dozen Sand Lion scouts. After informing the makeshift unit of the plan—get Gadha as close 

to the enemy as possible—and requesting the most recent sighting of the Durani command unit from the wall, 

the small group had ridden out to engage them.

And that was how Araksa Gadha found herself on a speeding Sand Lion, clutching an artifact that 

radiated pure woe, heading straight into the teeth of the Durani army. The force they were charging toward 
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seemed infinite, stretching from one end of the horizon to the other. Spaced intermittently among the smaller 

golems—hundreds of Preservers, Sentinels, and entire flocks of Harpies—were the Jagara Colossi, a half-dozen 

of the giant Durani golems that meant certain destruction for Two Rock if they reached the town.

Ahead of her, Gehezur’s Viper slithered in odd movements across the sand, rolling as it dodged enemy 

fire and swooping Harpies and Preservers. He had an unusual move he used to take out aerial golems. His Viper 

would rear up as high as it would go, practically daring the Durani to come at him. Then, at the last second, the 

golem would drop its head and flip up its tail, the large, sharp black rock at the end smashing into the enemy or 

shearing away wings, limbs, and even knights. Once, his Viper sliced a Harpy completely in half.

Even so, the barrage they headed straight into was withering. A Viper and two Lions had gone down in 

the first fifty paces of their charge, and the others had quickly adopted an erratic zigzag pattern of movement, 

staying as close to Gadha’s mount as they could without drawing too much attention to her.

Meanwhile, Jahil guided his Sand Lion like a man possessed. Munitions from the Durani Fire Rams 

fell around them in a fiery deluge, throwing up gouts of dirt and flame, but he brought them through each wave 

unscathed. Unable to do anything but hold on tight, Gadha’s heart was in her throat—mainly due to fear, but not 

for herself. She feared that her golem would be stopped short of reaching the commander’s unit, and she would 

not be able to accomplish her mission.

Another Viper fell in a tangle of Preservers, its tail thrashing through them even as it was torn apart. 

Other than Gehezur and his twisting, scything Viper, there was only Gadha’s Lion and two others left.

Almost there, she thought, preparing to throw off the blanket. Almost there—

A Fire Ram blast hit right next to them, nearly bowling the Lion off its feet. Gadha clung to the saddle 

with all her strength, praying the rope around the Sigil wouldn’t break.

“Araksa!” She heard Gehezur shout. “Now!”

As the golem regained its footing, she saw the Jagara Colossus of the Durani commander—Murkha, she 

thought his name was—looming over her, so huge it blocked out the sun. They were moments from smashing 

into the first ring of his inner circle, a bristling wall of Sentinels and Preservers, all ready to destroy her.

Gadha tore off the blanket, which whipped away in the wind of their passing—

She touched the eyes of the Sigil, mouthing the words, “Hatu-Ki, release your pain.”

The statue’s eyes began glowing a brilliant white.

She touched the mouth of the Sigil.
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“Hatu-Ki, release your suffering!”

Gadha felt the mouth open under her fingers, and the light from the stone eyes brightened until she had 

to turn away from the face. The feelings of pain and sadness intensified as well, until it was almost a palpable 

wave of emotion emanating from the Sigil.

And then it screamed.

The sound was like anguish given physical form; a distillation of pure agony that slammed into Gadha 

like a hammer blow. Rocked by the torment wracking every inch of her body, she clung to the Sand Lion’s back 

with all her strength. The golem underneath her was also affected, stumbling as it ran, but it still kept moving 

forward, albeit a bit slower now.

A Jeweled Harpy slammed into the ground on her right, and Gadha looked up to see those once-

formidable flocks scattering in disarray and pinwheeling into the ground. The Sentinels also reeled before the 

Sigil’s might, the bull-like golems bellowing their Knights’ fear and surprise as they began coming apart into 

their natural components.

Blood poured from Gadha’s eyes, ears, and nose, yet still she urged Jahil to keep his golem charging 

forward. The scout nodded even as he toppled from the saddle, his face a mask of blood, yet somehow his 

golem kept charging through the enemy, as if it had taken on Gadha’s urgency as its own, and wished to ensure 

that she would complete her duty this day.

The Sand Lion ran forward and Gadha held on, as all around her golems and knights screamed and died.

Finally, the valiant golem took a step on a paw that disintegrated into a column of sand and mud, making 

it stumble and hit the ground face-first. Thrown from its back, Gadha tumbled off, rolling over and over until 

she landed on her stomach. Pushing herself up, wiping the blood from her eyes, her very last sight was of the 

Gudanna forces charging into the breach her unit had created, heading straight for the Jagara Colossus.

Hatu-Ki…you have released your pain and suffering… she thought as she slumped to the ground, her 

blood soaking the parched earth. Now ease my passage…into the next world…please…

And as the darkness surrounded Gadha, she saw a form appear out of it, gazing down with brilliant 

white eyes as it reached for her with arms clad in purple and black.

Amid the panic and fury of the renewed battle erupting around her, Vice-Sergeant Gadha of the Araksa 

guard of Kutastha surrendered to the Ancient One’s embrace.
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Chapter Nine

Dirty, stinking, and tired, Archa and Pilu huddled in the shadow of a cluster of rocks as a squad of 

soldiers tromped by close enough to kick up dust that drifted toward them.

After emerging from the sewers of Two Rock, they had traveled as far from the town as possible, 

sneaking past both friend and foe. With the two sides wholly concentrated on destroying each other, a pair of 

humans caught between the clash of golem armies would be crushed with about as much notice as a Colossus 

stepping on an ant.

But the farther afi eld they’d gone, the more diffi culty they had encountered, mostly due to the many 

leaderless and disorganized Durani units scattered throughout the area. Whatever had happened on the 

battlefi eld earlier that day, it had had a powerful effect on the enemy. Overheard snatches of conversation told 

of the deployment of an unknown Gudanna weapon that had made Harpies fall out of the sky and Sentinels 

collapse into useless piles of fl aming gravel. One rumor even claimed that Murkha, the commanding offi cer, had 

been slain in the fi ghting.

While this news heartened Archa, their situation was growing more perilous by the moment. Mercenary 

units drawn by the combat had set up camps around the besieged city, hoping to parlay their forces into lucrative 

contracts with one side or the other. Capturing Archa and Pilu would help any of these units gain access to the 

Durani commanders—not to mention aborting his mission. To avoid both of these outcomes, they had spent 

the past few hours scurrying through the night, dodging lost, scattered enemy units and various patrols of lean, 

hard-eyed men in mismatched armor.

The latest squad continued past without spotting them, and Archa felt Pilu sag against him. “I do not 

know…how much more concealing magic…I can cast…” she muttered.

“I think we are almost to the Caves,” Archa replied. “Come, we must keep moving.”

“I know—I am not that far gone.” With an effort, the mage straightened up, pushing away from him to 

stand on her own. “And the Caves are not much farther—I can sense them.”
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They rounded a rock outcropping—and nearly walked into a patrol of Gudanna soldiers. Archa felt Pilu 

relax beside him as he stared at the approaching men.

“Good. They can escort—” she began before he clapped a hand over her mouth and dragged her into the 

shadows.

“Shh—those are not soldiers of the Dominion,” he whispered in her ear. They didn’t carry themselves 

in the proud, primal stance of the Gudanna warrior, but marched in a more rigid, regimented parade bearing. 

They’re Durani soldiers masquerading as Gudanna…

Ordinarily, he would have found the nearest genuine Dominion soldiers and reported the disguised unit. 

If he’d been leading a squad, he would have set up an ambush and taken them out himself. But his mission came 

before everything else—even exposing disguised enemy troops.

Evading them was the obvious choice—except at the moment, there was nowhere to go. The rock wall 

at their backs to was too high to climb easily, and any other direction would take them too close to the enemy. 

Once again, they had to wait until the enemy force passed by.

This time, however, they weren’t so lucky. The lead soldier held up his fist, stopping the patrol. With the 

rasp of steel on steel, he drew his short-bladed sword and stepped toward the concealing shadows.

“I have never smelled the stink of sewers so far out in the desert before. Refugees from Two Rock, 

reveal yourselves and surrender, and I promise you will be unharmed.”

“We cannot be captured,” Archa hissed to Pilu.

“Distract him for a minute—that should be enough time,” she replied.

Archa drew his own blade and stepped into the torchlight. “I am here, but I will not surrender. If you 

want me—” He pointed his sword at the squad leader. “Come and get me.”

The leader grinned, exposing yellowed teeth. He was squat, with broad shoulders, powerful arms, and 

bandy legs. His sword was worn and battered, a utilitarian weapon with a notched blade. Whoever this man 

was, he enjoyed his work as a soldier.

“For an old man, you are very confident.” He nodded to the other five men, who spread out in a 

semicircle around him. Together, the half-dozen warriors advanced on Archa, who tried to keep an eye on all of 

them at once.

Any time now, Pilu, he thought as he tensed to swing at the nearest one, knowing he’d be leaving himself 

open to the others on the far side. The soldier was only two steps away, and was raising his own sword—



84

Golem Arcana: Shadows of the Khan

The ground underfoot trembled, then began shaking violently. Archa felt the earth shift, and saw the men 

around him stagger and fall. But as quickly as the tremors began, they died away as the entire landscape blurred 

and shifted around them.

But the ground had not moved—the world had, as if a disinterested giant had given it a careless swat. 

The sky pulsed a bright blue-green, and in that light the limbs of the men stumbling and quaking around him 

formed blurred afterimages as they staggered about. The magic in the area—pure, concentrated mana—had 

been given visible, tangible form. One man had the disembodied face of a screaming child embedded in his 

chest—a pale ghost—making no sound. Shapes without faces or limbs swam through space and time, weaving 

in and out of this world, becoming real for a split second before vanishing back into the ether from which they 

had appeared.

Everyone, Archa included, looked around as a roar that sounded like no creature he had ever heard came 

out of nowhere, echoing all around them. They held their ground for a few moments, but then one took a step 

back, then dropped his torch and turned and ran away.

“Stand your ground, curs!” the leader shouted, but as the shifting, ethereal shapes flowed closer, another 

soldier dropped his sword and took off into the night. He was followed by the others, leaving only the leader, 

standing alone, facing Archa sword to sword.

The Raja Khan was about to press his advantage when a look of utter terror spread over the man’s face. 

Keeping his sword up, he backed away while staring at something over Archa’s shoulder. Once beyond the 

range of the immediate danger, he also turned and ran into the darkness.

Archa slowly turned to see if Pilu had summoned something unholy from who knows where. He caught 

a glimpse of something dissipating into the night air, but it was gone before he could get a good look at it—and 

from the barest glimpse he had seen, that was probably a good thing.

“Pilu?” he asked as he grabbed a still-burning torch off the ground and walked back to the shadows 

where he had left her. Spotting a crumpled form near the cliff wall, he rushed over, only to be waved away as 

she rose to her feet.

“Back—stay back! I am fine!” And indeed, she looked much better than she had a few minutes ago. She 

stood tall and proud, her wide eyes bright and shining, trembling with barely controlled energy.

“Are you all right?” Archa asked.

“Yes.” She took a deep breath, and nodded. “As I began to cast my spell, a Zri spirit interfered with 
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it, which is why you saw what you saw. The unrestrained mana was almost too much for me, and it was only 

with a supreme effort that I was able to drive it off. This is only the beginning of what we will encounter in the 

Caves. The good news is that I can now see the sorcerer’s trail as clear as day. We are very close to the imposter 

who killed our Great Khan.”

“Then let us go, before more enemy troops arrive,” Archa said. “Please, lead the way.”

Pilu strode confidently forward, her wooden leg clacking on the stony ground. With a last glance over 

his shoulder to make sure no Durani or mercenaries were following them, Archa followed, his sword still 

drawn.

Lighting the way with her ghostly blue mage hand, the sorcerer climbed a shallow rise leading to a 

dark hole in the hillside. As Archa drew closer, he had to force himself to keep moving forward. The aura of 

concentrated mana around the cave entrance was so thick he almost felt it pushing back at him, but he gritted 

his teeth and forged on.

“Hurry, Archa—the answers we seek are inside!” she hissed from the entrance. The fervor in her face 

and tone unnerved him, and suddenly he was reminded of her first passion; the pursuit of magic, and the 

knowledge and power that came with unlocking its mysteries.

“Pilu—wait!” he said, but she disappeared inside before he could reach her. “Damn it!” Gritting his 

teeth, he plunged into the darkness after the sorcerer.

The guttering torchlight struggled to push back the darkness pressing in on all sides. The mana was so 

thick here, it was like walking through an invisible fog—unseen, but definitely felt. After a dozen steps, Archa 

glanced back and found that the cave entrance had disappeared.

Turning forward again, he stared into the darkness, searching for any hint of the sorcerer. “Pilu!” he 

shouted, the blackness swallowing his call. Thinking he saw a glimpse of blue light dancing along, he shuffled 

cautiously forward. After a few moments, he heard a sibilant whisper.

“Pilu…Pilu…Pilu…” Insubstantial forms, pale and wraithlike, appeared out of the darkness, whispering 

her name. Other spirits crowded in behind them, threatening to overwhelm him.

Fighting down his uneasiness, Archa held out his torch and pushed forward. They cannot hurt me—

they’re just shadows of those long gone—

Most of the wraiths retreated from the torchlight, but one skirted around the flames and lunged at Archa. 

He groped for his sword, but the spirit was on him before he could draw it.
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A bone-numbing chill enveloped him, and the torch fell from his hand. Archa struggled to pull away, 

but he was moving slowly now and the ghost stayed with him. The cold was spreading through his chest and 

crawling toward his head. More ghosts reached for him now, and grayness began creeping in around the edges 

of his vision.

“Archa…”

A voice, smooth and perfect, spoke behind him. It was both a sound and not a sound; Archa was 

uncertain of its source, somewhere between reality and the realms beyond. As his name echoed around the 

cavern, the ghosts released Archa, retreating into the darkness.

Does his power extend even to this place? Slowly, he turned. Of everything that might happen, he never 

thought he’d never hear that voice again. Just the sound of it—the voice that had guided him almost more often 

than his internal one—made his heart swell with loving remembrance.

But…it was not here now…it couldn’t be.

Despite his doubts, behind him stood the former owner of that singular voice, the Great Khan. The mana 

ghost was the exact likeness of his lord and mentor, just translucent enough for Archa’s torch to illuminate the 

wall behind him.

“I advise caution here…my friend,” the spirit said.

“My lord,” Archa said with a bow, just in case. “I…never thought I would see you again.”

“Seek…” The spirit began to waver. “Seek the one who ended my life…”

“I am, my Khan…” Archa’s voice stuck in his throat; he had so many questions to ask, he scarcely knew 

where to begin. “What were you doing in the Valaga room? What was your purpose? What spell were you 

casting?”

“Seek…my legacy…” the Khan said as he faded into nothingness. “Blood…calls to blood…”

“Jahnu?!” Archa cried, but the ghost was gone. He stood alone in the dark tunnel. Turning, he saw the 

blue light of Pilu’s mage hand well ahead of him in the dark.

With one last glance at the wall where the Khan’s ghost had been, Archa ran after the dancing light.

* * *

I am a fool, Archa thought as he saw the blue light recede ahead of him through the tunnels. He ran 

until the world blurred around him; chasing that thrice-damned light until his breath came in gasps that felt like 
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shards of glass shoved down his throat.

And all the while he wondered what he had really encountered back there. Had it been a glamour? The 

mana? The Khan? Whatever it had been, it had separated Pilu and him most effectively.

Finally, he staggered to a stop. His hands found his shaking knees, and he drew wheezing gasps until 

he caught his breath again and his eyes adjusted to the dark. Glints and highlights winked at him from minerals 

embedded into the walls…shapeless shadows thrown by his guttering torch merged with the deeper blackness of 

the caves…but there was nothing here—

No…the corridor was occupied. A ghostly procession of people, each secure in some moment of their 

life. All certain in their existence. Walking…killing…kissing…screaming. Dead. All long dead. Some turned to 

look at him as he passed, and the look on their gray, faded faces were the same; wonder and fear intermingled.

Archa realized that each being saw him as he saw  them;  a spirit, wandering in some nightmare world. 

To the spirits, he was the ghost.

He walked farther along the corridor. The black space beyond resolved into a large cavern, filled with 

still, stagnant water that rose to his knees. As he paused, he thought he heard a faint splash. Then, on the far 

side, he saw a dim ball of flickering blue light.

“Pilu?” he called, his voice echoing back to him. He didn’t seem to feel the mana around him 

anymore—he wasn’t sure whether that was because it was dissipating, or because he was getting used to it.

The light dwindled, and then faded as he splashed through the water toward her.

He found her collapsed at the side of a corridor, her wet robes black with blood. The blue light on the 

stump of her arm flickered weakly.

Archa said nothing as he lifted her to her feet. Her eyes fluttered open, and he saw in her eyes that 

whatever it was, the attack had not been mortal. She stood shakily on her own, balancing on her good leg, 

staring into the dark.

“You shouldn’t have run ahead, especially here.” Uncertain, he stood facing her, hand on his sword hilt. 

