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Prologue
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The Elven Civil War More than a thousand years in the past

ISHÂK LOOKED OVER the tangled body of one of his fallen comrades. Small tufts of singed and blackened fur stuck out between the rents and slashes of its banded armor. Three of its four arms still held their scimitars, but the blades were bent and twisted out of shape. The fourth was missing below the elbow. With a glance, Ishâk found the rest of the arm on the ground against the ramparts. Its hand still held the shattered remains of a scimitar.

Turning back to the body, he reluctantly rolled the corpse onto its back. Three great gashes ran down the front of the demonic soldier’s armor. The greenish ichor of demon’s blood still oozed from the wounds. A broken fragment of what appeared to be a large bony claw protruded from the center and deepest cut. Ishâk bent down and pulled the claw from the body. The broken end was cleanly sliced. Whoever this warrior was, he hadn’t given up without a fight. Finally, he looked to the fallen demon’s face, but there was nothing to see. Unlike the scimitar blades, which had only been misshapen, the helmet was melted. The fusion of helmet and head was so complete it was impossible to recognize any facial features. If not for the position of the fused lump on top of the body Ishâk wouldn’t have known what he was looking at.

“Report!” came the shrill command from Sorceress Captain Jiana.

Ishâk turned from the corpse and stood up to his full height. As was customary, his dark elf commander sat astride her favorite naptha steed. The naptha resembled a horse in size and bulk, but unlike a horse, it was a carnivore. Its head ended in a sharp beak with a bite powerful enough to snap a small tree. The creature’s six legs propelled it across the ground at speeds that a horse would envy. For protection, the demonic beast was covered in thick metallic scales that shimmered in the sunlight.  

At just over eight feet tall, Ishâk was able to look directly into the Sorceress’s face. Her jet black hair, which normally framed her alabaster face, was tied in a neat braid and fell down her back. She wore a long dark cloak, which was thrown back over her left shoulder, revealing the finely woven iron mesh of her battle armor. In her left hand, she held an iron-infused ebony scepter crowned with the yellow firestone that signified her rank. More importantly to Ishâk, it also gave her complete control over him and all the demons in the Rakshasa horde. Her yellow, cat-like eyes glowed back at him demanding a response.

“No survivors, Mistress. Most of the throng looks like this one...” Ishâk gestured with his lower right arm toward the corpse, “or worse. They’re all either burned, torn to shreds, or a combination of both.”

“Tell me what happened here,” she commanded.

“The stronghold looks very similar to the scene we found at the Gremoul tower. All of the bodies are Rakshasa or other demons known to be in your service. The garrison put up a fight, but they were overwhelmed.” After a short pause, Ishâk remembered the severed claw he’d recovered from the body. “Whatever new creature the enemy has conjured, it’s got large claws and can generate a lot of heat.”
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Chapter One
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Several weeks ago at the edge of Damarval’s main market square

DAMARVAL WAS A crossroads, the largest port between Knome and the sea as well as the endpoint for the caravan routes that crossed the great desert. The combination made Damarval a merchant’s paradise. Traders from Eridan and the Confederacy mingled with those from Belar, Ramiah, and even Cadina. The main bazaars of Damarval overflowed with exotic goods. There was indeed some truth to the old trader saying; ‘If you can’t find it in Damarval, you’re not looking hard enough.’

Demir hefted the leather purse in his left hand. The clinking of all too few coins confirmed what he already knew; another slow day for his draper shop. He looked down at his samples of cloth. He had several dozen bolts of fine fabrics ranging from high-end silk to tastefully dyed cotton and linen fabrics. It was just the right mix to create the comfortable fashions favored by the city’s wealthier class. At least that’s what Berci from the weaver’s guild had told him when he bought an entire cart from the trader a few weeks ago. Apart from the bolts of the light blue linen he sold to a wealthy merchant for his daughter’s wedding, Demir still had the entire lot in inventory.

