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Ah! Dearest daughter! I knew it was you before you touched hello. I’m so very glad you’ve 
returned. I hope someone tossed a coin or two? Or a crust of bread, perhaps? 
 

What’s that? How’d I know it was you? Your little feet play the sweetest song upon the 
cobblestones, my child. I’m learning that every man and child has a unique stride, and I can 
hear yours as you come near. I swear, even on the noisiest of days on these dust-choked 
streets, I’d hear it. It’s like a delicate drum tap-a-tap-tap. It’s beautiful, just like you. 
 

Oh, I don’t need eyes to know you’re beautiful! I haven’t been without them for that long! I’m 
only sorry that you can’t hear the pretty music your feet make. It is the sound of angels. 
 

Goodness, just look at us. A beggar family for the ages, if there ever was one. You’re our 
eyes ... I’m our ears ... and nary a word can be spoken between us! Few urchins are worse off, 
eh? Minstrels will someday sing of the father and child who once lived by the palace ... and 
then the terrible men came, and took the father’s sight and speech, and now they scrounge for 
street scraps. 
 

I know I defy her majesty’s wishes in saying so, but it is not just. 
 

Then again, her majesty permitted me to keep my life – a small gift in recognition of my 
lifelong loyalty to the empire. More importantly, she permitted me to keep you. So not all is 
rotten in our little world, eh? The gods, they provide in unexpected ways. 
 

And at least we have this language between us: words formed by fingers, pushed against 
palms. Our own vocabulary, created when I learned of your deafness nine years ago. You were 
speak-tapping while other children were still suckling. My little miracle! 
 

Ah, such memories. A man’s memories are a tapestry, little girl. They are beautiful and fragile. 
And some day, my tapestry will unravel. This is why I tell you my stories. Maybe they’ll find 
a way into the loom of your life. Maybe they’ll become a part of your tapestry. And, most 
important, maybe the information within them will someday prove valuable to you. 
 

All right. So which story shall I share today? 
 

Ah. I have it! This one, sweet child, provides the great “Why.” Why I am the way I now am, 
why we are where we are. You might have gleaned scraps over the months, but it’s time you 
knew the events that ... ah ... changed our lives. I dare not say ‘ruin,’ for who knows what the 
gods have in store for us? For you? But know this: This is the story I was never supposed to 
tell. This is the secret I was never meant to share. 
  



So. This tale. It stinks of scandal. Not all of it will be wholesome for your ears, but I’m 
teaching you the way of the world – or the way of the crowns, at least. 
 

Now, you know that I spent my days and nights working at our great city’s royal palace. What 
I’ve never told you was precisely what I did there. I did this to protect us, beloved, for my 
role was very important indeed. It would have made us targets worthy of exploit, had many 
people known. 
 

I was a member of her Paramount Majesty’s Elite Guard, assigned to protect the great Raga 
herself. Anikastha-Vadhasnu are the smartest and sharpest and most trustworthy of the 
Empire’s warriors. We ... ah, they ... serve for years as knights in her majesty’s golem army, 
and are then further forged in the abandoned excavation sites that dot our mighty land. Those 
who survive the combat quarries – and there are precious few who do – join the Elite Guard. 
 

The Raga took a shine to me, and so I was one of the guards tasked to protect her apartments, 
which include a private ballroom and opera house (smaller and more intimate than the 
palace’s Grands), three salons for entertaining guests, her majesty’s Game Room, and her 
bedroom and bath. 
 

The job, little one, sounds dreadfully boring: I stood at attention in these rooms, not saying a 
word for hours, my presence both near and far to her Paramount Majesty. I was inconspicuous 
yet omnipresent. It’s a delicate craft. Eyes ever-watchful, ears ever-open, sword and spells at 
the ready ... and yet removed enough to make her majesty and her guests comfortable and 
candid with one another. 
 

And they would become quite comfortable indeed, young one. Raga Dasra is one of the most 
powerful, and perhaps the most beautiful, people in our great Durani Empire. Those who 
don’t want to be her want to bed her – and many have had the honor to do just that. The Raga 
is a woman of voracious and ... ah ... varied tastes. She’s a legendary seductress who indulges 
her ravenous appetites in the name of both politics and pleasure. 
 

I saw it all, and I saw nothing. 
 

On this morning, I had guard duty in her majesty’s Game Room. Minutes after I began my 
watch, the twin doors to her bedroom chambers opened – doors as tall as our enormous 
Winged Preserver titan golems, I swear it – and it took all I had not to gasp at the sight. The 
Raga strode out in a dress that clung to her curves like a shimmering second skin. It was black 
with sinuous red accents; the scaled hide of a giant agate adder. 
 