“What do you see? Is the sorcerer nearby?”

She looked up at him, her face blank. A moment later, she pulled her scarf over her face, leaving only a 

pair of glittering blue eyes staring hard at him. Judging him…

“I will ask the questions now.”

It had been years since he had been talked to in such a manner.
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“So, it has come to this,” she continued. “You are the killer. It was you who killed our beloved Khan.” 

She stepped back as she spoke, moving into the first position of the old martial dance, her ghostly hand raised 

near her head, ready to cast. The glow from her mage hand increased, illuminating her face in its stark light.

Stunned, he blinked at her accusation. Water dripped down his armor, droplets splashing on the ground. 

“No, Pilu…the magic of this place has warped you,” he warned, hand tightening on his hilt, even as part of him 

couldn’t believe he might have to actually draw the weapon. The insanity of her statement left him numb. A 

madness had taken her—or perhaps, not her at all, but something else…

“Do you think I am not aware of your covetous nature? Your selfishness? Your lust for power?” she 

asked.

“You of all people know better than that,” Archa growled through gritted teeth. He could now see the 

roof of the chamber, lit by her ghost-light. Strangely, he was reminded of a different night long ago, when the 

two of them stood close together under moonlight, speaking the words that had driven them apart.

Releasing his sword, he held both hands out, palms up. “You know I cannot fight you.” Suddenly, the 

light drained from the cavern, leaving only shadows and glinting highlights once more.

The sorcerer’s face began to warp and shift under the scarf. “You do not make this easy,” the Pilu-thing 

croaked, and then began to laugh, a vast and barrel-deep sound. Phlegmy and thick, like the last gasps of a man 

consumed by plague.

Too slowly, Archa drew his blade and slashed at the spirit. Before his blade touched it, the creature 

exploded in ropes of obsidian ichor threaded with sickly yellow. It swept past him, nearly knocking him off his 

feet, and swirled down a corridor into the blackness, that horrible, guttural laughter trailing behind it.

Despite his fear, Archa followed.

* * *

He didn’t follow the creature down the corridor, even though he could see what looked like Pilu lying on 

the ground, a robed figure bent over her. Whether this new figure was his quarry, Archa couldn’t tell. It could as 

easily be the Zri spirit that attacked him.

“Hai!” Archa shouted, and the robed figure leaped up. Its hood slipped down, and for a moment Archa 

thought he caught a glimpse of the person’s face…a face with two different aspects. One was the barest glimpse 

of someone he had never seen before…and the other resembled…Pilu!
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“Stand away!” Sword out, he advanced, his mind clearing. “Who do you serve? The Spider?”

Its face now hidden again beneath the pulled-up hood, the mage said nothing.

“You serve Nandanna.” It was not a question.

Gathering the abundant ambient power, the mage launched a crackling bolt through the air, but Archa 

was no longer where it landed.

The next few moments were a blur of fury and movement. Blackness descended over Archa’s mind, and 

his blade moved as if guided by invisible strings. Every strike, every turn as perfect as when he was a man of 

twenty. Better.

Better than he had ever been. He thought he felt the Khan’s presence as his body danced and spun and 

dodged. But never certain. Perhaps, after all, this was only him, at the last extremity…

The mage was swift, his magic armor unyielding, but he could not withstand Archa’s onslaught forever. 

Gaining the advantage, the Raja Khan struck again and again, each blow causing the mage’s arcane shield to 

flare as it absorbed the blow.

A scream ripped from Archa’s throat as he savagely chopped down over and over, until the armor spell 

shattered in a burst of bright shards of light. He pressed his attack, his blade seeking and finding cloth, and 

piercing to the flesh underneath. Once more, and his Khan would be avenged. Archa raised his sword again—

A bright flash burst in front of his eyes, making him stumble backward and collapse with a splash in 

the shallow water. He blinked away the afterimage of the flare and saw the mage, injured and bleeding, fleeing 

down the corridor.

Archa sucked in a ragged breath, his arms and legs trembling with fatigue, his chest spasming 

uncontrollably. He shook, tears streaming down his face. The Khan—or whatever had given him such 

strength—was gone, leaving him spent and weary.

Behind him, Pilu struggled to draw breath in the black.

* * *

It was her.

He knew it was really her this time, and he was heartbroken to find her like this. He wished that some 

other horror was here in her place, something he could fight, no matter how horrible. Anything but her death. 
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Not here. Not now…

A dark stream of blood poured from Pilu’s chest and bubbled from her mouth. Each breath was a labored 

heave, trailing off into a liquid gurgle. Somehow, as he crawled over and cradled her in his arms, she spoke in 

gagging gasps.

“Archa…the Khan’s killer…a woman…I saw her…the magic…has limits…a woman... do you see…?”

“Yes, Pilu,” he replied. “The killer was a woman. I promise—”

She clutched his arm in a grip of iron. “No promise…. find…the killer…the woman…this shall be…our 

recon…ciliation…”

Then Pilu was no more, her corpse only the shell of the woman Archa had once loved.

Closing his eyes, he held her for a long time. In his mind’s eye, years ago, he sat in the palace. Before 

him, Pilu stood in the center of the hall, in all of her youthful splendor and elegance. He remembered the scene 

as if it had happened yesterday.

The Khan stepped up to him and gently rested a sword atop his head. “Rise, my servant, and in my 

name, never fail,” Jahnu said, his words indistinct. Every day, the memory of the sound of Jahnu’s voice faded a 

little more; even hearing it again in the caves had not locked it into his mind.

But even as he heard those words, what he remembered most from that day was Pilu’s dazzling smile, 

which was only for him, her joy and pride in what he had accomplished—and deeper within, a promise and hint 

of the pleasures they would share that night.

He remembered staring at that magnificent vision of beauty and intellect and feeling both her arms 

encircle him, holding him tightly.

Together, they would conquer whatever stood in their way.

But they could not conquer each other’s passions, which were constantly at odds—and in the end, those 

passions had destroyed what they shared once and for all.

Rising to his feet, he brought her out into the middle of the shallow lake. There, Archa closed Pilu’s eyes 

and gently let her down into the water until it covered her face. He stood with effort; wet, old, and exhausted. 

Then he sheathed his sword, adjusted his chest plate, and sloshed to the entrance of the corridor down which the 

mage had escaped.

Executing a perfect about face, Archa regarded the direction he had come from for a moment, then 

performed a flawless salute to the darkness. “I shall not fail you, my lord.”
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Chapter Ten
Yuvaka’s eyes fl uttered open, and he found himself sitting in a wooden chair, his head throbbing, staring 

at a dusty, ornate rug under his feet.

His tightly bound feet.

His gaze traveled to his hands next, which were also secured by coils of rope to the arms of the chair.

Letting his head continue to hang down on his chest, he blinked away the cobwebs of unconsciousness 

and glanced around the room, wondering how he had gotten here. He was in a tent; that was obvious from 

the canvas walls that moved slightly in the breeze, and the sliver of blinding sunlight that lanced in through a 

narrow gap in the front fl ap. The desert-dry air carried the overwhelming odor of something very familiar, yet 

he couldn’t quite place it.

There were others nearby; he could hear movement and conversations of what sounded like soldiers. 

He also heard another noise, coming from nearby—a strange sort of rhythmic hiss: swish-swosh, swish-swosh. 

Yuvaka carefully cast his gaze all around, but couldn’t see who—or what—was making it.

Although thinking made his head pound even harder, he tried to reconstruct the events that had brought 

him here. His last memory was of sneaking up on the Durani sappers in the sewers under Two Rock, intent on 

stopping them and allowing Archa and Pilu enough time to escape.

In the beginning, all had gone well. Using the enemy’s lights as his guide, Yuvaka had snuck through the 

shadows toward them. He crept up on the rearmost member of the group, who was acting at their lookout, and 

dispatched him with a swift slash, leaving the dying Durani clutching his fountaining throat as he sank to the 

fl oor.

The remaining four men were clustered close together. Intent on preparing their spell, they hadn’t 

noticed his approach or the death of their fi fth man. Emboldened by the quick death of their sentry, Yuvaka 

decided to rush them, counting on surprise and his blade to kill them before a hand or voice could be raised.

Again, the plan had begun well. Yuvaka had stepped behind one of the saboteurs and driven the point 
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of his sword into the man’s kidney, impaling him. Before the Durani could take in a shocked breath, Yuvaka 

withdrew his blade and shoved the mortally wounded man straight into the rest of the men huddled around a 

ritual circle they were drawing on the stone wall.

As expected, the other three had whirled around in shocked surprise, allowing Yuvaka to lunge forward 

and stab another sapper through the heart, cutting off his shout of alarm in mid-yelp as his blood flooded his 

chest cavity and began drowning him.

The remaining pair, however, did not react to the assault as he’d expected. Instead, they split up and 

prepared to defend themselves.

Yuvaka stepped toward the closest one first, sword lifted high overhead to chop through his opponent’s 

raised arm. Altering his aim slightly as he brought his blade down, he left the man clutching a bloody stump that 

poured his lifeblood into the stinking waters.

And then there was one. Yuvaka was already turning, pulling his sword back as he shifted his stance to 

attack.

That was when his plan had gone awry.

Not because of any deadly or impairing spell his final opponent had cast—although he was in the 

process of doing so.

No. As Yuvaka stepped forward, ready to deliver his final killing blow, he stepped into a thick, viscous 

puddle of blood spilled by one of the dying men.

He slipped.

And fell.

Right into the stagnant sewage.

Even a few seconds submerged in that filth had been unbearable. And when Yuvaka regained his 

footing and lunged up, spluttering and choking, his sword lost in the muck and darkness, he had no choice but 

to surrender to the man who now had his own short sword pointed at the Gudanna soldier’s neck, the silent 

message behind it very clear.

Yuvaka had hauled himself out of the vile sludge, and then everything had gone black. The next thing he 

knew, he had awoken here.

And now, relatively safe—the ropes binding his arms and legs to the chair not withstanding—Yuvaka 

realized the source of the overpowering stench. His captors had not bothered even to dump a bucket of water 
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over his head…and his clothes were still soaked with sewage.

But even with that reek filling his nostrils, Yuvaka was aware of another smell—a metallic scent that 

almost escaped his notice, but was definitely there.

“Quite the aroma you brought with you, isn’t it?” a quiet voice said on his left. “I myself have smelled 

many, many scents in my lifetime. The thick stench of excrement befouling a man’s undergarments as he 

realizes the fate in store for him…the rich, copper bouquet of a man’s heart-blood pumping from his chest… 

his final, dying breath escaping from his mouth, perhaps taking a bit of his soul with it as it wafts up toward 

the heavens. If you are strong and lucky, my friend, you will get to experience all of that before we are through 

here.”

The strange swish-swosh continued, and a shadow fell across Yuvaka as the speaker stepped in front of 

the blade of light slicing in through the entrance of the tent.

“It is no use pretending you are still unconscious—I knew the moment you awakened and drew your 

first conscious breath. Come now—” Yuvaka felt something cool and sharp placed under his chin and pressed 

upward. Not wanting to be sliced open just yet, he raised his head.

Standing in front of him was a man who stared down at him with hooded, black eyes above a prominent, 

hooked nose in a thin, bloodless face. His iron-gray hair was cropped close to his skull, so short that Yuvaka 

could see the tanned skin underneath the stubble. He was thin, almost emaciated; his cream-colored robes, 

spotted with dark, irregular dots of some dried liquid, hung from his gangly frame.

Of more importance was what he held in his hands; in one, a thin, oddly curved blade with a hooked tip, 

and a thick leather strop in the other. The man put the blade to the leather and drew it across and back, making 

that peculiar swish-swosh noise again.

That was when Yuvaka realized where he was…and what that underlying smell was…and what those 

dried droplets on the man’s robes were.

He was in the clutches of a Durani interrogator, who planned to extract every bit of information Yuvaka 

possessed—and who would use whatever methods necessary to do so.

And as his gaze dropped to the armrests of the wooden chair, he realized that what he had first mistaken 

for some kind of dark stain or varnish was not that at all— old, dried blood covered the arms of the chair, where 

who knew how many of the interrogator’s victims had sobbed and screamed and cursed as they bled from his 

ministrations.



94

Golem Arcana: Shadows of the Khan

And at that realization, Yuvaka hunched over and was loudly sick on the floor in front of him. Bent over, 

he took small satisfaction in having splattered what remained of his previous meal over the interrogator’s boots, 

but even that tiny victory faded fast when it became clear that his vomit had not discomfited the man in the 

least.

“Hmm…usually that happens later in the session,” the man said. “Ah well, it is no matter. Let us begin, 

shall we?”

He walked behind Yuvaka and grabbed his forehead with a cool hand, levering his head up and back 

until it rested against a depression in the chair back. Lifting his head and shoulders as high as he could to 

compensate, Yuvaka felt something smooth and supple curve around his forehead, followed by the clink of 

metal on metal, and suddenly he couldn’t move his head—at all.

The interrogator walked back in front of him, holding a wooden tray. He set it down on a short stool next 

to the chair. Despite not wanting to look at what the tray contained, Yuvaka couldn’t help staring at the various 

shining implements of the interrogator’s trade: pincers and hooks and files and needles and knives—oh, so 

many thin-bladed, razor-sharp, well-used knives.

His stomach lurched again, but Yuvaka managed to keep down whatever was left in his stomach. It 

roiled every time his eyes met the tray and its terrifying contents. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead and 

popped out on his palms. His breathing quickened as the man stepped around the tray, standing right next to 

Yuvaka, and began examining his tools.

“You may begin speaking at any time, but you know, of course, that I will have to confirm that your 

words are honest. There is a saying among my professional brethren: ‘Truth lies in the blood.’ I have never 

found that to be false…and I am sure I will find it so with you as well.”

He held up a sliver-thin needle, its point winking at Yuvaka in the sunlight. “The needle. So subtle, so…

insidious in its potential to cause harm.” As he spoke, he leaned over the helpless Yuvaka, bringing its tip closer 

and closer to the man’s face. “Suitable for inserting under the fingernails, into the scrotum, through the tongue 

or up into the nose…”

By now the point was only a few inches away from Yuvaka’s wide, fear-filled eye. “But I prefer to begin 

with something that a prisoner will remember for the rest of his life…a permanent reminder of the time spent 

with me…”

The needle’s point was so large now it blocked out almost everything else in Yuvaka’s vision.
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“We will begin with everything you can tell me about the Gudanna weapon that was deployed yesterday 

among our forces.”

Yuvaka was glad his bladder was empty, for he surely would have voided it down his leg if he could. He 

knew nothing about whatever device the defenders of Two Rock had used against the Durani—but how would 

he convince this demon in human form of that? 

The needle tip drew closer still, until it was a large, dark blur spearing toward his eye. Yuvaka wanted to 

close his eye, but that wouldn’t stop the interrogator—he’d just skewer the eyeball right through the lid—

“Interrogator Izin!” a voice said as the tent flap was pulled back, flooding the interior of the tent with 

harsh sunlight and making Yuvaka squeeze closed his furiously watering eyes.

“I am occupied at the moment,” the man replied, his breath warm against Yuvaka’s cheek.

“Pardon my intrusion, sir, but Lord Captain Luja has ordered all golem captains to the front line...” he 

trailed off as he saw what was happening.

Something in that sentence captured the interrogator’s attention, and he straightened as he turned to the 

other man. “Luja? Why are these orders not coming from Lord Captain Murkha?”

“Sir…” The officer nodded at Yuvaka. “Please step outside, and I will update you on what has 

happened.”

Izin walked to the tent entrance, and the other officer let the flap swing closed as they began talking in 

low voices. As his terror subsided for the moment, Yuvaka strained to hear what was being said, but their words 

were drowned out by the constant background noise outside the tent. No, not constant, he realized upon hearing 

shouts and sounds of men running nearby, the sound of men being assembled for battle. They are preparing for 

another offensive.

Izin threw back the flap and entered the tent. He moved the tray to somewhere behind Yuvaka, then 

stepped close and patted his cheek. “I must go now, but rest assured, I will return. You will sit here and think 

about what you will tell me upon my return, when we resume our…conversation.”

With that he was gone, leaving the door flap swinging in the wake of his passage. Even with his head 

strapped to the back of the chair, Yuvaka sagged against his bindings, the sweat-soaked ropes chafing his wrists 

and the leather wet against his forehead.

The leather! He began furiously wrinkling his forehead while slumping in the chair, trying to scrunch 

his head down as far as he could. The leather strap pinched the skin over his eyes, but slowly started sliding 
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upward, aided by his sweat and contortions. In a few minutes, it slipped free and he could move his head. 

Yuvaka looked around for the only thing that mattered to him now.

He spotted the tray sitting on a table to his right, with a corner sticking out over the edge. It wasn’t 

perfect, but it was the best chance he had.

Yuvaka shifted his weight, testing the chair, the last element he needed to effect his escape. It was solidly 

built, but not attached to the rug or ground—just as he had hoped. He kept shifting around, trying to see which 

way would be best to go. When he rocked to the right, the chair legs sank into the ground a bit. He continued 

lurching from side to side until he got the chair tipping along with him.

