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It Is the Second Age of Man

Long ago, in the First Age, mortals became Exalted by the Unconquered Sun and other celestial gods. These demigods were Princes of the Earth and presided over a golden age of unparalleled wonder. But like all utopias, the age ended in tears and bloodshed.

The officials histories say that the Solar Exalted went mad and had to be put down lest they destroy all Creation. Those who had been enlightened rulers became despots and anathema. Some whisper the Sun-Children were betrayed by the very companions and lieutenants they had loved: the less powerful Exalts who traced their lineage to the Five Elemental Dragons. Either way, the First Age ended and gave way to an era of chaos and warfare, when the civilized world faced invasion by the mad Fair Folk and the devastation of the Great Contagion. This harsh time only ended with the rise of the Scarlet Empress, a powerful Dragon-Blood who fought back all enemies and founded a great empire.

For a time, all was well—at least for those who toed the Empress’s line.

But times are changing again. The Scarlet Empress has either gone missing or retreated into seclusion. The dark forces of the undead and the Fair Folk are stirring again. And, most cataclysmic of all, the Solar Exalted have returned. Across Creation, men and women find themselves imbued with the power of the Unconquered Sun and awaken to memories from a long-ago golden age.

The Sun-Children, the Anathema, have been reborn.

This is their story.
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Prologue

One night’s ride outside the city of Nexus, two old soldiers rode side by side through the mounting chill of early night. The land around them was quiet in hushed anticipation, disturbed only by the occasional trill of a cricket or screech of a bat taking wing. Before them, the solemn, hard-packed road was empty. Behind them, yeddim muttered, the wheels of wooden carts creaked, and fifty booted, lightly armored mercenaries marched in uneasy silence. Beyond that, came the metallic four-beat rhythm of a small unit of light cavalry. The soldiers surrounded a Guild caravan heading northeast from a trade outpost near the city of Mishaka, and they had been on the march for weeks. The caravan had been on the move most of this day already with little rest. The Guildsmen and soldiers weren’t overly tired just yet, but the danger they had been promised on this trip had not yet appeared, and that made them edgy.

The two riders out in front of the caravan and company consisted of a man and a woman who were better armed and armored than most of the other mercenaries. The man was tall and grim, wearing fine lamellar armor that creaked as he moved. His mustache and beard were flecked with white, and his eyes had the determined set of a veteran of countless battles, but those were the only clues to his age. His body was hard and powerful, in the prime of health. If he bothered to mention it, his actual age would have come as a surprise.

One might have been even more surprised by the woman beside him. She rode on his right side, and she looked much younger than her captain. Her skin was smooth and flawless, with a vibrant green tint that was only apparent in direct sunlight. Thick auburn hair was woven into a ponytail and pinned into a bun at the base of her neck. She wore lighter armor than her captain, though just as fine, and she rode with a thick, black, jade-tipped spear at the ready by her side. At first glance, she appeared every bit the officer-sophisticate with little bloody experience, flanked by a tough, savvy sergeant at arms.

Such an impression was only an illusion, though, for the woman was actually a Terrestrial Exalt. She had been elevated above her peers into the rank of the divine nobility of Creation by the blessings of the Elemental Dragons. Her name was Risa, and she had been chosen by the Elemental Dragon of Wood to carry the standard of the Realm into the untamed places and shed on them the light of civilization. At least that was what her family had always tried to impress upon her. She recognized the power in her blood, but she had grown up feeling unworthy of it. Therefore, she had left the Imperial City of her birth and set out into the Threshold to grow into her power and responsibility. Since then, she had joined up with a mercenary company in the city of Nexus and risen high in its ranks.

The man to her left, Dace, was her commander. He respected Risa’s Exalted station, but he still allowed her no authority in his company that did not originate with him. Where she had earned high marks in military theory and tactics in school, he had already been a leader of soldiers for fifteen years before she had joined her first company. Where she was a proud and capable soldier, he was a nigh-unbeaten veteran with decades of campaigns to his name. Where she inspired confidence in the mercenaries, he made them love him. And where Risa was Dragon-Blooded and Exalted above the masses, Dace was one of the Chosen of the Unconquered Sun.

The dogma of the Realm proclaimed that ones such as Dace were Anathema—power-mad blasphemies against nature, who would destroy civilization and break the whole of Creation to pieces—but Risa knew better. She knew Dace as well as any lieutenant knows her captain, and she had seen in him power and nobility and courage that defied any blandishment. She loved him as much as any of the mercenaries under his command did. She would follow him into the Yozi hell of Malfeas if he commanded her to, and she’d stay behind to cover his escape if he asked her to. She trusted him, and above all else, she respected him.