Upon her head was the Serpent Crown, carved years ago from a solid block of volcanic glass. 
The glittering obsidian tiara resembled the upper half of an open snake’s mouth. Sliding down 
the princess’ forehead, past each eye and onto each cheek, were stylized fangs, dozens of tiny 
blood-red jewels meticulously glued to her skin. The stones on a single cheek could feed a 
family for five years. 
  



I saluted. She nodded, then turned her attention back to the bedroom. 
 

“My delicious beloved,” she purred. “I must tend to familiar business. Listen if you wish, but 
be as quiet as a mouse. After this, we’ll speak ... And likely do ... more. Understand?” 
 

A sleepy voice murmured assent, and Dasra closed the massive doors. For a long moment, she 
regarded her spacious Game Room, eyeing its many tables and contraptions. Some were native 
Durani inventions, like Pada, Samiti and Vyaya, but most were spoils from lands conquered 
long ago. Many, like Masfect, were from lands that needed re-conquering. 
 

Raga Dasra clenched her fist, apparently thinking the same. She whirled toward the Game 
Room’s doors, calling for a footman. These doors opened, and a sharply-dressed (and rather 
mousy) man scurried in. 
 

“I will see the Archduke now,” she announced. Then, to herself: “The insufferable shit-toad.” 
 

The mousy man practically screamed, “Right away, your majesty!” and dashed off. 
 

The Raga rolled her eyes. She addressed me. I held my breath. This rarely happened. 
 

“It is a funny thing, this life,” she said, spreading her arms. “Surrounded by those who live to 
say yes, but dependent most of all upon those who might say no. Do you think that’s very fair, 
esteemed Anikastha-Vadhasnu?” 
 

“Uh. Her Paramount Majesty depends upon no one,” I replied. “She is sovereign.” 
 

She chuckled, her expression bittersweet. “You’re cleverer than that,” she said. “But you’re 
not wrong, saying what you say. We all have our little roles to play, here under the 
proscenium ... and we all have our lines to deliver. Let us hope this particular performance 
goes well.” 
 

A moment later, the doors opened and in waddled a body so titanically round, it seemed more 
meatball than man. Above a fastidiously-trimmed beard, the Archduke’s bored amber eyes 
surveyed the room. They resembled two tiny gumdrops, pressed into a ball of uncooked 
biscuit dough. He was obviously unimpressed by her majesty’s luxurious room, or by her 
majesty herself. I loathed him immediately. 
 

I glanced past his monstrous stomach and fleetingly wondered if the man’s bejeweled 
vermillion cape was sewn from a boat sail. Could he even reach behind far enough himself to 
wipe his own – 
 

“Your highness,” he said blandly, and took her dark hand in his. Rings glittered on every 
finger. One sported a topaz the size of a robin’s egg. “May the gods look upon you fondly.” 
 

“And upon you, Archduke Sthula,” Dasra said. “Have you and your wife enjoyed my city, and 
your suites here at the palace?” 
  



“The suites are ... satisfactory,” he sniffed. “But the skyline of Uttama seems to have left 
Archduchess Zakti smitten. What a spell this city has cast upon her! I’ve scarcely seen the 
woman since we arrived. I’ll see a flash of her flame-red hair, then watch the curls bounce as 
she dashes out the door. She seems ... happy. A blessing.” 
 

He paused. 
 

“I only wish Channa were here,” he said finally. “He would have loved it. He loved 
everything. My bright star.” 
 

“I am sorry to hear of his death,” Dasra replied. “I trust you received our offering of 
mourning. It should have arrived two weeks ago.” 
 

The Archduke nodded. “The gods are sometimes cruel, Raga. I was the one who asked him to 
survey the new gem mine, to assess its progress. He was so excited! The first task as a man, if 
you ken, learning the operations. As my father had done with me.” 
 

“Was it sabotage?” 
 

“No,” he replied. His voice sounded faraway now, toneless. “Accident. Nearly thirty men 
made it out before the collapse. I’d trade every last one of them to have him back again. For, 
like the gods, I can be cruel, too.” 
 

“You have no other male heir,” the Raga said. “He was the lone child.” 
 

“He was.” 
 

“What of your clan’s legacy, then? I suppose it all passes to Archduchess Zakti, should you 
sail Tama’s onyx waters before her.” 
 

