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        Thirteen months of twenty-eight days each.

        Three hundred and sixty-four counted days per year.

        Exactly fifty-two weeks, with no variation from year to year.

      

      

      

      
        
        Two uncounted threshold days fall between years:

        The Year’s Sleep — closure of the passing year

        The Year’s Waking — the winter solstice; dawn of the new year

      

      

      

      
        
        Date notation: Yuga : Year — Month — Day

        Example: 3:834 — 7 — 14

        (Third Yuga, Year 834, Seventh Month, Fourteenth Day)

      

      

      

      
        
        Current era: The Third Yuga

        One Yuga = 100,000 years
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      Three Djinn preside over the architecture of existence. Hashem, who creates. Suriya, who elevates. Nerua, who concludes. Together they form the Trimurti — the divine cycle of creation, elevation, and entropy upon which all reality turns. Their names are spoken in prayer and whispered in war, though none living have seen their faces.

      The dominant faith of the Continent is Solonism, which venerates the warrior-prophet Solon — the first War God — as humanity’s liberator and divine champion. Its church governs the spiritual life of most Continental nations, though not all peoples bow to its doctrines.

      Not all who walk the Continent are mortal. The Agnivansha — the Elder Dragons — do not age as men do. Nor do the Elves, nor certain other ancient peoples whose blood carries the weight of ages. The mortal races live, grow old, and die within a single lifetime. Both kinds share the same earth, though they have not always shared it peacefully.

      Four fundamental forces govern the practice of magic across the Continent, and all power — from a knight’s sharpened blade to a sorcerer’s conjured flame — is born from some combination of them.

      The first is Aura: the energy within one’s own body. It is the force of warriors and knights — the enhancement of strength, speed, and endurance beyond mortal limits. To access Aura, one must cultivate the Aura Heart, a physical center of power within the chest. It is the easiest of the forces to learn and the hardest to perfect.

      The second is Mana: the energy drawn from the world itself. It is the province of mages and sorcerers — the shaping of elements, the construction of spells, the bending of reality through will and focus. To access Mana, one must develop Mana Veins, an internal meridian system through which environmental energy can be channeled.

      The third is Prana: the energy of the spirit, drawn not from body or environment but from the universe itself. It is exceedingly rare. Those who possess Prana Eyes may glimpse possible futures; those gifted with Prana Touch may heal what was thought beyond mending. Prana is the initial enlightened state — the first step toward understanding the deeper nature of existence.

      The fourth, and rarest, is Brahma. It is not manipulation at all, but cooperation — alignment with the correct flow of cosmic fate and destiny. Brahma cannot be forced or controlled. It can only be joined, as a leaf surrenders to a river’s current. It is the finalization of the enlightened state, the highest tier of magical achievement, and in all of recorded history, only a handful of beings have ever touched it.

      Most beings, mortal and immortal alike, may learn to wield one of these forces with sufficient training. Exceptional individuals might grasp two, becoming the warriors and mages that shape the course of history. To awaken three is the province of legends. To touch all four is something else entirely.

      Across most Continental nations, the age of majority is sixteen. A man or woman of sixteen may own land, swear oaths, command soldiers, and be held to the full weight of the law. Childhood, in this world, is a briefer thing than some might wish.
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      The zealot died with Solon's name on his lips and his intestines spilling through the wound that Karna's blade had opened across his abdomen.

      It was always Solon. These men wrapped their hatred in the vestments of ancient glory, invoked the First War God's memory as though he would have approved of what they had become—as though the being who had united humanity against the Agnivansha would have sanctioned violence against dwarves whose only crime was existing in a kingdom that had chosen integration over separation. They screamed prayers as they died, these soldiers of righteousness, and their prayers went unanswered by gods who had never cared for their petitions in the first place.

      The man was still alive when he hit the warehouse floor, his hands scrabbling at the ropes of viscera that poured from the horizontal gash beneath his ribcage. The gut wound was not immediately fatal—Karna had learned this over two weeks of systematic violence, had catalogued the ways that bodies failed and the speeds at which different injuries terminated consciousness. A man could live for minutes with his entrails exposed, could experience the full horror of his own disassembly before shock or blood loss finally granted the mercy of oblivion. This one was experiencing that horror now, his mouth working around sounds that might have been prayers or might have been pleas, his eyes fixed on the grey-pink coils that his desperate fingers could not push back into the cavity they had once occupied.

      Karna stepped over him without offering the kindness of a finishing stroke. The zealot had been young—perhaps twenty, perhaps less—with the fervent eyes and ritual scarification that marked Sethos the Pure's most devoted followers. Sun symbols had been carved into his scalp in deliberate mimicry of their leader's aesthetic, the wounds still fresh enough that infection had begun to set into their edges, the flesh around them swollen and weeping with the particular corruption that inadequate healing produced. He had charged Karna with a woodcutter's axe and the absolute conviction that divine purpose would guide his blow.

      Divine purpose had guided nothing. Training had guided everything.

      The axe lay three feet from where its wielder had fallen, knocked from hands that had never learned to grip a weapon properly. The zealot had telegraphed his attack from the moment he began moving, had committed to an overhead swing that left his midsection exposed, had received the horizontal slash that opened him before his own weapon could complete its descent. Three heartbeats from initiation to evisceration. Less time than it took to draw a breath.

      Behind Karna, the gutted man finally stopped making sounds. The silence that replaced them was somehow worse than the noise had been—the particular quiet of life departing a body that had not yet realized it was supposed to stop functioning.

      Another one, Karna thought, cleaning his blade with the methodical precision that repetition had made automatic. The cloth he used for this purpose had once been white; now it carried the permanent discoloration that blood produced when applied in sufficient quantity over sufficient time. Another believer who thought faith could substitute for competence.

      The warehouse stretched around him in shadows broken only by the torchlight that his companions had brought—a cavernous space that had once stored grain shipments from the eastern oases and now served as a gathering point for those who believed that Khemareth's dwarf population represented spiritual contamination requiring violent excision. Crates bearing merchant stamps lined the walls, their contents long since replaced with the materials of insurgency: pamphlets proclaiming human supremacy, crude weapons stockpiled for distribution, the accumulated evidence of foreign funding transformed into domestic terrorism.

      Seven bodies decorated the floor in various states of completion.

      The first had died cleanly—Ramsey's axe taking his head before he could raise alarm, the separation so swift and total that the body had remained standing for a full second after its head had departed, blood fountaining from the severed neck in arterial jets that painted the wall behind it in patterns that torchlight rendered almost beautiful. The head itself had rolled beneath a stack of crates, its expression frozen in the particular surprise of someone who had not understood what was happening until it had already happened.

      The second and third had died together, caught in a single sweep of Samson's crescent edge as they emerged from a side room with weapons drawn but minds still fogged by the sleep from which the assault had roused them. The blade had taken one across the chest and the other across the throat, opening the first from shoulder to hip in a diagonal wound that exposed ribs and lung tissue to the warehouse's fetid air, severing the second's jugular and carotid and windpipe in a spray of crimson that had temporarily blinded the fourth zealot who had been following behind them.