The spirit-cursed thing was heavy, however, and took more effort than he’d expected to tip over. Sweat 

broke out all over his body, mingling with the drying vomit, sewer stink, and blood odor into a nose-numbing 

miasma that threatened to make him black out.

Yuvaka persevered, and finally he had the torture chair on the very edge. Just…one…more…shove! With 

one last heroic effort, he gave it everything he had, and felt the chair tipping over. The back hit the table and 

skidded along it—catching the tray and sending it flying.

Once again, his plan had started off well. It was only when Yuvaka saw the torture implements soar 

through the air above him that he realized this might not have been the best idea.

The tools rained down on him as he crashed to the ground, making him yelp at the pokes and slices from 

various needles and blades cutting into him. The near miss of a thin-bladed flensing knife that landed right next 

to his eyes was the most serious threat; otherwise he seemed relatively unhurt. Now, to find a blade near my 

hand…

Reaching out with numb fingers, he felt the handle of some implement and looked down to find himself 

holding a pair of pincers that looked like they might be used for extracting teeth. About to toss them away, he 

instead used them to grab a knife that was out of his reach, but that he could get with the pliers.

It took another minute or two of agonized maneuvering, and his fingers felt like they were on fire when 

he was through, but when it was over, he held the knife in his hand. Carefully, he began sawing at the ropes 

binding his wrist.

That also took more time than he expected, but one strand parted, than another, and finally they all fell 

away under the blade’s keen edge. Yuvaka quickly cut his other hand free, then slashed the ropes holding his 

legs. Scrambling to his feet, he gritted his teeth as the blood flowed into his extremities, making his hands and 
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feet tingle like mad. Rubbing them furiously, he grabbed the largest blade he could find—the size of a small 

dagger—and crept to the tent entrance.

Since no one had rushed in at the crash of the chair, he assumed it wasn’t being guarded, and he was 

right. In fact, the entire area around the interrogator’s tent seemed to be deserted.

Gripping his dagger tightly and glancing around, Yuvaka headed out into the enemy encampment.
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Chapter Eleven

Although “Durjah” normally would have awakened the moment the sun broke over the eastern horizon, 

this morning she had slept until the golden orb was well on its way across the sky. Drawing on the raw mana in 

the Caves of Mahtis to fuel her spells and inherent abilities had put a terrifi c strain on her body. Not only had 

she used it to regain her original form, but she’d also engaged in two magical duels, one right after the other.

The elderly mage had offered little challenge; the white-haired woman had been nearly intoxicated 

by the power fl owing through her, and therefore more susceptible to its dangers. The one formerly known as 

Durjah was all too aware of the tricks the mana spirits played on the unwary in the Caves. Indeed, she had 

hoped that Archa would be swayed by the spirit he most desired to see…the one she had summoned to appear 

to him. She knew many stories of people who had gone to the caves and found the spirits of long-lost relatives 

or lovers they were searching for and, unwilling to leave them, had starved to death while staring at the shade 

of the person they used to know. But the old soldier was made of sterner stuff than she’d expected—and had 

pressed on after her.

Even so, I would have gotten away clean…if it hadn’t been for that persistent old woman, she mused. 

She had defeated the crone but left her alive, sure that such a trap would draw Archa in like tanir beetles to 

rotting meat. Except he’d shown up early, before she could complete her own transformation into the old 

woman in order to confuse him and then strike while he was trying to make up his mind as to which was his real 

companion.

Despite all that, she had still planned to fi nish him off…Except that wasn’t what happened, she thought, 

rubbing her throbbing arm. Oh, she had cast healing magic on it the moment she got the chance, but the ache 

remained.

What was more troubling was how the old man had fought her. He should have been easy meat; a fi ght 

between a typical soldier and a prepared mage ended with a dead soldier ninety-nine times out of one hundred.

But somehow, Archa had been that one-hundredth man. He should not have been able to evade her spells 
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like he had. He definitely should not have been able to penetrate her shield spell—that took more than just a 

sharp sword and brute strength.

No, he had help in the Caves…magical help, she mused. But from whom? The old woman? Not a 

chance, she was a breath away from joining the spirits herself…

That thought made her pause. The spirits…indeed, she thought with a grim smile. I might have outwitted 

myself when laying that trap. I was so counting on the spirit of the Khan to draw Archa in that I didn’t account 

for how Archa might affect the Khan…

She stretched her arms above her head, luxuriating in the feel of her own lithe body again. Shapeshifting 

was comfortable for her; she had been doing it ever since she had discovered her powers as a child—powers she 

had made sure to conceal from everyone around her. But no matter what form she took, it was always a relief to 

return to her own body. Truly, it is this skin that fits me best.

After fleeing Archa, she had escaped the Caves via a route that had taken her high into the mountain, 

and had emerged on the far eastern side. She had traveled swiftly for another hour, leaving a confusing series of 

backtracks and false trails, so that even if the old man somehow managed to track her through the darkness and 

spirits of Mahtis, it would be impossible for him to stay on her trail back in this world.

Only when she was sure she was safe did she access the small den she’d discovered on her way into 

the Caves. She was careful to leave the fresh bear tracks and spoor intact—she had planted both, of course—to 

ward off any nosy shepherds and the mercenaries that were becoming more numerous in the area. To complete 

the disguise, she had cut a large salel bush at the base and jammed it in front of the low entrance, guaranteeing 

concealment from all but the most determined hunters. Thus protected, she had crawled into the back of the 

dark, dry space and slept for several hours.

Her rest was not dreamless; in her dreams she was lost in an endless maze of caves, always searching 

for the boy she knew was nearby. She could always hear him, just ahead somewhere, but she never found him. 

And as she careened through the black tunnels, a part of her knew that she would never leave this place, and she 

would never find her son—

She had awoken sweating, but had gone back to sleep, despite her unease at the portentous dream. The 

rest of the night had passed uneventfully, but she had woken later that morning with a cold feeling in the pit of 

her stomach that yet remained.

Now, though more or less refreshed, away from both Archa and the Caves, and with the Durani border 
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within a day’s walk, she knew she was still not safe. Many Gudanna and mercenaries roamed these hills, and if 

either of them captured her and recognized who she was—well, things would definitely not be go well for the 

Empire afterward, of that she was certain.

So before she set out, she prepared her disguise appropriately. She scuffed and tore and dirtied her robes, 

a process that also hid the bloodstains from when she’d killed Talnis in the sewers—until they were so ragged 

and filthy even she didn’t want to put them back on. It’s only for a little while longer.

Once again wearing the tattered robes, she wrapped an equally threadbare and dusty scarf around her 

face, leaving only her eyes uncovered, and began walking down the mountain toward the Durani border. She 

walked overland, through sparse grass fields and brown scrubland dotted with low bushes.

After about an hour she came upon a road she knew well—it was the one she had used to enter the 

Dominion several weeks ago. She began walking parallel to it, searching the nearby lands for the Durani patrol 

that should be in the area.

As she walked, she cast an occasional glance to her right at the heavy pall of smoke over the horizon that 

indicated what was happening at Two Rock. It had spread across the sky, coloring it an unhealthy gray, but the 

sight heartened her, for it meant the attack was still ongoing—or perhaps had already concluded with a victory 

for the Empire. Surely Murkha and Luja have finished the relatively simple task they had been given. And the 

first step in reclaiming what had been taken from the Empire by the Great Khan would be complete.

If only my mission had been as successful, she thought. Oh, her goal of eliminating the arrogant Great 

Khan had gone off splendidly, right down to creating scapegoats out of the two other mages…though Archa had 

seen through that ruse more quickly than she’d expected. I keep underestimating that man…a mistake I will not 

make again.

But when she had seen the empty, rumpled bed in that deserted room, a piece of her heart had broken. 

Not the whole, mind you, because she had come through far too much to let this setback undo everything she 

had fought for and planned and suffered through. The anticipation of seeing her son, whom she had tracked 

down only to learn that he had been delivered to one of the most secure buildings on the entire continent; she 

had figured out how to get inside undetected—which had not been easy—and spent weeks in the same building 

as her only child, whom she had not seen for three long years; she was unable to reach him until that night, only 

to find—she hoped—that someone else had spirited him away first...

All of that crashing down upon her in those initial moments had been very...difficult to take.
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And in those first moments of realization, of comprehension, she had wanted everything around her—

the room, the guards, the Khan, the entire palace—to burn.

She had settled for the guards that fool Talnis had exposed them to, immolating them without a second 

thought. They were complicit in her son’s captivity, therefore they were the enemy.

And the Durani Empire rarely showed mercy to its enemies.

As the red-tinged sun began to sink into the west, she heard what she had been waiting for—the steady 

sound of approaching golems. But this close to the border, in a time of war, they could be from either side. 

Finding a copse of stunted, windblown trees to hide in, she took a position where she would be sure to see them 

before they spotted her.

As she anticipated, in a few moments a flag of Durani golems prowled over the hill. A Winged Preserver 

was in the lead, flanked by two Blazing Dervishes, their swords sheathed on their backs. A Vigilant Sentinel 

brought up the rear as a Jeweled Harpy soared past her hiding spot overhead, providing aerial reconnaissance on 

likely targets on which the rest of the squad could unleash their might.

She stepped out of the trees, unwrapping the scarf so the knights could get a good look at her face as 

they rode up.

“Halt!” the leftmost Dervish knight ordered as the four ground units turned toward her. His cat-headed 

golem loped forward, then knelt on the ground a few paces away from her. “Identify yourself…” he trailed off, 

his eyes widening as he took her in.

“I see by your face that you know who I am,” she replied.

“My Em—” he began before she cut him off with a raised hand.

“No, do not give any indication that I am anything other than a simple traveler,” she said. “We do not 

know who else may be listening. Bring the rest of your flag forward.”

In moments, the rest were clustered around her, the other knights’ faces showing the same mix of 

surprise and disbelief as the first. Their leader identified them as the Iron Flag of the Emerald Banner, 3rd Gale 

of the Forest Wind.

“Tell me how the campaign against Two Rock is progressing,” she said.

The knights exchanged pensive glances, and then the Preserver’s knight, a hard-muscled man named 

Iradhya, spoke up. “The fortress city still stands against us, my—” he stopped himself, then glanced guiltily at 

her.
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The army still has not taken the city? she thought. Our force was overwhelming… “How have they 

withstood our assault this long?”

“Our initial encounters with them were swift and crushing,” he replied. “We obliterated a force sent 

to block the pass, and advanced upon the city. It was perhaps an hour from falling when they deployed an 

unknown weapon.” Iradhya shook his head. “I don’t know what it looked like, or how they got it to the 

battlefield. All I know is that when that unearthly shriek echoed over the field, I would have sworn that an 

Ancient One had been summoned to the fight. And everywhere it went, golems—both ours and theirs—fell.”

They must have used some sort of artifact, she thought.

Another knight cleared his throat. “From what I have heard, it was during the confusion caused by 

that—thing, that Murkha’s Jagara fell. It is believed that—neither his co-pilots nor he survived.”

“Murkha is dead?” She blinked at this hammer blow, a serious setback to the Empire’s plans. One of 

the few current leaders who had ever commanded an army of this size, Murkha had figured prominently in the 

subjugation of the rest of the Dominion, especially in the bloody fighting that would ensue when the Lords of 

the Line clashed.

“Even now,” the knight continued, “Luja fights to take the city.”

That was the only good thing that could come of this—his sister would not stop until either Two Rock 

was under her control, or she was under the ground. She wondered if, in Luja’s zeal to avenge her brother, the 

sister could stop herself before the entire city was reduced to rubble.

It seems that we have grievously underestimated their abilities...which makes me concerned about how 

this war will turn out. She looked up from her dark thoughts to find the knights all watching her.

“What are your orders?” Iradhya asked.

“Knight Captain Iradhya, I will relieve you and your unit of this duty and transfer you to the capital city 

with me—after you complete one more task here,” she said. “You will personally escort me back to the capital 

while the rest of your men spread the word among the refugees to be on the lookout for a certain man who will 

attempt to enter the Empire within the next few days. He is a Gudanna spy, but I want him captured alive. If he 

is killed, everyone responsible will be executed. Do you understand?”

He nodded. “Do you have any information regarding him?”

“Oh yes,” she replied. “I got a very good look at him. His true name—though he won’t be using it, of 

course—is Archa, and this is what he looks like...”
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Chapter Twelve
His back pressed against a tent, Yuvaka held himself as still as possible, trying to calm his rapidly rising 

and falling chest.

This is hopeless, he thought.

Every direction he’d tried to go had just brought him closer to more Durani soldiers. He couldn’t escape 

through their rear lines, because that would only take him deeper into the pass—and more Durani. No, he had 

to fi nd a way through the lines and into the scrubland surrounding Two Rock. From there he could fi nd his way 

back to Kutastha and, Ancient Ones willing, fi nally report in.

The breeze was rising, carrying with it a waft of his own stink. I won’t get fi ve steps before my smell 

gives me away, he thought with a glance at the tent he was hiding behind. Sure hope this isn’t a female knight’s 

dwelling, he thought as he slit the back wall enough to crawl under it.

It was dim inside, and Yuvaka blinked to adjust his eyes. The interior of the tent resembled most offi cers’ 

military bivouacs—a sleeping pallet, with a small, portable desk, and a simple cord stretched from the midpoint 

of one wall to another to hang clothes over in order to avoid scorpions and sand mites.

Crossing to the clothesline, Yuvaka grabbed a shirt and pants. Shucking his damp, stinking clothes, he 

shoved them back under the tent wall, then pulled on the new clothes, which were about an inch too short all 

around. Shrugging, he snatched a long scarf and wrapped it around his head until just his eyes were showing, 

then headed toward the entrance. Just as he reached it, the fl ap opened and what looked like a junior offi cer 

entered.

“Dayin? What are you still doing—” was all he got out before Yuvaka grabbed the man’s shoulders and 

brought a knee up into his stomach. The soldier doubled over, and Yuvaka slammed his interlaced fi ngers down 

onto his opponent’s neck. He crashed to the ground without uttering another sound.

Picking up the unconscious man by the shoulders, he dragged him over to the bed and rolled him over to 

face the tent wall. Hopefully that will buy me a few minutes before the alarm is raised.
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Yuvaka ran to the tent entrance and peeked out. No one was around. Stepping out, he confidently strode 

off in a direction he hoped was away from the fighting.

“Dayin? Hey, Dayin!” someone shouted behind him. Yuvaka’s shoulders slumped, and he slowly turned 

around to face whomever was calling him.

Another Durani officer ran up to him. “Where are you—phew, what’s that smell?”

“I, uh, spilled my meal—”

“What were you eating, jamal weed?” The man shook his head. “Lord Captain Luja is preparing another 

assault on the city walls, and every knight is needed at the front right now. Come on!”

Unwilling to strike down a man in broad daylight, Yuvaka allowed himself to be led to where men and 

golems were being readied to join the battle. Winged Preservers flapped their wings and Vigilant Sentinels 

pawed the ground, all ready for action.

“Ancestor’s bones, you don’t even have a weapon on you!” the other man exclaimed. “How do you 

expect to fight?”

“I—” was all Yuvaka was able to reply before the officer shoved a sword and scabbard into his hands.

“Get that on and get to a Sentinel. Just because your golem was lost yesterday doesn’t mean you can’t 

fight today! Now move!”

Yuvaka struggled to strap the sword scabbard around his waist as he stumbled toward the nearest 

Sentinel, which already had two other Durani soldiers on it. He wasn’t sure what they expected him to do, but 

he’d figure out something once they were away from all these other golems and knights.

Once he’d scrambled aboard, another Durani soldier climbed up after him, wrinkling his nose and 

leaning away as he settled in beside Yuvaka. The moment he was seated, the knight guiding the Sentinel nudged 

it into motion, joining a ragged line of other Sentinels and Preservers heading toward the fortress town in the 

distance. Overhead, a few Harpies—far fewer than he’d seen before—provided air cover for the advancing 

force.

“Ah…” Trying to mimic the Durani accent, Yuvaka nudged the soldier next to him. “Refresh my 

memory. How are we expected to fight the Gudanna without golems?”

“What, were you sleeping during the briefing, Dayin? And by the Ancient Ones, what did you roll in 

before mustering out?” the man replied, shaking his head. “Once the golems breach the walls, we are part of the 

force assigned to secure the main gates. The Sentinels and Harpies will provide cover for us to reach the hole, 
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and we will do the rest from there. Now look sharp, we’re almost upon their lines!”

Yuvaka turned forward again to see a fast-moving mixed unit of Dune Vipers, Sand Lions, and 

Grappling Deaths bearing down on them. Before he could think about what he was doing, he shoved the man on 

his left off the running Sentinel, sending him crashing to the ground and rolling along in the golem’s trail.

At the same time, Yuvaka drew his sword, driving its hilt into the face of the man sitting to his right. 

Blood spurted from his crushed nose, and as he reached up both hands to his injured face, Yuvaka shoved him 

off the golem too.

