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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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE ON THE CONTINENT

          

        

      

    

    
      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 morning air carried the scent of fresh bread.

      Rahlia paused at the edge of the village square, her red hair catching the pale northern light as she lifted her face to inhale that impossible aroma—yeast and grain and warmth, the smell of civilization rising from ovens that had not existed eighteen months ago. Around her, the settlement of Frosthollow stirred with the particular rhythm of a community that had learned to work rather than merely survive, and the sounds that reached her ears were as alien to this frozen land as the bread that had drawn her attention.

      Hammers on wood, not bone. Saws cutting lumber, not frozen meat. Children laughing, not crying from hunger.

      She had arrived in the Northern Wastes as a girl of fourteen, carrying scrolls and seeds and the accumulated wisdom of a kingdom that had spent centuries learning how to coax life from unwilling earth. She had come with the trade caravan that formalized the alliance between Sangam and the Whitefang, one of a dozen specialists dispatched to fulfill the terms of a treaty that most southerners considered laughably one-sided. What could the frozen north offer in exchange for Sangam's knowledge? Warriors, certainly. Furs and whale oil and the exotic goods that wealthy merchants paid premium prices to acquire. But the true value of the alliance had never been commercial.

      Ash knew. He always knows.

      The thought of him sent a complicated warmth through her chest—pride and longing and something that might have been homesickness, though home had become a concept as slippery as ice on a spring river. Home was Sangam, where she had spent her childhood learning the arts of healing and administration under Vayu's patient guidance. Home was the Northern Wastes, where she had been born, where her father still ruled, where her mother's bones lay beneath a cairn overlooking the frozen lake. Home was wherever Ash needed her to be, which for the past year had meant this harsh and beautiful land that was slowly, stubbornly, magnificently learning to be something more than it had ever been.

      Rahlia resumed walking, her boots crunching on the packed snow that lined the village's main thoroughfare. The path had been cleared with tools she had introduced—broad wooden shovels with metal edges, far more efficient than the bone implements the tribes had used for generations. The buildings that flanked her passage stood straighter than their predecessors, their foundations laid according to techniques that accounted for the freeze-thaw cycle that had destroyed northern construction for millennia. Smoke rose from chimneys built with proper ventilation, the grey plumes dispersing cleanly rather than pooling in the deadly concentrations that had killed so many through the long winters.

      Small changes. Obvious changes. Changes that should have been made centuries ago, if anyone had bothered to look.

      A woman emerged from one of the new buildings—a healing house, marked by the carved symbol that Rahlia had designed to be recognizable even to those who could not read. The healer wore the simple robes that had become standard among the northern medical practitioners, practical garments that could be easily cleaned and that did not trail in the blood and filth that were the inevitable companions of their work. She was carrying a basket of bandages, the cloth strips wound with the precise technique that Rahlia had spent months teaching.

      "Lady Rahlia!" The woman's weathered face split into a smile that transformed her harsh features into something approaching beauty. "The morning finds you well?"

      "Well enough, Sigra." Rahlia returned the smile with genuine warmth. She had delivered Sigra's third grandchild six months ago, a difficult breech birth that would have killed both mother and infant under the old ways. The baby was thriving now, fat and healthy and loud enough to wake the entire village when he was hungry. "How is young Tormund?"

      "Hungry as his grandfather and twice as loud." Sigra's eyes crinkled with the particular joy of a grandmother who had expected to bury another daughter in childbirth and had instead gained a grandson. "We call him the Little Wolf. He howls enough for the name."

      "A good howl means strong lungs. He'll be a warrior or a singer—perhaps both."

      "Gods willing." Sigra shifted her basket, her expression growing more serious. "The fever cases you asked about—we've had no new ones in three days. The quarantine worked."

      Rahlia felt something unclench in her chest. The fever had appeared two weeks ago, spreading through one of the outer settlements with the terrifying speed that characterized diseases in close quarters. Under the old ways, such an outbreak would have been left to run its course—the tribes had no concept of quarantine, no understanding of how sickness spread from person to person. Half the settlement might have died before the fever burned itself out.

      Instead, Rahlia had implemented the protocols she had learned in Sangam: isolation of the sick, burning of contaminated materials, careful monitoring of those who had been exposed. The methods were simple, obvious to anyone who understood the basic principles of disease transmission. They had also been completely unknown in the north until she had introduced them.

      "Continue the monitoring for another week," she said. "Some fevers return after seeming to fade. If there are no new cases by the next full moon, you can end the quarantine."

      Sigra nodded, her trust in Rahlia's guidance absolute. It was that trust that sometimes kept Rahlia awake at night, staring at the ceiling of her chambers and wondering if she was worthy of it. She was fifteen years old—sixteen in a few months, though such precise counting mattered little in a land where survival to adulthood was achievement enough. She had been trained by the finest minds in Sangam, had absorbed knowledge that most scholars spent lifetimes acquiring. But she was still young, still learning, still capable of mistakes that could cost lives.

      And they look at me like I'm a saint. Like my words come directly from the gods.

      "Thank you, Sigra." Rahlia touched the older woman's arm in the gesture of respect she had adopted from the northern customs. "Your work saves lives. Never forget that."