      That fourth zealot had died badly. Blinded by his companions' blood, he had swung wildly at shapes he could not clearly see, and Karna had taken his sword arm off at the elbow before opening his belly with the return stroke. The man had spent his final moments trying to retrieve his severed limb with his remaining hand, as though reattachment might somehow be possible if he could only gather the pieces quickly enough.

      The fifth had attempted surrender. He had dropped his weapon and raised his hands and begun babbling about information he could provide, cooperation he could offer, value he possessed beyond his immediate utility as a target. Karna had killed him anyway—the man's rank within the organization was insufficient to justify the resources that keeping him alive would require, and the assault's momentum could not be interrupted for negotiations that would yield nothing of strategic significance. The blade had entered beneath his sternum and angled upward, piercing diaphragm and lung and heart in a sequence that produced death within seconds. The man's expression of betrayal as he slid off Karna's sword would remain with the prince for years afterward, though he did not yet know this.

      The sixth had tried to flee through a window that had been boarded shut since the warehouse's abandonment. His desperate assault on the planks that blocked his escape had produced nothing except splinters driven beneath his fingernails and noise that drew attention to his location. Ramsey had crossed the warehouse floor with the deceptive speed that his massive frame concealed, had seized the fleeing man by the back of his neck, and had introduced his face to the boards he had been attempting to remove. The first impact had broken his nose and shattered his orbital bones. The second had driven fragments of those bones into his brain. The third had been unnecessary but delivered regardless, leaving a depression in the wood that matched the depression in the dead man's skull.

      The seventh—the one who now lay cooling in a puddle of his own viscera—had been the last of the warehouse's defenders. His death marked the completion of the assault's violent phase and the beginning of its intelligence-gathering phase.

      And in the warehouse's far corner, bound to a support pillar with rope that had been applied with deliberate brutality, the eighth occupant of this space awaited the attention that his continued breathing had purchased.

      Ramsey Whitefang moved among the fallen with the professional attention of a butcher completing an inventory.

      The Northern giant's frost-blue eyes checked each body for signs of life that required termination, his massive frame casting shadows that seemed to swallow the torchlight rather than merely block it. Where he found breath still entering lungs or blood still pumping through hearts, he corrected the oversight with the efficiency that his training demanded—a boot crushing a windpipe here, Samson's edge opening a throat there, the systematic transformation of wounded into dead accomplished without ceremony or hesitation.

      Samson hung from his right hand in its active form, the Winter Axe's blade still wet with evidence of the evening's work. The hairpin that Ramsey wore behind his left ear during daylight hours had expanded into something that defied the proportions of ordinary weaponry: a crescent of dark metal that seemed to drink light, its edge carrying the particular sharpness that only svarnam could achieve. The Relic hummed with satisfaction that its wielder could feel through the bond they shared—the contentment of a weapon that had been designed for violence and had been given ample opportunity to fulfill its purpose.

      "Clear," Ramsey announced, his voice carrying the flat inflection of someone for whom this degree of carnage had long since ceased to represent anything exceptional. "Seven dead, one alive. The one you wanted."

      Nine months ago, such casualness in the face of mass death would have disturbed Karna. Nine months ago, he had been a boy who understood violence only through the lens of training exercises and controlled sparring, who had never watched a man try to hold his own intestines inside his body, who had never smelled the particular stench that bowels produced when they were opened to air. That boy had possessed softness that his circumstances could not afford. That boy had been systematically dismantled through nine months of instruction under the Third War God's unforgiving attention.

      The person who stood in this warehouse now, surrounded by corpses and the spreading pools of their final contributions to the world, was something harder. Something more useful. Something that could look upon the evidence of necessary violence without flinching, without doubt, without the moral hesitation that enemies exploited and that protection could not accommodate.

      Karna's attention shifted to the figure that Ramsey's words indicated—a man bound against one of the warehouse's support pillars, his wrists lashed with rope that had bitten deeply enough into his flesh to draw blood, his mouth gagged with cloth that muffled the sounds of terror his throat seemed desperate to produce. Unlike the seven who had died defending this location, this one wore robes of finer quality, bore scarification patterns of greater complexity, and carried the particular bearing of someone who had grown accustomed to giving orders rather than following them.

      A cell leader. Another node in the network that Sethos the Pure had cultivated throughout Khemara's streets.

      The man's eyes were wide above his gag, whites showing all around irises that darted between Karna's blood-splashed form and Ramsey's looming menace and the bodies of his subordinates distributed across the warehouse floor. He had watched his people die. He had witnessed the brutal efficiency with which intruders had dismantled everything he had built in this district. He understood, with the clarity that mortal terror provided, that his own death was not a matter of probability but merely of timing.

      "You know the procedure," Karna said, his voice carrying neither satisfaction nor reluctance—merely the clinical acknowledgment of tasks accomplished and tasks remaining. "Transport to the chamber. Questioning begins at midnight. I want to know everything this one knows before dawn."

      "And after?" Ramsey's question carried something that might have been professional curiosity or might have been the particular interest that predators took in the disposition of prey they had helped to capture.

      "After, he joins the others."

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The interrogation chamber waited beneath an abandoned building in the warehouse district, its location known only to those whose work required such knowledge.

      Karna had overseen its reconstruction of the interior himself in the days following the assassination attempt that had transformed him from student to operative—had specified the dimensions of its spaces, the placement of its implements, the drainage channels that allowed efficient cleaning between sessions. The chamber occupied what had once been a wine cellar, its stone walls thick enough to contain sounds that would otherwise have drawn unwanted attention, its floor sloped toward a central drain that carried away the fluids that interrogation inevitably produced.

      The implements arranged along one wall represented a vocabulary of suffering that Karna had learned to speak with increasing fluency. Not the crude instruments that torture enthusiasts favored—the racks and wheels and iron maidens that imagination had produced—but the precise tools that professionals employed when information rather than spectacle was the primary objective. Knives of varying lengths and curvatures, each designed for specific applications. Hooks and probes and spreaders that could be inserted into orifices natural and created. Brands that heated quickly and cooled slowly, their application leaving marks that would never fully heal. Devices whose purposes were not immediately apparent but whose effects, when demonstrated, produced cooperation that cruder methods could not reliably achieve.

      Ash had provided instruction in the use of these implements, had explained the anatomical principles that governed their effective application, had demonstrated techniques that maximized the extraction of information while minimizing the risk of premature death that would terminate the extraction before completion. The lessons had been delivered with the same clinical precision that characterized all of Ash's teaching—no judgment, no pleasure, no emotion beyond the professional attention that the subject matter demanded.

