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Dramatis Personae

New Gwannland







	Gwann

	Ruler of Gwannland; husband of Vensera




	Vensera

	Queen of Gwannland; wife of Gwann




	Krushni

	Adoptive daughter of Gwann and Vensera, princess and heir of Gwannland; avatar of Krushita, daughter of Jarsun and Aqreen, princess and heir of Aqron, claimant and heir of Krushan empire




	Drishya

	Brother of Krushni, prince and heir of Gwannland; avatar of Drishya, Slayer of Tyrak





Dronasthan







	Dronas

	Former friend and present enemy of Gwann; legendary teacher of warcraft and guru to the Krushan heirs; king of Dronasthan




	Shikari (Lady Goddick)

	Betrothed of Dronas





The Reygistan Empire 







	Aqron (deceased)

	King of Aqron; father of Aqreen




	Aqreen (deceased)

	Princess of Aqron; daughter of Aqron; estranged wife of Jarsun, mother of Krushita




	Jarsun

	Descendant of Kr’ush; husband of Princess Aqreen; father of Krushita; God-Emperor of Reygistan




	Ladislew

	Lover to Jarsun; Maha-Maatri of Reygar; a Morgol chieftain; widow of Pradynor





The Gods







	Jeel

	Goddess of water; former wife of Sha’ant; mother of Vrath




	Artha

	Goddess of land; the Great Mother (a.k.a. Mother Goddess); protector of the mortal realm; sister of Goddess Jeel




	Shima

	God of death and duty




	Sharra

	God of the sun




	Inadran

	God of storms and war




	Grrud

	God of winds and birds




	the Asva twins

	Twin gods of animalia, health, and medicine




	Shaiva

	God of destruction




	Coldheart

	Spirit of mountains and high places; forebear of Jeel; grandfather of Vrath




	Brak

	The Stone Father




	Gnash

	God of auspicious beginnings, remover of obstacles




	Jaggernaut

	A stone god




	Lankeshva

	A stone god




	Vakaronus

	Architect of the stone gods




	Shaputi

	Amsa of the stone god Shaiva





The Burnt Empire







	Kr’ush (deceased)

	Founder of the Krushan dynasty and the Burnt Empire




	Ashalon (deceased)

	A Krushan forebear




	Shapaar (deceased)

	Descendant of Kr’ush; emperor of the Burnt Empire; king of Hastinaga; father of Sha’ant and Vessa




	Sha’ant (deceased)

	Son of Shapaar; emperor of the Burnt Empire; king of Hastinaga; father of Vrath, Virya, and Gada; husband of the goddess Jeel and of Jilana; cousin of Jarsun




	Vrath

	Son of Sha’ant and the goddess Jeel; uncle to Adri and Shvate; prince regent of the Burnt Empire




	Jilana

	Dowager empress of the Burnt Empire; dowager queen of Hastinaga; wife of Sha’ant; mother of Vessa, Virya, and Gada; stepmother of Vrath




	Vessa

	Seer-mage; son of Jilana; biological father of Adri, Shvate, and Vida




	Virya (deceased)

	Son of Sha’ant and Jilana; husband of Umber




	Gada (deceased)

	Son of Sha’ant and Jilana; husband of Ember




	Ember

	Wife of Gada; mother of Adri; sister to Umber




	Umber

	Wife of Virya; mother of Shvate; sister to Ember




	Amber (deceased)

	Sister of Ember and Umber




	Adri

	Emperor of the Burnt Empire; son of Ember and Gada (legally) and Vessa (biologically); grandson of Jilana; nephew of Vrath; half brother of Shvate and Vida; husband to Geldry




	Shvate (deceased)

	Exiled prince of the Burnt Empire; son of Umber and Virya (legally) and Vessa (biologically); grandson of Jilana; nephew of Vrath; half brother of Adri and Vida; husband to Mayla and Karni




	Vida

	Son of Vessa; half brother to Adri and Shvate




	Mayla (deceased)

	Princess of Dirda; wife of Shvate; mother of Kula and Saha




	Karni

	Princess of Stonecastle; wife of Shvate; mother of Yudi, Brum, and Arrow




	Geldry

	Princess of Geldran; wife of Adri




	Dhuryo

	One of the Hundred; eldest son of Geldry and Adri




	Dushas

	One of the Hundred; son of Geldry and Adri




	Kern

	Foundling son (adopted) of Adran and Reeda, firstborn son of Karni by stone god Sharra and consigned by her to the river Jeel




	Sauvali

	Maid in the royal palace, lover of Adri, mother of his child





The Five







	Yudi

	Karni’s son fathered by the stone god Shima




	Arrow

	Karni’s child fathered by the stone god Inadran




	Brum

	Karni’s daughter fathered by the stone god Grrud




	Kula

	Mayla’s child fathered by the stone gods the Asvas; Saha’s twin




	Saha

	Mayla’s child fathered by the stone gods the Asvas; Kula’s twin






Prologue

A Knife in the Dark

YEAR 195 OF CHAKRA 58

(FIFTEEN YEARS AGO)




Karni
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MAYLA HACKED AT THE ASSASSIN.

The sword met only air.

She screamed and swung again and yet again, but Jarsun was long gone, vanished through the portal and now a thousand miles away, or a thousand worlds distant, only a few threads of fabric from his cloak, a spot of blood, and exotic odors from a distant realm marking his passage.

Mayla sank to the floor of the hut, weeping, her sword slipping from her hands. A roar of grief tore itself from her throat, filling the hut, the clearing, the whole forest with her agony. Her children echoed her rage and grief, weeping, hitching their breaths, their little heads shaking in disbelief and denial. Only little Brum, fierce and resistant as always, clenched her fists and ground her teeth in fury, like a maddened wolf.

Karni’s ears heard her sister wife’s grief, but she herself felt too many strange conflicting emotions to yield to the same impulses. Instead, she watched and listened, curiously detached in this moment of devastation. An observer in her own home. Witness to her own life’s ruin.

Mayla’s weeping was echoed by the shrill cries and shouts of five young throats. The children of Mayla, Karni, and Shvate approached the prostrate body of their father, their little arms raised, or held out, or clasped around their chests in panic, striving to make sense of this madness.

The only other person in the hut, standing by the open doorway, a hand raised to cover half his face, the other hand outstretched against the wall to support himself, was Vida, Shvate’s half brother, who had come from Hastinaga to warn them. Warn them of another attack, this one a supernatural one perpetrated by Jarsun. He had been as easily deceived as they were when Jarsun appeared in the form of Vessa and assassinated Shvate.

Never a fighter or man of action, he had watched helplessly as Jarsun slew Shvate in the blink of an eye, with just a single slash of his fingertips delivering five tiny but potent snakebites that carried instant death. Vida stared down in bewildered shock and grief at the very tragedy he had sought to warn them against, and hopefully avoid.