“So, are we almost home yet?” she groaned, breaking the silence between them at last. “How much longer?”

Dace just shook his head. “Damn it, Risa,” he grumbled, “that wasn’t funny on the way to Mishaka, and it’s not funny now.”

“Oh, how would you know, you gruff old bastard?” She never spoke to him thus around the men, but Dace tolerated it when they were alone.

“I’d say it’s probably less funny now than it wasn’t before,” Dace continued. “The only thing worse than your bad jokes are your old bad jokes. Nothing gets funnier with age.”

“Says the rule to the exception.”

“What’s that?”

“Nothing, sir.” Risa looked away up the road. “It looks like the scouts are on their way back.”

She nodded toward the road, and Dace looked ahead. Low mist occluded the distance, and shadows stretched up the path in their direction, but he could see that, indeed, a horse was coming toward them. On it rode Chassom Kestrel, one of the company’s younger scouts. He wore a light buff jacket over his uniform, with a quiver of arrows sticking up over his right shoulder. He clung to the reins and rode hunched over, and his face was pale. Dace and Risa had ridden out ahead to hear their scouts’ scheduled report, and from the look in Kestrel’s dancing eyes, it was not going to be a good one. The fact that he was alone, although he’d been sent ahead with two others, didn’t bode well either. Kestrel stopped short, and his horse danced in a nervous circle before he could bring it fully under control.

“Captain, Lieutenant,” Kestrel gasped. “Something’s wrong.”

Risa stilled her mount as the scout’s horse excited it. “Where are the others?”

“I’m not sure,” the scout huffed. “I think… Ikari Village is up ahead… You know that, of course.”

“Of course,” Risa said. “Look, calm down, Kestrel. Catch your breath.”

“Get it together, soldier,” Dace said, glaring back the way Kestrel had come. “Report.”

“Yes, sir,” the scout said, taking a few quick deep breaths to calm himself. “Yes, sir. Sorry.” Dace’s eyes narrowed, and he motioned for the scout to continue. “Brand, Dust Fox and I rode ahead like you ordered, sir, to let the mayor know we were coming and to make arrangements for the caravan to set up there for the night. But no one came out to greet us as we arrived. We knocked on a couple of doors at some outlying houses, but no one answered. The same was true the closer we went to the town square. The place was quiet as a tomb. That’s when we looked in the temple to the village’s harvest spirit.”

The scout paused and swallowed hard, as if to fight back nausea.

“What did you see?” Risa prompted.

“It was the villagers. They were in the temple. Dead. It looked like they’d all been hacked apart. Or chewed, maybe. I don’t know. It was… I’ve seen worse in battle, but these were women and children too. And they’d been arranged. They were laid out like they were worshiping. I’ve never seen anything like that.”

Risa looked at Dace. “Have you?”

“Similar things,” Dace said. “How long had they been there like that?”

Kestrel shook his head. “The blood I saw was black and dried, and the stench was pretty powerful. I didn’t see any wild dogs or other scavengers in the streets, though.”

“So, probably not very long,” Risa said. “Late last night possibly. Maybe even some time today.”

Kestrel nodded. “Brand and Fox sent me back to report while they tried to put together what happened. I tried to get them to come back with me, but they told me they’d be right behind me as soon as they figured it all out.”

“So you left them there?” Dace said.

“They ordered me to, sir,” Kestrel answered. “I would have gone back, but the sun was almost down, and I started hearing…”

“What?”

The scout moaned, unable to look either officer in the eye. “First I heard the sound of wagons, then some kind of wailing, then the sounds of Fox’s and Brand’s horses galloping behind me. Then I heard them screaming… I couldn’t go back then, Captain, I’m sorry. Not by myself.”

“No,” Dace said. “None of the three of you should have been there after nightfall in the first place.”

“So, what do you think, happened, Captain?” Risa asked.

“Could be something wrong with the harvest spirit,” Dace said. “It’s getting close to Calibration, and that always makes the little gods kind of crazy. Could be another spirit got jealous and tried to move in. Could be Wyld barbarians. Might just be something in the water made the people go crazy and kill each other. Don’t know.”

“So what do we do?”

“First, I want you to get back to the others and stop the caravan where it is. We’ll make camp right here. With the sun down and the villagers murdered, that place is probably crawling with hungry ghosts by now. I doubt our caravan master would enjoy spending the night there very much.”

“Nelis will like losing his little trade outlet even less, I bet,” Risa smirked. The Guildsman in charge of the caravan, Ourang Nelis, had paid Dace’s company very well not to talk to any of his peers about this impractical detour from the beaten Mishaka-Nexus trade route.

“Next,” Dace said to Kestrel, “I want you to get back to the cavalry and get me a detachment of good men on fresh horses. Then, get them back here double-time.”