      "Pain is a language," the War God had explained during one of their sessions. "Everybody speaks it differently, responds to its grammar according to patterns shaped by individual psychology and physiology. The effective interrogator learns to read these patterns, to identify which forms of stimulation produce genuine response versus which produce only noise. Some subjects break quickly under relatively minor pressure. Others require escalation that risks their survival. The art lies in calibrating approach to subject—applying sufficient force to produce cooperation without exceeding the threshold that produces death or the psychological collapse that renders further communication impossible."

      Karna had learned this art through practice.

      The cell leader—his name was Amenket, extracted through the simple expedient of removing his gag and asking—occupied the chair at the chamber's center, his limbs secured to its frame with straps that permitted no movement beyond the trembling that terror produced involuntarily. He had been stripped of his fine robes, his body exposed to the chamber's chill air and to the attention of those who would determine whether he lived or died based entirely on the utility of the information he provided.

      "You managed distribution across thirteen market squares," Karna observed, selecting a knife from the wall with the casual efficiency of a craftsman choosing an appropriate tool. The blade was short and narrow, designed for precise work rather than dramatic effect. "That requires organizational capacity beyond what random zealotry produces."

      Amenket's response emerged in a torrent of desperate cooperation. "Yes—yes, I coordinated the pamphlet distribution, the recruitment sessions, the weapons caches. I can tell you everything—every location, every contact, every schedule. Please, I'll cooperate, I swear on Solon's name I'll tell you whatever you want to know⁠—"

      "You'll tell me regardless of whether you want to or not." Karna moved closer, the knife catching torchlight in ways that drew Amenket's attention with magnetic inevitability. "The only question is whether the telling occurs before or after I begin removing pieces that you would prefer to keep attached."

      He let the blade's tip rest against Amenket's cheek, just below the orbital bone, pressing with enough force to dimple the skin without breaking it. The cell leader's breath came in short, rapid gasps, his chest heaving against restraints that permitted no escape from the contact.

      "The courier networks," Karna continued. "The routes they use, the schedules they follow, the protocols that govern handoffs between cells. Tell me."

      Amenket told him.

      The information flowed with the desperate urgency of a man who understood that cooperation was his only path to survival—names and locations and timing sequences spilling from his lips in a torrent that required effort to parse into coherent intelligence. He described dead drops positioned throughout the city, communication protocols that changed on schedules determined by handlers he had never met directly, the compartmentalized structure that prevented any single captured operative from compromising the entire network.

      He described the funding that flowed from Arcanmere through merchant intermediaries, the training that Mangholstadt provided through agents who posed as visiting scholars, the coordination between his own distribution network and the violent cells that Sethos commanded through separate chains of communication. He provided details about safe houses and weapons caches and the identities of informants who had been placed within the palace staff itself—information that would require verification but that, if accurate, represented significant advancement in their understanding of the threat matrix they were attempting to dismantle.

      And when the flow of voluntary information began to slow, when Amenket's initial terror subsided enough that his instinct for self-preservation began suggesting that perhaps he had already provided enough to purchase his survival, Karna demonstrated that the questioning had not yet concluded.

      The knife entered the space between Amenket's left ring finger and the hand it was attached to. The blade was sharp enough that the initial cut produced little pain—merely pressure and the sudden wrongness of nerves reporting sensations they had not been designed to process. Then Karna began to saw, and the pain arrived with the totality that such injuries demanded.

      Amenket screamed. The sound filled the chamber with the particular acoustics that stone walls produced, echoing back upon itself in ways that seemed to multiply its intensity. His body convulsed against restraints that held firm, his other limbs jerking in sympathetic response to the agony being inflicted upon the one that Karna's attention had selected.

      "The other cells," Karna said, not pausing in his work. The knife had reached bone now, scraping against metacarpal with a sound that produced its own category of visceral response. "The ones that Sethos trusts with actual violence rather than merely propaganda. Where do they meet? Who commands them? What are their current targets?"

      The finger separated from the hand with a final wet snap of severed tendon. Karna set it aside on the table that held his implements—a trophy or evidence or simply the byproduct of work accomplished, depending on perspective. Blood welled from the wound in quantities that would require attention before too much was lost, but attention could wait until answers had been provided.

      Amenket provided them.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The second cell fell two nights later.

      This one operated from a tenement building in the eastern quarter, its members occupying rooms throughout the structure while maintaining the pretense of being ordinary residents pursuing ordinary lives. They were more sophisticated than the warehouse zealots had been—younger, better trained, equipped with weapons that suggested investment beyond what local recruitment could have provided. Crossbows with mechanisms that bore Arcanmere maker's marks. Blades of steel rather than iron, their edges honed to sharpness that common smithing could not achieve. Armor of boiled leather worn beneath civilian clothing, invisible until combat revealed its presence.

      The assault began at the third bell of night, when the building's occupants had settled into the routines that darkness and perceived safety encouraged.

      Ramsey breached the main entrance with a blow that did not merely open the door but destroyed it entirely—the aged wood disintegrating under Samson's impact, fragments scattering across the entry hall like shrapnel from a siege weapon. A man who had been sleeping in a chair just inside the entrance died without waking, a shard of his own door buried in his throat, his final breath a gurgle of blood and confusion that terminated before his eyes could open.

      Karna followed through the gap, Othniel raised against the response that training told him to expect, his blade already seeking targets in the chaos that the breach had created. The black svarnam of his shield drank the torchlight rather than reflecting it, the golden lion whorl at its center seeming to pulse with attention that no ordinary object could have managed. The Relic's presence in his awareness had become as natural as his own heartbeat over the weeks since its bonding—a constant companion whose protective instincts aligned perfectly with his own desperate need to shield those he loved from harm.

      The first defender emerged from a doorway to Karna's left, crossbow raised, bolt already flying toward the intruders who had violated his sanctuary. Othniel intercepted the projectile without conscious direction from its wielder—the shield moving to block the shot before Karna's mind had fully processed the threat, the iron bolt shattering against svarnam that no mortal smith could have forged. The crossbowman was still processing his weapon's failure when Karna closed the distance between them, blade finding the gap between helmet and gorget that even the best armor could not entirely protect.

      The cut opened everything vital that the neck contained. Carotid, jugular, windpipe, esophagus—all severed in a single economical stroke that painted the doorway in arterial spray. The man's hands rose to his throat in the reflexive response that such wounds produced, his fingers encountering the wet heat of his own blood and the terrifying absence of structures that should have been present. He died trying to hold his neck together, his body folding against the doorframe as strength departed muscles that could no longer receive the oxygen his severed vessels could no longer deliver.

      Two, Karna counted internally, his awareness expanding through the building as his metal sense mapped the signatures of weapons and armor that indicated where additional defenders waited. The tenement held eleven targets according to the intelligence that Amenket's questioning had provided—eleven zealots who coordinated violence throughout the eastern quarter, eleven men whose deaths would significantly diminish Sethos's capacity for operations in this region of the city.

      Nine remained.