“That will never happen. I shall endeavor to sire a new heir. Male, of course.” 
 

“If you can pry her away from my city,” the Raga said, her tone a bit brighter. 
 

The Archduke noted the shift, and seemed grateful. “She says it’s the shopping,” he said, 
shaking his head. “Just yesterday, she bought a stunning, and outrageously priced, pair of 
turquoise earrings. That’s all right. She’s been traveling regularly ever since ... ever since 
Channa. She runs when she grieves. I’m merely glad she’s found a place to enjoy for a bit.” 
 

“Well, the bazaars here are unrivaled,” Dasra said, raising her chin. “The finest in both the 
Upper and Lower Empire. Or anywhere else in the world, for that matter.” 
 

Archduke Sthula smiled slyly. His voice sounded conspiratorial, yet playful. “Goodness. Such 
blasphemy. What of our great imperial capital’s markets? Striding down the grand streets of 
Karana-Naga, marveling at the birds and pteros soaring below, buying goods amongst the 
clouds? Your great-grandfather might spank you, if he heard such words.” 
 

“His Highness the Supreme Emperor cannot hear me,” Raga Dasra replied, “for he is dead.”  



Sthula tittered now. He sounded like an asthmatic hyena. 
 

“More blasphemy! My gods, princess, you are a fearless one – more fearless than they have 
even said. His highness hasn’t granted an audience in more than a century ... but that doesn’t 
mean he’s sailed the onyx waters. Until the magical heart-flames cease to burn in the capitals 
of the Upper and Lower Empires, our great and beneficent leader lives on. I passed your city’s 
flame just last night. It burns bright.” 
 

He arched an eyebrow. 
 

“Or have you, in the heat of leading the Upper, forgotten that?” 
 

“Of course not,” the Raga said. “But the mighty mountains dividing Upper Empire from 
Lower are seven weeks away, and the Gilded Throne inside Karana-Naga is farther still. For 
one who ‘rules all he sees’ from atop the tallest tower inside the empire’s tallest city built atop 
the world’s tallest peak, his highness hasn’t done much ruling lately.” 
 

The fat man eyed Dasra with a peculiar expression; it was something between disbelief and 
admiration. No one spoke of the Supreme Emperor in such a tone, ever. 
 

Now before you ask, child, every grown-up in the empire – from the well-educated aristocrats 
like Sthula to pickaxe-slinging commoners like my tatah – knows that his highness is probably 
long-dead ... but, as Sthula said, until the magical heart-flames sputter out, he breathes on. 
 

Such obedience of things is our empire’s way. It is the Way of Stone. The way of methodical 
deliberation, the way things have always been. 
 

Know this, little one: the Way of Stone nearly destroyed this empire fifteen years ago. We 
must be more like the water and wind – fleet-footed things that shape stone – and not the 
Stone itself. Remember that, for as long as you live. 
 

But back to my tale. The Archduke reacted to the Raga’s brash talk with some of his own. 
“Perhaps the Supreme Emperor has the utmost faith in his trusted right and left hands,” he 
said, eying her. “The lovely Raga of the North ... and the Raja of the South.” 
 

“Gods. The new Raja. He is a child,” Dasra growled. She grimaced, as if tasting a lemon. “And 
a Zikian savage. He doesn’t hail from the emperor’s bloodline.” 
 

“Ah, but Sudhamra is a war hero,” Sthula replied. “The southern people love him. He speaks 
their language – literally. He helps pacify those Zikian tree-lovers. And he walks the streets of 
their slums. Can you believe it? A prince of the poor! He was born for the bards!” 
 

Sthula regarded his manicured nails, buffing them on his coat. 
 

“It’s all rather barbaric, if you ask me,” he said. He glanced up at her now, and an eel’s smile 
emerged on his lips. “Lineage is so very important, don’t you think? Bloodlines. From whence 
one hails. Ancestral purity.”  



I saw the princess’ jaw twitch only briefly, as she grit her teeth. A moment later, her lips 
smiled, though her eyes didn’t. 
 

“Wine?” she asked pleasantly, gesturing to a nearby game table. Sthula nodded. 
 

They stepped over. The Archduke ignored the table’s game board and other accoutrements. He 
spilled into one of the leather chairs with such force and weight, its frame shrieked. Sthula’s 
gelatinous belly quivered and rippled as he settled in. 
 

She poured two glasses, passed one over, raised hers. 
 

“To lasting friendships,” she said. 
 

Sthula’s eyes glittered. “Dearest princess, we may be friendly, but we are not friends.” 
 