Kestrel nodded once and spurred his horse back toward the caravan. Risa turned her horse to follow the scout but hesitated a moment before leaving.

“Anything else, sir?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Dace said. “Double the guard around the wagons tonight. This isn’t a very tenable place to have to make camp.”

“We’ll see it suits.”

“Good. Now, one more thing. I’m taking these riders to get Brand and Fox out, but we won’t be coming right back. It’s possible we won’t actually get back here before dawn. Don’t send anyone in looking for us until the sun’s up.”

“Yes, sir. Is that it?”

“Yeah. Head back and hustle up Kestrel and that detachment I ordered. We’ll come back after dawn, and when we do, we’re going to have to break camp and push on to Nexus fast. Make sure everyone’s ready.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll take care of it.” Risa then nudged her horse’s flanks, snapped the reins and trotted back to carry out her orders.
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When Dace and his detachment of cavalry entered the village, they found it every bit as eerie and deserted as Kestrel had made it sound. A waxy yellow fingernail moon shone in an ebony firmament set with diamonds, casting an unhealthy light over the empty place. No dog barked, no livestock made any noise, and even the rats and raitons seemed to have abandoned the place. The only sound around them was the unwholesome whispering of the wind, which carried a faint hint of decay and rot.

From the greasy dark grass lining the road to the skeletal emptiness of the buildings to the chalky ash mixed into the dirt of the market square, all the evidence pointed to the fact that something very bad had happened here. Many people had died here, likely all at once. Sometimes, when things like this happened, the shroud between the worlds of the living and the dead thinned, blending the two worlds together into a place called a shadowland. There the living could interact with the dead and even travel into the Underworld like a restless ghost. In fact, if someone tried to leave a shadowland before the sun came up, that very thing would happen. Dace didn’t know if what had happened here was bad enough to breach the Shroud, but it certainly looked it.

“All right,” he said, “spread out and start checking houses. Don’t get out of earshot of each other, and whatever you do, don’t leave town. I don’t think I have to tell you why.” The soldiers shook their heads and scanned the area warily. “Good. Whistle out if you find Brand or Dust Fox. Keep an eye out for hungry ghosts too. This place should probably be crawling with them, and I don’t like that it isn’t.”

The men grunted assent and spread out to search. They checked both sides of the small village’s main street and worked toward the center of town. Dace rode out ahead of them with one hand on his reins and the other hefting his sword—a reaver daiklave forged of purest orichalcum—which gleamed strangely in the faint moonlight. It did not surprise him when the search failed to turn up any immediate clues as to what had happened here. It was not until the riders drew close to the modest temple of the village’s patron harvest god that they found anything. They saw a great many tracks and the whorls and divots of what could only have been a mounted man fighting for his life against foes on foot. A largish impression in the center was smeared with drying blood, and a deep set of parallel tracks showed where something heavy had been dragged away. The surrounding area, however, was a chaos of boot and hoof prints, so it was impossible to tell if one or both scouts had died there. Dace just hoped that, if either one of them had survived, they’d had to sense not to bolt off in a random direction out of this place.

“Captain, look,” one of the men said, trotting up beside him as he tried to read the past in the turned earth. “By the temple.”

Dace glanced up and saw something coming from around behind the mean stone building slowly and with obvious effort. It was a horse, Dace realized as the thing left the shadow of the temple, and it was in bad shape. Blood gleamed on its flanks, and it was favoring its back right leg. Its tail hung limp behind it, and the horse seemed to be dragging a heavy burden. Upon a moment’s inspection, it was obvious that the burden was a limp body, dangling by one leg from the stirrup of a ripped and bloody saddle.

“Dust Fox,” Dace growled, recognizing his mercenary company’s brand on the horse’s flank before he recognized the ruined scout’s features. “Damn it.”

The soldier beside him turned and whistled over his shoulder to the other cavalrymen, all of whom hurried to join their captain. While Dace was turning to tell them what he wanted done, though, the soldier beside him—Lugan—took it upon himself to ride over to Dust Fox’s horse. The wounded animal stopped politely and cocked its head to gauge the soldier’s approach. By the time Dace realized that Lugan had gone, it was too late to call him back. He cursed and spurred his horse ahead as well.

“Lugan, get back here,” he called, but the soldier’s fate was already inevitable.

Lugan gained the wounded mount’s side and was reaching down to cut the stirrup that entangled his comrade’s foot when he heard Dace’s shout. He looked up just in time to see Fox’s horse bow its head with a malicious gleam in its eyes and buck up on its front legs. It snapped out a kick that caught Lugan in the mouth and broke his neck. He flew backward out of the saddle to land beside Dust Fox, and his own horse bolted. It ran straight back toward Dace, who had to stem his own charge to keep the beast from plowing into him. He heard curses behind him as the rest of his men also had to break stride and formation to get out of the way.

Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, Dust Fox’s horse turned toward Dace and bowed low as if it were mocking him. Its gesture proved purely practical, however, when Dust Fox himself sat up and grabbed its mane. The horse then scrambled back upright and Fox pulled himself into the saddle. Or, rather, what looked like Dust Fox did so. Considering the mortal wounds on its neck and chest, what looked like Dust Fox was actually a nemissary—a clever, immaterial ghost animating someone else’s body. Another such ghost was animating the horse. With a wicked, unearthly laugh, the pair charged at Dace.

Howling a battle cry, Dace barreled straight at the oncoming nemissary duo, expecting a rational warrior’s reaction. A mortal horseman would have flinched and turned aside at the last second, giving Dace an opportunity for a broadside chop. That was not what happened. Instead, the Fox nemissary sprung up to a crouch in his saddle and the second nemissary fled its stolen equine body. The dead horse staggered and fell immediately, and the remaining nemissary leapt clear, flying toward Dace, knife in hand. Dace’s horse collided with the tumbling dead one, and Dace had just enough time to get his daiklave in front of him before Dust Fox slammed into him. The four bodies spun and sprawled and crashed to the earth as the rest of Dace’s cavalry detachment parted around him and thundered past to keep from trampling their captain. The nemissary that had fled Dust Fox’s horse headed for Lugan’s body.

Dace’s head swam, and he saw stars, but the pain of being stabbed in the side brought him around instantly. The Fox nemissary had worked his knife under the edge of Dace’s armor and scored a weak gash, and now, its free hand closed around his throat. The thing leered and hissed at him, dribbling Dust Fox’s blood in his face. It grinned evilly, supremely confident that its trap had netted another handful of hapless victims. Dace almost smiled back at it through the pain of his wounds, for he knew something the nemissary didn’t.

He sucked in a deep breath, and the power of the Unconquered Sun bloomed deep within him. A sunburst mark of energy began to glow on his forehead, and his eyes blazed with rage. His blade glowed too, and he hurled the nemissary back. He then kicked up to his feet to meet the nemissary’s second rush. His weapon swept up from a low guard position trailing a fan of incandescent energy and caught the nemissary under its outstretched knife arm. Dust Fox’s body spun sideways through the air and split cleanly in half, blinding Dace with a spray of blood. It hit the ground in two heaps, and the nemissary fled it.

Dace wiped blood out of his eyes with the back of his hand and felt a rush of icy air as the nemissary ghost brushed past him to take up another body. It settled in the tangled corpse of Dace’s heavy war-horse, which lay nearby, and lurched forward to bite the back of Dace’s leg. Hearing the animal moving behind him, Dace twisted around awkwardly and bashed the horse in the side of the head with a downward hilt strike. Then, he twisted all the way around the other way, surrounding himself in blazing contrails of energy, and chopped the animal’s head off. The horse’s body collapsed, and the ghost fled again. It feinted toward Dust Fox’s horse then switched back and simply bolted, deciding not to take its chances.

Dace almost charged after it to finish it off, but it suddenly occurred to him to wonder why his men hadn’t tried to help out at all. He didn’t especially need their help to deal with one nemissary, but they were trained better than to just make assumptions about one another in dangerous unfamiliar territory. Dace turning back toward the temple and saw that Lugan’s body was up on its feet once again, keeping a pair of cavalrymen at bay with his long spear. What’s more, he was calling out in an old, almost-forgotten language, giving orders. At his command, the village temple’s doors swung open, and the fully materialized hungry ghosts of the slain villagers poured out like packs of wild dogs. Those of Dace’s soldiers who weren’t busy with Lugan’s nemissary turned to meet this new challenge, but they were now severely outnumbered. The look on their faces showed a hopeless realization as they calculated their odds. They were going to die here without divine intervention.

Fortunately, their captain represented just that. He raised his sword and bellowed his company’s war cry once more, and his entire body began to glow. Turning the darkened square as bright as day, he ran toward the hungry ghosts’ flank and started chopping into them.
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About a hundred yards away in the Underworld proper, two figures watched what was going on in the town with distaste. One stood rigid at the top of an upthrust stone with his arms crossed. His long, drawn face was lined with faint shadows of disappointment beneath the rim of a broad hat. The other sat cross-legged on a lower stone, resting elbows on knees and chin on knuckles.

“How annoying!” the seated figure lamented. “Hardly anybody ever comes here in number with mercenary guards anymore. Deset said so!”

“It seems he was misinformed,” the standing figure said. “Or he’s a lying double-crosser.”