      He moved deeper into the structure, each step carrying him past evidence of the lives that the building's occupants had constructed within its walls. A meal left half-eaten on a table, interrupted by sounds of violence from below. Children's toys scattered across a floor, belonging to a family that shared this space with monsters and did not know it. Religious icons arranged on a shelf, their serene expressions unchanged by the blood that was beginning to spread across surfaces they had been positioned to sanctify.

      The third zealot died on the stairs between floors, his attempt to descend toward the sounds of combat intercepted by Karna's ascending assault. The blade took him through the chest, punching between ribs with force that drove him backward against the steps behind him, his weight settling onto steel that had already destroyed the organs necessary for continued existence. Karna twisted the blade before withdrawing it—a technique that Ash had demonstrated, designed to maximize tissue damage and ensure that the wound would prove fatal regardless of how quickly medical attention might be applied.

      The man's eyes met Karna's as life departed them. There was something in that gaze—not understanding, precisely, but perhaps recognition. The recognition that his choices had led him to this moment, this stairway, this prince whose blade now dripped with the evidence of his termination. Whatever that recognition might have produced in terms of final thoughts or regrets died with him, his body sliding down the stairs in a cascade of loose-limbed surrender that deposited him at the landing below.

      From the upper floors came sounds of Ramsey's engagement. Screams, cut short. The wet impact of Samson finding targets. The particular crash of bodies striking walls or floors with force that exceeded what ordinary violence produced. The Northern giant was carving his way through the building's defenders with the systematic efficiency that his nature demanded, leaving ruin in his wake that would require explanation if anyone ever thought to investigate what had occurred here.

      No one would investigate. The building would be found abandoned in the morning, its occupants vanished, its bloodstains attributed to whatever explanations suited those who discovered them. The city guard had learned not to ask questions about disappearances in certain quarters, had developed the institutional wisdom to recognize situations where curiosity would prove professionally hazardous. Khemara's officials served the throne, and the throne had authorized actions that official channels could not acknowledge.

      The fourth and fifth zealots died together in a room on the second floor, caught in the act of gathering weapons for a stand they would never have the opportunity to make. Karna came through their door without slowing, Othniel deflecting the panicked sword swing that the first man attempted while his blade opened the second from hip to shoulder. The diagonal cut exposed ribs and organs and the pale gleam of spine visible through the curtain of blood that immediately obscured the wound's depths. The man fell in two directions at once, his upper body separating from his lower along the line that Karna's stroke had traced, the pieces hitting the floor with sounds that would feature in the prince's dreams for months afterward.

      The first man—the one who had swung and missed—died more conventionally, Karna's return stroke taking his head with the efficiency that training had made automatic. The separation was clean, professional, accomplished with none of the sawing effort that inadequate technique produced. The head rolled beneath a bed where it would be found by whoever eventually cleaned this room, its expression frozen in the particular surprise that decapitation produced when executed with sufficient speed.

      Five down. Six remaining.

      His metal sense tracked movements throughout the building—defenders converging on positions they believed defensible, others attempting to reach exits that Ash had ensured would be blocked. The War God had not participated directly in this assault, but his planning had shaped every aspect of its execution. The approach routes that minimized early detection. The timing that caught the cell at maximum vulnerability. The blocking of escape paths that would otherwise have permitted warning to reach other elements of the network.

      Ash was a presence at the periphery of the operation, observing from positions that commanded views of the building's exterior, ensuring that no one escaped to spread word of what had occurred here. His Kronos Magic could have ended this engagement in seconds—could have collapsed the building on its occupants or simply crushed their bodies with forces that transcended what mortal frames could withstand—but he had delegated the killing to his Apostles. The choice was deliberate, Karna understood. Leadership required demonstration. Authority required proof. And proof, in contexts of violence, came only through personal participation in the violence that authority commanded.

      The sixth zealot died attempting surrender. Like the one in the warehouse, he dropped his weapon and raised his hands and began speaking words that he hoped would purchase his survival. Unlike the one in the warehouse, this one held rank that justified the investment of resources required to keep him alive. Karna struck him with the flat of his blade rather than the edge, the impact cracking the man's skull without splitting it, dropping him into unconsciousness that would persist until he could be transported to the interrogation chamber.

      One captured. Five remaining.

      Ramsey's work on the upper floors had apparently concluded—the sounds of combat from above had been replaced by the particular silence that followed the completion of violent tasks. Karna moved toward the building's rear, where his metal sense detected three signatures clustered near what the architectural plans had identified as a secondary exit. The exit was blocked—Ash had positioned obstacles that would prevent its use—but the zealots clustered there did not yet know this. They were gathering courage for an escape attempt that would deliver them directly into circumstances far worse than the assault they were fleeing.

      He found them in a kitchen whose hearth had gone cold hours ago, three men pressed against a door that would not open regardless of how desperately they pulled at its handle. Their faces turned toward him as he entered, and in those faces Karna saw the particular terror of prey recognizing that the predator had found them.

      One of them charged. The act was brave in its way—the decision to die fighting rather than die begging, to meet death with whatever dignity desperate circumstances permitted. Karna respected the courage even as he punished the foolishness that accompanied it. His blade met the charging man's own weapon with force that shattered the inferior steel, then continued through the space the broken sword had occupied to open the chest beneath it. The wound was not immediately fatal—the cut had glanced off ribs rather than penetrating between them—but the man fell regardless, his body's shocked response to trauma overriding whatever intention his mind had been attempting to execute.

      He writhed on the kitchen floor as Karna addressed the remaining two, his hands pressed against the wound in his chest, his breath coming in gasps that sprayed blood with each exhalation. Lung damage, Karna assessed automatically. The rib deflection had redirected his blade into pulmonary tissue rather than cardiac muscle. The man would drown in his own blood over the next several minutes unless someone chose to accelerate his passing.

      No one chose to accelerate anything. The two survivors stood frozen against their blocked exit, their weapons held in grips that terror had rendered ineffective, their eyes moving between the prince who had just destroyed their companion and the companion who was currently demonstrating exactly how such destruction felt from the receiving perspective.

      "Drop them," Karna commanded, and they dropped them. "Kneel," and they knelt. "Hands behind your heads," and hands moved to comply with the automatic obedience that mortal terror produced.

      He bound them with rope from his pack while the wounded man continued his gradual drowning on the floor between them. The sounds the dying zealot produced—the wet gurgles, the desperate gasps, the occasional moan that escaped lips too blood-fouled to form coherent words—served as effective encouragement for the cooperation of those whose binding Karna was accomplishing. When the binding was complete, he turned his attention to the man on the floor.

      The zealot's eyes met his. There was pleading in that gaze—the desperate hope that mercy might be offered, that the pain might be ended through intervention rather than permitted to run its natural course. Karna considered the request for approximately two seconds.

      Then he drove his blade through the man's throat and ended the discussion.