“What are you doing?” the third man shouted behind him. Yuvaka whirled around, leading with his 

sword, which chopped into the man’s side. Unfortunately, the blade caught in the other man’s armor, and as he 

fell backward, the hilt wrenched right out of Yuvaka’s grasp.

“Damn it!” he cried, even as the Sentinel he was on lurched to one side.

“What the hell is going on back there?” the knight controlling the golem yelled as he twisted around in 

his saddle.

“Uh…they all just…fell off, I guess!” Yuvaka shouted back as he looked beyond the knight to see a 

Sand Lion leaping through the air and heading straight at them. “Look out!” he cried instinctively, forgetting 

who he was talking to.

Too late. The Gudanna golem smashed into the Vigilant Sentinel’s back. A huge paw swiped the knight 

out of his saddle and sent him tumbling to the ground. Now uncontrolled, the Sentinel began thrashing around 

wildly, while the knight on his Sand Lion and Yuvaka struggled to keep their seats.

Digging in with its claws, the Lion worked its way over to the Sentinel’s head and buried its fangs 

into the enemy golem’s neck, making it shriek in pain and rage. With a triumphant snarl, the Lion bit deeper, 

until the Sentinel could no longer lift its head and slumped to the dirt. The Sand Lion tore through the rest of 

the golem until its horned head ripped away from its body, which immediately began disassembling into its 

component parts.

“That was—incredible!” Yuvaka said as he stepped clear of the rapidly disintegrating golem. He turned 

around—and came face to face with the Sand Lion, which opened jaws wide enough to swallow Yuvaka’s entire 

head in a fearsome yawn.

“Identify yourself, Durani!” the knight atop the Lion commanded. “Why were you attacking your fellow 

knights?”
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“Durani? Fellow knights? Oh, no—” Yuvaka struggled to unwind the scarf from his head. “I am palace 

guard Yuvaka, from Kutastha, on a mission with Raja Khan Archa to seek justice for our Great Khan’s foul 

murder.”

“Yuvaka? Then you are the one I was tasked to find!” The knight bent forward to peer closely at him. 

“But what were you doing on the back of a Durani Sentinel? And why do you stink so?”

“That is a very long story, but rest assured that I meant them nothing but harm. If you take me out of the 

battlefield immediately, I will see that you are handsomely rewarded back at the palace.”

“Then come up.” The knight reached a hand down and pulled Yuvaka up behind him. “I am Ilkhan 

Khaju of the Night Prowlers, 3rd Torrent of the Blindness Tempest—and, I believe, the only survivor of my 

unit. While I am pleased to have completed the first part of my mission, I’m afraid that the path out of this death 

ground is anything but clear.”

He turned his golem around, and Yuvaka’s jaw dropped as he saw the Durani army facing them. Dozens 

of Sentinels and Preservers stood in front of a line of Fire Rams ready to discharge their cannons at the walls of 

Two Rock—and anything else that stood in their way. Behind those were the towering forms of the remaining 

Jagara golems, their shadows falling over large portions of the Durani ground forces.

He winced at the thought of charging into all of that. “Are you sure there isn’t another way out of here?”

“If you can find another route, I will be glad to take it, but right now, this is it,” Khaju replied. “We must 

brave the way straight into the Durani maw—hang on!”

As he spoke, the Fire Rams began belching rounds at the front lines. Khaju’s Sand Lion spun and 

dodged away from the incoming projectiles. “We’re sitting quaals out here—”

“You think?” Yuvaka shouted while struggling to hang on to the Lion’s saddle.

“Need to find another unit!” Khaju said, guiding his golem through the hail of exploding missiles to 

where a small cluster of Gudanna knights had taken cover with their golems behind what had probably once 

been a Growling Phalanx, its bright white gem now cracked and half buried in a mound of baked sand and dirt 

that had once made up the deadly golem.

Yuvaka looked at the motley group sitting there, every one of them bloody and battered from the 

fighting. Along with a four-armed red-and-black Blood Channeler, there was a Grappling Death with one hand 

missing, and a Charred Raptor, with only one of the gray stone pauldrons that normally covered its shoulders 

left. It was a dark-red humanoid golem, with long, spindly arms and double-jointed legs. Its right arm ended in a 
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hand with slender, claw-tipped fingers, while the left sported what looked like a large, spiraling, pointed drill bit 

that Yuvaka knew could cause a lot of damage if given enough time.

“I am Ilkhan Khaju, of the Night Prowlers, 3rd Torrent of the Blindness Tempest! Who is in charge 

here?”

The other three golem knights all looked at each other, then the one atop the Raptor replied in a lilting 

voice, touched with an Urugal accent. “I am Dal Hamun of the Charred Reavers, serving Princess Rataya.” The 

other two identified themselves as hajduks. “So, as of right now—you are, Ilkhan,” Hamun said.

“All right. I am carrying a soldier vital to our efforts. You three will escort us clear of the battlefield. 

Then you will return to the front lines and continue to defend Two Rock. Are there any questions?”

“Just one.” Hamun’s voice was drowned out by a hellish shriek that made all of them duck for cover. 

A hundred paces to their right, screaming knights and golems were thrown into the air by a blinding light-blue 

beam that exploded the ground it touched, sending the Gudanna forces flying.

“How do you expect us to avoid that?” Her Raptor pointed a skeletal finger at the Jagara stomping 

across the battlefield, sending the smaller defending units fleeing from its path.

Khaju’s grin turned wolfish. “I don’t. We’re going to attack it first.”

The other three knights—along with Yuvaka—stared at him like he was insane, with his passenger 

putting that thought into words. “Um, surely you did not mean to say what I think you just said.”

“I most certainly did,” Khaju replied. “An organized unit is an obvious target for that monstrosity.” 

His words were drowned out by said monstrosity lifting a massive foot and crushing a Grappling Death into a 

flattened pile of sand and blood, making the earth tremble around them. “Look, the units trying to fight it are 

firing indiscriminately. But if we work together and coordinate our assault, I say we can take that behemoth 

down.” He explained his strategy in a few sentences. “Now, are you with me?”

The Grappling Death knight, a thick-bodied man named Gandu, pushed his steel and leather helmet back 

on his head and shrugged. “Today is as good a day to die as any.” Nods from Hamun and the Channeler knight, 

a slender youth named Patri, confirmed their decisions as well.

“All right, we just have to wait until it gets close enough for us to attack. In the meantime, we have to 

keep the other ground units away from us—”

“Too late!” Patri’s Channeler pointed at the top of their improvised hill cover, where a Blazing Dervish 

was poised to spring upon the group. It leaped off, curved swords raised to chop the Sand Lion into three pieces.
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But as it descended, the Channeler took a large step forward and swung both of its thick blades in a 

double roundhouse attack that caught the Dervish in its side. The enemy golem crashed to the ground, where the 

Grappling Death and Raptor both fell upon it, making short work of the injured Dervish and the knight that tried 

to escape their wrath.

“We can’t wait any longer!” Yuvaka cried as he pointed at a new swarm of Durani golems running over 

and around the hill.

“Right—let’s go!” Khaju spurred his Lion into a sprint. The Raptor easily kept up with him, leaving the 

Channeler and Grappling Death to bring up the rear.

“Don’t pull too far ahead!” Yuvaka shouted in his ear. “We need all of them if we are to have any chance 

of success!”

“Right!” Their Sand Lion slewed to the left as a singed Winged Preserver dove down to land where 

they had just been, its large hand blade stabbing into the ground. Wrenching it free, it began chasing the Lion. 

But as it took a large step, Hamun’s Raptor leaped at its flank, its large drill arm stabbing into the golem’s side. 

Unbalanced, the Preserver fell on top of its enemy, but the Raptor didn’t stop, just kept driving the spiraling 

cone deeper into the Durani golem’s chest. As it impaled the enemy golem, the Raptor seemed to heal itself, its 

gray bone pauldron regenerating out of its shoulder.

As the Preserver struggled to rise, the Channeler reached it and grabbed a wing. A sword rose, and sliced 

it off. The other one flapped furiously, but to no avail, and it soon joined its mate on the ground.

By this time the Raptor’s drill was buried deep inside the Preserver’s chest, and with a final, despairing 

shriek, the golem sloughed apart into a huge pile of burning rocks and metal, burying the knight on its back.

The Raptor pulled free as the Grappling Death caught up with the other three. The four took off again 

toward the Jagara, which was about to stride past them. It began turning toward the running golems, but a burst 

of fire from a Devil Djinn on its other side refocused its attention, allowing them to get close enough to put 

Khaju’s plan into action.

This close, the Jagara was even more terrifying. Its huge arms were studded with large golden spikes 

shaped like screaming eagle heads, and ended in a set of three large pincers that looked like they could tear the 

head off a Lion or Death, or even a larger golem like a Djinn or Channeler. It was heavily armored in golden 

plates that encased its knees and chest, with a large bull’s head sticking out of the front. Unlike most golems, 

its knight and copilots were all encased in a dome of what looked like opaque green stone, but Yuvaka had no 
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doubt that its controller knew exactly where his golem was going. Every step of its huge, clawed feet left a deep 

impression several paces across in the ground, and anything that got caught underneath one of those feet was 

simply pulverized.

It had already taken a good deal of damage; the decorative statue of a winged woman over the stone 

dome had been sheared in half, and black scorch marks and scores of blade and claw marks covered its arms 

and legs. But it still strode forward, seemingly unstoppable, leaving only carnage and destruction in its wake.

For at least the tenth time since leaving the interrogator’s tent, Yuvaka wished he were anywhere but 

here. He clung to the Lion’s saddle as it sprang at the Jagara’s knee as the enormous golem’s leg lifted off the 

ground. The Lion’s claws bit deep into the golem’s thick calf, and Yuvaka’s stomach lurched as they were 

carried forward.

Khaju maneuvered his Lion around to the back of the leg, where it anchored both paws firmly and then 

took a vicious bite out of the vulnerable back of the knee, which wasn’t covered by armor. Yuvaka swore he felt 

the huge golem pause, just for a moment as they leaped away, signaling the second phase to begin.

The Raptor was ready, but the Channeler had been beset by a Winged Vanguard, which just missed 

searing it with a blast of lightning. Seeing an opening, the one-armed Grappling Death charged the Vanguard, 

crashing into its leg and grabbing it with its powerful arm.

The diversion was enough to distract the Vanguard. “Go!” Gandu shouted at Patri as his opponent raised 

its huge blade and drove it into the top of the Death, pinning it to the ground.

“Get over there!” Yuvaka shouted, even as the Channeler ran to the Jagara’s leg, where the Raptor was 

waiting. Picking up the smaller golem, the Channeler raised it overhead, even as its own twin swords struck 

deep into the back of the Jagara’s leg. The moment its blades withdrew, its other hands threw Hamun’s Raptor 

up onto the knee as the Colossus stepped forward again.

The Charred golem landed hard, and for a moment Yuvaka thought it was going to fall off. Then it 

grabbed the edge of the Jagara’s leg armor with its hand and brought that terrible drill around to stab into the 

weak spot created by the previous attacks. Again, it seemed to heal as it inflicted damage to the huge golem, like 

a parasite drawing strength from its victim.

Now they had gotten the enemy knight’s attention. The huge golem began turning, trying to locate the 

smaller ones harassing it. With the Raptor still drilling into the back of its knee, it reached out with a huge 

pincer hand and grabbed the Channeler by the shoulder. Picking up the smaller golem, which looked almost like 
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a toy compared to its tormentor, the Jagara threw it away.

The Blood Channeler crashed to the ground in a huge cloud of dust. It lay there for a moment, then 

began struggling to rise. One of its swords was missing, and an arm hung limply from its chest, but Patri was 

still conscious and able to rouse his golem.

Meanwhile, Hamun’s Raptor had bored deep inside the Jagara’s knee. It kept drilling, even as the giant 

golem brought its leg down again. This time, however, the limb buckled, and the Jagara stopped in its tracks. 

The Raptor kept savaging the joint, which was now bleeding a thick stream of gravelly “blood” that flowed 

down the leg.

Other Durani golems were approaching now, but Khaju didn’t retreat. He urged his Sand Lion to attack 

again. The golem leaped up at his command, sending all of its weight crashing into that already weakened leg.

That weight, combined with the Raptor’s steady drilling, caused something finally to give way inside 

the Jagara. But before the Raptor could remove its drill, the Colossus’s leg snapped in half. Khaju, Yuvaka, and 

their golem barely leaped clear as the giant golem fell back and to its right, crushing Hamun and her Raptor as it 

threw up a huge cloud of dust.

“There!” Yuvaka pointed at a motionless form that had been thrown clear of the falling Colossus. 

“Perhaps she still lives!”

“It’s too dangerous,” Khaju said, pointing at the other Durani golems converging on the scene. “If we 

stay, we’ll be overwhelmed!”

“Get me to her, or I’ll jump off and run there myself!” Yuvaka shouted. He didn’t know where such 

courage had come from; all he knew was that he could not let such a brave warrior be trampled into pulp on the 

battlefield.

“You’ll be the death of us yet!” Khaju snarled even as he prodded his Lion over to the still body.

Yuvaka leaped off and knelt over her, putting the back of his hand to her mouth. “Come on…come on!”

She coughed and stirred weakly.

“She’s alive!” he shouted at Khaju.

“Not for long, and we’ll be joining her if we don’t get out of here right now!” the Lion knight yelled 

back. “Get her up here!”

Yuvaka had already picked her up and staggered back to the Sand Lion. Tossing her body over the 

golem’s flanks, he hauled himself up, barely getting a grip before the Lion took off again, disappearing into the 
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dust just ahead of the Durani reinforcements arriving on the scene.

* * *

They ran for several miles, veering off whenever they saw the slightest hint of fighting in their path. At 

last, they were clear of the battlefield, and when there were no other units—friend or enemy—around, Khaju 

reined his Sand Lion to a halt, and they took a few minutes to catch their breath and their wits.

Grabbing a water skin, Yuvaka dribbled a thin stream of liquid into Hamun’s mouth. She swallowed, 

then coughed and spluttered, rising up as he stopped the stream.

“By the Ancient Ones’ gaze…” She looked around, blinking. “Where—where are we?”

“Away from that charnel ground,” Khaju spat as he waved behind them.

“What happened?”  Hamun asked. “The last thing I remember is the leg breaking…”

“Your Raptor was crushed, and you were thrown clear,” Yuvaka answered. “We picked you up and 

escaped the field.”

“You…saved me,” she said slowly, her gaze switching between Yuvaka and Khaju, who nodded.

The Urugal knight drew herself up, wincing only a little. “Know this, Ilkhan Khaju. I was also 

charged with recovering this knight—” she indicated Yuvaka with a jerk of her chin, “—by my superior, Khan 

Nandanna.”

She stared at him for a long moment. “However, given your near suicidal bravery in attacking the 

Jagara, not to mention the fact that you came back for me, I will forgo any attempt to take this man from you.” 

She nodded to him. “Your honor and valor have carried this day, and you have my respect.”

He nodded back at her. “You honor me with your words; however, you should know that it was Yuvaka 

here who insisted that we check on you.” He had the grace to look slightly abashed. “I was ready to leave you 

for dead on the battlefield.”

She turned her piercing gaze on Yuvaka. “Is that so?”

Yuvaka nodded. “Never have I seen such courage such as what you displayed on the battlefield today. A 

warrior such as yourself does not deserve to be trampled into the dust of history, but to fight on the battlefield 

again, so that all may know of your valor.”

“Then I thank you as well.” She slid off the Lion’s back, testing her legs. “Once night falls, I can make 
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my way back to my unit.” A wry smile crooked one corner of her mouth. “I will simply say that I found no trace 

of the warrior known as Yuvaka on the battlefield.”

Khaju bowed deeply. “Now I thank you, Reaver Dal Hamun. Once I have completed my mission, I will 

ensure that all know of your bravery this day. Until we meet again.”

She nodded, and began walking toward the Gudanna lines to the west. Yuvaka and Khaju both watched 

her until she disappeared into the sinking sun, then they remounted the Sand Lion, which Khaju pointed south.

“We are not going back to Two Rock?” Yuvaka asked, casting the occasional glance behind him as they 

walked along.

“My orders are to return you to the capital city,” the knight replied without looking at him. “My master, 

Prince Rudatha, wishes to have a word with you.”
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Chapter � irteen
Wet, heartsick, and on the edge of exhaustion, Archa emerged from the Caves at midday. Staggering 

from the narrow hole he barely had the strength to pull himself out of, he walked far enough away to fall to his 

knees, his numb fi ngers struggling to unbuckle his armor and tear it off while gulping in great breaths of the 

warm afternoon air.

Once the torch had fi nally died, the next few hours had been a nightmare of blind, groping exploration 

interspersed with moments of sheer terror as the occasional spirit loomed up before him. Even knowing the 

assassin was still ahead of him and getting farther away with every step, his nearly inexhaustible resolve had 

almost reached its limits. Seeing the Khan again, and then having to leave Pilu’s body—even though she no 

doubt would have found it suitable if asked—had been the last straws.

More than once, Archa had thought he would also die here, his moldering bones joining Pilu, Jahnu, and 

the rest of the spirits trapped in their endless desolation. But every time that thought had arisen, his fl agging 

willpower had reasserted itself and he had pressed onward.