“Not yet,” the Raga said, and touched her glass to his. The chime echoed throughout the room. 
 

“So,” he said, after a long sip. “To the matter of your invitation. Her Majesty Paramount needs 
my help. Illuminate me, oh my great Bruised Princess.” 
 

Raga Dasra pursed her lips. “Tread lightly, Archduke. I am Raga. I will not be mocked.” 
 

“Are you not of royal blood?” Sthula said, feigning innocence. 
 

Raga Dasra ignored this. “All of my Anikastha-Vadhasnu, including this one,” she said, 
nodding in my direction, “have undergone the Assassin’s Indoctrination. With the utterance 
of a single trigger word, they’ll kill whomever I wish without thought. Hells, they’ll kill me 
without question, should I invoke the word.” 
 

This was true, dear child. You see, my hand was already wrapped around the hilt of my 
throwing blade, waiting for her signal. Indoctrination changes you. You are programmed: a 
part of your mind always listens for that trigger word. 
 

“... so show your Raga more respect,” she was saying now, “lest you find a blade in your 
chest.” 
 

The Archduke chuckled. 
 

“And as my blood gushes onto this magnificent carpet, you’ll realize with horror that you’re 
no closer to your goal than before,” he said. “And then you’ll be up to your hips in blood and 
shit and civil war. My clans will riot. The armies they command will destroy this beguiling 
city of yours. The Upper Empire would shatter like shale. Not even your remarkable – and 
rather mysterious – alliance with the Urugal ‘marrow tribes’ can save it.” 
 

“You’d never permit that,” Dasra said. “You’re a patriot.” 
 

“The permission wouldn’t be mine to give. I’d be dead.” Sthula took another sip. “And I’m an 
opportunist, not a patriot. Illuminate me, I said.” 
  



Humiliate yourself, is what he might as well said. Daughter, believe me when I say I waged a 
war with myself at that very moment. The way he was speaking to the Raga! I wanted to kill 
the man. But history has shown us that Raga Dasra was born with the savvy of a serpent and 
becomes only more cunning with age. And so I listened and watched, and waited. 
 

Dasra gazed for a long time at the wine in her glass. Her eyes fell to the table, where a 
scratched game board rested between them. Beside it was a deck of cards. 
 

“Do you play Khedil?” she asked. “No, of course not. Khedil is not a game of the aristocracy. 
Truth be told, Khedil never was a well-known game. It hasn’t been played in nearly a 
generation.” 
 

She sipped her wine, then inhaled deeply. 
 

“The story – and it’s not a very happy one, I’m afraid – begins a long time ago. The Lesa tribe 
once resided in the Lower Empire. They were small but smart, and the land around their 
village was lush and fruitful. And then we Durani came, and took it all. It became our land, 
our village. We ruled the Lesa and taxed them ... but we still let them play their games. His 
Highness the Supreme Emperor understood the wisdom of that. 
 

“But then the gods-damned Gudanna marched into our world fifteen years ago,” she 
continued, “led by that unstoppable lunatic Jahnu Khan. An unholy horde of Dune Vipers, 
Grappling Deaths, and Devil Djinn slashed and burned their way into the Lesa village, and 
then through it, killing every villager in the process. Every last one. The village had no 
strategic value, Archduke. It was merely ... in the way. That is why no one knows how to play 
Khedil anymore.” 
 

She plucked the deck of cards off the table, regarding them. “The game, what little I 
understand of it, is played between two players. There’s nothing fair about it. One begins in a 
position of greater power –” 
 

“I like it already,” Sthula said. 
 

“– and the other is given assets, determined in large part by the cards, to chip away at the 
stronger player’s defense. Some of the assets may be strong. Others may be weak. It’s all 
dumb luck, really. Or destiny. The stronger player doesn’t know which cards the weaker one 
is holding, of course. Still, the odds of a weaker player winning are, at least empirically, quite 
slim.” 
 

“Doesn’t sound like a very fun game,” Sthula said. 
 

“Not a game for the aristocracy, as I said. The Lesa considered it a meditation on life and its 
spectacular unfairness ... and the occasional triumphs that still occur, despite that unfairness.” 
 

“And we’re playing that game now,” Sthula said. 
  



The Raga shrugged. “We’re merely chatting over wine. You wish for me to illuminate you. 
This means you want me to admit your superiority, despite my royal position. Very well. My 
cause is greater than my pride.” 
 

“Or so you wish me to believe.” 
 