A busy store was important for the draper, but not for the sake of sales or profits. More customers provided better cover for the shop’s true purpose, which was the rendezvous point for Warder agents passing through or operating in Damarval. The city’s border location also ensured that spices, cloth, and wine weren’t the only items being exchanged in the busy bazaars. As the Warder Station chief, Demir’s job was to keep tabs on foreign agents, support Warder agents with logistics and information, and occasionally serve as a drop point for important courier packages.

Despite the slow drapery business, it had been a hectic day for Demir. He had received two urgent agent reports. Nearly every caravan that crossed the desert from Cadina into Damarval contained agents of the empire. Reliable agents reported that the last two included suspected members of the Shaulan. Named after a tiny spider with a lethally venomous bite found only in Cadina, the highly trained Shaulan assassins were masters of stealth and delivering death. They were the most elite force within the vast security and surveillance apparatus of the empire.

Shaulan agents always operated in pairs. While teams regularly passed through Damarval, it was uncommon for more than one pair to remain in the city. Including the day’s reports, he could now confirm four additional Shaulan pairs in the city and there were rumors of several more. Something was afoot, something big. Despite all of his contacts, he didn’t have a clue what it might be. He’d included that information in his administrative dispatch to Eridan, which now sat in the secret drop box outside the shop. His first task tomorrow would be to press his local contacts for more information. Five or more pairs of Shaulan was a serious concern and his ignorance of their plans was unacceptable.

Absentmindedly he reached his hand into his pocket and was surprised to find something. He took it in his hand and pulled it out of his pocket. In his palm, he held a walnut-sized case of polished metal. What was it and how had it gotten in his pocket? More importantly, what was he supposed to do with it?

Had he missed something in one of the reports? He’d received his first news of the Shaulan early in the morning and the second not long after. Two different agents had visited his shop, but following protocol neither spoke with him. Using the Warder’s secret hand language they’d inconspicuously delivered their news and moved on. If one of them had left him something in the secret drop box hidden in the store front they would have mentioned it. They hadn’t. Besides, even if they had that wouldn’t explain how the case found its way into his pocket.

Mentally he went through the day’s other events. There was the one sale of the blue linen and an extended visit from his neighbor, Duyal the potter. Demir knew him to be an agent for Belar. The first was a legitimate sale. As for the second, Eridan enjoyed cordial relations with Belar, but the Warders had rarely worked closely with Belarian agents. Neither of those fit, so it had to be something else. He furrowed his brow and raised his hand to his chin. After a moment’s thought, he snapped his fingers. It had been during one of the few busy moments of the day. A plain-looking young woman who claimed to be a new apprentice to a popular tailor spent a few minutes carefully inspecting his linens before approaching him. While animatedly haggling with him over the price, she had tripped over one of the samples she’d strewn on the floor. As he helped her get up, she’d fallen again and he’d caught her. She must have deftly slipped the case into his pocket while he was helping her up. That explained how he’d gotten the case, but didn’t tell him what to do with it.

He examined the case more closely. There were no obvious hinges, latches, or other types of opening mechanism nor could he detect any seams. It appeared to be nothing more than a small solid metal object. What was he supposed to do with it? Who was he supposed to give it to? Was it really a Warder drop? Could it be someone’s idea of a joke? Draham was a practical joker, but the veteran dwarf agent hadn’t been in Damarval since Demir’s appointment. Maybe he’d been compromised by Duyal. The overly friendly Belarian did spend an inordinate amount of time in the draper shop. Perhaps he sent a courier with a fake drop as some sort of test to learn about Warder operations.

No, none of that made any sense. He shook his head and tossed the case into the air. A sharp metallic clink rang through the air as the metal object made contact with the silver of his Warder ring. Even as the sound registered in his ears he felt the simultaneous tingle of magic as his ring came to life. The gentle glow encompassed the case for several seconds before most of it vanished. The remaining glow didn’t come from his ring. It came from the case. The smooth surface now bore the faintly glowing blue image of a stoat.  Demir swallowed hard. The case was a legitimate and very serious drop. A stoat signified the highest priority package. Perhaps this was why the Shaulan were gathering in the city.