      Eight down. Two captured. One remaining.

      The final zealot had apparently decided that escape was impossible and had chosen to make his stand in the building's upper reaches. Karna found him in an attic space, crouched behind barrels that might have provided cover against arrows but provided nothing against an opponent willing to simply move around them. The man was young—barely more than a boy, really, with the fervent eyes of recent conversion and the inadequate muscle development of someone who had been recruited for ideology rather than capability.

      "Please," the boy whispered as Karna rounded the barrels that had failed to protect him. "Please, I didn't—I only joined because my father—please⁠—"

      Karna killed him quickly. There was no cruelty in the act, no satisfaction beyond the completion of tactical necessity. The boy had chosen his allegiances; those allegiances had consequences; the consequences had arrived in the form of a prince who had learned that protection sometimes required the deaths of those too young to fully understand what they had committed themselves to.

      The body collapsed against the barrels it had been hiding behind. Karna cleaned his blade on cloth that had long since abandoned any pretense of whiteness, then descended to where Ramsey was completing his own operations.

      "Eleven confirmed," the giant reported when they reconvened in the building's entry hall. Bodies decorated the floors of every level—some relatively intact, others reduced to anatomical demonstrations of what sufficient force could accomplish when applied to human frames. "Two alive, as requested. The one you took and one I found trying to hide in a closet on the third floor."

      "The hiding one?"

      "Rank insignia suggests some kind of coordinator. Thought you might want to ask him questions."

      "I will." Karna surveyed the carnage that surrounded them, cataloging the evidence of the evening's work with attention that had become professional through repetition. "Transport both to the chamber. Questioning begins at midnight."

      The second cell had fallen. Nine remained.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The third cell was different.

      This one operated not from a warehouse or tenement but from an actual temple—a small structure in the merchant quarter dedicated to one of the lesser deities whose worship Khemareth's eclectic religious culture tolerated. The building's sacred status had provided cover for gatherings that might otherwise have drawn attention, its devotional services serving as pretense for meetings where hatred was preached with the fervor that genuine faith rarely achieved.

      The priests who administered the temple were complicit in its misuse. Two of them were actually Sethos's operatives, their religious vestments concealing allegiances that served foreign purposes rather than divine ones. The others were simply fools—believers who had been convinced that the zealots who gathered in their sanctuary were fellow worshippers seeking spiritual community rather than terrorists planning violence against their neighbors.

      Ash had decided that the fools would die alongside the guilty.

      "Complicity requires intent," Karna had observed during the planning session that preceded the assault. "The priests who genuinely believed they were hosting religious gatherings bear no responsibility for the deception that others practiced."

      "They bear responsibility for failing to question what occurred beneath their roof." Ash's assessment had carried no cruelty—merely the clinical recognition of operational requirements that could not accommodate distinctions the situation did not support. "Witnesses must be eliminated. The fools witnessed gatherings they can describe, faces they can identify, patterns of assembly that intelligence services could use to reconstruct what we're attempting to destroy. Their intentions are irrelevant. Their knowledge makes them threats."

      "We're going to kill innocent men."

      "We're going to kill men whose innocence does not extend to the consequences of their ignorance. The distinction matters philosophically. It does not matter operationally." Ash had paused, and something in his posture had suggested awareness of the weight such decisions carried. "This is what protection costs, Brother Karna. The calculus of lives saved, and lives spent does not always balance in ways that moral intuition finds comfortable. Every priest we leave alive becomes a potential source of information for those who would rebuild what we're destroying. Every witness who survives increases the probability that our operations will be compromised before they achieve their objectives."

      "And if our objectives require us to become the monsters we're fighting?"

      "Then we become monsters who serve purposes worth serving, rather than monsters who serve hatred alone. The distinction may seem hollow to you now. It will not seem hollow when your mother's throne remains secure because we were willing to do what security demanded."

      The assault on the temple occurred during a service that the priests had scheduled without realizing what that service would actually commemorate.

      Ramsey breached the main doors with force that sent them flying from their hinges, the heavy wood crashing into the worshippers who had gathered nearest the entrance. Karna followed through the chaos, Othniel deflecting the one defensive response that the stunned congregation managed to produce—a thrown knife that shattered against svarnam without slowing the advance it had attempted to halt.

      The killing that followed was not combat. It was slaughter.

      The worshippers—perhaps two dozen of them, a mix of genuine devotees and zealots who had gathered for purposes far removed from genuine devotion—possessed neither the weapons nor the training to resist opponents of Ramsey and Karna's caliber. They died in the pews where they had been seated, in the aisles they attempted to flee through, against the altar they scrambled to reach in hope that sacred space might provide protection that their own capabilities could not. Blood pooled on floors that had been swept clean that morning, splashed across walls that bore devotional paintings whose subjects now witnessed scenes their creators had never imagined.

      One of the priests—a genuine fool rather than a concealed operative—died with prayers on his lips, his hands raised in benediction toward attackers who did not pause for blessings. Another died trying to shield a child who had accompanied a parent to services, his body taking the blow that would otherwise have claimed the smaller life behind him. Karna killed the child anyway, the second stroke following the first with mechanical efficiency that his conscious mind observed without directing.

      This is what protection costs.

      The phrase repeated itself in his thoughts as the killing continued, as bodies fell and blood spread and the temple's sacred silence was replaced by the sounds of violent death administered without discrimination. He was becoming something that the boy he had been would not have recognized—something harder, something colder, something capable of killing children whose only crime was attending services at a temple their parents should have recognized as corrupted.

      This is what protection costs.

      The zealots among the congregation died no differently than the innocents who had been mixed among them. The two operative priests died trying to reach weapons hidden beneath their vestments—blades that bore the distinctive characteristics of Arcanmere manufacture, evidence of foreign involvement that their deaths would prevent them from explaining. The third priest—another fool, by Ash's taxonomy—died begging for explanations that the efficiency of the assault provided no time to offer.

      When the killing ended, twenty-three bodies decorated the temple's interior. The blood that covered every surface would take days to clean, assuming anyone attempted cleaning rather than simply abandoning the structure to the silence of the dead. The child's body lay near the altar, smaller than the others, its presence among them an indictment that Karna could not examine without feeling something crack in the architecture of his justifications.

      "The documents?" Ramsey asked, his voice carrying the professional flatness that such operations demanded.

      "In the priests' quarters." Karna moved through the carnage toward the chambers that the temple's administrators had occupied, his boots leaving crimson footprints on stones that would never be entirely clean again. "Amenket's information suggested they kept records of meetings, attendance, the organizational structure we're attempting to map."

      They found the documents and took them. They found the weapons cache that Sethos had hidden beneath the altar and destroyed it. They found the communication protocols that connected this temple to other nodes in the zealot network and memorized them for later exploitation.

      Then they departed, leaving behind only the dead and the silence that was their due.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The fourth through seventh cells fell in rapid succession over the following days, each assault building on intelligence extracted from prisoners taken in previous operations.