Karni’s husband, Shvate, still lay sprawled where he had fallen, his face and neck bulging from the five snakebites received from Jarsun’s fingertips, his upper body from the chest upward turning a garish blue as the poisoned blood cooled in his veins. An albino since birth, he had been named for his condition—Shvate meant “white-skinned or colorless one” in Ashcrit—and the toxic blue of the venom in contrast to his otherwise pale color was more shocking than blood. His eyes lay open, translucent pupils staring blankly up at the ceiling of the hut.

Karni was in shock. Frozen to the spot. She could not bring herself to think, to acknowledge, to believe. Surely this had not just happened. It was a dream, was it not? A terrible, strange, nightmarish delusion . . .

They had built this hut together, Mayla and Karni and Shvate, using only the materials of the jungle, their blades, and bare hands.

Karni looked around at her ruined life, at the rustic but clean hut and its meager items: straw pallets for beds, wooden blocks for stools, a thatched roof that leaked during the rainy season and inevitably collapsed and had to be rebuilt after the autumn storms; her sister wife, Mayla, weeping and prostrate with grief; the five children they had birthed together.

They had left Hastinaga with nothing but the clothes on their backs, and yet they had managed to find happiness here in exile, she thought.

We built a home here in the wilderness. We built a house with mud, straw, timber, and love, and made it a home. We filled it with our laughter, our despair, our hopes, our sorrows, our love.

And in a single instant, one man walked in and burned it all down.

No. Not a man.

Jarsun.

Enemy of his own kith and kin.

Shvate’s own blood relative, exiled from the Burnt Empire on pain of death for his transgressions and crimes committed decades ago, in the reign of Emperor Shapar, father of Sha’ant and Vessa and, from an earlier liaison, of Jarsun himself.

Karni tried to remember the complex genealogy of her dead husband’s family tree and gave up almost at once. What did it matter if Jarsun was a great-uncle or great-whatever? He was kin to Shvate, an elder of the family, a fellow Krushan, sharing the same relationship to stonefire as Shvate. Their only conflict had been as players of the game of war, back when Shvate had still served his duties as prince of Hastinaga, leading the armies of the Burnt Empire against Jarsun’s forces in several clashes: the Battle of the Rebels and the Battle of Reygar being the two most notable. Shvate had left that service behind him when he abdicated his claim to the Burning Throne, handing over sole control to his brother Adri before he went into lifelong self-exile with his two wives years ago.

Why come after Shvate now? Why disguise himself as Vessa, his own half brother and Shvate’s biological father? Why not as Vida, or as . . . as anybody?

What did it matter?

What did anything matter now?

Shvate was dead.

Her husband, her lover, her friend, her wonderful, inspiring, despairing, beautiful, infuriating-at-times, but also charming-when-he-tried, Shvate, beloved Shvate, was dead.

Her mouth filled with the ashes of despair, her heart swelled with pain, her body screamed vengeance.

But first, she had work to do.

She alone, because Mayla, ever the quickest of temper and fastest of sword and foot, had already shot her arrows of endurance and emptied her quiver. She was a broken mess, weeping and wallowing in the black waters of grief.

The children were . . . They were children. Babies, really. All of an age, none even three years on this earth as yet.

And Vida. Vida was a guest, a visitor, a friend; he would soon depart for Hastinaga, carrying with him the sorrow of Shvate’s passing, leaving behind his commiserations and sympathy, but little more. He did not share their exile, their life, their circumstances. He would advise and help from afar, but he could not do much more at this moment of crisis.

It was all up to Karni.

She was the strong one, the pillar, the stanchion of this family.

She was the only one who could carry them through this.

“Mayla,” she said softly, bending to touch her sister wife. Mayla’s back shuddered beneath her fingertips, her body racked by all-consuming sobs. She was so far into her own mourning, she seemed not even to be aware of her children, wailing and crying beside her.

“Mayla,” Karni repeated, louder and more firmly.

Movement by the doorway: Vida lurching outside, a darker silhouette against the dull gloam of dusk. Then the sound of his retching as he purged his belly outside their threshold. At least he was thoughtful enough not to soil our home, Karni thought with ice-cold clarity.

Mayla’s sobbing continued unabated.

Karni bent down and took the younger woman by her shoulders. Gripping tightly, she hauled her to her feet. Mayla’s knees buckled, but Karni was strong enough to hold her upright. She looked her in the eye. Mayla’s face was smeared with tears, her eyes brimming, lips parted soundlessly.

“I need you to help me with the children,” Karni said.

Mayla wailed. “Shvate . . .”

Karni resisted the temptation to shake or slap her. Instead, she moved her grip from Mayla’s shoulders to her head, grasping it on either side, pressing her thumbs against the woman’s temples.

“Listen to me,” Karni said, hearing her own voice, steel-hard and sword-sharp, yet low enough that it would not alarm the children further. “There will be time to grieve later. Right now, we are all in danger. This may not be the end of Jarsun’s attack. We have to protect the children and get them to safety right away.”

Mayla seemed to come into herself for a moment. Her eyes focused on Karni and saw her briefly through her fog of tears and pain. “Shvate . . .” she moaned.

“Is gone, yes. I grieve for him too. But now is not the time for grief. Now is the time to survive. To protect ourselves. To stay alive.”

Mayla stared at her, and Karni felt a rush of relief as she seemed to be calming down. “Alive,” Mayla repeated. “Alive . . .”

Mayla looked down at the body of Shvate, now almost entirely blue from the venom, his face and throat swollen and bulging obscenely, purpling in patches. Her eyes widened at the alarming rapid deterioration. She shook her head vehemently. “I don’t want to be alive,” she said in a perfectly sober voice. “I don’t want to live with Shvate dead. I don’t want to live.”

“Shut up,” Karni said softly, dangerously. “Don’t talk like that in front of the children. Look at them. They’re devastated. They just saw their father murdered, and they’re still babies. They need us. We need to act quickly and keep our heads clear. More trouble may already be coming for us. For them.”

Mayla stared at her as if she were a stranger met for the first time. Her eyes drifted downward again. Karni caught her chin and forced it up, compelling her to keep looking at her.

“Get hold of yourself. You are not just a wife. You’re a mother. Your children—our children—need you. I need you. I can’t do this alone, Mayla. Those five are a handful on any given day. It will take both of us to pull them away from their father. Wake up, Mayla!”

These last three words were not spoken in a raised voice. Karni’s pitch remained level, her tone urgent. She was still unwilling to pour more emotion and conflict into this already brimming home. But she could see that she was not getting through to Mayla. The younger woman was too far gone in her grief.

She’s young and brash, Karni thought. She thought she had lost Shvate before, when they were cursed by the sage. Then, again, when Shvate tried to take his own life. When he survived both times, and we continued to live together and the children were born, and then we got busy with nursing them and raising them, they filled our lives completely. She found comfort and security in our little world, our family.

Now that world is shattered, the family broken. Of all the things that could possibly have gone wrong, this was the one thing she thought she had triumphed over. Ever a warrior, she only knows victory and defeat. She thought Shvate and she had snatched victory out of the jaws of death, not just during the battles and fights they fought shoulder to shoulder, but in these past few years of peacetime as well.