      Sigra's eyes glistened with something that might have been tears—sentiment that would have been unthinkable from a northern woman a year ago, but that had become more common as the tribes learned that strength did not require the suppression of every tender feeling. "It is you who saves lives, my lady. You and your knowledge from the south. Before you came, we buried our sick and hoped the gods would spare the rest. Now we fight the sickness itself. It is a gift beyond price."

      She hurried away before Rahlia could respond, leaving the red-haired girl standing alone in the village square with the weight of gratitude pressing against her shoulders like a physical burden.

      Is this what Ash feels? This constant awareness of expectation, this knowledge that others have placed their hopes in your hands?

      The thought was sobering. Ash carried the expectations of two races—the Agnivansha who looked to him as their prophesied savior-king, the humans who would one day kneel before an empire that did not yet exist. Rahlia carried only the hopes of a few thousand northerners who wanted their children to survive the winter. The scales were not remotely comparable.

      And yet, standing in the square of a village that had been transformed by her efforts, surrounded by the sounds and smells of a community that was learning to live rather than merely endure, Rahlia thought she understood something of what drove him. The burden was heavy. The responsibility was terrifying. But the alternative—watching suffering that could be prevented, accepting death that could be avoided—was worse.

      He would be proud, she thought. If he could see what we've built here, he would be proud.

      The image of Ash rose unbidden in her mind: silver hair and amber eyes and that preternatural stillness that characterized his every movement. She had known him since childhood, had watched him grow from a strange and brilliant boy into something that defied easy categorization. He was her friend—perhaps her closest friend, though neither of them used such words. He was also something more, something that the world was not yet ready to understand.

      Dragon. Emperor. The hope of two dying peoples.

      And somewhere far to the south, he was conquering cities and breaking chains and reshaping the political landscape of an entire continent. While she was here, teaching northerners how to bake bread and treat fevers and build houses that didn't collapse under the weight of accumulated snow.

      Different battles. Different fronts. The same war.

      Rahlia resumed her walk through the village, her path taking her toward the children's hall—another of her innovations, a central building where the young of the settlement gathered each morning to learn the skills they would need as adults. Before her arrival, northern education had been entirely practical: children learned by watching their parents, by doing the same tasks their ancestors had done for countless generations. Reading and writing were southern affectations, unnecessary for a people whose history was preserved in songs and stories rather than scrolls and books.

      She had changed that. Not through force or decree, but through the simple demonstration of utility. Children who could read could follow written instructions, could learn from books what would otherwise require years of apprenticeship. Children who could write could communicate across distances, could preserve knowledge that would otherwise die with its holders. The first generation of literate northerners was still young—the oldest no more than ten—but they represented something unprecedented in the history of these frozen lands.

      A future. A real future, not just survival.

      The children's hall was already bustling when Rahlia arrived, two dozen young voices raised in the particular chaos that characterized any gathering of the very young. The teacher—a former warrior named Brynn who had lost her sword arm in a raid three years ago and had found new purpose in education—was attempting to establish order with limited success. Her single remaining arm waved for attention while her voice competed with the excited chatter of her students.

      "Lady Rahlia!" The cry came from a small boy near the front, and suddenly every head in the room swiveled toward the door. The chaos transformed instantly into something approaching reverence, two dozen pairs of eyes fixing on Rahlia with an intensity that made her want to step backward.

      "Please, continue your lesson." She kept her voice gentle, her smile warm. "I'm only passing through."

      But the children were already abandoning their benches, crowding around her with the particular enthusiasm that the young reserved for figures who had captured their imagination. Hands tugged at her cloak, voices overlapped in their eagerness to share, and Rahlia found herself surrounded by a sea of upturned faces that looked at her with something that approached worship.

      "Lady Rahlia, I learned my letters!"

      "Lady Rahlia, my mother says you saved my baby sister!"

      "Lady Rahlia, can you teach us the southern songs today?"

      She answered each question, acknowledged each achievement, touched each head with the gentleness that came naturally to her despite the harsh land of her birth. These were her people—by blood, by choice, by the strange alchemy of fate that had made her a bridge between two worlds. They deserved her attention, her care, her genuine interest in their small triumphs and large dreams.

      But gods, some days I wish they would just let me walk through a village without turning it into a procession.

      Brynn eventually managed to restore order, herding the children back to their benches with the particular authority that came from a lifetime of military discipline. She caught Rahlia's eye and nodded gratefully, acknowledging both the disruption and the honor of the visit.

      "They love you," she said quietly, stepping close enough that the children couldn't hear. "Not just respect—love. It's different from how they feel about your father, or even about your brother before he left. You're something new to them. Something they've never had before."

      "I'm just a teacher." Rahlia shook her head, uncomfortable with the assessment. "I brought knowledge from Sangam. Anyone could have done the same."

      "Anyone could have brought the knowledge," Brynn agreed. "But you made them believe it. You made them want to learn, to change, to become something more than they were. That's not teaching, my lady. That's leadership."

      The word sat heavy in Rahlia's chest as she left the children's hall and continued her circuit through the village. Leadership. It was a quality she had observed in others—in her father, in Ash, in the great figures whose stories she had studied in Sangam's vast libraries. She had never thought to apply it to herself.