      A safe house in the textile district yielded six zealots and one coordinator whose questioning revealed the location of weapons caches throughout the northern quarter.

      A meeting hall in the old city claimed twelve lives and two captives, including a man who had personally organized three separate attacks against dwarf-owned businesses.

      A boarding house near the eastern gate produced a modest return—only four zealots and one prisoner—but the prisoner proved valuable beyond his station, his memory for faces allowing them to identify operatives whose roles had previously been unclear.

      A compound in the warehouse district required the most violent assault yet, its defenders equipped with crossbows and the tactical awareness to use them effectively. Ramsey took a bolt through his left arm during the breach—a wound that would have crippled a normal man but that his Jotun constitution reduced to an inconvenience requiring bandaging rather than medical attention. Fourteen zealots died in the compound's corridors and chambers; their bodies left in positions that told the story of desperate resistance overcome by superior capability.

      With each assault, Karna felt himself changing in ways that he could observe but could not entirely control.

      The softness that had survived his father's death, that had persisted through six years of obsessive training, that had even endured the first weeks of Ash's instruction—that softness was being burned away by the forge of repeated violence. He no longer hesitated before killing. He no longer experienced the momentary resistance that conscience produced when faced with targets whose humanity was visible in their eyes. He killed with the efficiency that his training demanded, extracted information with the effectiveness that his instruction had provided, and processed the moral implications of his actions with a detachment that would have horrified the boy he had been nine months ago.

      The interrogations were worse than the killing.

      The killing was quick—violence administered and concluded in moments that rarely allowed time for reflection. The interrogations stretched for hours, sometimes days, the slow work of extracting information from subjects whose bodies became canvases for the art of suffering that Karna was learning to practice. He learned which injuries produced cooperation most efficiently. He learned how to calibrate pain to maintain consciousness without pushing subjects past the threshold where coherent response became impossible. He learned the particular sounds that signaled genuine information versus the desperate fabrications that subjects produced when they had nothing real left to offer but could not bear the thought of suffering without the hope of relief that cooperation provided.

      He learned to recognize when a subject was broken—when the combination of physical damage and psychological destruction had reduced a human being to something that could no longer serve any purpose beyond the termination that mercy demanded. He learned to provide that termination cleanly, efficiently, without the hesitation that sentiment might have produced in someone who had not accepted that such endings were simply the conclusion of processes that necessity had initiated.

      Ash observed each interrogation session with the attention that characterized all of his assessments. The War God never participated directly—never applied implement to flesh or demanded answer to question—but his presence shaped everything that occurred in the chamber's depths. Karna could feel that presence watching, evaluating, cataloging the techniques he employed and the results those techniques produced. He could sense the approval that accompanied effective extraction, the subtle shifts in attention that indicated when his approach had missed opportunities that better calibration might have exploited.

      He was being trained through experience as much as instruction. The interrogation chamber had become another classroom, the bodies of those who passed through it becoming teaching materials for lessons that could not be delivered through theory alone.

      "You're developing instinct," Ash observed after one particularly productive session that had yielded the location of Sethos's primary communication hub. "That's good. Instinct accelerates response, reduces the cognitive overhead that conscious analysis requires. But instinct must be calibrated to purpose, not merely to efficiency."

      "You're saying I'm being too effective?"

      "I'm saying that efficiency without purpose becomes mere cruelty—violence for its own sake rather than violence serving defined objectives. The distinction matters." Ash's masked head inclined toward the body that Karna's work had produced—a man who had died with everything he knew extracted from him, his mortal remains carrying the evidence of every technique that extraction had required. "This one provided everything he possessed. Continuing beyond that point would have served only the satisfaction of continuing. That satisfaction is a trap."

      "I didn't continue beyond what was necessary."

      "You didn't. And the fact that you recognized when necessity had been satisfied demonstrates that your instincts are developing appropriately." Ash paused, and something in his posture suggested consideration of matters that extended beyond the immediate conversation. "Many who learn these arts lose themselves in them. They discover that causing suffering provides satisfactions that their previous existence had not offered, and they begin to pursue those satisfactions rather than the purposes that suffering was meant to serve. You have not lost yourself yet."

      "Yet?"

      "Yet. The danger remains regardless of how well you navigate it today. Every interrogation offers temptations that must be consciously resisted—the temptation to extend suffering beyond utility, to apply technique for the pleasure of application rather than the results it produces, to become the monster that those we protect imagine us to be." Ash's voice carried weight that suggested personal experience with the temptations he described. "We must be monsters. We need not enjoy the monstrosity."

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The eighth and ninth cells fell on successive nights, their destruction accomplished with efficiency that previous operations had refined into something approaching art.

      The eighth operated from a tavern in the pleasure district, its members using the establishment's legitimate business as cover for gatherings that served purposes far removed from entertainment. Seventeen zealots died in the tavern's common room and private chambers, their bodies discovered the following morning by a proprietor who would require significant compensation to maintain his silence about what had occurred on his premises. Two prisoners—including the cell's leader, a former merchant whose business had failed under circumstances he attributed to dwarf competition—provided intelligence that immediately reshaped their understanding of the network's structure.

      The ninth cell had prepared for the possibility of assault. Their safe house in the residential quarter featured reinforced doors, hidden escape routes, and a contingent of guards whose training exceeded what previous targets had demonstrated. The assault required modification of standard tactics—Ash's Kronos Magic collapsing an exterior wall to bypass the fortified entrance, Ramsey and Karna entering through the breach while defenders scrambled to respond to an attack from a direction their preparations had not anticipated.

      The fighting that followed was the most intense since the operation began. The guards were good—not War God caliber, not even War Candidate level, but competent in ways that demanded respect even as that respect was being terminated. Karna took wounds for the first time since the campaign began: a cut along his forearm from a blade that had slipped past Othniel's protection, a bruise across his ribs from a staff strike that his armor had absorbed without transmitting the full force. Neither injury was serious, but their occurrence reminded him that competence existed among enemies as well as allies.

      Eleven zealots died in the safe house's corridors. Four were captured, including two whose rank within the organization warranted the extensive questioning that their continued breathing would require. The documents seized from the leader's quarters revealed coordination between Sethos's network and Nefertiri's noble supporters—the first concrete evidence that the three factions pursuing Khemareth's destabilization had maintained communication channels beyond their shared foreign patrons.

      "They're coordinating directly," Karna observed as he reviewed the seized documents in the chamber where Ash had established his operational headquarters. "Sethos's zealots and Nefertiri's legitimacy claimants. The attacks on dwarf businesses were timed to coincide with diplomatic maneuvers by nobles sympathetic to Nefertiri's claim. They're trying to create chaos that multiple factions can exploit simultaneously."