There was no time to lose. Demir glanced out the door into the nearly empty bazaar square. The lengthening shadows signaled the setting of the sun and the end of the trading day. The few remaining customers in the square were closing out their final purchases. Several were already starting to bring in their wares to close for the night. Demir nodded his head. No one would think twice if he joined them in closing before sunset. He placed the case in an interior pocket, tied the purse onto his belt, and tucked it inside his tunic. Neither hiding place would fool a determined thief, but they would prevent a cutpurse from making an easy score.

He finished taking in the last of his wares and stepped back out to take down the awning and secure his merchandise shelf.

“Excuse me, sir, but have you got any blue silk?”

Demir finished lowering the awning and with one hand over his purse and the other on the hilt of his dagger he turned to face his would be customer.

“You don’t have to worry about me, good sir. I’m no thief. If I was I wouldn’t have announced myself, would I? Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Igniani. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”

Demir lowered both of his hands but kept the right near his dagger. “Can’t say that I have.”

“Yes, well I’m one of Lady Marta’s clothiers. She’s the Duchess’s second cousin once removed and one of thirteen flower maids in tomorrow’s wedding of her Grace’s first cousin.”

Demir looked at the small man. He was well dressed and seemed to be quite agitated. He knew about the wedding. Just before buying Berci’s cart of goods he’d sold several bolts of silk for the accents on the dresses of the wedding party. He’d never heard of Lady Marta, but the Duchess came from a big family. It was impossible to keep tabs on all of her relations. He smiled and replied, “Of course, how can I help you?”

“It’s a bit embarrassing, but Lady Marta spilled wine on her dress during the rehearsal this afternoon. I was able to save everything except the blue silk accent. I need to recreate it tonight. I was told that the silk was bought in your shop. Would you by chance have more of it available?”

“I sold the last of that lot a few weeks ago,” Demir said.

The wiry man cringed. “Please tell me the next shipment’s a close match. Lady Marta couldn’t bear to ruin the wedding’s color scheme.”

Demir smiled back. Few laymen knew it, but no two batches of dyed fabric ever matched exactly. Demir might not recognize him, but Igniani knew his fabric. In that instant, Demir decided to play his role as draper rather than Warder agent. “Don’t fret, my friend. I keep the snippets and odd cuttings in the back of my shop in case something like this happens. You may need to hide a seam in a ruffle, but I should be able to get you something you can work with.”

The little man beamed back at him.

Demir said, “I don’t keep the snippets out front, so if you’ll follow me into the back, you can look through what I’ve got.”

Demir turned and stepped into his shop with the man named Igniani a step behind him. As soon as they were safely inside and out of anyone’s view, Igniani struck. In the blink of an eye he pulled a leather-encased lead weight from his sleeve and swung it at the base of Demir’s head. The only sounds were the dull thud of the weapon’s impact and the crack of the Warder agent’s neck-snapping. Igniani hid Demir’s lifeless body behind the bolts of cloth. True to his word, he left without taking the draper’s purse.
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Chapter Two
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More than a century ago outside the nether chambers in the Rakshasa Concordat

KYREN SAT ON a cold iron stool in front of an iron-bound oak door. A single torch was the only source of light. Its flickering flame lit little more than the immediate space in front of the door. It was enough for her to see that the door was on the inside of a long curving hallway that arched away into darkness that even her keen elven sight could not penetrate. Beyond that, she didn’t know where she was. She knew it was somewhere deep within the earth. The tiny cell that served as her prison over the last months was underground and there was no mistaking the downward slope of the passages they’d taken to reach this door.

Since her capture by the barbarians and subsequent sale in the Knome slave market, she had known little more than these dark passageways. If not for her twice-a-day feedings she would’ve lost track of the days. Not that the passage of time mattered. Escape was impossible. Even if she eluded capture and found her way through the twisting tunnels to the surface she’d still be trapped on the island. The passage from the mainland to the island had taken more than a day, which ruled out swimming.