      And yet, what else do you call what you're doing here?

      The village's northern edge offered a view that never failed to move her, no matter how many times she witnessed it. The frozen plains stretched toward the horizon, white and grey and pale blue where the ice caught the morning light. In the distance, the mountains rose like teeth against the sky, their peaks perpetually shrouded in clouds that promised storms and avalanches and all the dangers that made this land so unforgiving.

      Beautiful. Deadly. Home.

      She had been born here, in a settlement not unlike this one, during a blizzard that had killed three other women in childbirth that same night. Her mother Thyra had survived through sheer will—the same will that had carried her through the wasting sickness that eventually claimed her life when Rahlia was four years old. She remembered little of Thyra now, just fragments: a warm embrace, a soft voice singing songs she could no longer recall, a face that she sometimes glimpsed in mirrors before it resolved into her own features.

      Mother's eyes. Mother's bones. Father's hair and father's stubbornness.

      Rammstein the Red would never admit to stubbornness, of course. He would call it determination, or strength of will, or the natural resolve of a chieftain who had unified thirty-two tribes through blood and fire and sheer force of personality. But Rahlia knew her father well enough to recognize the trait in herself—that inability to accept defeat, that refusal to abandon a course of action once committed, that iron certainty that bent circumstances to its will rather than bending to them.

      It was stubbornness that had kept her in the north when she could have returned to Sangam's comfort and safety. Stubbornness that drove her through eighteen-hour days of teaching and healing and administrating. Stubbornness that would keep her here until the work was done, however long that took and whatever it cost her.

      One year, she thought, the familiar ache rising in her chest. Nearly a year since I've seen Ramsey.

      Her brother had left with Ash when she was sixteen, departing on the odyssey that would eventually transform them both into legends. She had watched them ride away from Sangam's gates, two young men setting out to reshape the world, and she had forced herself not to cry because Whitefang women did not weep for partings, no matter how much their hearts might break.

      He had written, when he could. Letters that arrived months after their composition, carried by traders and messengers who could not know the value of the crumpled parchments they bore. Letters that told of conquests and recruitment, of Apostles gathered and enemies defeated, of a brotherhood forming in the crucible of shared purpose. Letters that never quite captured the brother she remembered—the gentle giant who had protected a starving child in the snow, who had taught her to track and hunt and survive, who had held her hand at their mother's memorial stone and promised that he would always come back to her.

      He promised. And I believe him. But gods, I miss him so much it hurts to breathe sometimes.

      The last letter had arrived three months ago, describing events in the Free Cities that seemed almost fantastical—a blind archer who had killed his own council, cities falling without siege, chains breaking across an entire archipelago. Ramsey had written of Rivolde with a respect that surprised her, of Zion with cautious admiration, of the Stewards who were learning to govern lands they had never expected to rule. He had written of Ash, too, though those passages were carefully vague—even in private correspondence, they could not risk revealing too much.

      My brother is helping build an empire. And I'm teaching children their letters in a village that most maps don't even show.

      It wasn't resentment she felt—not exactly. She understood her role in Ash's grand design, understood that the transformation of the north was as crucial to his plans as the conquest of southern cities. An empire needed more than soldiers and territories; it needed the infrastructure of civilization, the foundation upon which lasting power could be built. The north had warriors aplenty, but it had lacked the knowledge to sustain itself through anything other than raiding and subsistence survival. She was providing that knowledge, one village at a time, one lesson at a time, one life saved at a time.

      It matters. I know it matters. But some days I want to be there with them, seeing the world change with my own eyes instead of hearing about it in letters.

      "My lady?"

      The voice came from behind her, accompanied by the crunch of boots on snow. Rahlia turned to find a young warrior approaching—one of her father's personal guard, his face familiar though she couldn't immediately recall his name.

      "The High Chieftain requests your presence," he said, offering a bow that would have been unthinkable from a northern warrior a year ago but that had become common as the tribes adopted new customs alongside new technologies. "At the stronghold. There are visitors he believes you should meet."

      Visitors. In the north, that could mean anything from trade delegations to refugee groups to the occasional ambassador from some southern power that had finally noticed the political shifts occurring in the frozen wastes. Rahlia had met with dozens of such visitors over the past months, serving as her father's interpreter and advisor in matters that required the delicate touch of southern diplomacy.

      "Did he say who they were?"

      "Warriors, my lady. Six of them. They arrived this morning from the mountain passes." The guard hesitated, something flickering in his expression that might have been awe or confusion or both. "Strange warriors, my lady. They move like no men I've ever seen. And their eyes..."

      He trailed off, shaking his head as if uncertain how to describe what he had witnessed.

      Rahlia felt something shift in her chest—recognition, perhaps, or anticipation. Warriors who moved strangely. Eyes that unsettled hardened northerners. There was only one group she knew of who fit such a description, and their presence here could mean only one thing.

      The Agnivansha. Something is happening that requires their involvement.

      "Tell my father I'll come immediately," she said, already moving toward the stronghold. "And have someone prepare refreshments for our guests. Proper refreshments—mead and meat, nothing elaborate. They'll appreciate directness."