And in the end, he could have sworn a whispering voice had led him down the right passage to the small 

hole in the rock he had just squeezed through. He could have sworn it had been Pilu’s voice guiding him out of 

the Caves of Mahtis, helping him one last time.

When he had recovered a bit, he crawled back to the hole, feeling the surge of mana from below as he 

approached and placed a hand over his heart. “Thank you, Pilu…my beloved,” he whispered. “For me, you shall 

always live…in here.” He gently patted his chest, and heard a faint, moaning sigh from the Cave. Could that 

have been her answering him…or simply the wind?

Archa rose, knowing he had to leave this place before he decided to go back down and fi nd out. His 

breastplate lay in his path, and for a moment he considered leaving it behind. But the soldier in him was too 

strong, too ingrained, and he reached down and picked up the smooth metal, now scraped and dirty from his 

journey.
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He just held it for a moment, staring down at his distorted reflection in the burnished steel. Then the 

reality of his situation struck him: I can’t take this with me—if anyone in the Empire sees it, I won’t live long 

enough for any sort of trial, military or otherwise.

He scooped out a shallow hole in the earth and buried it, intending to recover it later—assuming he 

survived, that is. Once the area was returned to its natural state, he threw his damp, stained topcoat over his 

shoulder and began walking down the mountainside.

After the dank, cold caverns, the afternoon sun felt wonderful on his head and shoulders, and Archa 

took a rare moment to enjoy the warmth as it spread through his body. That feeling of well-being dissipated as 

quickly as it had come, however, as his thoughts turned to what he had seen below ground.

An assassin that can change his or her appearance like an artist paints over a face… The legends 

of Eretsu were littered with tales of such beings, but everyone thought they were just myths told to frighten 

children, and for young men and women to use to scare each other while around a campfire. None of them were 

supposed to be real…and yet he had seen one, its face shifting and melting like warm wax as it took on the 

appearance of his beloved.

But what he had seen did solve one piece of the puzzle. Now I know what became of Durjah—the 

assassin killed him and took his place before the ritual.

That realization brought more disturbing implications with it: can this—creature take on the appearance 

of anyone it wishes? How did it breach the palace wards without being detected? How long was it there? Was it 

possible that I may have spoken to it at one time?

The questions swirled in his mind, and Archa knew there was only one person…being…whatever it 

was…that possessed the answers; not only about what she—it—had done, but about its existence, and how it 

had been co-opted into working for the Dominion’s enemies.

And I will have those answers, he vowed, one way or another.

* * *

A half-hour’s walk brought him to a goat path, which led him down to a narrow dirt road that meandered 

along a tiny, trickling stream. At the base of the mountain, Archa pulled his cowl up over his head as he joined 

the flood of refugees fleeing the violence surrounding Two Rock and streaming toward the Durani border.
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Should be easy enough to blend in with them, he thought, figuring the areas between the various 

checkpoints would be heavily patrolled to prevent attempts at unauthorized entry. It would be risky, but he had 

enough money to cover his lack of documentation…he hoped.

Archa fell in with the travelers, keeping his face down as he passed small groups of men, women, 

and families huddled together on the trail. He was careful not to draw attention to himself, but listened to the 

snatches of various conversations eddying and flowing around him. Most of their talk was inconsequential, 

though he learned that Two Rock was still holding out against the invaders—but only the Ancient Ones knew 

how long that would last.

As he approached what looked like a makeshift refugee camp about a half-mile from the border, the loud 

conversation of three rough-looking men in patched clothes that were clustered near a small fire and passing a 

wineskin between them caught his attention.

“—knows why they want the old geezer, but that don’t matter to me. That fifty-talon reward’s all I care 

’bout.”

One of the other men, a lean fellow with a white scar marking his face from forehead to cheek, smirked. 

“Azva’s Eyes, Ebhra, I think you’d turn in your own mother for that.”

“If I knew who she was, I prob’ly would!”

The men all laughed, and Archa shied away before they saw him. Damn—word’s already out. No chance 

I can cross undetected now—not on my own, at least.

He slowed his pace for a moment, evaluating his options. Hide until nightfall and try to cross in the 

wilds? Possible, but the longer he stayed in one place, the more likely he was to be captured and he’d still have 

to dodge the inevitable patrols. Change his appearance and try to bluff his way through? Too risky—he needed a 

way to get across without being detected.

The meows of several cats caught his ear, and he looked behind him to see an olinph-drawn cart 

lumbering down the trail. Laden with a half-dozen large barrels, it had several cats trailing after it.

Two men sat in the wagon’s seat; the driver was a florid-faced man in a simple, shapeless shirt and pants 

that ended just below the knee. His feet were bare, and one tapped in time with the plodding footsteps of his 

team.

The other man was bigger in every sense of the word, and had a demeanor that practically shouted 

bodyguard, from his hooded eyes, constantly moving under thick, black brows, to the stout cudgel lying across 
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his lap.

As the wagon passed, Archa caught the strong smell of fish packed in salt and realized why the cats were 

following the monger. The impromptu procession was joined by everyone they passed on the road, the group 

swelling to a crowd as the cart entered the camp, with voices carrying the faint hint of desperation rising around 

it.

The driver pulled to a stop, and the cudgel-wielding man flicked the end of his weapon at some of the 

more eager customers, smashing fingers and hands.

“No need to push, good people, there’s plenty for all—if you have the coin, that is.” As the fishmonger 

set about his very brisk business, Archa stroked his chin and watched, hoping he’d just found his way across the 

border.

* * *

Once everyone in the camp had been taken care of—those who could pay hauling their meals back to 

their fires, the unfortunate ones who couldn’t off to find some other way to fill their growling bellies—Archa 

approached the fish merchant, who was tying down his mostly empty barrels.

The man had been a shrewd—and very hard—bargainer. Knowing he had a captive group of customers, 

he’d raised his prices to about three times what his wares would normally cost, and had no compunction turning 

away anyone who couldn’t meet the asking price. Sometimes trades were struck, and sometimes the supplicant 

slunk away with nothing.

“Greetings, friend,” Archa said, ensuring that his coin pouch jingled as he approached.

“Evening,” the man said as he straightened up. “What do you need? I still got some prime redfin, tastes 

like it just came out of the sea this morning. Also some donjack fillets, and even a bit of plankfish left.” His 

already toothy smile widened. “You got the talons, I got your dinner.”

Although Archa’s stomach rumbled—he’d been living on dried meat and tepid water for the past few 

days, and already the glorious scent of frying fish was spreading throughout the camp—he stayed focused on 

the merchant. “That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. I was wondering where you’re headed after here?”

“Well, I’m crossing the border tomorrow. You looking for a ride? It won’t be free, you know.”

Archa nodded—so far, so good. “I am looking for transport, and am willing to pay—handsomely.” 
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He lowered his voice.  “I’m willing to pay even more handsomely for someone to take me across the border 

without drawing any…official attention.”

The merchant blinked and looked around to ensure that no one was nearby. “Are you, now? Come to 

think of it, you do look like a fellow I heard about on the trail from them who were coming from the Empire. 

Old guy, gray hair, short beard, military bearing…you could be him.”

Archa snorted. “Me, and about a thousand other mercenaries in the area. We freeswords are as thick as 

flies on honey here. No, I’m not the one they’re looking for, but…look, I got into a bit of a scrape last time I 

was in the Empire, and they’ve been rather…insistent about me not returning.”

The tradesman frowned. “So why bother?”

Archa licked his lips. “My…my family’s still there. My wife and children have been living in hiding, 

and I finally have a way to free them. But I don’t dare trust anyone over there, so here I am.”

He didn’t expect the story to sway the man, and shifted his weight as he waited for a reply…making his 

purse clink again.

The fishmonger looked around again. “Dangerous business, smuggling a person across the border, 

especially now. We get caught, like as not they’ll just skip a trial and just open our throats right then and there.”

“Perhaps, but you seem like the kind of man who knows a few guards here and there,” Archa replied. 

“I’m sure the right kind of…persuasion can get them to look the other way.”

The merchant stroked his fleshy chin, brown eyes glittering in the firelight. “Sixty talons.”

“Forty,” Archa countered, having a good idea where this was going.

“Fifty, and not a half-talon lower,” the merchant replied.

With no choice—he was surprised the fishmonger had even haggled in the first place—Archa put out his 

hand. “Done.”

“Half right now, half when we’re across safe,” the merchant said. “I get you over, you pay me the rest, 

and we never see each other again.”

“When can we leave?” Archa asked.

“Dawn,” the merchant said as a woman approached with two teenage daughters in tow. All three looked 

as if they had been crying. “I got some more business to attend to this evening.” He winked at Archa as he 

gazed at the two girls, both of whom avoided his leering gaze.

Although every instinct cried out for him to draw the sword hidden under his robes and stab this fat, 
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smirking man through the stomach, Archa just nodded. “Until dawn, then.”

As he turned away, he heard the fishmonger chuckle. “All right then, who’s hungry? ’Cause I sure am…

but not for fish.”

* * *

Dawn found Archa crammed into a stinking, salty barrel on the fishmonger’s cart as it trundled toward 

the guard checkpoint. A dozen fish were suspended in a cloth stretched over his head, providing suitable 

camouflage. The smell was overpowering, and each time the cart or he shifted, bits of dried salt broke off and 

fell on his neck and back. Soon his clothes were encrusted, scratching him whenever he moved. But Archa 

remained silent, determined to get through this without making a noise.

“Whoa, Hurazit, bring it off to the side here,” a guard said. Archa felt the cart turn, the olinphs blowing 

out patient breaths as they were reined to a stop.

“Mornin’, Arek, and keep your voice down, willya? My head’s poundin’ as it is,” the fishmonger replied. 

“It’s barely light yet—what’s with the eagle eyes?”

“Orders are to check every cart and wagon coming through for anything unusual. Have to ask you to 

open ’em up for me.”

Archa began to sweat, irritating his skin even more.

“By the Ancient Ones, you know all I ever have is fish, fish, and more fish. And I really don’t want to 

have to get down and open all those.” There was a pause. “Look, man, no one’s around. Can’t we just say you 

looked and didn’t find anything, and I sat up here and watched you look, and then we can both move on with 

our lives?”

Archa heard footsteps approach the back of the cart.

“Normally I would, but orders came down last night from the capital city, from Raga Dasra herself,” the 

guard replied.

Archa gripped the handle of his sword, which was already unsheathed and ready to swing if necessary.

“She’s put out a wanted notice for a certain man, and woe befall anyone who lets him through. So, I 

have no choice. Now open them, or I get a couple of the others and we’ll smash them open.”

“Ugh, Arek, you may be the death of me yet. All right, all right, no need for all that,” the fishmonger 



119

John Helfers

replied. The cart shifted, and Archa heard the scrape of wood on wood. “Most of these’re empty—them refugees 

over there are hungry.”

“I bet they are—and that you filled their bellies for the right price.”

“You got that right.” Wood shifted over Archa’s head, and a few stray beams of sunlight drifted in 

through tiny gaps in the fish.

“This all you got left?” the guard asked.

“This one and the other barrel, that’s it. Didn’t think it’d go this fast, but it’s too costly to haul empty 

barrels and the cart back to the coast, so I got to go on.”

The fish above shifted, as if someone was poking around in them, and then Archa heard the scrape of 

steel on stone. “So, you say there’s no one in here?”

He pressed himself against the wooden side, trying to gauge where the Durani guard was standing.

“No, and I’ll thank you to not go stabbing my livelihood, either. No one’s gonna buy fish with holes in 

them—”

Shunck! A blade appeared in front of Archa’s wide eyes, lancing down between his legs. The tip had just 

grazed his thigh.

“Damn it, Arek! You’re ruining my trade, man!”

“Yeah, and if the Empress learned I let someone through because I didn’t check a fish barrel well 

enough, that would ruin my whole life, so I don’t want to hear it.”

As he talked, the guard began moving the blade around. Archa quickly grabbed the flat of it in both 

palms, slowing it down to simulate a full barrel of fish. He let it slowly swing away, then back toward him, as if 

pushing through dead fish bodies.

“All right, you’re clear,” the guard said, withdrawing his sword and catching Archa by surprise, giving 

him a nasty cut on his palm. “Get moving, and I’ll see you on the return trip.”

“That you will, Arek, that you will.” The fishmonger replaced the barrel top and climbed aboard his 

cart. He clucked his tongue, and the pair of olinphs resumed their pulling. After a few minutes, Archa heard the 

man’s voice. “You all right in there?”

“Yes, although I nearly got skewered.” Archa tore a strip of cloth from the hem of his robe and wrapped 

his bleeding hand, trying to ignore the sting from his sweat and the salt.

“You’ll need to stay in there for a bit longer—I think they might still be suspicious. Just sit tight, and I’ll 
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let you know when it’s safe for you to come out.”

Archa sighed—and immediately regretted it as the stink of salt fish invaded his nose—but settled in for 

the ride, even though his legs were already cramping from the tight quarters.

Between his exhaustion from the previous day, the cart rocking back and forth, and the barrel’s warm, 

dark confines, he soon fell fast asleep.

* * *

It may have been minutes, it may have been hours, but some time later, Archa was awakened by the 

barrel cover being removed, and his covering of salt fish hauled out. The sunlight hit his face at an angle now, 

so they’d been traveling for a while.

The fishmonger’s grinning face stared down at him. “We’re in a town about three hours from the border. 

This should be far enough away. Come on, let’s get you out of there.”

He reached down for Archa’s arm and hauled him out of the briny container, supporting him—which 

was good, because the old warrior had no feeling in his legs, and couldn’t have stood if he’d wanted to.

But as he emerged, blinking in the sunlight, he found a half-dozen Durani guardsmen with drawn swords 

surrounding the cart. A shadow fell over them, and Archa looked up to see a Winged Preserver blotting out the 

sun as it landed nearby.

“Raja Khan Archa of the Gudanna Dominion, you are accused of spying on the Durani Empire, and are 

hereby placed under arrest,” the guard in the center of the group said. “Any attempt to resist being taken into 

custody will be met with force. Do you understand?”

His face darkening, Archa turned to the oily merchant. “You sold me out!”

The smuggler’s smile never wavered as he folded his arms over his chest. “I did no such thing. You 

wanted to be taken across the border, and that is exactly the service I provided. It’s not my fault that the guard 

there showed me a sketch of the one they were looking for. It matched your description, so I decided to deliver 

another load, so to speak—you. Regardless, you got your wish, and now owe me the rest of the agreed-upon 

payment, if you p—”

Archa was already going for his throat, but his weak, numb legs buckled, and he fell against the side of 

the barrel. The fishmonger moved swiftly, and he felt a hard shove on his side that sent him to the hard ground.
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Chapter Fourteen
As they soared high over the Durani countryside—lots of high peaks and rugged, terraced fi elds built 

into the sides of those mountains, with low-lying green valleys in between—Archa was all too aware of the 

precarious situation he was in.

He had no doubt where they were taking him—to a prison castle or some other fortifi cation, where he 

would be interrogated as an enemy of the Empire, and then no doubt either thrown into a cell, or perhaps he 

would be ransomed back to the Dominion for a heavy price.

That sobering thought made him pause; would anyone back in Kutastha pay a ransom for him? Rudatha 

might; Nandanna might as well, if only to prevent military information from falling into the hands of the enemy; 

Samdat, probably not. I suppose it all depends on who receives the message fi rst, he mused.

During the fl ight, he considered throwing himself off the back of the Preserver to deny the Durani their 

prize, but dismissed the idea as soon as it had come. For one, that was not his way—as long as there was a 

chance to survive, Archa would fi ght to live until his last breath left his body. Second, it was clear from the 

Preserver knight’s words that someone high up in the Durani command wished to see him—alive. And if that 

were the case, then it could be a chance at escape, which he would take full advantage of. Lastly, they had 

bound him so securely to the saddle that he could scarcely move, much less free himself enough to dive over the 

side.

Now deep in the Empire, they had stopped only once for a brief meal and a rest, tying Archa to a tree, 

where he had spent a fi tful hour. Otherwise, they had fl own throughout the rest of the day and night and most 

of the next day, the knight piloting this Preserver positively stoic in his ability to keep his golem airborne. Now, 

however, Archa sensed they were coming to the end of this trip, and he would soon face whoever had ordered 

him brought here.

As if confi rming his thought, they fl ew between two towering mountains and entered a broad plain, 

where Archa saw a magnifi cent metropolis of stone and metal in the distance. Built into the foothills next to yet 
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another towering mountain, the sprawling city extended in all directions, including partway up the large peak 

itself, bustling with people, trade, construction, and most of all, life.

Of course, as they drew closer, there were signs of the Empire’s firm control everywhere as well. Golem 

patrols were visible on the city streets, ensuring that order was maintained among the populace—administered 

with a heavy, stone hand if need be. As they flew closer, a pair of Harpies fell in alongside them, escorting the 

Preserver and its prisoner on its way.

They flew upward, toward a grand castle built into the mountain that lorded over the rest of the city. 