She smiled. Another sip of wine. Another considered breath. 
 

“You lead the wealthiest family in the Upper Empire; probably the entire empire,” she said. “I 
appreciate the savvy you’ve used to maintain the family fortune. But let’s speak plainly. This 
vast wealth wasn’t earned. It was inherited. You sit upon a dynasty created by others long ago. 
Seven hundred years’ worth of accumulated power.” 
 

Now, child, this was also true. You see, the bedrock of Sthula’s ever-growing influence is the 
very land upon which many Durani stand. Well, not the land as much as what’s in it: our 
empire’s heavy limestones and marbles, massive veins of precious metals that span for miles, 
and spectacular jewel caverns. Sthula owns, through inheritance, more quarries and mines 
than anyone else in the empire. The family has been awash in gold, platinum, diamonds and 
rubies for almost as long as the empire has existed. 
 

All those mighty stones and metals and jewels are more than enough for Sthula’s family to be 
wealthy and powerful – but those precious things are also the very ingredients our Imperial 
Army needs to create its Durani golems. 
 

Do you see? Sthula’s family not only controls the land and what’s under it; it controls the very 
makings of the empire’s military success. Sthula’s family has provided golems to our army for 
centuries. And their own golem army – undeniably some of the most powerful colossi and 
titans ever crafted – is even mightier than whatever they sell to the empire! Sthula’s territory 
is the primary producer of every critical component needed to make the empire’s war machine 
go. 
 

And that, dear child, is more powerful than the riches in all of Eretsu. 
 

The Archduke upturned his palms in reaction to the Raga’s comments about his inheritance, as 
if apologizing. His amber eyes were as bored as ever, though. 
 

“I cannot be blamed for the family into which I’m born,” he said. What he said next had the 
air of a mantra, something he’d said many times before. “I am merely my bloodline’s servant: 
protector of its legacy, champion of its interests, and chaperone of its power from one 
generation to the next. A solemn and sacred duty.” 
 

Raga Dasra nodded. “What a troublesome burden to bear, especially in light of your son’s 
death. To think it might all go to your wife, should she survive you. All that power in the 
hands of ... of a woman.” 
  



Irritation flashed across Sthula’s face. “You will not speak of Channa.” He gulped down some 
wine. “He was my son. No. He was my sun .” 
 

He glanced down at his barrel-sized belly, then back to her. “I’m no fool. I know what I am. I 
have ... appetites. Enormous appetites. I love a great many things; food and wine are but the 
start. But I loved my boy more than anything else in this world, or any other. You ... you 
childless thing. You know nothing of my heart. You know nothing of my loss.” 
 

“Or how it might impact your family’s legacy,” Dasra replied. 
 

Sthula’s looked up, eyes blazing. “If your intent is to woo me through kindness, Raga, you are 
failing most grievously.” 
 

“Forgive me, Archduke. You’re right – we cannot control into what lives we’re born. ‘The luck 
of the seed,’ as they say. We can, however, control how we live once our petals unfold. I need 
your armies, Sthula. I need them for the glory of the Upper Empire.” 
 

Sthula smiled now. He drummed his fat fingers against the side of his wineglass. The rings 
tink-tink-tinked in response, as if delighted. He leaned forward. 
 

“So it’s true, what my spies say,” he said. “You poise us for war again. Reclamation.” 
 

“Your spies are correct.” 
 

“The ‘Bruised Princess’ after all, then. And vengeful. Intriguing.” 
 

And, my beloved daughter, the Raga Dasra was bruised. She was too proud to admit it there 
to the quivering fat man, but her years as the Upper’s ruler had not been kind. They’d turned 
bitter and poisonous by defeat and compromise. 
 

The defeats had not been hers; the Raga is as shrewd in commanding her military as she is 
navigating barbed, fragile conversations such as this one. No, the bloody heart- and stone-
crushing failures hailed from the south. 
 

Now, you heard Dasra speak ill of the new Raja of the Lower Empire – the man named 
Sudhamra, the war hero, the so-called prince of the poor. I can’t say if the new Raja is a good 
man ... but I know Sudhamra is far smarter and more valiant than the Raja that preceded him. 
 

That ruler, the cowardly Raja Kuhi-Atapa, sat upon the throne there in the Lower capital of 
Supakva, and probably did little more than steadily soil himself as the deadly Gudanna 
Dominion assaulted our southwestern lands. The Dominion’s monstrous Gudanna golems 
were fast – and were manufactured even faster still. They were endless, unstoppable ... and 
they delivered upon us a deft, and truthfully deserved, defeat. Our first in more than six 
hundred years. We had become like the Stone, you see. Stupid and stationary. Don’t forget, 
child: Water and wind – be like the water and wind! 
  