      The guard nodded and hurried ahead, leaving Rahlia to follow at a pace that was not quite a run but that carried her through the village with an urgency she could not entirely explain. The Agnivansha did not travel lightly or without purpose. If six of them had come to the north, something significant was in motion—something connected to the empire that was taking shape in the south, to the plans that Ash had been weaving since before she could remember.

      The world is changing. And today, I get to see another piece of that change.

      She passed through the village gates and onto the road that led to her father's stronghold, her red hair streaming behind her like a banner, her mother's eyes fixed on the horizon where destiny waited.

      ⁂

      The encampment spread across the frozen valley like a wound in the snow—dark shapes against white emptiness, the controlled chaos of warriors who had learned to make any terrain their home. Baelon von Aayudham stood at the edge of the command pavilion, his mortal form motionless against the bitter wind, amber eyes tracking the movement of his kindred through the organized disorder below.

      Nearly two hundred years of life had taught him patience. Two centuries of watching civilizations rise and crumble, of seeing empires bloom and wither, of standing vigil over a race that had once ruled the world and now hid in mountain caves like frightened animals. He had been young when the Agnivansha commanded the skies—young by his people's reckoning, barely past his first century, still learning the arts of war that would eventually make him Knight-Centurion of the Hundred. He had watched that golden age end in fire and betrayal, had felt the death-screams of his kindred echo through the bond that connected all Agnivansha, had learned what it meant to be hunted by creatures who should have been prey.

      And now we emerge again. Slowly. Carefully. Into a world that would destroy us if it knew we still existed.

      The Hundred moved through the camp with the particular grace that marked their kind—fluid, predatory, impossible to mistake for mortal movement by anyone who knew what to look for. They wore their human forms with the ease of long practice, features that ranged across the spectrum of mortal appearance: dark skin and light, sharp features and soft, the accumulated diversity of bloodlines that had mingled across millennia. But their eyes betrayed them. Always the eyes. That particular crimson shade that no mortal bloodline produced, that inner fire that burned even in the most carefully maintained disguise.

      We are shadows pretending to be men. And we have become very good at the pretense.

      The camp itself was a marvel of efficiency—tents arranged in concentric circles around the central command structure, supply lines organized with military precision, training grounds marked out at the perimeter where younger Agnivansha practiced the combat forms that had been passed down through generations. They had been here for nearly two years now, integrated with the mortal forces of the unified north, training Whitefang warriors in arts that most mortals believed lost to history. The arrangement served multiple purposes: it built the military capacity of Ash's growing empire, it gave the Hundred experience working alongside mortals without revealing their nature, and it provided cover for their true mission—the protection and expansion of Agnivansha interests in a world that had nearly succeeded in exterminating them.

      Ashwathama.

      The boy thinks in decades. In centuries. He sees patterns that even I sometimes miss.

      The name carried weight that Baelon could not easily articulate, even in the privacy of his own thoughts. He had watched the child grow from a silver-haired infant into something that defied the categories Baelon had spent two centuries constructing. Half-blood. Hybrid. The union of Agnivansha royalty and mortal genius, carrying the hopes of two peoples in a body that should not have been able to contain such potential.

      The prophecies spoke of him, of course. The old texts that the Agnivansha had preserved through the dark years of hiding, the fragmentary visions that had guided their survival when logic suggested surrender. A king who would unite what had been sundered. A bridge between worlds. The last flame of a dying race, burning bright enough to ignite a new dawn.

      Baelon had believed the prophecies because faith was all they had left. But watching Ash grow, watching him plan and execute with a precision that surpassed anything Baelon had witnessed in two hundred years of war, watching him reshape the political landscape of an entire continent through sheer force of will and intellect—that was something beyond prophecy. That was something new.

      He conquered six cities in a matter of weeks. Six Free Cities, brought under imperial control through a combination of force and diplomacy and strategic brilliance that left even the Hundred struggling to keep pace.

      The thought should have brought satisfaction. Instead, it brought concern. The empire was expanding faster than anyone had anticipated, faster than the infrastructure could support, faster than the carefully laid plans had accounted for. Each conquered city required administration, protection, integration into the larger whole. Each new territory brought new enemies, new complications, new opportunities for disaster.

      And the enemies were not idle.

      Baelon's intelligence network—built over decades, maintained through a web of informants and observers that spanned the continent—had been reporting disturbing developments. Leopold Faroe of Akkad had begun hiring assassins, the kind of specialized killers who charged fortunes because they delivered results. Mansa Adin of Hashempur was spending gold like water, bribing officials and merchants and anyone else who might be turned against the new order. The Inner Triumvirate—Arcanmere, Mangholstadt, Sorkhold—had convened emergency councils, their usual internal squabbling set aside in the face of a threat they were only beginning to comprehend.

      They sense something. They don't know what the Emperor is, don't understand the scope of what he's building. But they sense it. And they're preparing.

      The Free Cities needed protection. Not the kind of protection that armies provided—the new Stewards had soldiers enough to maintain order and repel conventional attacks. They needed protection against the shadows, against the knives in the dark, against the subtle poisons and corrupting influences that were the true weapons of political warfare. They needed guardians who could see threats that mortal eyes would miss, who could move through danger with capabilities that exceeded human limitations.