“I doubt that. There’s nothing to be gained from that kind of guile. Besides, Deset likes me. He wouldn’t do that.”

“Yet, here we stand, watching mercenaries ransack our tenderly cultivated shadowland.”

“I know! How galling! At least we got what we came for already. We should really teach those louts a lesson.”

“Some other time. We’ve got more work to do tonight, and the Walker in Darkness will need to be told about this. We can always catch up to this Sun-Child later in Nexus.”

“Oh, fine,” the seated figure said, rolling backward over one shoulder and standing up. “You’re right, as usual. Let’s go.”
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Meanwhile, a third figure crouched in a natural blind across the shadowland from the first two watchers but in the living world. He wore an outfit of leather and heavy black cloth, and he carried an ornate black longbow with a black arrow at the string. The blazing energy and the symphony of battle going on in the village interested him greatly.

Walker’s agents must be responsible for this, he thought. But why would they seed a shadowland all the way out here?


Chapter One

The beautiful killer Harmonious Jade knelt on the stylized cornice of a building overlooking the sprawling Little Market of Nexus. The market was a patchwork of awnings, tents and crude bivouacs all in leather, canvas or wood. It thronged with people from all over the city and all over the greater River Province, of which Nexus was the center. They flitted from place to place with their ugly, graceless gaits, squawking at each other and waving their arms in consternation. It made Harmonious Jade think of angry, featherless raitons flocking for the sake of convenience but trying very hard not to get along. It was funny from a distance, and the base unrelenting humanity of it had a certain beautiful purity. The killer preferred to enjoy it from a distance just the same, though.

Jade had not been in Nexus very long, but already, she had decided that she preferred the Little Market over its neighbor, the Big Market, just a few blocks away. The Big Market was dominated by imposing warehouses and auction arenas, and the narrow streets were perpetually clogged with lines of yeddim-drawn carts and very serious merchants going about very serious business. Every place of business in the Big Market was a clearinghouse in which large-scale transactions took place from dawn to dusk. Miners sold iron to smiths. Smiths sold weapons, armor and horse tack to mercenary quartermasters. Successful farmers sold the fruits of their harvest wholesale to shop-owners. From wool and cotton to hemp and pine pitch, bulk quantities of all the raw materials around which this region’s economy turned changed hands at auction in the Big Market. As a result, the place was packed with not only dour merchants who were anxious with the strain of constantly trying to rip one another off without being ripped off in return, but their grim and eagle-eyed bodyguards as well. These hired toughs ranged and strutted around their masters like trained dogs, glowering in every direction at once.

And, as if that weren’t enough, the black-helmeted mercenaries of the Hooded Executioners company patrolled the streets looking to put a quick end to any trouble that might upset the busy, bustling peace. The Executioners made up just one of Nexus’ many professional mercenary outfits, and both the city’s ruling Council of Entities and the mercantile Guild paid such mercenaries well to run off troublemakers and loudmouths in the name of keeping the peace. The Executioners considered such work a singular honor, for Nexus had no standing army or professional police force. Nexus was a city with few laws. Local society revolved around six imperishable decrees (the Dogma) and a bewildering roster of ever-changing lesser proclamations (the Civilities). Harmonious Jade had no idea how the Council enforced (or even kept up with) all of the Civilities, but it was obvious that it hired mercenary units such as the Hooded Executioners to punish those who broke them. Nexus was no less a lawless snake pit of treachery for it, but those who pushed such acts too far and upset the working order of the city were just as likely to be caught and punished as to get away with them. One of the decrees of the Dogma was that none shall obstruct trade, and the mercenary peacekeepers hired to watch over the Big Market took their mandate very seriously.

As a result, the Big Market was a dangerous and inconvenient place for a killer to do her work.

Nexus’ Little Market was more accommodating to both killer and citizen alike. Its pavilion of tents and stalls marketed household goods and items of small, but not insignificant, value to the masses. It welcomed and thrived on the common man, and the smaller scale of each pocket of activity fostered a more personal, intimate atmosphere. The merchants and vendors of the Little Market were no more gullible or charitable than their Big Market counterparts, but they conducted their business with a glaring sincerity that Harmonious Jade respected. The merchants knew how to get what they wanted, and their customers were under no illusions to the contrary, so even in the bustle and confusion, the nature of the place made itself apparent and held nothing back. Jade had grown up in a small, intimate community with a similar nature, and she enjoyed finding evidence of the same forthright ideals in this vast and uncaring world.