It was a towering edifice of white stone trimmed with gold, nearly blinding in the late afternoon sun. Various 

minarets and towers dotted its outer wall, which was built on the edge of a sheer cliff that dropped a couple 

hundred feet to the ground, making any assault extremely impractical. Indeed, the army that would be needed to 

conquer this fortification would have to be so large that Archa wasn’t sure it could even be assembled.

The Preserver landed in the castle courtyard, and Archa was removed and escorted by six guards into 

a great hall. The entire room was made of polished marble, with two rows of white columns trimmed in gold 

running the entire length of it.

Three women stood at the far end, all dressed in gauzy wraps, scarves, and draping masks covering the 

lower half of their faces. Archa was prodded forward by his captors to stand in front of them.

“Raja Khan Archa, welcome to the Royal Palace of the great city of Karana Naga,” the middle woman 

said as the guards untied his hands. “You must be tired from your travels. Please come with us, and we will 

bathe and clothe you before your audience tonight.”

Audience? With who? he wondered as he rubbed tingling life back into his fingers. With a resigned nod, 

he motioned for the women to lead the way.

They took him to an opulent chamber with a huge bed, also made of white marble with four stone 

obelisks, one at each corner, and covered with a thick, soft mattress. A separate room contained a large bathtub 

set into the floor. Big enough to hold three or four people, it was already filled with steaming, scented water. 

Archa had to admit that the sight of it made his tired, sore bones quiver in anticipation.

The women did not allow him to do much of anything for himself; they undressed, bathed, and groomed 

him, and were always polite and modest. Once he was cleaned and dried, they presented him with a clean set 

of fine clothes; pants, a sash, and a loose shirt, all made of soft linen and silk. These also fit as if they had been 

made for him—and given the personal attention so far, Archa thought they might have been.
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Although he really wanted nothing more than to lie down on the bed and sleep for the next three days, 

when asked if he was ready for dinner, Archa simply nodded.

He was led to an opulent dining room whose open windows overlooked the city. The bronze, copper, 

and gold accents of the buildings below glinted in the setting sun, making entire neighborhoods appear to be 

outlined in fire. The walls were covered in frescoes depicting what appeared to be the history of the Empire; 

he saw stories of heroes battling monsters, wars fought and emperors crowned, cities founded, and an empire 

founded from blood and rock.

Archa turned to the long banquet table, which would have groaned under the weight of the platters and 

dishes covering most of it, except that it was made of solid stone and probably could have held three times the 

weight with ease. He also noticed there were only two place settings laid out, despite the table having room for 

at least twenty more. A rather intimate meal this evening, then.

A rustle of curtains at the far end drew his attention, and he looked over as a handmaiden entered and 

bowed to him.

“Announcing her supreme majesty and ruler of the Durani Empire, Raga Dasra.”

A beautiful, graceful woman entered with a furry, knee-high feline with tufted ears padding alongside 

her, and walked over to him. Dasra was probably less than half Archa’s age, if he had to guess, and was bearing 

up under the constant stress of rulership quite well. Her face was smooth and unlined, her night-black hair 

piled up on her head and secured with a golden headband that was woven in and out of her hair, allowing shiny 

glimpses of itself amid the lush, dark tendrils. Her deep brown eyes never wavered from him as she approached. 

She was dressed in a soft silk dress of deep purple edged in gold, that wrapped sari-like around her upper body 

then trailed down to cover her legs, leaving her feet bare, their nails also painted in gold.

“Thank you, Lady Ava. Raja Khan Archa, welcome to the royal palace,” she said once she was standing 

next to him. “Please, you are our honored guest, and I would have you dine with me. I trust that Mayara, Zayya, 

and Ksitiz provided for your every need?”

“They were—most attentive,” Archa replied cautiously. “So, I am to be ransomed back to the 

Dominion.”

 Dasra nodded. “I hope that will not spoil your time spent here. As I said, please consider yourself our 

royal guest. Anything that you wish here, you have but to ask.”

“How about the immediate cessation of hostilities toward my land, and the removal of your army to 
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behind our mutually acknowledged border?”

Dasra smiled, her brown eyes twinkling in the setting sun, “I said anything that you wish here, Raja 

Khan. The conflict raging between our lands is far, far away, and as you know, when something that large is set 

in motion, stopping it is not an easy or simple thing to do.” She waved to the table. “But here we are talking of 

war and politics, when you must be famished after your long journey. Come, sit, relax, eat.”

Archa bowed, acknowledging her courtesy to an ostensible prisoner of war, and walked to the table. 

Handmaidens pulled out chairs for Dasra and him, and provided a large velvet pillow for the Empress’s pet; a 

horned lynx, he realized.

The array of food on the table made Archa’s mouth water. During his time in the field, the one thing he 

could be sure of was that he never knew when his next meal might come. Although that scenario had lessened 

greatly with his ascension to the Khan’s court, under these circumstances—and the events of the past couple of 

days—he fully intended to take advantage of the lavish spread before him.

He selected a gurian, a silver-skinned fruit with tender, succulent flesh that he was particularly fond of. 

About to take a bite, he looked at Dasra, his unspoken question clear. With a wry chuckle, she took the fruit 

from his hand and bit into it, chewing blissfully.

“At the peak of ripeness,” she said after swallowing. “You know, Raja Khan, if I had wanted you dead, it 

would have been much easier to simply kill you at the border, rather than going to all of the trouble to bring you 

here.”

Archa bowed again. “Of course. Please, forgive the implication—I meant no offense.” He selected 

several cuts from what looked like a honey-glazed roast boar stuffed with apricots and plums, and began eating. 

The food was, of course, exquisite. He looked for something to drink, and found two glasses, one filled with 

spring water, and the other holding an opaque golden liquid.

“Icedrop wine, made from the fermented berries of the jakbal tree,” Dasra said before he could ask. 

“There are only a half-dozen living trees in the Empire, and they only bud once every five years. Add in the fact 

that it takes at least four crops of berries to make one barrel of wine, and I think you can appreciate why it is the 

rarest liquor on the continent.”

Archa nodded—he’d heard of the legendarily rare vintage, but never thought he’d actually get the 

chance to taste it. He raised his crystal goblet to her. “I feel like a most privileged prisoner, indeed.”

She laughed. “Well, there is nothing that says your captivity here has to be cold, grim, and unappealing.” 
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Still eating the gurian, she cut slices from it with a silver knife and ate each one in turn. “Tell me, Raja Khan, 

what brings you into our Empire?”

“Technically, your golem did, and please, Empress, call me Archa.”

“Very well, but only if you dispense with my title as well.” She shook her head. “I instructed my 

handmaiden to only give the short version of my royal titles, otherwise we would still be waiting for her to 

finish.”

Archa chuckled at that, as did she. “The trappings of nobility, I suppose. The higher you go, the more 

they weigh you down.”

“Indeed, they do, Archa.” Another thin slice disappeared into her mouth.

“As to why I am here…” Now he made sure to hold her gaze with his own as he spoke. “No doubt you 

are aware of our Great Khan Jahnu’s death…” He paused. Had it only been five nights ago? It seemed like a 

lifetime since he had entered that hall back at the palace and first laid eyes on the Khan’s—his friend’s—lifeless 

body.

Mistaking his silence for an expected reply, she nodded and picked up her own goblet. “I received word 

the day before yesterday. You and the Dominion both have my deepest condolences.”

“That…remains to be seen, Dasra.” Archa reached for his glass of water and sipped from it, his gaze still 

on her the entire time. “You see, I have been chasing the three assassins who murdered the Khan. It seems they 

had a falling out along the way, as two are dead. The last one was heading straight toward the Durani border, 

and that is how I find myself at this table today, enjoying your generous company.”

“You are too kind,” she replied. “But what did you mean when you said, ‘that remains to be seen’?”

“Well, it was rather foolish of them,” he remarked. “Making a line straight back here to their employer. 

They didn’t even try to hide it.”

“Are you sure that you are not searching for enemies where none exist?” she asked. “Perhaps whomever 

hired them only wished to make it look as though they had been sent by us? From what little I know, isn’t the 

first rule of this sort of intrigue to only make known to the public what you wish to be made known?”

Archa shook his head. “The first rule of assassination is to always kill the assassin.”

“Well, there you go.” Dasra shrugged a bare shoulder. “They feared the wrath of the Gudanna—and 

therefore, sought refuge in the one place they felt could afford some measure of protection.”

“Perhaps—except that your army was already in the pass near Two Rock before our Khan’s body had 
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even been given over to his ancestors,” Archa countered. He sipped his wine, enjoying the unique interplay of 

warmth and cold spreading over his tongue. Truly, he had never tasted anything like it. “As I was saying, your 

force appeared far too quickly. It must have been in place beforehand. It does not take a general to put two and 

two together, and realize that this whole thing smells of Durani machinations.”

“Now that sounds like a man—and a people—searching for any pretense to launch their own assault on 

our Empire, perhaps in an attempt to finish the task your Khan began all those years ago. For all we know, he 

was murdered by those in his own court who would use that as a convincing reason to launch an assault. When 

I received word of the Khan’s demise, I had to mobilize units into the pass…where, I might add, they were 

attacked first.”

“Of course they were—the only thing an army of that size could be is an invasion force! Two Rock had 

to defend itself before your golems got too close to the city!” Archa’s raised voice made the horned lynx half-

rise off its pillow, growling.

“Shush, Dusya!” Dasra tossed the animal a chunk of boar, which it snatched out of the air and chewed as 

it settled back down. “You’ll have to excuse my pet—he is very protective.”

The animal had given Archa a necessary break in the conversation, and he took a breath and sipped his 

water. You are not here to argue politics or tactics, he reminded himself. You are here to find an assassin.

Now the Empress stared at him without blinking. “It would seem that we each have our own view of 

the events that have transpired recently, and yet neither of us seems to have the entire picture. This assassin of 

yours—even if the Empire were to stoop to such base measures, the last thing we would do is have them return 

here…as you said, it would be a huge, and obvious, mistake. If they were fleeing here, obviously it was in the 

hope of going into hiding. Perhaps if you tell me more about this person, I can order a search for them.”

“This assassin was quite unusual—unique, even,” Archa said. “It apparently had the innate ability to 

disguise itself as a completely different person…and by that I mean a true transformation, so that you would not 

be able to tell that it had ever been another person at all.”

“Really?” Dasra stabbed a piece of her meat with her fork and brought it to her mouth. The fruit had 

been flensed clean, leaving only the empty core on her plate. “Why do you refer to the assassin as ‘it’?” she 

asked after swallowing.

“Why not?” Archa replied. “If it is a true shapeshifter, then it has no base gender. It would be more or 

less asexual, able to assume whichever form it required to do its job.” He sipped his wine. “No doubt it is long 
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gone by now, and even if I were able to pick up its trail again, I suppose it will have gone cold, given this delay. 

Of course, I had no idea that you could even employ one—I had always thought of them as legends, myths from 

long ago. If I may ask, wherever did you find it?”

He noticed Dasra pause with her fork halfway to her mouth for a moment. “I have heard stories of your 

cleverness, Raja Khan Archa. I see now that those stories are correct, as well as the ones I have heard of both 

your intelligence and honor.”

“You flatter me, Dasra, but what does any of that have to do with the matter at hand?”

She set her fork down. “Tell me, what is your opinion of war?”

Archa smiled sadly. “My opinion has shifted as my years on the earth have increased. As a young 

soldier, I held the naïve view that almost nothing was more glorious than to fight and die in the service of your 

nation. In fact, the only thing better than that was to carve out a land of your own, by force if necessary, for that 

was something that few others could lay claim to, and those who died in achieving it could be said to have given 

their life in the pursuit of something larger than themselves.”

“And then?”

“And then…” He was silent for a long moment. “I ascended to command my own forces. Instead of 

receiving and carrying out the orders that might mean my death, I was giving ones that could result in the deaths 

of dozens, hundreds, perhaps even thousands.”

“But it was all in the defense of your homeland, correct?” she asked. “Surely that meant it was right, in 

your eyes.”

“Oh, it was…but that does not mean it weighs on me any less heavily.” He stared at his wine glass, 

watching the facets sparkle in the fading sunlight. “I have walked the field after a battle, seen the bodies strewn 

across the ground, never to rise again. I have heard the screams of the men as the chirurgeons work on them, 

sometimes saving them, more often not. I have heard the lamentations of the widows and orphans as they have 

received word that their father, their mother, their brother, their sister will not be returning…will never be 

coming home again.”

Archa drained his glass, then lowered his head to stare at her. “War is a terrible, brutal result of what 

happens when all other measures fail…but, sometimes, it is still the only way forward.”

“And once it is declared, you do not hesitate to fight.”

“To protect my Dominion, and the throne of the Khan, I do whatever I must.”
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She stared at him for a long moment before speaking again. “And what if you could do that and stop this 

rising war before it engulfs the entire continent, all in one swift action?”

“If it were within my power, I would do whatever I could,” Archa replied. “But I fear those dogs have 

already been loosed, and once free, they will not stop until they have satisfied themselves with the blood of 

many.”

“Perhaps,” Dasra said. “But perhaps there is another way.”
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Escorted by Ilkhan Khaju and another golem knight, Yuvaka walked through the hallways of the Great 

Palace in the early morning hours.

Upon reaching Kutastha, they entered the city by the north gates, with Khaju leaving his golem there and 

exchanging something with the guards on duty. Yuvaka sensed that their entrance would not be entered into the 

logbooks—and with Archa not around, this time it was likely to be permanently overlooked.

As they neared the palace, Khaju led him to an abandoned home across the street from the southwest 

corner of the royal compound; not within sight of it, but close enough that Yuvaka wondered why it still existed. 

It was little more than a ruin, its shattered roof leaning against crumbling walls. Even so, no one had scavenged 

any pieces of it, nor had it been cleared away.

They entered, ducking to clear the edge of the tilted roof. Khaju headed straight for the back of the 

room, dropping to his hands and knees as he went further in. Yuvaka followed without a word.

On the fl oor was a faded, tattered rug. Grabbing a corner, Khaju pulled it up to reveal a trapdoor 

underneath. A square, dark hole lay behind the trapdoor.

“In you go,” Khaju said. “Don’t worry, it’s only about two paces high.”

Yuvaka lowered himself over the edge and let himself down as far as he could, breathing a sigh of relief 

when his feet touched stone before he fully extended his arms. “How will we see?”

“Torch on the wall to your left,” Khaju replied.

Squinting, Yuvaka found it in a bracket and lit it, illuminating a short tunnel that stretched off to what he 

thought was the northeast.

A thump from behind him made him turn to see Khaju standing behind him. The trapdoor was now 

closed. “Let’s go.”

They walked for about two hundred paces, give or take. In the close confi nes, the torch smoke made 

Yuvaka’s eyes water. Finally, they reached another trapdoor, which Khaju tapped on three times. It was opened 

Chapter Fi� een 
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from the other side, and the knight standing there now walked on Yuvaka’s left side, with Khaju on his right.

They entered a large tower on the western side of the palace and climbed the stairs to the suite of rooms 

at the top. Two more guards flanked the heavy door here, and one pulled it open.

Inside, Rudatha stood facing the door, on the far side of a table covered with maps, with candles at the 

corners providing the only light. He looked up as the two men entered, and came around the table to them. 

Although he appeared to be a slight, soft man more at home with his nose in a scroll or book, Yuvaka had only 

to look at his face—particularly his hard, glittering eyes—to know that was anything but the case. Unable to 

meet that probing gaze for long, he glanced around the room, seeing traveling chests and portmanteaus open and 

in various stages of being filled.

“Excellent work, Khaju,” the Spider Prince greeted them. “You are sure no one saw you return?”

“The gate guards will have no memory of my passage, and we entered the palace through an alternate 

route.” The knight’s grin was wry. “Not a soul has a clue that we are here.”

The cheerful way he spoke made Yuvaka begin to sweat.

“Very good. Please, leave us now. Re-enter the city at first light and return to the palace. I may have 

need of you again before I depart for Prishta.”

“Yes, my prince,” the knight turned on his heel and strode out, the door closing behind him.

“Yuvaka, Yuvaka…” The Spider Prince walked slowly around the other man, who remained at attention. 

“You were only recently promoted to the palace guard when Archa found you on that fateful evening, weren’t 

you?”

“Yes, my lord, I had only been here for four months before our Khan’s unfortunate demise.”

Rudatha stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Yes…it is fortunate that I got to you first, now, isn’t it? You must 

be thirsty after that long trek out and back here. Some rosehip honey-water, perhaps?”

“Thank you, my lord. I can get it—”

“Do not trouble yourself, good knight.” A woman he hadn’t noticed before emerged from the shadows. 

Short and slender, she had the same flinty, evaluating eyes as Rudatha. She handed him a cool goblet beaded 

with drops on the outside. He draining it and placed it on the table, careful not to touch any of the maps there. 

“Again, thank you.”

“I do not believe you have met my sister, have you?” Rudatha asked, clasping his hands together in what 

seemed to be a gesture of prayer or contemplation. “Yuvaka, this is Raga Khan Channa, my eyes and ears within 
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the palace. When I am away, she tells me what I need to know about what transpires here. In my absence, you 

will be reporting to her.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Now, tell me everything that occurred after Archa left the palace.”