      They needed the Agnivansha.

      The sound of approaching footsteps drew Baelon's attention from his contemplation. Six figures were making their way up the slope toward the command pavilion, their movements betraying their nature to anyone who knew what to look for. They walked like predators wearing the skins of prey—too smooth, too controlled, too aware of their surroundings. Their mortal disguises were adequate, features that would pass casual inspection, but their eyes burned with the amber fire that marked their blood.

      The six. Finally.

      He had summoned them three weeks ago, sending word to the Nest through channels that only Agnivansha knew existed. The message had been simple: six warriors needed for extended assignment in mortal territories. Volunteers preferred, but this was not a request. The empire required service, and the Agnivansha would provide.

      They were not members of the Hundred. That elite company was composed of the finest warriors their race had produced in generations, the survivors of Androghengis's genocide who had been strong enough and skilled enough to escape the slaughter. The Hundred were irreplaceable—each death diminished their people's military capability in ways that could not be measured. They could not be risked on assignments that might expose them to discovery, that might force them into conflicts where their true nature would be revealed.

      These six were different. Capable warriors, certainly—any Agnivansha who survived to adulthood possessed combat abilities that exceeded most mortal champions. But they were not the Hundred. They were the next tier down, the solid fighters who formed the backbone of their race's remaining military strength. Expendable was too harsh a word, but they were... deployable. Assets that could be risked where the Hundred could not.

      And if they fail, if they're discovered, the consequences fall on all of us. Every Agnivansha. Every egg in the Nest. Everything we've spent sixteen years rebuilding.

      The six reached the pavilion and dropped to their knees in unison, the ancient gesture of fealty that Agnivansha warriors had offered their superiors since before mortal civilization existed. Baelon let them hold the position for a moment—not from cruelty, but from tradition. The old forms mattered. They connected the present to a past that was slipping away with each generation, preserved the cultural identity that made them Agnivansha rather than merely long-lived mortals with unusual abilities.

      "Rise," he said finally, his voice carrying the authority of two centuries. "And report."

      They rose as one, their movements synchronized with the unconscious coordination that came from shared blood and ancient training. Six faces turned toward him, six pairs of amber eyes meeting his gaze with the particular intensity that marked their kind. He knew their names—had memorized their service records before summoning them—but this was the first time he had seen them in person.

      The eldest stepped forward, a warrior whose mortal form appeared to be in its late thirties but whose eyes carried the weight of a century and a half. Kiran von Velanthos. His record spoke of calm under pressure, of leadership abilities that had served well in the small skirmishes that constituted Agnivansha warfare in this diminished age. He moved with the measured grace of someone who had learned that patience was often more valuable than speed.

      "Knight-Centurion." Kiran's voice was deep, controlled. "We come as summoned. The Nest sends its regards and its warriors."

      "The Nest's regards are noted." Baelon gestured toward the interior of the pavilion, where a fire burned in the central pit and seats had been arranged for this meeting. "Come. We have much to discuss and little time to discuss it."

      They filed into the pavilion in order of seniority—another old tradition, another thread connecting them to what they had been. Baelon noted how each of them moved, cataloguing their capabilities with the instinctive assessment that two centuries of warfare had made automatic.

      Kiran von Velanthos took the seat to Baelon's right, his posture relaxed but alert. A leader, as his record suggested. Someone who understood that authority required both confidence and awareness.

      Aric von Drakenhold sat to Kiran's right, his mortal form bearing scars that mapped decades of combat. He was perhaps a hundred and twenty years old—middle-aged by Agnivansha standards—and his record was written in the marks on his flesh. Old battles, old wounds, old victories paid for in blood. He had not spoken since arriving, and Baelon suspected he rarely did. Some warriors let their actions speak for them.

      Vasara von Pyralis was the youngest, barely sixty years old, his mortal form appearing to be in its early twenties. There was an eagerness to him that the others had long since lost—a hunger to prove himself, to demonstrate that youth did not mean incapability. Dangerous, that hunger. It could drive a warrior to glory or to a grave. Baelon would need to watch him carefully.

      Niral von Ashketh had the look of a scholar, his features fine-boned in the way that mortals associated with intellectuals and artists. His record told a different story—a strategic mind that had planned three successful operations against Androghengis' hunters in the years after the genocide, saving dozens of Agnivansha lives through careful misdirection and tactical brilliance. He understood politics, understood the subtle warfare that was fought with words and gold rather than steel and fire.

      Theron von Valdros moved like a predator even among predators, his eyes constantly scanning, cataloguing, assessing. A hunter by nature and training, someone who read people like prey and environments like hunting grounds. He would be invaluable in the kind of shadow war that the Free Cities represented.

      And finally, Daeva von Korrath. The quiet one. His record was sparse—not because he lacked achievements, but because his achievements were the kind that did not get written down. He sat at the end of the row, his amber eyes fixed on some middle distance, his silence carrying a weight that made even the other Agnivansha uncomfortable. Baelon had met warriors like him before, the ones who had looked too long into the darkness and found something looking back. They were often the most effective. And the most dangerous.