Thank gods for the Lower Empire’s Western Wind. Those knights held the line as best they 
could. As did the legions Raga Dasra ordered southward. 
 

The invasion went on for years and years, with unfathomable ruination on both sides. 
Someday, you must travel to the Lower Empire, little one. You must visit the Peak of Ru. It is 
a mountain of sorts, the site of the greatest battle we fought against the Gudanna. The 
mountain is, in fact, the cracked and crushed corpses of tens of thousands of Durani stone and 
Gudanna sand golems. When there was no land upon which to fight, they fought upon the 
backs of their dead brethren, you see. It’s a literal pinnacle of violence for our people. 
 

The price of war was too high for our kingdom, and thank gods, the Treaty of Nikara was 
signed. That happened four years ago. Great concessions were made. We ceded even more 
territory to the Gudanna Dominion. For shrewd leaders like Raga Dasra, this was all but a 
deathblow to our great empire’s spirit and superiority. 
 

For the incompetent Raja Kuhi-Atapa, it meant execution by public beheading. 
 

Until her conversation with the Archduke, I hadn’t known that the Raga was planning revenge. 
I listened more closely as they spoke. 
 

“Vengeful. Yes,” she replied to Sthula. “Reclamation. Yes. A secret campaign. There’s no 
better time to strike. Surely your spies agree.” 
 

The fat man shrugged. “My spies know that Jahnu Khan is now dead. The foundation of the 
Dominion is gone, so his heirs are fighting one another for resources and the right to rule.” 
 

“He has dozens of heirs,” Dasra said. “It will be civil war.” 
 

“And so you think the world now tilts back into our favor ...” 
 

“... to take back what’s rightfully ours. If we mobilize quietly, but quickly, the Upper’s armies 
can win back what we lost, and then expand our borders, crushing the enemy over and over 
again.” 
 

“Just as the Gudanna did to the Lesa,” Sthula said. 
 

Raga Dasra smiled in response. 
 

“So you need my armies,” he said, “for your secret war. And after that, the Gilded Throne, I 
presume.” 
 

“I’m interested only in reclaiming what’s mine.” 
 

“You are very beautiful, princess. And a terrible liar.” 
 

Raga Dasra refilled their glasses. Paused. “So. What do you want in return?” 
  



The Archduke drummed his rings against his glass once more. “I’ve considered this, ever 
since you invited me here,” he said. “The tumblers of my mind clicked and clacked as 
Archduchess Zakti and I traveled here. And I realized my answer. Nothing. The answer is 
nothing.” 
 

“Then you won’t deal,” she said. 
 

“Where’s the gain?” he replied. “I have more power and wealth than a hundred Upper Durani 
families. No, a hundred-hundred. If I ally myself with you and your wrath-war? How does 
that look to His Highness the Supreme Emperor, watching from on high, in Karana-Naga?” 
 

“I told you, the Supreme Emperor is d –” 
 

“You don’t know that,” Sthula snapped. “These are dangerous moves you’re plotting, Raga. If 
he lives, and if he understands what’s afoot – and he assuredly will – he’ll understand that the 
endgame is treason.” 
 

“There’s nothing treasonous about restoring the empire to its former glory.” 
 

“Save the propaganda for your subjects.” 
 

“You are my subject.” 
 

Sthula nodded curtly at this, but continued. “What do you possess that I do not? You could 
offer me your body, as sumptuous as it is, but what good is that? I know of the conquests and 
alliances you make between your bedsheets. It disgusts me. And I must certainly disgust you. 
Look at this blob I’ve become. I haven’t seen my zapa in ten years. Gods, I can barely reach it 
to piss.” 
 

His voice went frigid, contemptuous. 
 

“Besides, I wouldn’t want anything of mine inside a half-breed fraud like you.” 
 

Dasra’s eyes went wide. She slapped him across the face. 
 

“Few know,” he said, his voice low, as he placed his fat palm against the flushed cheek. “Your 
father hid your parentage well. Of course, he had a great deal to lose, if the rest of the Upper 
Durani aristocracy learned he’d bedded a death-worshipping Urugal whore.” 
 

He regarded his other hand, then rubbed a thumb over his fingertips, as if they were suddenly 
grimy. 
 