And that is exactly what Yuvaka did. From the interaction with the child and mother to his investigation 

of the gate guards, to the Keystone Inn and the sewers under Two Rock, and his parting from Archa and Pilu to 

go after the Durani sappers.

That was where Rudatha held up a hand. “Your orders were very specific—accompany Archa on the 

trail of the assassins, but stay with him as far as you could possibly go.” His voice lowered, the menace in it 

unmistakable. “Whatever could have occurred to make you deviate from that directive?”

“My lord, as I was technically under the Raja Khan’s command at the time, when the threat to the 

city became clear, it was obvious I could not continue to accompany them and plausibly maintain my cover. 

Once Archa confirmed what I had to do, I was left with no choice but to carry out the attack on the Durani 

infiltrators.”

“I see…and your logic is sound…fortunately for you. Is there anything else, no matter how insignificant 

you may think it, that you can tell me about what happened?”

Yuvaka racked his brain. “Regretfully, no, my lord. I have told you everything that I remember up until 

our parting.”

“Very well.” Rudatha paced around a bit more, while Channa steadily watched Yuvaka. “And your role 

with him is still intact, so that will prove useful in the future…” He stopped and turned on Yuvaka. “Tell me 

about Archa.”

“I…what do you wish to know, my lord?” Yuvaka asked.

“You were as close to him as you could be for the past few days,” the Spider Prince replied. “What is 

your impression of him?”

“He is…a man who inspires respect,” the young guard said. “In all instances, he was honorable, 

courageous, intelligent, and empathetic. I believe that he would move the pillars of heaven itself to accomplish 

his mission…or die in the attempt.”

“Yes…yes, all too true.” Rudatha nodded. “Do you feel that you would serve the Dominion better by 

following him?”
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Yuvaka blinked, then chose his next words carefully. “Who can say what path is better for each one of 

us, my lord? When such a choice rises before me, I remember your own words: ‘bold men who stick their necks 

out too far often get their heads chopped off, while the right whisper in the right ear can accomplish more than 

the largest army.’ That often makes my decision for me.”

“Good, good—I am pleased to see that my ideas are taking root in such fertile soil,” Rudatha said. 

“I thank you for your valuable service to the Dominion, young Yuvaka. Assuming that Archa returns from 

wherever he has run off to, he will no doubt wish to promote you. We will let this happen, and you will continue 

to faithfully serve him, all the while making regular reports to Channa here in the palace. That is all, you may 

leave us now.”

“I look forward to working with you, Yuvaka,” Channa said, the merest hint of a smile crossing her face. 

“I will be in touch to set up our first meeting in due time.”

Yuvaka bowed low to both of them. “Thank you, my lord, my lady.”

He walked out of the door and down the hallway. Only when he was out of sight did he finally let out the 

breath he’d been holding through most of the conversation.

Although he believed in what the Spider Prince was doing, the events of the past few days had still 

shaken him, especially once he had seen Archa in action as he had tracked the assassins. In the end—and only 

partly because he felt too scared to try and leave now—Yuvaka had recommitted himself to the Spider Prince—

and all of the good and bad that came with it.

He scurried down the empty corridor, hoping to find a hot bath—and a stiff drink.

* * *

Rudatha stared at the closed door for several seconds after the young guard left. “What say you both?”

“The man is an asset…for now.” This new, deep voice came from the other side of the bed, where a 

solidly muscled man followed it out of the shadows.

At first glance, he looked like a wall guard who had somehow found his way into the prince’s chamber. 

His face was battered, lumpy, and scarred, his ears misshapen lumps, with the lower lobe of one missing 

entirely, and his nose was crooked and slightly off-kilter, as if it hadn’t been reset properly after one of those 

many fights hinted at by his visage. His general appearance spoke of a long life intimately acquainted with 
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violence—and that the stronger man had come out on top every time.

That thuggish countenance also concealed one of the finest criminal minds in all of Eretsu. At one time, 

Raja Khan Raksitr was a feared prince of the underworld, heading an extensive criminal empire that ranged 

across half the continent and throughout a dozen major cities, including ones in Zikia and the Urugal nations, 

not to mention Gudanna and Durani.

When his activities drew the Spider Prince’s attention, Rudatha hunted him down and made a simple 

offer he couldn’t refuse: work for me. Raksitr’s network of underworld contacts had extended the Spider 

Prince’s web of information almost threefold. There was no crime, criminal, or illegal organization that Raksitr 

didn’t either know about or have a hand in…and where he was, so was Rudatha.

He also stuck close to the Spider Prince, often serving as his unofficial bodyguard, as he had done right 

now. If either Khaju or Yuvaka had tried anything hostile, they would have been dead before their weapon had 

cleared its scabbard.

“He is smart, and even better, thinks on his feet,” Raksitr continued. “Also, as you noted, he kept his 

relationship with Archa intact, so he can pick up where he left off.”

“Agreed,” Channa said. “With him in the Raja Khan’s circle, we will know what he thinks, whom he 

speaks to, and what he intends to do in the days ahead. This guard must be preserved, and gain more of Archa’s 

confidence, making Yuvaka even more valuable—to Archa and therefore, to us.”

Rudatha nodded. “My thoughts exactly. Now, about the man himself...”

He returned to the table and examined the map of the area around Two Rock, comparing that with a map 

of the city’s sewers. “With the Durani coming out of the pass and surrounding the city, the ways out are here—” 

he tapped the east side of the system, “—leading to open plains and slow starvation. And here—” he tapped the 

west side, “—which, if they got out ahead of the units sweeping around that side, puts them within a half-day of 

the Caves of Mahtis. And as I recall, if one survives the Caves’ inhabitants, one can come out on the other side 

of the mountain even closer to the Durani border.”

“A mage can also draw upon the mana in the Caves to defend themselves,” Channa noted.

“Indeed.” Rudatha stroked his chin. “If I were a mage on the run after killing one of the most powerful 

men on the continent, I would seek every advantage I could think of…and despite their dangers, the Caves 

provide a definite advantage.”

“So, they were heading to the Empire. Doesn’t that seem a bit…obvious?” Raksitr asked. “I know, I 
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know, the simplest answer is the often the correct one—however, this just feels, well, blatant.”

“I agree…which is why you are going to call upon your contacts there and find out what they know. 

Surely this last survivor cannot move so easily through the Empire without attracting some attention. Find out 

where they went, and bring that location back to me. And get me a report of Archa’s doings, too—if this mage 

did go to Durani, then that is where you will find him as well. And one more thing.” Rudatha picked up a folded 

slip of paper. “Since you’re heading up that way, deliver this to my sister.”

“It will be done, my lord.” Instead of melting back into the shadows, Raksitr took the more expedient 

exit and left by the door.

“What is next, brother?” Channa asked.

“Next is getting out of this dusty pile of rocks and back to my library.” Rudatha turned to his half-

packed luggage. “But please send those letters we drafted to the list of officers I gave you.” He didn’t look up 

as he began packing again; he would have had a servant do it, but he didn’t trust any of them to get it right. 

“Dear Nandanna will wish to strike back at the Durani quickly—and she will need assistance if she wishes to 

succeed.”

A knock on the door brought his head up. “Yes?”

A servant entered and bowed low. “Sir, this message was sent up from the interrogation cells. They are 

holding someone in custody that they think you should see personally.”

Rudatha opened the note, his eyes widening briefly at its contents. “I will be down shortly. Tell them the 

questioning is not to continue until I arrive.”

“Yes, my lord.” Head still lowered—for he had not raised it the entire time he was in the room, the 

servant backed out.

“A problem?” Channa asked.

“Perhaps,” Rudatha replied. “Contact the escorts of the message and the package that left the palace five 

nights ago, and get an update on their location. Inform me as soon as you have it, no matter where I am.”

He straightened up and brushed imaginary dust from his silk sleeve. “I have to go talk to a shepherd 

about what he saw during the fighting the other day. If his answers are to my liking, he may live to see another 

day.”
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Chapter Sixteen
“I’m listening,” Archa replied.

The Raga of the Upper Durani Empire paused, and he saw something in her he had not seen before—

hesitation. Whatever she is about to tell me, it seems to be something very important to her—or personal.

 “I do not need to tell you, Archa, that for those of Eretsu, bloodline is everything,” she began. “It 

permeates all: our family lines, our abilities—including the golems—our very way of life. ‘Blood keeps us 

strong’ was a common saying in my family, and I still believe that to this day. Your Great Khan believed it as 

well—it was why he fathered so many children during his lifetime.”

She picked up her wine glass and drained it. “I have also long believed that the Empire needs new 

energy, new blood. When I took the throne of the Upper Empire, I intended to make that happen. And when I 

reunite the entire Empire, I will revitalize it in such a way that it will surpass the heights of our glorious past.

“One of the ways I plan to do this is to look outside our lands for new blood. As we all know, too much 

breeding in a closed circle leads to weakness. Jahnu had the right idea—he went out and sought the new blood 

he was looking for, fathering children with every combination of Ancient One bloodlines he could fi nd. I agreed 

with that concept, and also set about obtaining the new blood my Empire needs.”

“And what was the result?” Archa asked, shifting a bit uneasily in his chair as the words of the Khan’s 

spirit came back to him. “Blood…calls to blood…”

“Negligible at fi rst, but then I began thinking larger,” she replied. “For example, if the Great Khan and 

I were to conceive a child, it would bring together the following bloodlines: Southern Urugal, from Jahnu’s 

father; Gudanna, from Jahnu’s mother; Northern Urugal, from my mother; and Durani, from my father, a son of 

the Emperor.”

Archa saw where she was going. “Impressive. The child would be able to call upon a large cast of 

Ancient Ones for support and would be an heir to both the Durani and Gudanna thrones.”

Dasra nodded. “I would be the Empress of the reunited Durani Empire, but my offspring would be the 
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ruler of both the Empire and the Dominion. A mother always wants her child to do better than herself, after all.”

“Such a child would be powerful indeed—if he existed,” Archa said. “It is too bad that you missed your 

chance.”

Dasra smiled. “Actually, that chance occurred ten years ago. And I did not miss it.”

Archa’s eyebrows rose in disbelief. “Do you mean to tell me that…you conceived a child with the Great 

Khan? How would that even be possible?”

“You of all people know how large the Khan’s harem is—he fathered more than one hundred children, 

and traveled far and wide to do so,” Dasra said. “It was simple enough to slip in undetected and take the place 

of one of the others during one of those trips—at Two Rock, as I recall.”

Archa blinked in shocked silence as she continued.

“I secretly gave birth to my beautiful son and raised him privately. If anyone did find out—and few 

did—I simply claimed that the child was a recently deceased friend’s, and I had decided to raise him as my own. 

I did, however tell the Durani Oracle the truth, so that when I publicly declared the child as mine, the Oracle 

would support my claim.”

She leaned back in her chair. “Meanwhile, I ascended to the Emperor’s throne. When the time was right, 

I planned to declare my child to be the true heir to both the Durani and Gudanna thrones by bloodline, and make 

the Dominion recognize him as the heir to Jahnu’s legacy.”

“And if the claim was refused?” Archa asked quietly.

“I think the army near Two Rock gives you my answer to that question,” she replied, all trace of 

politeness gone and replaced by a cold, hard finality. “My son’s destiny is to sit the Saddle Throne and unite 

these squabbling lands into one glorious empire.”

“So, when is this ascension happening?” Archa asked.

Dasra’s smile grew tight. “It would have been soon enough. However, he was—kidnapped last year, 

stolen by Zikia mercenaries. When I tracked them down and learned they had been hired by the Great Khan, I 

realized that either he knew of my deception from the start, or subsequently figured it out and tracked down and 

stole my child from me.”

She refilled her wine glass and took a healthy swallow. “Once I had confirmed where he was being held, 

and learned that the Khan was preparing to cast this great ritual of his, I sent my special mage to infiltrate the 

palace with the help of a certain spider there. He was to find and recover my son, and yes, murder the Khan for 
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the insult he paid me,” Dasra said, her eyes blazing.

Archa considered how the boy had been conceived by her in the first place, and decided silence was the 

better part of survival at this point. “Please, go on.”

“He accomplished the first part of the mission, but could not locate my son.” She leaned forward. “My 

child is the true heir to the Gudanna throne and the whole of the Durani Empire—his bloodline confirms it, and 

any Blood Sage would know this upon a simple inspection of him.”

“So, what is it you wish me to do?” Archa asked. He was pretty sure he knew the answer, but wanted to 

hear it from her, hoping that someone else speaking the words would help them make more sense.

“My son—the true leader of the continent—is still held by your people. Help me, Raja Khan Archa. 

Help me find him. Help my son achieve his destiny. If you truly believe in the Great Khan’s legacy and the 

Dominion, you will do as I ask.”

Archa sipped his wine, partly to stall for time, partly because his head was spinning with everything he 

had just heard. Finally, he set his goblet down.

“I trust you will pardon my misgivings, Dasra—this is a lot to take in.” He cleared his throat, aware 

that his next words might only garner him a swift death. “Assuming that your story is correct, and the child’s 

bloodline can be proven—exactly how would you dissuade the Great Khan’s other heirs from pressing their 

claims?”

“That is also where you would come in,” she replied. “At this moment, as far as I am aware, no one 

else save you and I knows of the child’s true heritage, or his destiny. With you, the Khan’s trusted right hand, 

speaking as the boy’s advisor, and ensuring that he is properly tested so that the bloodlines are confirmed, I see 

no other choice for the others than to acquiesce. As we all know, blood conquers all.”

Yes, Archa thought, in more than one way.

“And if not, then the might of the Durani Empire, along with those forces still loyal to the Dominion—

and surely there are those in your lands that will see reason—should compel any with dreams of seizing power 

to reconsider their ability to fight their way to the throne.”

Archa nodded—on that, she spoke the truth. “I request some time to consider your offer, Raga. This is 

not a decision to be made in haste.”

She nodded at him, looking every inch the ruler she was. “Of course. Let us finish our meal and talk of 

other, more pleasant things. We can speak more of this tomorrow morning.”
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* * *

Later that evening, in his plush quarters—marred only slightly by the two guards outside his door, and 

the several-dozen-story drop to the ground outside his window—Archa considered what he’d learned that night.

My first duty is to the Khan and the Dominion, he thought. If what she says is correct, then it would be 

my duty to ensure that the best candidate for the throne is the one who should ascend to it.

That thought made him pause for a long while. Given his doubts about both Nandanna and Rudatha, 

perhaps it would be best for a completely new ruler to be chosen. And his heritage could be the factor that 

brought the two nations, to say nothing of the Urugal tribes, together once and for all.

But Dasra’s claim brought as many questions as it did solutions. For instance, what about the manner in 

which the heir was conceived? Should a child born of such deception rise to the highest position in our lands? 

And what about the fact that the Khan himself ordered the child kidnapped? What exactly did he know about the 

boy? Why was he holding him in the palace…

Archa thought back to an afternoon he’d spent watching Jahnu attempt to mediate between Rudatha and 

Nandanna—which had been interrupted by a black-haired boy with a gaze similar to Jahnu’s running into the 

room. When was that…more than a year ago, I believe? So, Dasra’s claim that he has only been missing a year 

is inaccurate. But why would she lie about that?

And then there is the matter of Rudatha. Archa hadn’t missed her reference to the “spider” inside the 

great palace—what is his game? Where does his ultimate allegiance lie? If he is in league with Dasra, what 

does he know about her overall plan?

Archa felt like he did back at the beginning of this whole affair—no matter how far forward he got, there 

always seemed to be more mysteries to solve.

He walked out onto his balcony, enjoying the cool night breeze on his face. The scattered lights of the 

Durani city twinkled far below him. And what of this assassin, who seems to have eluded me for good now? 

What of my oath to my Khan, that now seems impossible to fulfill? Am I to turn away from my sworn duty and 

start upon this new path, simply because of the word of one of our Dominion’s enemies?

As he stood out overlooking the magnificent Durani capital, the words of the Great Khan’s ghost echoed 

in his mind: “Seek my legacy…blood calls to blood.”
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If the spirit’s words are truly Jahnu’s, then it would seem that my decision is clear…isn’t it?

After hours of thought, he went to bed, still mulling over what his answer to one of the most powerful 

people in the world should be the next morning.

* * *

It seemed like Archa had just closed his eyes when the first rays of the morning sun fell upon his face. 

He rose in silence and had a bath prepared, then soaked in it for a good, long time while he weighed his options. 

Although he’d hoped that the Ancient Ones might grace him with their wisdom and show him the way out of 

this predicament during his slumber, they appeared to be otherwise occupied that evening, for his rest, although 

fitful, was peculiarly dreamless.

And perhaps that is a message in itself, he thought. If…if the opportunity to prevent this war is truly 

being presented, is it not my duty to use it as such? If what Dasra told me last night is true, would not that child 

be one to truly unite the empires—fulfilling Jahnu’s own dream?