Even here, though, shadows of what made the Big Market so distasteful still loomed. When a merchant was leaving or approaching his stall, he always traveled with at least one bodyguard, if not a handful of thugs and leg breakers. Competition between businessmen was fierce and ugly. Mercenaries from small companies took on uncoordinated patrols, as well, making up in decisive brutality what they lacked in numbers and organization. The wealth at stake in the Little Market was small relative to that in the Big Market, but a significant disturbance could still obstruct trade, so the peace was still to be kept. For that reason, certain Guildsmen, unions of local merchants and rich businessmen with a vested interest in the area put up respectable amounts of silver for that added layer of security.

The inconvenience to Jade was less in the Little Market, but it was still not an ideal place for a killer to do her work. Therefore, Jade had waited until nightfall when the Big Market had shut down and the Little Market had shrunk to less than a quarter its daylight size. No one saw her as she watched and waited, changing position as necessity dictated.

From her high perch, she now looked down on the Night Market huddled in the westernmost quarter of the Nexus district. Numerous secondhand Civilities of varying obscurity prohibited the sale of certain items—such as weapons or tomatoes—once the sun went down, but the Night Market was still able to do a brisk business. It was a commercial reality that people could discover a need for certain things at any hour, and the Night Market catered to such needs while the rest of the city slept. It was nowhere near as loud or frenetic as either of the other markets was during the day, but it was still alive and busy enough to make it worth many shopkeepers’ and craftsmen’s time to have a presence there after dark.

In fact, the Night Market was relatively civil. A firefly swarm of candle lanterns on iron hooks illuminated the space, swaying in intermittent breezes. Perhaps it was just the time of year—the month of Descending Fire when temperatures were at their highest and even the nights were sweltering—but the denizens of the Night Market seemed more docile and relaxed. As a result, the mercenary presence was a token one at best. People were just less excitable and less inclined to cause trouble in this heat at day’s end. It was almost an ideal time for a killer to do her work with a better-than-average chance of getting away clean afterward.

Harmonious Jade appreciated that, but still, she waited, just as she had done all day and for several days leading up to this one. She was here to kill someone, but she was under no obligation to hurry. She had tracked this person halfway up the coast of the Inland Sea from the stained-glass city of Chiaroscuro, then spent her first week in this bizarre new city figuring out where the person was. Once she’d located her target—a woman named Selaine Chaisa—she’d admitted to herself that, after so long in pursuit, another few hours or even days weren’t going to make any noticeable difference. So, Jade had chosen to follow her victim around the city for a while to learn her routine and to take in a few sights at the same time.

The city was a fabulous example of a thriving metropolis. It blended base Second Age architecture with magically crafted structures that had endured since the First Age. The same was true back in Chiaroscuro as well, but most of the leftover buildings there were in various stages of disrepair as a result of some terrible tragedy long ago. The people who used those places were more or less squatting in beautiful ruins, with no appreciation for the times long past. Here in Nexus, however, the sky-piercing towers were in good repair, as were the bridges, canals, aqueducts, sewers and dams that bounded and connected the city’s various districts.

Nexus was also much more cosmopolitan than Chiaroscuro. It housed, fed and employed almost one million people, all of whom enjoyed the same governmental non-interference so long as they abided by the Dogma and the Civilities. Just walking down random streets, Jade had mingled with people from every point on the compass, from every class and caste of Creation’s most far-flung cultures. From the swarthy diamond merchants of Gem to the willowy seamen of Abalone to the diminutive black-and-white djala people of the East to even the rare snakemen or earthbound Fair Folk, Nexus took in all comers and challenged them to thrive or perish in its disorderly community. Jade had trouble feeling at home anywhere these days, but at least she did not feel unwelcome or unwanted here. If nothing else, she actually felt more mature and confident than she had in Chiaroscuro. She could survive here. She could thrive here. She could make this place a new home and even start a new life—one more like her past incarnation, which she remembered only in glimpses and fragments. That was the life she wanted. The one she had been given was far less pleasant.

Jade had been raised in the Southern desert by a cult called the Salmalin. The cult served and worshiped the undying Yozis, a race of demons imprisoned outside Creation at the dawn of the First Age, constantly seeking a way to free its infernal masters. Able to appear in this world only at the behest of rare sorcerers, the demons communicated with their followers in dreams and arcane portents, and they had demanded that the Salmalin raise and train a caste of killers to carry out their wishes.

Sold into slavery as an infant, Jade been chosen and trained by the cultists, and she had proven an apt and gifted pupil. She had forged her body into a beautiful and powerful weapon, then practiced relentlessly with the bow, the knife and an assortment of other weapons. Suffering ignominious punishments for her few failures and receiving only faint praise for her many achievements, she had become the most effective Salmalin killer in decades. The grace and efficiency with which she carried out her holy duties earned her cult vast sums of money and elevated her to the position of Janissary of the Faithful Elite—one held high in the cult’s Yozi masters’ esteem. Through her and the others like her, the Yozis would one day win their freedom and return to rule Creation.