“The Urugal. Gods. The marrow tribes are more demented and dangerous than the Zikia.” He 
looked up at the princess now. “And you want me – a pureblood Durani, the zenith of the 
greatest line of pureblood Durani this empire’s ever known – to deal with you? What would 
the aristocracy say? I am an opportunist, Viper Princess, but I am not desperate.” 
  



Raga Dasra sat in stunned silence. Had she glanced my way and nodded, I would have slit the 
man’s throat without hesitation, Assassin’s Indoctrination or not. 
 

But she didn’t. She reached out to her wineglass – my heart ached when I saw her hand 
tremble ever so slightly – and plucked it from the table. She sipped from it, then looked at the 
Archduke with colder, calmer eyes. 
 

“There are allied families about you,” she said, “who are not allies at all. One such patriarch 
has planted worms within your clans, Sthula. They sow dissent amongst your people. They 
speak of bloodshed and coups. Help me, and I’ll give you the man’s name.” 
 

Sthula began to grin. “You speak of Chagnya and his acolytes, do you not?” 
 

Dasra’s chilly expression faltered. 
 

“You naive little girl,” the Archduke said. “Execute your spies; they’re worthless. Chagnya is 
loyal. The dissent your people hear is disinformation. Close your gaping mouth, darling. It’s a 
ruse. A tripwire, for delicious moments just like this one. Your people failed.” 
 

Dasra composed herself again. It was agony watching her like this, I must say. He was a 
butcher, dear daughter, and she was a slab of meat. Even now, after all her men did to me, my 
heart hurts for her, as I remember that moment. 
 

“There’s another faction in the Upper’s aristocracy moving against you,” she said finally. “A 
coalition of families, led by one of your so-called pureblood friends. They operate freely in 
your clans. They plan to commandeer your colossi and other golems. They’ll declare war on 
you. What you don’t surrender, they’ll take after you’re dead.” 
 

“Oh dear,” Sthula said. “This sounds very serious.” 
 

“It is.” 
 

“It won’t be, after the month of Bhadra. By then, my men will have murdered Azubha and his 
sympathizers ... but not before Azubha himself betrays and slays the men inside his cabal 
who’d actually pose a legitimate threat to me and my operations.” 
 

The Archduke’s amber eyes glittered, victorious. He waved a hand at the game board and 
cards between them. 
 

“I may not know this quaint ‘Khedil’,” he said, “but I am a gamemaster of sorts. You cannot 
win, Raga.” 
 

The princess stood now. She was not the imperious, empowered woman of a half-hour ago. 
She was not so much damaged as ... diminished. 
 

“A final appeal to you then, if I may,” she said. Her voice was straining, desperate to remain 
resolute. “We’ve spoken of lineages. Of the luck of the seed. I cannot help what I am, Sthula. I   



cannot separate the Urugal blood pumping within my veins from the Durani. I cannot undo 
things that make me me.” 
 

A tear slid from her right eye now. It trailed down, soaking the rubies glued to her cheek. She 
dragged a finger across them, wiping away the tear. Several rubies went with it, marring the 
symmetry of the jeweled fangs. She didn’t notice. 
 

“And you,” she continued, “are also a prisoner of history. You’ve inherited the vast power 
you possess. The precious golem-makings your clans pull from the ground ... the money you 
spend ... the desperate desire to protect it all and pass it to a male heir that no longer exists ... 
those things were not earned. For you, they’ve been as ubiquitous as the air we breathe, and 
the water we drink. You’ve known nothing else.” 
 

She raised her chin now, and for a fleeting moment, she was the princess whom I’d seen stride 
from her bedroom not long ago: glorious and dangerous and determined. 
 

“This is a flashpoint, an important moment in history,” she said. “A moment in our history, 
yours and mine. We have the ability to rise above whatever’s in our bloodlines – be it good or 
ill – and aspire to change something beyond ourselves. I speak of changing the very world 
around us, Archduke Sthula. We take back our land. We reclaim our passion. We change our 
futures, and in doing so, change history.” 
 

Sthula sat in his chair for another moment, then stood. He trembled as he walked to her, 
smiling. It took everything I had not to smile, too. She’d done it. 
 

The Archduke held her hand now, nodding as he grinned. He brought it to his lips. 
 

“Raga Dasra, I’m so very sorry for underestimating you – and for disrespecting you,” he said. 
“You are indeed her Majesty Paramount ... and are more bold and resourceful than they say.” 
 

He then released her hand with such chilly suddenness, I thought he’d lost control of his own. 
 