“I am sorry, my friend,” he murmured, acknowledging the most likely course of action before him. “I am 

afraid that your murderer is likely to escape the justice of the Dominion. I hope that you are able to forgive me 

when next we meet.”

Finally, he knew he couldn’t put off the conversation any longer, nor did he wish to. After dressing, he 

let one of the handmaidens know he was ready to join Dasra for breakfast.

The woman led him to a sun-drenched patio overlooking the south side of the city, with the distant peaks 

rising like the teeth of some mighty behemoth of legend, ready to gulp the entire city down into its gaping maw.

The table and his hostess were both clad in shimmering white; silk for her, fine linen for their repast. As 

with dinner, the table was piled high with delicacies; fruits, pastries, nut porridge, poached quail eggs, ham and 

bacon, along with a selection of juices and sparkling wines.

Dasra smiled as he entered, and Archa mustered a tired one of his own. “Your beauty rivals the sun 

itself,” he dredged up from some long forgotten party conversation.

The woman may have been the ruler of an empire, but she was also human, and her smile widened at the 

compliment. “I wish I could say the same, Archa, but I am afraid you seem weary,” she said. “Was your room 

not to your liking?”
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The corner of Archa’s mouth crooked in a wry smile. “I thank you for keeping up the polite pretense, but 

I’m sure we both know why my rest wasn’t peaceful last night.”

She nodded. “My apologies. I have lived with that information for so long, it is anything but surprising 

to me. I’m afraid that I did not take into consideration how it might affect you.”

“Thank you. I am more than ready to dine this morning.” Now his smile was genuine. “Indeed, it seems 

that my appetite is wholly unaffected by these recent events.”

“Then let us break fast together, and we can talk more when you are ready.”

Archa could tell she was eager to know what he had decided, but true to her word, she waited for him to 

broach the subject first. He took his time, loading a plate with various foods and commenting on how he may be 

the first prisoner of war to actually gain weight during his captivity.

They sat and ate—he noticed she had only a bit of spiced bread, fruit, and water. Nervous about my 

decision? With his plate empty, he finally reintroduced their conversation of the previous evening.

“I have thought long about your story, and your proposal,” he began. “If what you say is true, then I 

believe that this child is indeed the truest heir to the Saddle Throne, and to the title of Emperor of the Durani 

Empire as well. In order to ascertain this, I would have you return me to Kutastha and the palace. I will seek 

out the boy and determine if you have spoken the truth. If it is demonstrated to my satisfaction, then I will do 

whatever is in my power to see that he ascends to the throne.”

Dasra beamed with pleasure. “You are doing the right thing, Archa,” she said, “I assure you that I have 

spoken nothing but the truth to you, and soon you will have indisputable proof of that.”

“I hope so, for the sake of both our nations,” Archa replied. “I suggest that I be ransomed back per the 

usual custom, so that no one will know we are working together.”

Dasra nodded. “Of course. I will make the arrangements for your swift return to the Gudanna 

Dominion—once a suitable price has been agreed upon—so you can begin your work.”

Archa was startled to see tears welling in her eyes, and Dasra looked out over the countryside while 

dabbing at her cheeks with a spotless napkin. “Please excuse me. It has been so long since I have dared to 

hope that I would ever see my child again. Now I have that hope again, and I have you to thank for it. May the 

Ancient Ones bless and keep you, Archa.”

“I am merely doing my duty, Dasra, for the good of the Dominion…and for the rest of our world. And if 

that also entails reuniting you with your son, then I will be glad to have played whatever small part I can in that 



141

John Helfers

as well.”

“I understand why you are doing this, but nevertheless, you still have my gratitude,” she replied.

The last course of their meal—cups of thick, spiced, melted chocolate blended with milk and honey—

passed in companionable silence.

At length, he stood and bowed to her. “If you will excuse me, I have taken enough sun for one morning. 

I will draft a letter for you to send to Kutastha to begin the negotiation process for my ransom and return.”

“Of course, Archa,” she replied. “We will speak again later, about many things.”

His last view of the Empress as he was escorted back to his room was her looking out over the city, a 

glass of water in her hand.

* * *

Dasra remained on the patio for a few more minutes, soaking up the sun and hiding her cunning smile 

until she was sure Archa was gone.

It all went exactly as planned, she thought as she raised the crystal goblet to her lips. Everything is now 

placed into motion…

As she lowered her glass, Dasra noticed a discolored spot on her wrist. Hmm—strange that I hadn’t 

noticed it before. As she stared at it, the spot lightened and disappeared into her smooth, brown skin, as if it had 

never existed.

I wonder if that was a leftover from trying to shift into the old mage woman, she thought. I was fortunate 

that I never had to finish that one—changing into the body of the elderly is never pleasant.

As she stared to the south, thinking she could just make out the smoke from the fires around Two Rock 

(an impossibility, since she was much too far away), she raised her glass again and mused on what she had set 

into motion in the past two days.

There had been a “special mage” at the Great Khan’s casting—her.

And seeing the brief look of surprise on his face as he had plunged that dagger into his chest had been 

worth every risk she had taken to be there. She liked to imagine that, just before the darkness claimed him, 

Jahnu had known something was wrong, and that the ritual would not be completed as he’d planned. She knew 

it was unlikely, but she hoped that his spirit was aware of what happened. Her only regret was that she could 
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not tell him herself—she had not had time to lord it over his spirit in the Caves of Mahtis, and even if she had, it 

was doubtful that that pale echo of the man would have even understood.

The risks she had taken had indeed been worth it. It had almost been worth not fi nding her son.

Almost…

The rest was child’s play: as Durjah, she had convinced the two mages to fl ee with her to Two Rock, and 

then to the border. Dispatching Kahni there had been of as little import as smashing a fl y against the wall. He 

had served his purpose in laying down the trail, as had Talnis when she’d left him for dead in the sewers. That 

one had been more clever, and somehow he had realized something wasn’t right. Too bad he didn’t realize it in 

time to save himself.

And then on to the Caves, where, she had to admit, she was impressed with Archa’s tenacity. Few 

ventured into them and came out unchanged, but he either had more luck than two people should have, or the 

Ancient Ones themselves were watching over him. Or the spirits themselves… That was a disturbing notion. 

Either way, he had stuck to her trail—which was exactly what she had wanted any pursuer from Gudanna to do.

I suppose I could have made the same appeal to Samdat’s people, she thought, but Archa is the perfect 

man for this role. He believes so fervently in his cause and his precious Dominion, and he will deliver both to 

me.

Her mouth thinned to a bitter line as she recalled his slur against shapeshifters. The old man was 

fortunate that I did not carve out his heart right then and there. Perhaps I will, once he has served his 

purpose…

She relaxed in her chair, dreaming of the day Kutastha and the rest of Jahnu’s domain would fall. Then 

I shall see how he feels once my son is seated upon the Saddle Throne, with all trace of that upstart Gudanna 

Dominion eradicated once and for all, and the Durani fl ag fl ying across the continent.

Perhaps, she thought as she raised her glass to her lips, it will be the last thing he sees before he dies…
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Chapter Seventeen
We came so close to losing…

Nandanna sat at her travel desk in her tent near Val Sattra, reviewing after-action reports on the fi ghting 

at Two Rock.

It had been a brutal ten days of battle since the Durani had swept down from the mountains and onto the 

walled city. All had quickly seemed lost at fi rst—the enemy had been overwhelming, shrugging off their attacks 

with ease. If not for Gehezur’s inspired use of the Great Sigil of Suffering—and the brave sacrifi ce of an Araksa 

guard named Gadha, who had volunteered to carry it onto the battlefi eld—Durani fl ags would have fl own over 

Two Rock tonight.

But one successful counterattack did not win an entire battle. Although they had bloodied the Durani 

army and halted their advance, the outcome was still very much in doubt. Over the next week, hundreds of 

golems and knights had died on both sides, but the Durani never regained that initial advantage. Nandanna 

thought it was partly because they feared what other terrible weapons the Gudanna might unleash. That was 

irrelevant, as they had nothing else with the power of the Great Sigil, but the powerful memory of its terrible 

effect had struck fear into the hearts of their enemy. Once Nandanna had arrived with her reinforcements, it had 

taken one more good push to send the Durani fl eeing from the battlefi eld, keeping Two Rock safely in Gudanna 

hands.

But that was not enough. The Empire had to pay for its insolence. And Nandanna would be happy to 

deliver that punishment personally.

A throat cleared in the doorway, and she looked up to see Wulat, her aide-de-camp, standing there. 

“Yes?”

“You had asked to be notifi ed when the Lords were assembling. Well, they’re assembling.”

She smiled, despite the circumstances, and rose from her chair. “Time to plan our next strike.” 

Something in his face stopped her. “What is it?”



144

Golem Arcana: Shadows of the Khan

“There is a messenger here for you—from your brother,” he replied.

Nandanna’s stomach curdled at the news. Anything from the Spider Prince would no doubt be 

unwelcome news. As much as she wished to send him away, she didn’t have much choice in the matter. “Send 

him in.”

Wulat stepped aside, and a taller man filled the doorway. Nandanna’s brows flew up in surprise—

this was no ordinary messenger. The man in her doorway was Raja Khan Raksitr, her brother’s underworld 

connection.

“Surprised, Raga Khan?” he asked, entering without waiting for an invitation.

“Well, yes—I would have thought you’d be slinking around in some sewer, doing my brother’s bidding.”

The knight shook his head. “Always with the insults toward him. No wonder he doesn’t like you.”

“Rudatha doesn’t like anyone,” she replied. “You should keep that in mind.”

“Oh, he and I have reached a very equitable arrangement. I have no doubt where his loyalty lies.” He 

turned his misshapen face toward her. “You, on the other hand, are more of a mystery…but one I will figure out 

in time.”

Nandanna folded her arms across her chest. “Wulat said you had a message for me.”

“Yes, a couple of them. First, Raja Khan Archa has been located. He was captured by the Durani at their 

border, and even now is being ransomed for a swift return to the Dominion.”

Nandanna was surprised by that news, though she hid her reaction well. She was also a bit disappointed. 

I’d hoped the old man was more clever than that. “And what of the Khan’s assassin?”

Raksitr shrugged. “Unknown at this time. Neither Archa nor Samdat’s men were able to catch him, and 

it’s likely that he’s disappeared among the Durani populace, never to be seen again.”

“Of course—how convenient,” Nandanna said. “This couldn’t have happened any better than if Rudatha 

had planned it himself. Oh, wait, I’m sure he did, and risked Archa’s life on a wild-ghoti chase.”

“Once again, you underestimate your brother,” Raksitr replied. “He is very fond of the Raja Khan, and 

would hate to see any harm come to him. In fact, he is personally handling the negotiations to free Archa.”

“I’m sure he is,” Nandanna said. “Of course, this situation could still work to our advantage.” She paced 

back and forth across the rug floor. “With the assassin gone to the Empire, who’s to say he wasn’t employed 

by them in the first place? They can deny it, but if they want to clear their name, until they produce him, the 

suspicion will always linger. We can satisfy the populace’s thirst for revenge while confirming that the Durani 
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Empire was behind the whole thing at any time. Not that that is truly necessary, given their unprovoked attack 

on Two Rock, but it can be kept secret for now, to be revealed if needed at a future date.”

Raksitr nodded. “Spoken like Rudatha himself—”

Nandanna was on him in an instant. “Never compare me to him, do you hear? Never!”

“My apologies, Khan.” The Raja Khan bowed his head slightly. “I meant no offense.”

“Guard your tongue more carefully, and you will keep it in your head longer,” she said. “If you have 

nothing else for me, then get out. I’m already late for a meeting with the Lords—”

“Yes, the Gudanna counterattack,” he replied, holding out a folded sheaf of paper. “You may wish to 

read this before you plan your strategy.”

Tentatively she reached for it, as if the paper itself might bite her. Unfolding it slowly, she scanned the 

contents, then looked up at him with narrowed eyes. “This is…”

“At least a third of the forces Rudatha can muster are on the way here right now. With them backing 

you, the counteroffensive shouldn’t be all that hazardous.”

Nandanna was torn—the Battle at Two Rock had taken a heavy toll on the Gudanna army, and it would 

be a hard-fought battle with only her current forces. The next stage of the war would be a tough one—the Lords 

of the Line, a twin row of fortresses, seven Gudanna and eight Durani, that served as the boundaries of a no-

man’s land between them. It was time to see which of the lords were worthy of protecting those lines. But to let 

the Spider’s army in with hers…to make a bargain with the devil I know, or risk everything on a fight I may not 

win?

In the end, again, there was no choice. She raised her head and stared at Raksitr. “I accept Rudatha’s 

offer.”

“Excellent.” His smile was a line of broad, white teeth against the dark brown of his face. “They will 

arrive in the morning. They have already been briefed on who is in command, and will follow your orders to the 

letter.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He turned to the doorway. “I still have a long way to go tonight. Until we 

meet again, Raga Khan.”

And before she could reply, he was gone, leaving Nandanna to pace her tent, wondering if she’d made 

the right choice.

Then she straightened up and smiled.
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My dear brother has gained all his power on the backs of others. Perhaps it’s time I did the same. I will 

use his forces to my advantage, and smash them against the anvil that is the Durani Lords. Either they will 

break, and be useless to him, or they will conquer, and I shall reap the glory of the victory. Either way, I win.

 Her smile faded as she pondered the battles to come. But once we’ve taken the Line, all bets are off—

both for him and the Empire.
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Epilogue
The boy had lost count of the days and nights he had traveled.

After leaving the golem battle, he continued heading west, for it seemed like the best way to go, as far 

away from the endless palace and the fi ghting golems as he could get.

He drank from streams and puddles, ate berries and occasionally a rabbit or squirrel he could take with a 

stone.

Eventually the plains and scrubland gave way to a forest, green, vast, and dark. The boy scarcely noticed 

the transition; only when he entered the deep shade did he look up to fi nd himself surrounded by towering trees. 

Water dripped from the canopy high above him, and he took a few moments to refresh himself with the pure 

droplets.

After slaking his thirst, he pushed deeper into the dense woods, and soon the way back to the plains was 

lost behind him. The boy walked until he was tired, and then found a spread of moss under the biggest tree he 

had ever seen. It was soft and dry, and the moment he lay down, he was asleep.

The forest was not without its dangers, however. During the night, a cainar, or jungle python, slithered 

down from the trees, seeing the slumbering child as easy prey. Its body, easily thirty paces long, would wrap 

the boy up and squeeze him until his breath was gone and his ribs cracked to pieces, then it would swallow him 

whole and digest him over the next several days.

But as the snake’s huge, broad head drew close to the child, a small wind blew into the clearing. 

Sweeping up the sticks, leaves and other natural litter on the forest fl oor, the wind formed itself into the rough 

shape of a man, standing between the cainar and its dinner.

The snake wasn’t about to leave without protest, but its weapons were useless against the forest spirit—

its fearsome coils couldn’t wrap around air, and its dreaded bite only got it a mouthful of twigs and rotting 

leaves for its trouble. Finally, with a disgusted hiss, it moved on in search of easier prey.

The forest spirit turned to the boy, who had slept through the whole thing. It waited a while, making sure 
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the snake was truly gone, then cast a spell that would make the boy invisible to the rest of the forest’s creatures. 

Once it was sure the child was safe, it headed to where it knew more of the boy’s kind dwelled.

An hour later, the spirit returned with a man in tow. He wore cream-colored robes and had a fringe of 

white hair. Cajoling and teasing, the spirit brought him to the clearing, where the man frowned.

“What? All I see here is an empty clearing.”

The forest spirit stared at him, then shook its twiggy head as it realized what was going on. With a wave 

of its arm, it dispelled the concealment spell over the boy.

The man blinked in surprise. “This is what you wanted to me to see?”

The spirit pointed at the boy, then at the man.

“Well, I will take him with us—if he wishes to go.” The spirit nodded, and collapsed in a rush of 

branches and wind. The man reached down and touched the boy’s shoulder. He started awake, and stared up at 

the kind, smiling face of the man above him.

“Greetings, little one. What are you doing here in the Wildwood?”

The boy stared back at him, but didn’t answer.

“It’s all right. I will not harm you. Do you have parents? A mother? A father, perhaps?”

A mother… The boy suddenly remembered his mother. The most beautiful woman in the world, with 

thick hair the color of night, and warm brown eyes…he remembered her embrace, loving and comforting, and 

feeling like the safest place in the world…

Again, he looked up at the man, but did not answer.

“The Wildwood is not a place for children. If you wish, why don’t you join me and my people? We are 

traveling through the forest to the Mahatavi, in the very center, to see the holy tree. Would you like that? We do 

not ask anything of you, and you are welcome to what we have, including food.

The mention of food made the boy’s stomach rumble, and that, along with the kindness he saw in the 

white-haired man’s eyes, made up his mind.

He stood and stepped toward the man.

“All right then. We’ve got a bit of a walk to get back to the caravan. From the looks of you, that doesn’t 

seem like it will be a problem.” The man smiled. “My name is Ramsu. Do you have a name, little one?”

The boy stared up at him. It had been so long since anyone had asked him that. Finally, he answered, 

remembering his mother’s caution.

“My name is Azas.”