To lose him now is the one thing she was not prepared to accept, to endure. It will break her. She will never be the same again. But that doesn’t matter. All that matters is the children and their survival, and for that, I need her to hold herself together, if not emotionally, then mentally and physically at least.

The instant she released Mayla, the younger woman folded into herself on the floor, like a wet cloak fallen from the clothesline. She lay in a crumpled heap, weeping the deep, desolate tears of someone who has surrendered all hope, all reason, all sense.

Karni picked up her sword and pointed it at Mayla, who seemed not to notice.

She jabbed the point of the sword into Mayla’s side, fleshier since the children, even with the meager fare they had to eat in this wilderness.

A warrior born and raised, Mayla had little time to even practice her usual routines with Shvate as they had once all done together. With five little ones to manage and a forest full of potential dangers and unknown enemies abroad, they had needed to be constantly vigilant. That was apart from their never-ending daily chores and duties. It was hard to manage a household, raise little children, and survive in the forest, as well as keep up the rigorous training regime required of a master warrior. While not fat—their forest repast hardly allowed for indulgences—Mayla had softened considerably since the days when Shvate and she had gone on campaigns together.

Karni pricked that fleshy side with deliberate force, enough to draw blood and be keenly felt without causing any real damage. She might not be as veteran a warrior as Mayla or Shvate, but she had received good training during her childhood and youth at Stonecastle, and she knew basic anatomy well enough.

Mayla started at the sword prick, jerking upright. Her hair had fallen over her face, and her eyes, red-rimmed and brimful, stared up at her attacker wildly.

“You cut me!” she cried indignantly.

Karni raised the sword to point at Mayla’s throat. “Yes, and I’ll do it again, and again, until you listen.”

As the point of the sword drifted upward, Mayla reacted.

Her hand shot out, slapping the flat of the blade with enough force that it jerked like a living thing in Karni’s hands. Even though she had been expecting it, she still felt her wrists creak.

Mayla kicked Karni’s feet out from under her.

Karni fell clumsily, banging her hip on the mud floor, catching herself in time to avoid striking the back of her head. She felt the sword snatched away and could do nothing to prevent it.

In a trice, Mayla stood over her, holding the sword to Karni’s throat.

“You cut me!” Mayla said again, her eyes flashing through the folds of the curtain of disheveled hair.

Karni smiled with a twinge of bitterness, even though her hip was crying out and her husband’s body lay, still warm and cooling, only a few feet away. She knew she wasn’t badly hurt, just as Mayla’s wound would stop bleeding in a few minutes on its own.

“That’s the Mayla I need right now,” she said grimly. “Now, help me up, and let’s do what must be done.”
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It took surprisingly little time for the hut to burn. They watched, tears falling from their eyes as thick gouts of smoke engulfed the thatched roof. The beams crackled like dry twigs snapping underfoot and collapsed, throwing up a flurry of sparks and ash that drifted over and around them. The steady drone of Ashcrit chanting carried over the crackling and roaring of the flames.

They had decided to use the hut itself to cremate Shvate. With Vida’s guidance for the specific rituals that applied to Krushan royalty, they had carried out the required formalities as best they could. The rishis and hermits from the nearby ashram had joined in to help them and were reciting them now, all chanting in unison.

Ideally, Krushan funeral rites called for stonefire to be used to cremate the bodies, but there was none readily at hand, and no time to go seeking even a chip or a pebble. Shvate would not care, Karni knew, and Vida agreed. Mayla and the kids had only gone through the motions, doing as instructed, still stupefied by shock and grief.

The five children were standing, staring, hugging themselves, sitting, and looking up at the smoke rising into the sky respectively. They had stopped the babyish wailing and were dangerously quiet now, like feral cats awaiting threat.

Mayla had tied her hair in a knot and her garment around her waist, girding her loins just like Karni had, the way they both did when washing clothes in the river or chopping firewood. Soot stains marred their sweat-shiny faces and bare arms. Mayla’s eyes had a strange, lost glitter. Karni knew that although she had done as Karni requested, her actions had all been mechanical and designed to do what was needed as quickly and efficiently as possible. Her mind, her heart, the Mayla inside, had gone someplace else.

To Shvate, Karni thought sorrowfully. A part of her died with Shvate. She was too attached to him to ever separate herself. She had never anticipated a day when she would have to continue living without him, even though she knew about his curse and the fact that he was a warrior. Even when Shvate had killed a sage and his wife while out hunting, and been cursed to die should he ever lie with a woman again, Mayla, whose love for physical desire was even greater than Shvate’s, had accepted celibacy and the loss of her husband’s caress. When Shvate had decided to abdicate the throne as a result of the curse, because he was unable to perpetuate the Krushan bloodline, Mayla had accepted that momentous decision as well, and left the luxuries and safety of the imperial palace for this mud hut in the forest. Mayla’s love for Shvate had made her believe that they could overcome anything. That they would live forever.

Karni understood that feeling. She had been young—younger, in fact, a mere girl—when she had been in love with her childhood friend. His death had shattered her. She had been so destroyed by his loss, a visiting sage had sensed her grief and granted her a boon: the God Mantra. With the recklessness of youth, she had used the mantra to summon her dead lover. He had appeared before her, not the man she had once loved but the sun god, Sharra, in the form of her late lover. She had given herself to him, consummating her unfulfilled passion, and conceived a child from that union.

And now I cremate my second lover, my husband, father of my children.

Why do all my romances end in flames? Why do the greatest loves always end in tragedy? Or is it because they ended in tragedy that we remember them as great loves?

She shook her head now, dispelling the wave of sorrow and grief that threatened to rise up like the floodwaters of a deep well. This was not the time to wallow in self-pity. Mayla was doing enough of that for the both of them.

The crackling of the fire and swirling ash and smoke helped Karni stay rooted to the moment.

I need to focus on the children.

She was worried about them. They had grown too quiet, too still.

The Five were not ordinary children.

True, they played and frolicked like any others their age, but they were far more than just mischievous tykes. They were demigods, each and every one of them, conceived from the most powerful stone gods summoned by the God Mantra. Their powers had yet to reveal themselves fully, and their extent would only be known once they came of age, but already they displayed enough talent to make them extraordinary . . . and dangerous. Karni feared how the brutal murder of their father before their eyes would affect them.

Vida stirred behind her, making a sound to attract her attention.

She turned to look at him.

The soft-featured advisor shared some features with Shvate—the broad, backward-sloping forehead for one, the perfectly shaped aquiline nose, the same eyes—but his jaw was weaker, his body softer, his shoulders narrower, and muscles undeveloped from a youth spent dedicated to the mastery of knowledge rather than warcraft. He was a good man, but unaccustomed to violence and far from a man of action.

One more life to protect and look after for now, Karni thought. She was the only one here who was mature and responsible and capable enough to make the hard decisions, at least until . . .