      "You know why you've been summoned," Baelon began, his gaze moving across their faces. "The Emperor's conquest of the Free Cities has exceeded all projections. Six cities now fly under imperial authority—Caligara, Porthos, Sardis, Velanos, Myrenos, Hasanith. Two-thirds of the Table of Nine, brought under control in a matter of months."

      "An impressive achievement." Kiran's tone was neutral, neither praising nor questioning. "The young Emperor moves swiftly."

      "He moves as the situation demands. The Free Cities were ripe for conquest—corrupt, divided, weakened by internal conflicts that had festered for generations. The Emperor saw the opportunity and seized it." Baelon paused, letting the weight of his next words settle. "But conquest is only the beginning. The harder work comes after—maintaining control, integrating new territories, defending against those who would see the new order destroyed."

      "The remaining Karthaavs," Niral said, his scholar's mind already working through the implications. "They won't accept what's happened. Their entire power structure depends on the independence of the Free Cities. A unified coalition under imperial authority threatens everything they've built."

      "Precisely." Baelon nodded, acknowledging the insight. "Leopold Faroe of Akkad has begun hiring assassins. Mansa Adin of Hashempur is attempting to corrupt imperial officials. Edvard Tortuga remains unpredictable, watching and waiting for an opportunity to exploit. And beyond the Free Cities, the Inner Triumvirate is awakening to the threat. Mangholstadt especially—they've always viewed the southern archipelago as their sphere of influence. An empire rising from those waters challenges their fundamental assumptions about the continental balance of power."

      "What do you need from us?" Aric spoke for the first time, his voice a low rumble that carried the particular resonance of someone accustomed to commanding attention without raising his volume.

      "Protection." Baelon let the word hang in the air for a moment. "Each of the six conquered cities has been placed under a Steward—a governor appointed by the Emperor's authority. These Stewards are mortals, capable administrators but vulnerable to the kinds of threats that the enemy will deploy. Assassins. Saboteurs. Poisoners. Corrupting influences that work slowly, invisibly, until the damage is done."

      "You want us to guard them," Vasara said, and there was something in his voice that might have been disappointment. "To serve as bodyguards for mortals."

      "I want you to protect the Emperor's interests in territories that are critical to his plans." Baelon's tone hardened, amber eyes fixing on the young warrior with an intensity that made Vasara flinch. "The Free Cities control the southern sea routes—trade that flows from half a dozen kingdoms passes through their harbors. They possess the finest shipyards on the continent. Their banking houses hold debts owed by noble families across a hundred territories. Losing even one of these cities would set the Emperor's plans back by years. Losing all of them would be catastrophic."

      Vasara lowered his eyes, properly chastened. "I spoke without understanding. Forgive me, Knight-Centurion."

      "Understanding is what this briefing is for." Baelon's tone softened slightly—the young needed guidance, not humiliation. "Each of you will be assigned to one of the six cities. You will serve as protectors—shadows guarding the Stewards and the Karthaav against threats that mortal guards cannot anticipate. You will operate in your mortal forms at all times. No shifting unless your life or the life of your charge is in immediate, unavoidable danger. Discovery would trigger responses from powers that even the Hundred could not face alone."

      "The Church," Niral said quietly. "If they learned that Agnivansha still existed..."

      "The Holy Inquisition would mobilize within weeks." Baelon confirmed the unspoken fear. "Mangholstadt's zealots have been waiting sixteen years for proof that their crusade was incomplete. If they received that proof—confirmed sightings, captured Agnivansha, any evidence that could not be dismissed—they would launch a second genocide. And this time, they would not stop until every last one of us was ash and memory."

      The silence that followed was heavy with the weight of their people's history. They had all grown up with the stories—the fire falling from the sky, the screams of the dying, the desperate flight into mountains that barely offered refuge. Androghengis Chandran had killed ninety percent of their race in a single year. The Hundred had survived through luck and skill and sacrifice. The Nest had been protected by warriors who died to buy time for the eggs and the non-combatants to escape.

      We cannot survive another purge. There aren't enough of us left to rebuild from.

      "You understand the stakes," Baelon said, breaking the silence. "Now let me explain your assignments."

      He moved to the table at the center of the pavilion, where a map of the Free Cities had been laid out—detailed cartography that showed each island, each harbor, each significant landmark. Six markers had been placed on the map, each corresponding to one of the conquered territories.

      "Kiran von Velanthos." Baelon met the eldest warrior's eyes. "You will be assigned to Caligara, the seat of power. Your charge is Rivolde Caligara—the Karthaav, the Third Apostle of the Emperor. He is young, brilliant, and blind. His disability has forced him to develop other senses to a degree that approaches our own capabilities. He may notice things about you that other mortals would miss. Be cautious."

      Kiran nodded, his expression thoughtful. "A blind Karthaav who sees more than those with eyes. I've read the reports. He interests me."

      "He should. He is one of the most capable mortals I have ever encountered." Baelon moved to the next marker. "Aric von Drakenhold. Hasanith. The city was conquered by the Second Apostle—Ramsey Whitefang, the Jotun. Its former ruler, Seraphina Kassander, was executed along with her heir. The population is restive, the merchant class resentful, the potential for violence high. The Steward is Matteo Caligara, one of Rivolde's brothers. He's competent but overwhelmed. You will need to be his shield against the shadows that are already gathering."