Of course, there was also her twin sister, Kaden. She wouldn’t leave without her. Like most elven twins they shared a natural empathic link. They weren’t full telepaths, but they could sense each other’s presence and emotional state. The link was strongest when they were within sight of each other, but no matter how far apart they were there was always a recognizable presence. At least that had always been the case before they’d been captured. Something about their prison interfered with their link. It still worked but at a much weaker level. The only time Kyren could truly read her sister was when they passed near each other. Those occasional glimpses gave Kyren hope. At least Kaden was alive, but the emotions she sensed from her were the worst part of her captivity. 

This morning was the first time she’d seen Kaden in weeks. On their long march into the depths, Kyren managed to get a few quick views of her sister. Her sister’s long dark hair, which she had always kept in a single neat braid, hung in filthy knotted strands. Kaden’s face was hollowed out and she wore a vague haunted expression. Her sister avoided making eye contact with her. However bad things had been for Kyren, they had been much worse for Kaden.

When they reached the end of the passage, one of the two red-robed figures that served as her escort whenever she moved from her cell motioned for her to sit. The other opened the door. Kyren couldn’t see anything but blackness in the room. Both of the watchers escorted her sister into the chamber and closed the door.

She refused to sit silently and await her fate. She crept from the stool and placed her ear against the door. The heavy iron-bound wooden portal may have been soundproof to human hearing, but not to Kyren’s keen elven ears. Through its thick timber, she made out the sounds of human voices. They weren’t speaking any language she recognized. In fact, they weren’t speaking at all. They were chanting in rhythmic unison getting louder with each repeating chorus. Darkly beautiful, their haunting song sent shivers of dread and surprisingly anticipation through her body. The conflicting emotions were only heightened by a piercing agony filled scream, which even without their empathetic link she knew was Kaden’s.

A strong hand grabbed her shoulder and pulled her from the door. An unfamiliar male voice said, “Elfling, you mustn’t listen to the chant or you’ll share your sister’s fate.”

The last words caught her attention. She looked up at her would-be rescuer and was happy not to see a red robe, but disappointed to see he wore the blue robes of one of the Concordat’s masters. Determined to resist, Kyren tapped her last reserves of strength. She shook her head and tried to pull away from him. He wasn’t a large man but weakened from weeks of imprisonment his grip was more than a match for her.

With both hands, he grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. “Listen to me. They’ve succeeded with their plan so they don’t need you anymore. The Concordat eliminates things it doesn’t need. You must come with me young elf girl if you want to live.”

“What do you mean, they succeeded? What about my sister? I can’t leave Kaden here.”

“Your sister is gone. That creature in the other room is no longer your sister. We don’t have much time. The metamorphosis is almost complete. Once it’s done the new sorceress will come through that door,” he lifted a robed finger and pointed at the iron-bound oak. “If we’re here when the door opens, she will kill both of us.”

She stared blankly back at him.

He pulled something out of his pocket and tossed it to her. “Put that on and never take it off.”

Kyren caught a thin silver chain with a green stone with patterns like an eye dangling from it. She gave him a questioning look.

“It will make it harder for them to find you.” She slid it over her neck. “Good, now we must go.”

“Who are you?”

“My name is Dharmesh.”

♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
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IN THE PRESENT LATE at night somewhere in the Eridani red district

Not quite a drizzle, but more than a fog, the small drops of mist falling through the air added a bone-chilling dampness to the night. Khelan fought back a shiver and closed her hood more tightly around her face.

At least the foul weather kept most of the locals off the streets. Since she’d entered the city just before dusk, Khelan hadn’t seen more than a handful of them. Even the pleasure girls and their prospective clients had taken their business out of the weather. The few people who did venture out were also bundled up against the dampness. She easily avoided making eye contact with any of them and other than a few nods no one took more than a passing notice of her.

She quickly made her way through the broader streets of the proper city to the warren of twisting lanes and abruptly ending alleyways that formed the red district of Eridan. By day it was a bustling area alive with commerce, but at night it transformed into a dark maze filled with cutthroats and robbers with the possibility of ambush around every corner. Few outsiders would knowingly venture into the red district at night. Khelan didn’t hesitate. She confidently crossed the invisible boundary between the wealthier and poorer sections of the city. She may have been a stranger in Eridan, but Khelan felt a sense of ease wash over her as she entered the red district.