Until when?

She had no idea.

“Vida?” she asked simply. She had no more energy for wasted words or gestures.

He looked at her with sorrowful eyes that reflected the dancing flames. “Come to Hastinaga with me. My chariot remains at the outskirts of the jungle. It will be a challenge, but perhaps it will carry us all away from here. We can go slowly, taking our time. Once we reach the outlying villages, we can get fresh horses to continue to the city. You will be safe there under the protection of Prince Regent Vrath and Dowager Empress Jilana.”

She looked at him for a moment, knowing he meant well. She reached out, touching his face lightly. “Gentle Vida, your invitation is touching and, on the face of it, logical. But Hastinaga is the last place we would be safe right now.”

He blinked. “It is?”

“Yes. Think about it. Jarsun wouldn’t have used subterfuge to kill Shvate unless he had a larger plan in place. Removing Shvate only makes sense if he has already set into motion other events and players that pave the way to the Burning Throne. And where is the throne, the seat of ultimate power?”

“In Hastinaga,” Vida admitted. “But Vrath and Jilana—”

“Are not omnipotent or omniscient. Just as they could not prevent Shvate’s assassination here, they would not be able to prevent Jarsun from striking at me or my children in some fiendish manner. You saw how easily he duped us all into believing he was Vessa today. If it had not been for you, Vida, we might not have realized the truth, and he might have simply committed the murder and vanished, leaving us bewildered. He only revealed himself because you so brilliantly observed that scar on the wrong hand. It also proved to me that even the devil makes mistakes. Stupid, tiny mistakes, but mistakes nonetheless.”

She paused, recalling something else. “Besides, weren’t you dispatched here by Vrath and Jilana to warn us of the next attack? And wasn’t it they who sent their regrets that they could not send aid or come themselves to help us? Because of their need to avoid direct involvement in this . . . epic feud, or whatever one calls it? I can’t imagine they would be happy to have us turn up uninvited in Hastinaga after all they said. And it would be devastating to us to travel all the way there, only to be turned away.”

Vida shook his head. “What you say about my being sent by Jilana and Vrath is true, of course. And yes, they could not send military aid to your rescue. But it would be very different in Hastinaga itself. Anyone they grant sanctuary to would be protected under Krushan law, and any attempt on your lives would be an act of treason against the throne itself, punishable by death. I can’t promise that Jarsun cannot get to you there, but it is much less likely, as he will be in the enemy’s den, the seat of all power. I saw how he fared against Vrath at the Battle of the Rebels. It is a victory I have never forgotten. It proved that Jarsun can be defeated. I believe he fears Vrath. If there is one person whom Jarsun would not dare cross, it is he. Vrath’s presence alone would be your best guarantee of safety.”

The fire had caught the cowshed now. They had turned loose the cow and her calf, but the shed had been full of hay, grass, and chopped wood for the coming winter, and the fire roared anew, doubling in ferocity and rage. It echoed the emotions of all those standing before it in the clearing.

“I hear all that you say, gentle Vida,” Karni said. “But I would rather not return to Hastinaga just yet. I need time to think and process my grief. We all do. And my first priority is the safety and well-being of my children. So, no, I regretfully decline your invitation and offer.”

Vida looked sadder still, if such a thing was possible, but he seemed to accept her decision. Unlike his half brother, he was not the kind of man who argued every point.

“In that case, sister-in-law, I would like to take your leave. It is painful and reprehensible of me to abandon you and your family at this most tragic of times. But as I said earlier, things are afoot in the palace as well, and if what you said is true—and I do believe it to be so—then surely Jarsun’s plan includes working some havoc in Hastinaga as well. It is imperative that I return at once and report this sad event to the elders. Both Vrath and Jilana will be shocked and saddened by this news, but it is crucial they learn of it as quickly as possible. So long as Shvate was alive, he was still an heir to the Burning Throne, despite his abdication. Should he have chosen to return at any time, or to nominate his children to take his place, the elders would have accepted it without question. As I have said before, Dowager Empress Jilana and Prince Regent Vrath frequently encouraged me to broach the subject of return to Shvate. Even our brother Adri, though he did not say so explicitly, encouraged such an approach. The burden of empire sits heavy on his brow, and he would have welcomed Shvate coming home to rule beside him. Now that possibility has been closed off forever. Shvate’s death will come as a great shock. It is a major upheaval in the chain of inheritance and changes the balance of power significantly.”

It was not the first time Vida had spoken of these things; in fact, his previous visits had been centered around this very dialogue with Shvate, often attempting to recruit Karni’s and Mayla’s aid in convincing their husband. Mayla and Karni had even talked about it privately, together as well as with Shvate, and had pointed out that for the sake of the children, moving back to Hastinaga would be the best way to secure their inheritance when they came of age. Karni had no idea how she alone might be accepted now that Shvate was gone. Or how their father’s death might impact her children’s future as Krushan heirs. But she could not dwell on such matters right now, not with her husband’s corpse still warm in their hut. It was a matter to be dealt with another day.

“Safe travels, Vida.”

Vida bid her farewell and then took his leave of Mayla and the children, all of whom were still too dazed to do more than mumble politely. He walked into the woods in the direction of Hastinaga. Karni wondered if she would ever see him again. The future seemed so uncertain now, a dark wall looming before her. She felt one final pang of regret at not accepting his invitation. Despite her clearly voiced—and very sensible—objections, the truth was that Hastinaga was the closest thing to a home she had left. That her children had left. But she knew in her heart she had made the right call.

And that decision was made final once Vida passed into the woods, out of her sight. Alone, he would move quickly and ride even quicker. She closed that door in her mind and turned back to more practical options.

The best place she could hope to find sanctuary in this time of crisis was her father’s abode, Stonecastle. There was one more place, of course: Mraashk. Her homeland, home of her birth parents and family. But she had been adopted as a little child by the ruler of Stonecastle and raised as his own, and she regarded him as her true family. To go back to Mraashk now, after all these years, would be far too strange.

No, it must be Stonecastle, it was her last hope now. Her only port in this storm.

A break in the Ashcrit chanting distracted her from her thoughts. Then a startled yell, followed by shouts and a horrendous scream.

Karni turned back to the burning hut just in time to see a flurry of white fabric meld into the vivid yellow flames and disappear.

Her heart leaped into her mouth.

“Mayla!” she yelled, darting forward.

But several hands grasped Karni’s wrists, her arms, her shoulders, stalling her motion.

The rishis and their acolytes were shouting, urging her to see sense, to think of her children.

She shook her head. She wasn’t intending to jump into the fire as Mayla had just done. She had thought perhaps she might still save the younger woman.

But even as she watched, not resisting their protective hands, she saw Mayla’s pale skin moving inside the well of fire, as she sought out and then found what Karni knew she had gone after.

Shvate’s corpse, mounted and anointed atop the pyre they had built inside the hut.