      "They've been coordinating since before we arrived." Ash's assessment carried the certainty of conclusions reached through analysis that extended beyond the documents Karna had presented. "The assassination attempt on your mother—that required cooperation between factions whose immediate interests do not obviously align. Sethos's zealots want to persecute dwarves. Nefertiri's supporters want to replace your mother with a claimant whose policies would favor their interests. Meren Khaset's revolutionaries want to abolish the monarchy entirely. Their goals are contradictory. Yet they coordinated an assassination attempt that would have served all three objectives."

      "If my mother had died⁠—"

      "The kingdom would have faced a succession crisis. Your sister’s age and mixed heritage would have made her claim vulnerable to challenge. Nefertiri would have pressed her legitimacy argument while Sethos's zealots exploited the chaos to escalate violence against dwarves. Meren Khaset would have used the instability to argue that monarchy itself had failed and that alternative governance was necessary." Ash's masked head turned toward Karna, and even through Bhusundi's impassive surface, something of the War God's attention seemed to intensify. "The factions are tools serving a common purpose even when their operators believe themselves to be pursuing independent objectives. We destroy the tools, but we must always remember that the hands wielding those tools remain active regardless of how many tools we eliminate."

      "Arcanmere and Mangholstadt."

      "Primarily Arcanmere. Mangholstadt contributes funding and provides Sethos's zealots with ideological frameworks that align with their own human-supremacist philosophies, but the strategic intelligence guiding the operation bears Arcanmere's signature. The compartmentalization, the dead drops, the communication protocols—these are techniques that Arcanmere's intelligence services have refined over centuries of operating in hostile territories."

      "So we destroy the factions and then face foreign powers who will simply deploy new tools."

      "We destroy the factions and then demonstrate that deploying tools against Khemareth produces costs that exceed whatever benefits those deployments might achieve." Ash's voice carried something that might have been satisfaction or might have been the patient anticipation of outcomes long contemplated. "The Inner Triumvirate—Arcanmere, Mangholstadt, and Sorkhold—believe themselves untouchable. They destabilize kingdoms throughout the Continent because they have never faced consequences sufficient to alter their calculation that destabilization serves their interests. When the faction threat is resolved, we will begin the process of educating them about consequences."

      The education that Ash described would require years—perhaps decades—to complete. Karna understood this with the strategic perspective that nine months of instruction had developed within him. The immediate crisis demanded immediate resolution; the underlying conditions that made such crises possible demanded responses that operated on entirely different timescales. Sethos and Meren Khaset and Nefertiri Sutekh were symptoms. Arcanmere and Mangholstadt were the disease. And curing diseases required different approaches than treating symptoms.

      But symptoms still required treatment while cures were being developed.

      "The tenth cell," Karna said, returning attention to the immediate operation. "The intelligence suggests they're gathering at a temple complex outside the city walls—senior lieutenants from across the network, meeting to coordinate responses to the losses we've inflicted."

      "Tomorrow night," Ash confirmed. "Sethos himself may be present. If not, those who attend will know enough about his location and security that their questioning will provide what we need to move against him directly."

      "And if he is present?"

      "Then tomorrow night we end the zealot faction entirely."

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The tenth cell fell on the night of the fifteenth of the fourth month.

      The temple complex occupied a rise in the eastern oasis region, its ancient walls standing vigil over approaches that previous centuries had watched with religious attention but that recent decades had abandoned to neglect. The structures dated from an era when desert kingdoms had worshipped gods whose names were now forgotten, their stones carved with scripts that no living scholar could translate, their chambers converted to purposes that their builders could never have imagined.

      Twelve men occupied those chambers when Ash's forces arrived—the senior lieutenants of Sethos's network, gathered to coordinate responses to losses that had crippled their operational capacity. They had chosen this location for its isolation, its defensibility, the perception of safety that distance from the city's compromised spaces provided. They did not know that their gathering had been anticipated from the moment the first cell had fallen, that every assault since had been designed not merely to eliminate nodes but to drive the network's leadership toward exactly this consolidation.

      They did not know that Sethos the Pure was not among them—that their leader had declined to attend this gathering based on security concerns that his survival instincts had elevated above his need to personally direct his subordinates' activities.

      They would learn many things before the night concluded. Sethos's absence would prove the least significant of those lessons.

      The assault began without announcement.

      Karna came through the temple's primary entrance with Othniel raised and his blade already seeking targets, the skills that ten previous operations had honed operating now with the fluidity that repetition produced. The first lieutenant died before he could rise from the seat where strategy had occupied his attention, Karna's sword opening his chest from shoulder to hip in a diagonal cut that exposed everything the ribcage was meant to protect. The second managed to draw his weapon before dying, his blade clearing its sheath just in time to be shattered by the strike that separated his head from his body.

      Ramsey followed through the breach with the fury that Jotun blood demanded and Samson translated into violence that transcended what mortal frames could accomplish. His axe carved through the chamber's defenders with strokes that left no room for survival—bodies falling in pieces, blood spraying in arcs that painted walls with evidence of his passage, screams beginning and ending in the space between heartbeats. Three lieutenants died in his first sweep. A fourth died in his second. A fifth actually managed to wound him—a glancing blow from a sword that opened a cut along his forearm—before Samson's return stroke removed the arm that had held the offending blade and the head that had directed it.

      The remaining six lieutenants attempted organized defense that the chaos of the assault had rendered impossible. They formed a line, weapons raised, training asserting itself against the panic that the violence around them encouraged. For perhaps three seconds, they presented something that resembled unified resistance.

      Then Karna and Ramsey hit that line from opposite directions, and resistance ceased to exist as a category that applied to anything occurring in the temple's chambers.

      Karna killed two of them himself. The first he took through the throat, his blade finding the gap between helmet and gorget that even experienced warriors struggled to protect during the confusion of close combat. The second he disemboweled with a horizontal cut that repeated the technique he had employed in the warehouse where this campaign had begun—the stroke that opened abdomens and spilled their contents across floors that would carry the stains of that spilling for years afterward.

      The man whose intestines now decorated the temple floor was still alive when Karna stepped over him, still experiencing the horror of his own disassembly, still making sounds that might have been prayers or might have been curses. Karna did not offer the mercy of a finishing stroke. The other lieutenants could witness what awaited those who resisted—could see in their dying companion's suffering the preview of what their own futures held if they chose to continue opposing the forces that had descended upon their gathering.

      The remaining four did not choose to continue opposing.

      They dropped their weapons. They raised their hands. They knelt on floors slick with the blood of their companions and pressed their foreheads to stone that had witnessed their reduction from leaders to captives in the space of moments.

      "Alive," Karna commanded, his voice carrying neither triumph nor mercy—merely the acknowledgment of tactical adjustments that the situation required. "Bind them, transport them to the chamber. I want to know everything about Sethos's location before dawn."

      Ramsey secured the prisoners with efficiency that previous operations had refined into routine. Karna surveyed the carnage that surrounded them—eight bodies in various states of destruction, four prisoners whose questioning would consume the night's remaining hours, the accumulated evidence of an operation that had achieved every objective that planning had defined.