That wasn’t the only thing that washed over her. Brushed by the dry winds from the neighboring desert her home never experienced anything like the dank Eridani mist. The combination of the misty air, open sewers, and too many people sharing too little space produced a particularly pungent aroma, especially in the red district. To put it bluntly, the place smelled like a dung heap. Unfortunately, she was all too familiar with that smell. During a particularly desperate escape from one of her first assignments, she had mistakenly turned into a dead-end alleyway. Her only route of escape was through a small opening at the back of the alley. The culvert took her through an old dried-out cesspool. She escaped, but despite numerous cleanings eventually had to cut off most of her hair and burn her clothes. The smell and the resulting flashback nearly caused her to miss the other significant change since she’d entered the poor district.

It was nothing that most ordinary people would notice, but Khelan was hardly ordinary. The drizzle and darkness that assaulted her nose and obscured her sight, didn’t impact her keen hearing that she had inherited from her great grandmother. Through the sound muffling drizzle, she could discern the difference between the rustling rats and the near-silent footpads of their whiskered stalkers. They also detected another sound that was neither a rat nor its quiet hunter, but rather the footsteps of a two-legged predator. The timing of each step matched her pace so closely that any normal person who managed to hear it would almost certainly dismiss it as the echo of their own feet hitting the soggy ground. Khelan’s exceptional hearing perceived slight variations that didn’t match what she’d expect from an echo. No she thought, somewhere along her journey she’d picked up a follower.

She needed to turn the tables on her pursuer. She fought the instinctual urge to turn around for a quick look. That would only alert her follower that he’d been discovered, which would cost her the element of surprise. She considered doubling back along her path to loop around and catch her pursuer, but quickly dismissed that idea, too. If she was being followed, her trailer was very good. He was most likely a member of the local thieves’ guild. On neutral ground, she’d stake her life on her skills against any guild member, but this was not neutral ground. If she was being followed by a member of the guild he would have intimate knowledge of every nook and cranny in the red district.

Her only hope was to find a way to surprise her pursuer. She needed to set a trap and build his confidence up enough so that he’d ignore his craft and take the bait. It took a few moments, but she found something that just might work. Numerous alleys opened out to the left of the road, for lack of a better term, that she was following. It wasn’t what she’d have preferred. There were plenty of things that could go wrong, but it was the best possibility she saw. A born risk-taker, she decided to roll the dice. 

She briefly paused and looked down the first alleyway. The mysterious echo matched her footfalls perfectly. She smiled. If she was being followed, her pursuer had executed a perfectly silent stutter-step-stop. Her stalker certainly knew his craft. She did the same thing at the second alley with the same results. When she came to the third alley, she slowed her cadence as if she was going to pause and look, but didn’t. For one footfall the mysterious echo fell out of step with her cadence. Its perfect timing returned on the next step, but that only confirmed her suspicion. She was being followed by a member of the local guild. Judging from his skill he was no apprentice, but a seasoned veteran.

She absently reached for the reassuring coolness of the green dragon’s eye and the two rings she wore around her neck. Given to her by her brother on the night he left for Charente it was her only hope of finding him. She smiled again. Everything was going according to plan.

♦ ♦ ♦ ♦
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ISAK LIFTED ANOTHER spoonful of stew to his lips. He blew across it, but it was still too hot to eat. He carefully put the spoon back into the steaming bowl. Despite his growling stomach he’d have to wait a little longer for it to cool. Isak hated waiting. As a member of the guild, he understood the importance of patience. Vens always used to say, an over-eager thief was a short-lived thief. Thinking of his former mentor brought a sad smile to Isak’s face.