Knowing no other existence and expecting no more from life than what the Salmalin provided, Harmonious Jade had been content. She killed who she was told to kill, then she returned to worship in the hidden temple beneath the sand. She wanted nothing more, for there was nothing else of importance in the whole of Creation. She was not happy as such, but neither was she unhappy, and that was good enough. Yet, times change, and one catastrophic night had obliterated Jade’s perfect, unquestioning contentment.

It had happened for no reason Jade had ever been able to discern. She was working at the time—stalking a magistrate in the city of Paragon—when a blinding light had filled her mind’s eye. A voice as old as Creation had spoken to her then of a secret destiny greater than she had ever dreamed possible. The voice was that of the Unconquered Sun, who had claimed her as His own, opened her mind and body to the hidden flows of essence all around her and gifted her with powerful magical abilities unseen for an Age. He had Exalted her in the truest possible sense, and the mark of that Exaltation was an empty ring mystically branded on her forehead. The ring symbolized night—that is, the shadow on Creation cast by the Unconquered Sun, in which His most subtle and cunning agents were to do their work—and it glowed when she used her power in certain ways. She had not understood what had happened to her at that time, but she had felt a surge of pride and trust welling within her upon her Exaltation, and the experience had felt strangely, inexplicably familiar. Energized and excited, she had returned home to share her good news with her elders and superiors.

Her homecoming was not pleasant.

The first person she told was a man named Sahan. He had been in charge of her training and of arranging her contract work with prospective employers, and he knew her better than anyone. He was the one who punished her when she learned something too slowly, and he was the one who rewarded her when she pleased the Yozis. It was through him that the Yozis expressed their love for the work she was doing. He was neither warm nor especially comforting, but he was proud of her, and he appreciated her victories. She’d felt close to Sahan, and she’d trusted him, and she’d assumed that, if anyone could explain what her Exaltation meant, Sahan would be the one.

He had not shared her joy or excitement when she’d told him what had happened. Instead, he’d actually gone pale and excused himself to confer with the elder priests. The look on his face when he did so was not one of scholarly confusion or academic intrigue, though, it was one she had seen many times in the course of her work—fear. Disturbed by this upset in her mentor, she’d followed him to the chamber where the Salmalin elders met and listened from the shadows by the door. When Sahan had related what Jade had told him, the elders reacted just as he had. They appeared to know exactly what she had experienced, and they began to argue among themselves in fear.

Jade had not understood everything they’d said about her, but their final decision came through clearly enough. They had ordered Sahan to return to the room where he had left her waiting and to distract her with a discussion on the implications of her new existence. The elders would then surprise her with the ancient weapons of their Yozi masters and put her down before she ever had a chance to realize what she had become. She’d held her breath then in abiding terror, her hope and her fate resting on what Sahan’s response would be. And his response had been quick. This man—whom she’d trusted, respected and even come to love in her way—had given his word that he would do as the Salmalin elders commanded, without so much as a word in his pupil’s defense.

Tears had burned Harmonious Jade’s eyes then, and her heart nearly stopped as the shock dizzied and nauseated her. Yet, even then, her training and her will to survive had not failed her. She concealed herself in shadow as Sahan passed then followed him as he came to betray her. And when the two were alone, she had killed him. She’d then fled the temple in a dreamlike panic, wishing that she could die rather than go on living in this world where everyone she knew and could rely on suddenly feared her and wanted her dead. She had never been marked for death or hunted like a wild animal before. She had never been betrayed. It almost broke her spirit and her sanity.

What Jade had learned since then was that the Salmalin cultists and their Yozi masters had every reason to fear what she had become. According to a savant she had met in Chiaroscuro, the Solar Exalted had been born at the dawn of the First Age to fight a war for the fate of Creation. Wielding the power of the Unconquered Sun, they had cast down a race of demon tyrants and imprisoned them in an Elsewhere outside Creation. Once the masters of reality and the undisputed kings of all they perceived, those demons swore sacred oaths on their True Names to no longer torment Creation. They disappeared then into a hell of their own design to sire successively weaker offspring and to scheme eternally in hopes of one day winning their freedom.

Learning this had put her circumstances into perspective, but nothing softened the blow of her betrayal. At the time it had happened, she’d fought her way out of the temple as warning gongs had begun to ring in alarm, then she’d fled north, eventually winding up in Chiaroscuro. Chiaroscuro was not only an enormous city that was easy to hide and get lost in, but a thriving seaport as well. She would hide out there and make sure that the Salmalin were not in immediate pursuit, then she would get on a boat and see where the wind blew her. Yet, when she arrived in that city after weeks of hard travel and meager subsistence, she learned two harsh and ugly lessons. The first was practical and easy enough to solve, but the second was one she still had trouble with even today. In fact, it was part of the reason she was here in Nexus furtively following Selaine Chaisa with murder on her mind.