With a final hoarse cry of despair and longing, Mayla cast herself down upon the pyre of her dead husband. Their dead husband.

The flames obscured the rest, rushing in greedily to feed upon their new prey.

Karni cried out in solidarity with her poor, doomed sister wife, releasing the grief, the pain, the sorrow, that she had pent up inside her, now doubled at this fresh hell.

She cried out for Mayla, who did not utter a single sound even as the flames engulfed her and fed upon her living flesh.

She cried for her ruined life, her devastated family, her murdered marriage. For the children, who were all she had left now.

The rishis released her as they saw she was not afflicted by the same passionate self-destruction that had driven Mayla to her final, desperate act.

The children came to her then, crowding around her, putting their arms around her and each other. They all wept together and called out their pain.

And across the hundred miles or more that separated it from them, the Burning Throne heard and felt their pain and anguish, and replied with the cold, emotionless glee of animate stone.

Burn, it sang. Burn.




Jilana
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JILANA SMELLED VESSA EVEN before he materialized.

Living in the wild jungles of Aranya, the seer-mage rarely had an opportunity to bathe. She sighed, knowing that his arrival marked the end of her afternoon gossip-and-wine session, a rare moment of respite from the travails of overseeing the world’s greatest empire. She was used to her son’s unannounced visits. The other women, however, all mature matrons from the highest houses in Hastinaga, were not so well accustomed to wild-haired, half-naked seers appearing out of thin air. A certain amount of commotion ensued. After the serving maids hastily ushered them out, she turned to her son.

A light dusting of snow on his wild tangles, ebony face, and bony frame suggested that he might have recently departed climes more wintery than the searing heat of a Hastinaga noonday. She caught a glimpse of the portal before it irised shut behind him, seeing a mountainous peak in the teeth of a blizzard. A few snowflakes drifted around her, one landing on the back of her perfectly manicured hand, just behind the signet ring with the seal that marked her as the widow of the late Emperor Sha’ant, the last full Krushan to sit upon the throne.

“My son, if I’d known you were coming by, I might have warned my friends,” she said. She had drunk a little more wine than usual, or she would have known better than to attempt to be witty. His face remained as stony in expression as ever. From his manner, she knew that something had happened.

“What is it?” she asked.

He did not look at her. Vessa’s penetrating gaze, capable of seeing through walls and beyond dimensions, could also reduce a person to ashes if they provoked his volatile temper. It was a weakness of most seer-mages. Self-isolated in deep jungles for centuries of meditation, imbued with enormous powers gained through the mastery of arcane energies, they lost all social skills and most human qualities. It was worse when they were in a mood, as he clearly was at this moment. This being Vessa, she knew it meant the crisis was serious.

She tried to calm her racing pulse and braced herself for whatever he was about to reveal.

He turned his piercing gaze in her direction. Even though he avoided staring directly at her, she had to resist the impulse to hold up a warding hand. She had seen what he could do with a single look; it was a memory that even time could not erase. Fortunately, he turned his attention to the floor instead, staring at something she could not see. She frowned, then guessed the object of his scrutiny: the throne chamber two floors below, separated from him only by a few yards of solid load-bearing pillars, stone, and masonry.

“It feeds off our emotions,” he said, his voice unusually bitter and tinged with a sense of tragic sadness. Jilana breathed out slowly, wondering what might have unsettled him so. The only things he cared about were his family and the eternal power struggle of which he was a small but important part; if she’d had to guess, being his mother, she would have hazarded that the issue that brought him here was something involving both. “It grows stronger when one of us experiences emotional turmoil. It feeds on our energies. Nothing pleases it more than the violent, sudden death of one of us Krushan.”

She felt a chill in her bones that was deeper than the cold gust that had arrived in his wake. “You speak of the Burning Throne,” she said. “Stonefire.”

“I speak of the death of one of our own.”

“Who?” she asked, suddenly sober, dreading the answer.

He turned to gaze at her, focusing as always slightly above her head and to the right. She saw the banked fires smoldering in his pupils, tiny flames dancing within dark pools of rage.

“Shvate.”

He said no more, just the one word.

It was enough.

She felt her knees start to buckle and caught the edge of the table in time to stop herself from falling.

Time might not erase memories, but it took its toll upon the body without mercy. She had seen too many decades, too many generations, too many deaths, in this house alone. The House of Krushan, the dynasty sprung from the loins of mighty Kr’ush himself, descended from the stone gods before they departed Arthaloka, mandated to govern the mortal realm and ensure law and order through the divine writ of Krushan law.

Or so the legends said.

What the legends did not say, but should have, was that the House of Krushan was cursed. Not one generation of Krushan had ever been truly happy and content, not for more than a few seasons had the Burnt Empire been at peace . . . except for the handful of years when she and Emperor Sha’ant had been man and wife. Oh, to have those happy days again. To relive every glorious moment. She, a fisherman’s daughter, already the mother of one illegitimate child, had loved and been loved for those wonderful years by the finest man she had ever known, and perhaps the one truly great liege that Hastinaga, the city-state, capital, and center of the Burnt Empire, had ever known.

But when Sha’ant’s life ended, the glory days ended with it.

Both her sons, fine young men for whom her stepson Vrath, Sha’ant’s son from an earlier marriage, had arranged vivacious wives, had died in their prime, childless. Faced with the threat of civil unrest and the possibility of an empire shattering into myriad shards, she had known that an heir to the throne was vital to the House’s survival. And that heir could only be a Krushan, the sole bloodline capable of passing the dreaded Test of Fire and sitting upon stonefire, on the legendary Burning Throne.

So she had turned to her illegitimate son, Vessa, a half Krushan who had been fathered upon her by a wandering hermit years before she had met Sha’ant. Vessa’s father had been a full Krushan, an abdicated royal who had turned his back on his legacy to embark on a spiritual quest, and with whom she had lain but a single night. Vessa had reluctantly conceded to her request after warning her of the possible consequences; she had insisted, for the sake of House Krushan, and to uphold the legacy of her beloved Sha’ant.

And thus had begun the continuing series of tragedies that would plague the House for decades.

Vessa had agreed to her request, fathering children upon the princesses Amber and Umber, the widows of her late sons. Those children had been the princes Adri and Shvate, two equal heirs to the throne and the empire. Because Adri was blind and his disability regarded as a weakness for a House that governed through threat of war and combat, Shvate had been chosen to ascend the throne. He had proven himself admirably capable, even winning his half brother’s support and approval.

But then Shvate had abdicated his place unexpectedly in self-atonement following his accidental killing of a seer and his wife, and retired to the jungle with his two wives, Mayla and Karni. The last she had heard, the three of them had borne five children together, all potential heirs to the throne. She had expected them to visit soon, to pay their respects to her and Vrath and present the children to the court, the people, and most of all, the Burning Throne itself.