      Except one.

      "Sethos wasn't here," he observed.

      "Sethos was not here," Ash confirmed, the War God's presence emerging from shadows that had concealed his observation of the assault. "His security instincts proved more acute than we anticipated. But these four know where he hides, how he travels, who protects him. What Sethos preserved through absence will be yielded through the questioning of those he trusted to attend in his stead."

      "And when we know?"

      "Then we move against him directly. The network he built is effectively destroyed. The lieutenants who remained lie dead or bound before us. His capacity for coordinated operations has been eliminated. All that remains is the man himself and whatever personal security he has arranged."

      "And the other factions? Meren Khaset's revolutionaries? Nefertiri's supporters?"

      "Will be addressed in turn." Ash's masked head inclined toward the temple's exit, the gesture suggesting that discussion would continue during withdrawal rather than in a space that would soon require abandonment. "We have accomplished what the past two weeks were designed to accomplish. Sethos's network lies in ruins. His capacity for violence against Khemareth's dwarf population has been eliminated. The zealot faction exists now in name only—a leader without subordinates, a commander without forces, a prophet whose congregation has been systematically dismantled."

      "Until he rebuilds."

      "He will not have the opportunity to rebuild. The questioning that tonight's operation makes possible will reveal his location within days. When it does, we will move against him with force sufficient to ensure that no rebuilding becomes possible." Ash paused, and something in his posture suggested consideration of matters that extended beyond the immediate conversation. "You have done well, Brother Karna. The past two weeks have demonstrated capabilities that justify the investment your training represented. Your mother's kingdom is safer because of what you accomplished. Allow yourself to feel that satisfaction, even as you prepare for what the remaining factions will require."

      Karna did allow himself to feel it. The satisfaction of objectives achieved, purposes served, protection provided through means that the protected could never be permitted to see. He had killed dozens of men over the past two weeks—had participated in interrogations that reduced human beings to vessels of information that could be extracted and then disposed of—had become something that the boy who had challenged a stranger in a bazaar would not have recognized.

      He did not regret the transformation. Could not regret it, because regret implied that alternatives had existed, and the alternatives to what he had become would have left his mother dead and his kingdom in chaos.

      This is what protection costs.

      The phrase had become a mantra, a justification, a shield against the doubts that softer versions of himself might have entertained. He repeated it as they withdrew from the temple, as they transported their prisoners to the chamber that awaited them, as the night's remaining hours were consumed by the work of extracting the information that Sethos's absence had made necessary.

      This is what protection costs.

      And if the cost included pieces of himself that he would never recover—if the hardness that necessity had demanded became permanent rather than temporary, if the boy who had once dreamed of becoming worthy of his father's sacrifice had been replaced by something that his father might not have recognized—then that too was simply part of the arithmetic that protection required.

      The forge burned on, and what emerged from its flames was exactly what the flames had been designed to produce.

      Nothing more.

      Nothing less.

      ⁂: CONTINENTAL DATE: 3:833 –– 4 –– 18

      The residence that sheltered Nefertiri Sutekh from those who sought her occupied a position of calculated obscurity in Khemara's noble quarter—a manor house whose ownership had passed through sufficient intermediaries that tracing its current occupant would require resources that the throne's investigators had not yet deployed. The building's exterior presented the carefully maintained mediocrity of wealth that did not wish to attract attention: walls of dressed sandstone that matched its neighbors, windows shuttered against the desert's brightness, gardens tended to standards that suggested prosperity without proclaiming it.

      Behind those unremarkable walls, a nineteen-year-old woman who believed herself destined for queenship received reports of developments that her handlers had determined she needed to understand.

      The chamber she had claimed as her private sanctuary occupied the manor's uppermost floor, its windows commanding views of the city that would one day—she was certain of this with the fervor that had sustained her through years of waiting—acknowledge her as its rightful ruler. She had decorated the space according to specifications that proclaimed the narrative she had constructed around her ambitions: tapestries depicting ancient Sutekh monarchs whose blood she claimed flowed through her veins, furniture that had belonged to queens who had actually occupied the Sand Throne, incense burning in braziers of worked gold whose fragrances cost more per ounce than common laborers earned in seasons of effort.

      Everything in the chamber reinforced the mythology of stolen birthright that Nefertiri had made the foundation of her identity. Everything reminded her—and any who entered her presence—that she was royalty awaiting restoration rather than a pretender pursuing delusion.

      The messenger who stood near the chamber's entrance did not look at her directly. This was partly protocol—servants did not meet the eyes of those they served without invitation—and partly the particular discretion that the scene before him demanded. His gaze fixed on a point somewhere above and to the left of the divan where his mistress reclined, his posture communicating the information he had been sent to deliver while his attention remained carefully averted from circumstances that his station did not entitle him to witness.

      Nefertiri received his report in a state of partial undress that would have scandalized the court she intended to claim. Silk robes of Arcanmere manufacture lay open across her form, concealing nothing of the body that nineteen years of deliberate cultivation had shaped into an instrument of political utility. Her skin—the deep brown of Khemareth's people, maintained with oils and treatments that her handlers' funding made possible—gleamed in the lamplight with the particular sheen that such attention produced. The gold of her eyes, that distinctive Sutekh marker that she emphasized with kohl and cosmetics, watched the messenger with calculation that pleasure could not entirely displace.

      At the foot of her divan, hidden from the messenger's carefully averted gaze by the furniture's positioning, evidence of that pleasure continued its patient work.

      The gift had arrived three days ago—a young man from Arcanmere whose training had apparently emphasized skills that his northern homeland's mage-rulers valued in their personal attendants. He had been presented as a token of her handlers' appreciation for her continued cooperation, a reminder that alliance with Arcanmere offered benefits beyond mere political support. Nefertiri had accepted the gift with the graciousness that such offerings demanded, had found the young man's skills adequate to her requirements, and had kept him occupied in ways that prevented him from observing aspects of her operation that gifts were not entitled to observe.

      His mouth was occupied now. His attention was focused on tasks that required neither observation nor commentary. And Nefertiri's own attention, despite the distractions his efforts provided, remained fixed on matters of greater significance.

      "Tell me again," she commanded, her voice carrying the particular steadiness of someone who had learned to maintain composure regardless of circumstances. "The prince of Sangam. Everything your sources have gathered."

      The messenger recited his intelligence with the practiced cadence of information delivered for assessment rather than conversation.

      "Ashkelad ibn Sangam, grandson of the Seal Sage. He arrived in Khemara nine months ago with a single companion—a giant from the Northern Wastes whose size and coloring mark him as Jotun-blooded. They claimed to be traveling for education, to see parts of the Continent the prince had not previously visited." The messenger's voice remained flat, professional, carefully empty of the implications that his words carried. "The Kharys granted hospitality. The prince has been training Prince Karna since his
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