The first such lesson was simply that, without money, she wasn’t going anywhere, on a boat or otherwise. Although her Exaltation had hardened her body, cleansed her of impurity, eradicated any concern she might have had about illness and even started to wear away the ugly dogma the Salmalin had brainwashed her with all her life, she still had to eat. A big city such as Chiaroscuro was no place to make a living as a hunter, and although it was indeed a port city, Harmonious Jade had no idea how to fish. And as she spent more time on her own, she realized that there was a world of experience that had been denied her and that not knowing how to fish was among the least of her worries. She didn’t know where to look for work or how to find safe housing for little money. She didn’t even know where to go to wash her clothes or to buy new ones. Despite her unique powers and abilities, she was once more the abandoned, frightened child she imagined she was before the Salmalin found her.

After a long night of much-needed sleep followed by a long walk in the sun’s early light, though, Jade had realized that she was not without recourse. The Salmalin might not have taught her much of this world outside their own warped sphere of influence, but they had taught her the means of making her way in it. They had made of her a formidable killer with few compunctions about the sort of work she would take. The gifts given her by the Unconquered Sun made her work all that much easier, and the relatively hands-off approach the deity took with her after her Exaltation gave her latitude to do as she wished. Her one abortive discussion with Sahan about how much money her work earned for the cult—which had earned her a beating for the appearance of greed—had inspired her to believe that she could support herself handily doing what she had been raised to do. So, in that regard, solving her first major problem took little more than faith in herself and an application of skills that came easily to her. Despite countless blunders and gaffes of inexperience, she had slowly established herself as a reputable killer for hire. She had even considered raising her modest rates.

That easy solution, then, had left only her second and much larger issue to deal with—that of her Exaltation. Much time passed, in which she cemented her reputation, secured a place to live and took precautions to see that the Salmalin had not caught up to her. Her original intention had been to get on a boat out of town as soon as she had enough money, but as more time passed, the idea began to daunt her more and more. She had lived most of her life cloistered and hidden from the world, and she had found comfort in the stability of her surroundings. Having then set up a similarly comforting and stable existence in Chiaroscuro, she was reluctant to leave it all behind just to find out how much else of the world she knew nothing about.

Plus, she had heard nothing more from the Unconquered Sun since her Exaltation regarding what exactly He wanted her to do. It was not her style to strike out on her own and just expect events to draw her in. She much preferred to have objectives set out for her so that she could methodically pursue them one by one. Without some sort of guiding influence, she felt uncomfortable and pointless. Not to mention the fact that she had a very real fear of disappointing the Unconquered Sun without even realizing it. If the Yozis could exact brutal punishments through the Salmalin for failure, how much worse would be the hand of the one who had raised an army to cast them down?

So, with that subtle unease growing, she’d set out to learn more about what she had become and to thrash out her station in this world. In her search, she’d traveled from Chiaroscuro repeatedly (though never far or for very long) to speak with historians and savants of all stripes. She’d broken into the libraries of the rich and traveled into First Age ruins that others feared to even approach. In so doing, she eventually discovered enough to learn that she had lived before, in the First Age. She had been a man then, chosen by the Sun, and she relived his memories in sporadic flashes. That warrior had fought the tyrants who had later surrendered and become the Yozis, using a gleaming orichalcum powerbow that had been buried with him. Not long ago, Jade had pieced together the whereabouts of that warrior’s tomb and crept into it late in the night. Outwitting traps and sneaking past undying guardians, she had found and reclaimed that peerless weapon, feeling that much more complete for having done so.

Her search taught her one unexpected and valuable lesson, however, through which the nature of her second major problem was revealed. Namely, there was no place in this world for the Chosen of the Unconquered Sun. It seemed that the average, everyday people of Creation hated and feared the Solar Exalted as much as the Yozi masters of the Salmalin did. According to history, the Solar Exalted had grown extremely powerful in the First Age and had turned that power on their subjects, just as had the demon tyrants whom they had cast down. If not for the forces of the Dragon-Blooded dynasts who now ruled from the Imperial City, the Solar Exalted would have eventually enslaved and destroyed the entire world. Now, whenever it was revealed that a Solar Exalt had been reborn, the Dragon-Blooded sent an armed force called the Wyld Hunt to kill him or her, lest history repeat itself.

Jade discovered this aspect of Second Age life by accident and had had to cut short her research on more than one occasion for fear of attracting undue notice. It was bad enough to
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