The throne’s supernatural link with those of Krushan blood was something beyond her capacity as an ordinary human to fully understand, but she knew that they were bonded for life, and each fed off the other. Once a Krushan assumed the throne, stonefire’s power became theirs to wield as they desired. The king or queen who sat upon the Burning Throne of Hastinaga decided the fate of the world. For was there any corner of this great supercontinent of Arthaloka, even those regions that resisted the dominance of the Burnt Empire, that did not live in fear of its looming shadow? It was said that when the Burning Throne spoke, even the stone gods paused to listen, wherever they might be in the vast cosmos. For the throne spoke for all mortalkind, and its flames were the fire of the Eternal River into which all souls would descend someday in order to attain the netherworld of Stone God Shima.

And now this news.

“Shvate?” she said, leaning against the table. She pressed the other hand against her face, shutting her eyes, and felt the chamber spin within her head. “Mother Jeel! Why him? He was the best of us.”

“They are always the first to die.”

She opened her eyes reluctantly, sliding her hips along the edge of the table until her foot found a chair. She sat heavily. “How?”

He clenched his wildwood staff. She saw his knuckles whiten. “The how is unimportant. The why is self-evident. The who is what will destroy us.”

She tried to make sense of his words. “I don’t understand. Who killed him?”

He turned to look at her, through her, beyond her. She had never seen him so incensed before. In that moment, she feared he might not pause to remind himself that hers was the womb that had borne him to life.

“I did,” he said.
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It was brilliantly done.

Jilana had said they must summon Vrath and Vida and Adri to hear what Vessa had to say. As family members, they would be informed of Shvate’s death in any case; it was best they heard the circumstances firsthand. Vessa would permit only Vrath to be summoned. Vrath, because he was beyond reproach, being a demigod and a person who had proven himself incorruptible over a lifetime. Vrath’s reputation for integrity was the stuff of legends and righteously earned. As prince regent of the empire and de facto commander in chief of its enormous armed forces, as well as administrator of the empire’s day-to-day functioning, his was a crucial presence. Even had he not been Shvate and Adri’s uncle and the protector of the realm, they would have been remiss had they not called him. Without him, the Burnt Empire would have fallen to pieces decades ago.

“Why not Vida and Adri?” Jilana asked. “They are your sons and Shvate’s half brothers. They have a right to know.”

“Shvate and Adri’s relationship was once that of two brothers, but much has changed in the years since the Battle of the Rebels.” Vessa shook his head decisively. “Adri is sitting emperor of the Burnt Empire, and in time, he will know all. But for the moment, I wish to discuss these matters in private with you and Prince Regent Vrath.”

“I acknowledge that there was a rift between Shvate and Adri at the battle, a rift that never healed. But why not Vida? He and Shvate were close as could be.”

Vida was Vessa’s get as well: when the princesses Amber and Ember had reacted with shock and disgust at Vessa’s appearance and unwashed physicality, one had turned pale with disbelief, the other had shut her eyes completely. The results had been an albino child and a blind child respectively, rendered thus by the peculiar mystical logic of the seer’s belief system. Jilana had foolishly insisted that he cover them again to ensure they bore robust physically and mentally able offspring, but the second time round, the princesses had substituted a maidservant in their place. Vessa had fathered a third son, able and very suitable, upon the maid, but as she was not of the Krushan line by either blood or marriage, the child could not be considered suitable under Krushan law. Vida had accepted his inferior status from childhood with more grace than might have been expected, taking pride and pleasure in serving his brothers and the House in every way he could. Vida and Shvate had been very close, the one’s intellectual acumen and the other’s fighting prowess making them a perfect pairing.

“Indeed,” Vessa agreed. “But Vida is not in Hastinaga at present. He is in the jungle, where he went to visit Shvate and his family. He was there when the assassination took place, and witnessed it firsthand.”

Jilana nodded, understanding.

When Vrath arrived, Vessa gave him a longer moment’s scrutiny, so much so that Jilana feared her son might be offended by some obscure aspect of Vrath’s appearance or manner and be about to turn him into a squealing animal or a rock, or something far worse. On the other hand, Vrath was no ordinary man. A demigod himself, son of River Goddess and Earth Mother Jeel, he could probably deflect any curse of Vessa’s as easily as he deflected a hail of arrows. He showed no reaction to Vessa’s unusual scrutiny and merely stood, statuesque in marbled stillness, until the sage turned his piercing gaze away. Jilana breathed a sigh of relief.

Vessa addressed them both.

“The House of Krushan faces its most grievous crisis, both within and without this palace.”

Vessa’s voice was unusually quiet. There was none of the bombast or unbridled rage that Jilana had expected. Instead, he seemed almost subdued now, as if the banked fires she had glimpsed earlier had been pushed to a back corner of his capacious mind. In their place was a glacial calm. She understood that he intended to proceed with great self-control. That told her just how severe the crisis must be. This was not a passing storm that could be dealt with quickly; it was a long campaign against an unbeatable foe. Already, she glimpsed where he was heading. After all, the events he was now describing had a long history, one that she had witnessed, participated in, and indeed, precipitated at crucial times in the past.

“Jarsun.”

Taciturn Vrath had spoken the name.

Vessa inclined his head, acknowledging the truth of that statement.

“He assumed my form, knowing that Shvate and his family were expecting me, and visited them in their humble forest dwelling. It got him close enough to drive venomous fingernails into Shvate’s heart, killing him instantly. He was gone before Mayla and Karni even knew what had happened.”

“They saw it?” Jilana asked, feeling the back of her throat prickle.

Vessa’s eyes mirrored her sorrow. “The children witnessed it as well.”

She shook her head, feeling tears spring up but fighting them back. “Holy Mother Jeel! Such tragedy to have befallen ones so young and tender of mind!” She raised her palms in a gesture of appeal. “Why would the Exiled One visit such pain and grief upon them? They were dwelling peacefully in the wilderness, doing no one any harm. Shvate had already abdicated his claim to the throne, departing Hastinaga forever. He had taken vows. He posed no threat, present or future, to Jarsun and his nefarious ambitions! Why kill him? Why now?”

“A good question, Mother.” Vessa’s tone, if not quite comforting, was sympathetic. “The answer is not reassuring, but it is the truth. Jarsun wished to achieve several things at once with the one assassination. The primary goal was to isolate and diminish Shvate’s family, particularly his progeny. Under Krushan law, any child born of Shvate’s wives is eligible to sit upon the Burning Throne and rule Hastinaga.”

“Stonefire will not accept anyone not of Krushan blood,” Jilana pointed out. “It was my understanding that not one of Princess Mayla’s and Princess Karni’s offspring were seeded by Shvate—Mother Goddess rest his soul—which means they are not directly of Krushan blood, though they are deemed legitimate under the law. Surely stonefire would never permit them to hold power?”

“Indeed, it would, Mother,” Vessa said with rare gentleness, showing respect for his mater. “It must by Krushan law as well as by dint of their biological identities. Stonefire was the legacy of the stone gods before they departed our mortal realm, created out of Vish’s own Auma. Each of the five children of Shvate’s wives is of divine descent, and therefore each of them is a demigod like valiant Prince Regent Vrath. Since Mayla and Karni were indeed Shvate’s lawfully wedded wives, joined in the presence of and by the power of stonefire, the Burning Throne must acknowledge and accept their demigod offspring as legitimate heirs of Shvate Krushan.”