      Aric's scarred face showed no emotion, but his amber eyes burned with something that might have been anticipation. "Violence I understand. Politics less so. But I will learn."

      "Vasara von Pyralis." Baelon fixed the young warrior with a steady gaze. "Velanos. The shipyards. This city surrendered peacefully—its former Karthaav, Tomas Kessler, proved wiser than his peers. But peaceful surrender does not mean peaceful transition. There are factions within Velanos who resent the new order, who see the Steward as an outsider imposed by foreign conquerors. The shipyards are strategically critical—the Emperor's naval ambitions depend on Velanos remaining stable and productive."

      "I will not fail." Vasara's voice carried the particular intensity of youth determined to prove itself. "The shipyards will remain secure."

      "See that they do." Baelon moved on. "Niral von Ashketh. Sardis. The mining city, though the mines themselves have been depleted for decades. The Emperor himself executed its former ruler, Aldric Stannard—a necessary action that has nonetheless created complications. Sardis is being rebuilt from the ground up, its economy restructured, its population learning to live under laws that actually protect them. The Steward is Romano Caligara, the most empathetic of Rivolde's brothers. He needs someone who understands politics, who can navigate the complex relationships between old power structures and new authority."

      Niral's fine-boned features showed keen interest. "A city in transition. Vulnerable to manipulation from within and without. I will need comprehensive intelligence on the existing power structures."

      "You'll have it. Theron von Valdros." Baelon turned to the hunter. "Porthos. The gambling city. Its former Karthaav, Corvino Delacroix, was executed by Rivolde personally—publicly, as an example. The city's economy was built on vice and exploitation. Criminal elements have deep roots, networks that survived the change in leadership and are already adapting to the new order. The Steward is Giuliano Caligara—efficient, organized, but perhaps too trusting. He needs a hunter at his side. Someone who can track the predators that hide in Porthos's shadows."

      Theron's lips curved in something that was not quite a smile. "Criminal networks. Hidden predators. Political intrigue masked by games of chance." His amber eyes gleamed. "This assignment... suits me."

      "I thought it might." Baelon turned to the final marker, the final warrior. "Daeva von Korrath. Myrenos. The fishing city. The smallest of the conquered territories, the least strategic, the most easily overlooked. Its former Karthaav fled rather than face conquest—abandoned his people without even attempting resistance. The Steward is Filippo Caligara, the youngest of the brothers. Eleven years old. He has been assigned a mentor—Zion Madzeno, the exiled prince of Voss—but Zion cannot be everywhere. Filippo needs protection, yes, but more than that, he needs support. Quiet support. The kind that doesn't overwhelm a child who is already struggling with responsibilities too heavy for his years."

      Daeva's silence stretched for a long moment before he spoke, his voice soft and somehow distant. "A child Steward. Abandoned by his predecessor. Learning to govern while still learning to live." Something flickered in his amber eyes—recognition, perhaps, or memory. "I understand children who carry burdens too heavy for their shoulders. I will watch over him."

      Baelon studied the quiet warrior, wondering what experiences had shaped him, what darkness he had survived. But such questions were for another time. "Your assignments are clear. Your mission is clear. You represent House Suriyan in lands that have never seen our kind. Conduct yourselves accordingly."

      The six warriors straightened, their postures shifting from attentive to formal. An old response to an old phrase—the traditional closing of a mission briefing, unchanged across centuries.

      "You will travel south as Sangam knights," Baelon continued, producing a bundle of sealed documents from beneath his cloak. "These are your letters of introduction—forged with care, supported by records that have been inserted into Sangam's archives. Your cover identities will withstand casual investigation. Do not allow deeper investigation to occur."

      Kiran accepted the documents, distributing them to his companions with the natural authority of a leader. "How do we communicate with the Hundred? With you?"

      "You don't." Baelon's voice was flat, final. "Direct communication risks exposure. You will send reports through established channels—trading houses, messenger services, the same networks that mortals use. Emergency contact only through the Bearer Ring system, and only if the situation is truly dire."

      "We'll be alone out there," Vasara said, and for the first time, a note of uncertainty crept into his voice. "Cut off from our kindred. Surrounded by mortals who would kill us if they knew what we were."

      "Yes." Baelon met the young warrior's eyes without flinching. "That is exactly what you'll be. Alone. Isolated. Dependent on your own capabilities and judgment. If you cannot accept that, say so now. There is no shame in acknowledging limitations."

      Vasara's jaw tightened, uncertainty hardening into determination. "I did not say I couldn't accept it. I said it was the truth. I prefer to know the truth of what I face."

      "Good." Baelon allowed a note of approval to enter his voice. "That attitude will serve you better than false confidence. The Free Cities are not a battlefield. They are a nest of vipers dressed in silk and speaking in riddles. Steel is simple. People are complicated. Remember that, and you may survive."

      The briefing continued for another hour, Baelon outlining the specific threats each city faced, the personalities of the Stewards and their key advisors, the intelligence that his network had gathered on the remaining hostile Karthaavs. By the time he finished, the fire in the central pit had burned low, and the light filtering through the pavilion's fabric walls had shifted from morning gold to afternoon grey.