“But I won’t help you,” he said. “The path is far too treacherous, my princess, and I have far 
more to lose than you.” 
 

Raga Dasra eyed him. “Unless you conceive a male heir soon, your precious legacy is already 
lost,” she said. “It tumbles into the hands of the undeserving wench-wife, remember, and that 
just won’t do. After all, you lost your precious son ... or did you?” 
 

She walked to the Game Room’s doors and opened them. In stepped the mousy footman from 
before. Accompanying him was a well-dressed, if vacant-eyed, boy of six-and-ten. He could 
have been handsome, but the child looked gaunt, hollow, as if he hadn’t eaten in days. He 
blinked at the new surroundings as they entered. 
 

The Archduke trembled, disbelieving. “Channa?” he finally whispered. “Channa! Channa, it’s 
YOU!” 
  



I couldn’t believe how fast the fat man ran, as he bounded toward his son. He was embracing 
him a moment later, shaking him, kissing his head and cheeks, weeping. The boy was smiling 
and laughing with his father now, lost in a hurricane of love yous and where have you beens 
and Gods, you’re here, really heres. 
 

Finally, the Archduke turned to Raga Dasra. He wiped the tears from his eyes. 
 

“How? Where?” 
 

“The gem mine, after the collapse,” she replied. “My people tunneled in through another route 
to save him. That was three weeks ago. He was barely alive – and was the only one breathing, 
I’m afraid. He’s been on his feet for a few days now.” 
 

Sthula’s eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you send word when you found him?!” 
 

Dasra didn’t reply. Her face was a slate, emotionless. 
 

The Archduke blinked, understanding. “You’re a monster.” 
 

“Monsters win wars,” the princess replied. “When they have armies.” 
 

He gazed into his son’s eyes, nodding. “You ... You’ll have them.” 
 

The smallest of smiles teased at the corners of Raga Dasra’s lips. “Good day to you, Archduke 
– and to you, Lord Channa,” she said. “Oh, and Sthula, please do send my warmest regards to 
your wife ... should you successfully extract her from our fine bazaars.” 
 

“Yes,” he replied. 
 

“The finest in all of the world,” Dasra said. 
 

“Y-Yes. Without question.” 
 

“Indeed. You may go.” 
 

They left. The footman followed, closing the door behind them. 
 

The princess turned to me, exhaled sharply through pursed lips, and smiled. I smiled back. I 
was so happy for her, so proud of her, if that makes sense. And in the heartbeat that passed 
between us as our eyes met, I felt inexpressible joy ... and then icy dread. 
 

Her eyes had narrowed ever so slightly, you see. 
 

In hindsight, I understand that I’d been marked at that moment. I was done for, and it wasn’t 
because I’d dared to meet the Raga’s gaze. It was because I’d listened. I’d observed. I’d 
comprehended what had happened. Comprehension means knowledge. Knowledge is power. 
 

And no man should ever be more powerful than the Raga – at least, that’s the Raga’s 
reckoning. Which is why the men came that night and took my eyes and tongue. I would no 
longer see, or write. I would no longer speak.  



There in the Game Room, my blood chilled during that half-second ... and then the Raga 
turned away, as if nothing had happened. She then gazed over toward the room’s second 
doorway – the one that led to her private chambers. They opened. 
 

Out stepped a woman with curled, flame-red hair. She wore a nightgown. Magnificent, 
expensive earrings hung from her lobes. Turquoise. 
 

I put it together immediately. Archduchess Zakti, wife of the fat man. She strode toward the 
Raga, sporting a slippery, wicked smile. 
 

“Is the boy reunited with his father?” she asked. 
 

“He is,” the princess said. “And he’s received the Assassin’s Indoctrination. The word is 
‘vermillion.’” 
 

“Vermillion. How decadent.” 
 

“With the boy back in the fold, Sthula won’t attempt to sire another heir,” Dasra said. 
 

“Thank gods,” Zakti replied, shuddering. 
 

“And so, the boar’s been lulled back to sleep. The fortune – and the resources – will be yours 
for the taking. Have the boy strike whenever you like, but for the gods’ sakes, be sure he takes 
his own life right afterward.” 
 

Zakti nodded. “I’ll make certain Sthula deploys our golems and mages before that,” she said. 
“And I’ll keep them coming, for as long as you need them. My Viper Princess ... my 
bewitching Paramount Majesty.” 
 

Raga Dasra regarded her, took her hand, and led her back to the bedroom. 
 

“I know you will,” she said. 
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