“All of them?” Vrath asked.

“In such an instance where there are multiple sibling claimants with seemingly equal claims, the throne uses its own discretion to choose between them.”

“Choose?” asked Vrath. “But when Adri, Shvate, and Jarsun’s daughter underwent the Test of Fire, it accepted all three as legitimate claimants.”

“Indeed. And it may well do so again if and when the Five take the Test of Fire. But it is equally possible that it will give some preference over the others. Perhaps even just one claimant.”

“How would it show this preference?” Jilana asked, looking troubled. “Surely not by—”

“Nay. It would not burn one of Krushan lineage. It cannot do so physically, since their Krushan blood—and in this case, the Five’s demigod blood—protects them from such an event. But it may well choose to select one among the Five. The one it considers most suitable. Or it may accept all five and show one preference by whispering into their mind that it desires that one to rule. Thereafter, that particular claimant may draw on the throne’s power, summoning stonefire anywhere they go to wield as they please—as a weapon, a tool, a means of performing great feats of sorcery, almost anything imaginable. Think of it as a rich merchant who wishes to hedge his bets by supporting all candidates with donations but one particular candidate with a much, much larger amount, secretly disbursed.”

“On what basis would it select one over the others?” Jilana asked. Even after a lifetime spent in Hastinaga, she still grappled with the maddening intricacies of Krushan law.

Vessa looked at her and asked gently, “Who would the merchant favor, he being a merchant?”

“The candidate most likely to encourage trade and reduce restrictions and taxes,” she replied, wondering if it was a trick question.

It was not. Vessa inclined his head.

“Just as a merchant trades in goods, the throne trades in power and violence. It would support the claimant who appears the most ruthless, ambitious, willing to go to any lengths to attain power, uncaring of how many will be slain as a result.”

“Then why does it not support Jarsun?” Jilana asked. “There is none more ruthless and ambitious than he. Look at this new vileness he has committed! Murdering his own kin solely to gain some strategic advantage, the monster!”

Vessa nodded sadly. “Aye, monster he is, and more beside. Yet monsters can wreak terrible havoc when on a rampage, and are not easy to stop. The throne does not care about any particular candidate. All it cares about is encouraging war, violence, conflict, brutality, pain, and suffering. It feeds off these things. For these are the manifestations of raw, unbridled power. For all we know, Jarsun could well be drawing power from stonefire. It would account for his successes in the past years. Did I mention that he killed his own father-in-law, King Aqron of Aqron, not long after they came here to Hastinaga to attempt to claim the throne for his daughter? And more recently, he killed his own wife, mother to the same daughter, because she took the child away from him and fled across the Red Desert.”

Jilana’s hand went to her mouth. “Mother Goddess! Does his cruelty have no limit? So the poor child is in his clutches now?”

“No. She would not yield to his demand that she take the throne by force, with his backing. When he murdered her mother, she committed the ultimate defiance. She performed smaran.”

Jilana was aghast. Even Vrath, who rarely displayed any emotion on his broad, rugged face, screwed up his eyes as if considering the implications of this news.

“Ritual suicide?” Jilana asked. She rested her elbow on the armrest of the chair and cupped her forehead. “Poor brave, desperate thing! She gave her life rather than become his pawn in the quest for power. May Mother Jeel carry her soul to the sunlit vale.”

“Her soul needs no cartage, Mother,” Vessa said. “The smaran was only the first step in her own strategy to thwart her father’s ambition.”

Vrath regarded him with renewed interest.

“The child named Krushita died that day, but her soul, her consciousness, her memories, everything that made her what she was, apart from her physical body, was reincarnated of her own volition in a new vessel.”

“She took rebirth by choice?” Vrath said. “Interesting.”

“As who?” Jilana asked.

Vessa’s expression was guarded. “That will be known in good time. For now, let it suffice that you know that she yet lives and is very much a player in this game of empires.”

Vessa looked into the distance, seeing things beyond the lacquered fittings and regal portraits on the far wall. “She may even be a key protagonist in the drama that is about to unfold. Time will tell.”

“Why do I suspect that you have a part to play in her reincarnation and her strategy to combat her father?”

Vessa did not reply, but he glanced over at her, and Jilana thought his eyes might have the slightest hint of a twinkle. It was the closest to amusement or self-satisfaction she had ever seen her son display. He’s enjoying this . . . this . . . game of empires, as he calls it. Even with all the horrible things happening, he is enjoying dueling wits and pitting powers against Jarsun. And why not? After all, every victory against that vile monster deserves a cheer. I can see you are pleased that young Krushita lives on to fight another day in another form, Vessa, my son. So be it. Enjoy your victories when they come, for Holy Jeel knows this family gets far too few reasons to celebrate.

Jilana frowned. A thought had occurred to her. “Is Jarsun still her father? I mean to say, he was in her past life, of course. But in this one?”

“That is the beauty of it,” Vrath said. “She is not his daughter in this life, therefore he cannot use her to claim the throne for his own. But she is still his daughter in her mind, heart, and soul, and the daughter of the wife he slew, and that will drive her to combating him as best she is able, perhaps even to vengeance. If she survives.”

“She will survive,” Vessa said calmly. “It is foretold. The daughter of Jarsun in her present avatar will be the primary force in the history of the Burnt Empire and the Krushan dynasty henceforth. I, Vessa, do pronounce it so.”

That had the air of a prophecy as well as an oath.

Jilana exchanged glances with Vrath, who raised a single eyebrow.
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Jilana decided to set aside the matter of Jarsun’s daughter for later discussion. Perhaps in private, Vessa might be willing to divulge a little more to her than he cared to speak of to the others. She focused instead on the immediate concern.

“What of Mayla, Karni, and the Five?” she asked. “They must be in a terrible state. We must send for them at once and bring them to Hastinaga.”

Vessa looked grim. “That may not be best for them.”

Jilana frowned. “Do you fear a succession struggle? Perhaps that Adri, or his wife, Geldry, may see the Five as rivals to their own children? Surely those are concerns that can be addressed at a future time. For now, they require a safe abode. Where better than under the protection of the House of Krushan?”

Vessa shook his head. “Ascension to the throne is one ambition of which Karni is not possessed, as the stone gods are witness. When Shvate and she surrendered their right to the throne and went into self-imposed exile, it was a genuine act of abdication. In all my subsequent interactions with my son Shvate, and with his wives, Mayla and Karni, I sensed not the slightest dram of residual ambition. Both women had accepted Shvate’s abdication and voluntary exile and resigned themselves to a life outside of the House of Krushan. Indeed, it was I who urged Vida to go to them and impress upon them the need to return to Hastinaga solely to present the children to those here as well as the people at large, as is the custom. Whether they are eligible to pass the Test of Fire or not, they are still heirs of Krushan and, as such, deserving of all that their family can provide. I hoped at best for them to secure some inheritance or property, some faithful followers from among the many who regarded Shvate as being worthy of kingship, enough resources to found their own kingdom and rule in regal comfort.”