That was just one of the valuable lessons his sponsor into the guild had taught him. Over the course of his apprenticeship, Isak drank in every one of the older thief’s unwritten rules of the trade. There were so many that Isak, who, despite no formal schooling, had a head for numbers, started numbering them to help him keep track. The over-eager thief was rule number 17. Almost as quickly as Vens spouted them, Isak committed them to memory. Armed with Vens’ rules and his natural talent, Isak mastered how to stalk targets by moving silently, planning precisely, and striking quickly. There wasn’t a lock in the city he couldn’t pick or a secret door he couldn’t find. No one else in the guild could match his mastery of the craft of thievery. His recent promotion to Master thief made him the youngest master anyone could remember.

Despite his prowess, Isak remained uncomfortable around the new apprentices. He would never say it, but there were times when he wished he could directly call upon the wisdom of his mentor rather than rely on his memories. Sadly, like most guild members Vens’ luck had eventually run out. While burgling a supposedly empty noble’s home he’d stumbled into the crossfire of a political power play between Eridan and the Cadinan Empire. That misfortune cost Vens his life at the hands of a highly trained Shaulan assassin.

Ignoring another of Vens’ favorite sayings, rule number 31 – there’s no room for vengeance in a thief’s heart – Isak swore to avenge his mentor’s death. While not perfect, he extracted some measure of revenge by helping Tira rescue Bendan and Kelda from one of the assassins. He could only hope that the Shaulan’s intolerance for failure within its ranks finished the job he had started.

Thinking of Tira brought a different smile to his face. He’d worked with her a second time when the guild’s leader, Korsak, needed an off-the-books favor from the Duke’s Steward Rigel. Isak had always known that the guild was well connected within the royal castle, but he never imagined how high up the connection went.

Now he sat in the Knife and Cat, on yet another of Korsak’s unofficial errands. One of Korsak’s connections in the neighboring city-state of Nalton had tipped him off about the pending arrival of an assassin from the Opequon Confederacy. Assassinations were a common tool of the crazy intrigues within the confederacy, but they didn’t mix well with the more sedate politics of Eridan. All their contact knew about the assassin was that he came from Damarval, he was picking up his assignment at the Knife and Cat, and that he’d arrive at dusk on one of three nights. That wasn’t a lot to go on, but Korsak owed his friends in the castle a debt after they cleaned up the mess in Creuse. While the guild would happily steal the last pennies from an old noblewoman, it would never shirk a debt of honor. At least not as long as there was a profit for the guild in strengthening the relationship.

To help him, Korsak had lent Isak the services of several novices and half a dozen apprentices. None of them knew the truth about their assignments. They thought it was just another one of their training exercises. Isak dispersed them along the border of the red district with instructions to watch the approaches to the tavern, while he waited on the inside. It wasn’t the most creative plan, but it had the benefit of being simple. Vens’ first rule of thievery was simple succeeds, clever gets you caught. Another benefit was that it allowed Isak to stay warm and dry in the tavern, which besides the obvious benefit also offered him a chance to catch a glimpse of Tira. He wasn’t quite sure how or why the ‘noblewoman’ was connected to the tavern, but given that she’d risked her neck to save the owners he was sure she was.

So far he hadn’t seen the assassin or Tira and this was the last of the three nights given by the Naltonese contact. Isak settled into his seat and absorbed the activity around him. The Knife and Cat was a little less rowdy than Isak had remembered. From the snippets of conversation he overheard, Kelda had cracked down on things recently after a particularly raucous affair involving some members of the carpenters’ guild. As a result, the small makeshift stage at the far end of the common room was strictly off-limits to tavern patrons. Tonight’s performer was a traveling balladeer of passable skill. He played half a dozen standards with a similar number of requests mixed in before calling it an early night.

While the musician was still packing away his instrument, many people in the crowded common room made for the exit. Against this press of people, one person was attempting to enter the room. Isak immediately recognized him as, Dornoch, the youngest and least skilled of the apprentices. Ignoring all pretense of being unobserved the small blonde-haired thief swam through the crowd and came directly to Isak’s table. In addition to ignoring his craft, he was alone. Isak had stationed the apprentices in pairs figuring that two sets of eyes were always better than one even if the second set belonged to Dornoch. Before he even got to the table Dornoch blurted out, “We’ve got a problem. Quick, you need to come with me.”
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