“That would only be just and fair,” Vrath said. “And could still be arranged. They deserve every comfort possible and far more.” He glanced at Jilana. “With due respect to you, Mother, while we may not care about succession, and poor bereaved Karni may not either, there are still formalities to be maintained. The House of Krushan must abide by Krushan law in all doings. To take them back into the royal family would be akin to acknowledging the right of succession for the Five once again. It is not I who say this; it is the law, and we cannot ignore the law.”

Jilana sighed, rubbing two fingers against her temple. She could feel a headache coming on as the last dregs of her afternoon wine abandoned her. “As always, my son, you are the ultimate upholder of Auma. I cannot deny the truth in your words.”

She addressed Vessa once more. “Even so, they will be better off here than in the savage jungle. I urge you, my son, go to them at once and bring them here. I cannot bear the thought of those five bereaved children living in the wilderness, fatherless and unprotected.”

Vessa’s lined mouth creased in what might have been the faint suggestion of amusement. “Fatherless they are indeed. Unprotected, no. The Five are no ordinary children, Mother, they are the children of stone gods. If anything, they are capable of being their mother’s protector. As for the savage wilderness you dread so much, that jungle is their best habitat for the nonce. Even the wild beasts of the region are their friends, and played a part in defending them against Jarsun’s earlier attacks. That was why he was forced to resort to the ruse of disguising himself as me to slay Shvate. Had he approached them directly, he would have had to face Shvate and Mayla themselves in battle, as well as the Five. It came as no surprise to me that he chose the cowardly way of deceitful deception.”

“Even so,” Vrath said, “Mother speaks justly. They are Krushan and deserve the protection and comfort of home. With Shvate’s demise, the reason for the self-imposed exile vanished as well. Karni and the Five are blameless in the slaying of the rishi and his wife, which in any case was an accident. Indeed, the very existence of the Five negates the curse by that dying sage which occasioned Shvate’s remorse and decision to abdicate. Bring home my nephews and nieces and let us welcome them into the folds of our imperial hospitality. We shall order a period of empire-wide mourning and hold a grand ritual to commemorate their fallen father. He was a great warrior and a true Krushan, and his passing must be marked publicly.”

Vessa held up his hand. “Stay your course, brave prince protector. Your intentions are the noblest possible, but we will come to such practical matters presently. For now, permit me to continue, as there are still more troubling matters to be discussed.”

Jilana felt her pulse skip. More troubling matters meant that Shvate’s murder was not the only bad news they were going to receive this day. She breathed in deeply and braced herself as Vessa continued.

“By assuming my form to assassinate Shvate, Jarsun drove a wedge of suspicion and doubt into both of Shvate’s wives, as well as his children. To experience such a traumatic betrayal is to damage their minds forever. Even if I now convince them to trust me again, they will always doubt if I might perhaps, once again, be their worst enemy in this body and form. Perhaps someday, under suitable circumstances, I may approach them and appeal to their better senses. But right now, were I to show my face to them, they would see only the assassin of Shvate and want nothing more than to avenge his death. This is the reason why I cannot go to them with any missive, no matter how benign and beneficial to their interests.”

They considered this conundrum.

“I shall send Vida,” Jilana said. “Shvate and he were always close, much closer than Vida and Adri have ever been. Karni would trust him, surely?”

“She does and she would, were these normal circumstances,” Vessa replied. “But Vida has in fact only just departed their company scant hours ago. He is already en route to Hastinaga and should arrive here sometime tomorrow if he rides through the night and day.”

“For you to reach him on the road would be a simple enough matter, would it not?” Jilana asked. “You could turn him around and send him back to fetch them home.”

Vessa looked doubtful. “So long as he was in their presence, they trusted him. They had no reason not to. After all, he was present with them when Shvate was killed by Jarsun disguised as me. But now that he has left, were he to go back with a message—that too, a missive from me—their suspicions would naturally be roused.”

“Naturally,” Vrath agreed. “They might fear that the Vessa who sent Vida back with the instruction to bring them here was once again Jarsun.”

“It is worse than that, actually,” Vessa went on. “They do not even suspect that it was Jarsun. They believe it was I who assassinated Shvate.”

“You can convince them otherwise, can you not? Or rather, Vida can. He can be very persuasive.”

This time Vessa did smile, but it was the sad ghost of a smile, conveying no amusement or joy. “Do you truly think Karni is of a mind to listen to logical arguments at a time like this? Or one of Vida’s intellectual discussions on how the Vessa who came to him is not the same Vessa who killed her husband?”

Jilana rubbed her temple again. “I see the difficulty.”

“Indeed, it is more than a difficulty. It is a major obstacle barring the path to Karni trusting me, and more importantly, trusting the House of Krushan ever again.”

“I see the dilemma,” Vrath said thoughtfully, gazing out the window at the tops of the trees in the imperial garden. “If Jarsun can assume your form, then surely he can assume other forms as well. He could be anyone at any time. They would never know whom to trust ever again. They would always assume that nobody from our family could be relied upon to be what they appear to be.”

“Indeed, noble Vrath,” Vessa replied. “Jarsun can and does assume any form at will. It is one of his many talents. Karni and the Five will go through life forever suspicious of any person, friend or family, stranger or familiar, wondering whether this person, or that one, or the one over there, might not be what they appear. In one foul act, he has condemned them to a lifetime of doubt and distrust.”

Jilana shook her head. The vestiges of a headache were now a full-blown assault on her wine-deprived nerves. She decided to change the subject, her thoughts still on the children. “What happens to the children of Shvate now?”

“Karni has decided to take them to Stonecastle,” Vessa said. “It is her father’s house, and she believes she will be safe there.”

“Will she?” Vrath asked. His impassive, marble-smooth face revealed no visible emotion, but his implication was obvious. “Surely Jarsun is not yet done with them. If he went to such lengths to assassinate Shvate, then he must intend to strike down the Five as well. Not to mention Shvate’s wives, Mayla and Karni.”

“Mayla is no more. Unable to endure life without her beloved Shvate, she immolated herself on his funeral pyre.”

Jilana heard the exclamation of shock escape her mouth. “Mother Jeel! That is . . . I hardly know what to say. Both Shvate and Mayla . . . gone!”

Vessa inclined his head.

Vrath’s eyes coalesced into some distant contemplation that also revealed hidden banks of power, the power he drew from his birth mother, Jeel, the very same Mother Goddess and river deity whom Jilana worshipped and was named after. “Jarsun Krushan must be destroyed. This time, he has gone too far.”

“On that we are agreed,” Vessa said. “The question is how.”

They all regarded one another. The question hung in the air, unanswered.
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