      "We understand, Knight-Centurion. We will serve as shadows, unknown to all."

      "Until the day comes when shadows are no longer needed." Baelon rose from his seat, signaling the end of the briefing. "May the ancestors guide your steps. May the fire in your blood burn true. And may you return to the Nest with honor intact and duty fulfilled."

      The ancient blessing settled over the gathering like a mantle of tradition, connecting these six warriors to the countless Agnivansha who had received similar words before departing on missions from which they might never return. They bowed in unison—the deep bow of warriors to their commander—and filed out of the pavilion into the grey afternoon light.

      Baelon watched them go, his ancient heart heavy with the weight of what he had set in motion. Six Agnivansha, dispatched into mortal lands where discovery meant death, tasked with protecting an empire that did not yet know they existed. It was a gamble—perhaps a necessary one, but a gamble nonetheless.

      If they succeed, the Free Cities will be secured. If they fail...

      He did not allow himself to complete the thought. Failure was not an option. Not for his people. Not anymore.

      ⁂

      Draevan von Khrysis had fought in seventeen wars across four centuries.

      He had stood against the mortal armies of the Second Yuga, when empires whose names were now forgotten had dared to challenge Agnivansha supremacy. He had burned cities that refused to bow, had drowned fleets in seas of fire, had walked through battlefields where the corpses numbered in the tens of thousands and every death was a monument to his people's absolute dominion over the lesser races. He had been there when the world belonged to the Agnivansha, when mortals whispered their names with the reverence reserved for gods, when the very idea of rebellion against the eternal flame was madness beyond comprehension.

      He had also been there when it ended.

      Androghengis. The name still burns, even after sixteen years.

      The genocider had come with weapons forged specifically to kill Agnivansha—Storm Magic derived from stolen secrets, blessed blades that cut through scales that had turned aside mortal steel for millennia, tactics developed through decades of careful observation and ruthless experimentation. He had come with an army of fanatics who believed that slaughtering an entire race was holy work, that the screams of dying Agnivansha were hymns to gods who demanded extinction. He had come, and he had nearly succeeded.

      Draevan had lost his mate in the first wave of attacks. Sariel von Khrysis, whose flame had burned beside his for three hundred years, whose eggs had hatched the children who carried their bloodline into an uncertain future. She had died defending the Nest, buying time for the evacuation with her life, her final roar echoing through mountains that would serve as her tomb.

      He had lost two of his children in the months that followed. Varek, the eldest, who had inherited his father's warrior spirit and his mother's fierce beauty. Lyria, the youngest, barely past her first century, who had dreamed of a world where Agnivansha and mortals might one day coexist in peace.

      Naive dreams. The dreams of the young, who have not yet learned what mortals truly are.

      Now he stood on the ridge overlooking the Hundred's encampment, watching six of his kindred prepare to depart on a mission that would take them into the heart of mortal civilization. Six Agnivansha, alone among enemies who would tear them apart if their nature was discovered. Six warriors who were not the Hundred, who lacked the centuries of experience and the honed capabilities that separated the elite from the merely competent.

      The Emperor's orders. His design, executed through Baelon's authority.

      Draevan understood the strategic logic. The Free Cities required protection that mortal guards could not provide. The Stewards were vulnerable to assassination, corruption, the thousand subtle dangers that characterized political warfare in the southern archipelago. Agnivansha guardians could detect threats that mortals would miss, could respond with capabilities that exceeded human limitations, could serve as invisible shields around the empire's most critical assets.

      But understanding the logic did not mean accepting it without reservation.

      The distinctive rhythm of Tyr von Anteras's approach announced his presence before he spoke—light footfalls that barely disturbed the snow, the particular grace of the youngest and swiftest of the Hundred. Where older Agnivansha moved with the measured deliberation of centuries, Tyr carried himself with an energy that bordered on restlessness, his body always seeming to strain against the stillness that observation required. He had spent the past two years running as courier between the Hundred's encampment, Sangam, and the Nest—missions that would have exhausted mortal messengers but that Tyr completed with time to spare and complaints about the lack of challenge.

      He said nothing as he took position beside Draevan, his own amber eyes tracking the six figures who were now gathering their supplies near the southern edge of the encampment. Two decades of service together had taught them both when words were necessary and when silence served better. For a long moment, they simply watched together—the oldest of the Hundred and the youngest, observing warriors who fell somewhere between them prepare for a journey that might claim their lives.

      "Kiran's steady," Tyr said finally. "He'll hold them together."

      "Kiran's never operated alone in mortal territory for more than a few weeks." Draevan's voice carried the weight of his four centuries, the accumulated grief that never quite faded no matter how many years passed. "None of them have. The longest deployment any of them has survived was Niral's three months in Voss, and he had emergency extraction available the entire time."

      "You don't think they're ready."

      "I think readiness is a luxury we can no longer afford to wait for." Draevan watched as Kiran organized his companions with quiet efficiency. "I watched ninety of every hundred of our people die. I buried my mate and two of my children. I've spent sixteen years hiding in mountains, pretending to be mortal, watching the world forget that we ever existed. I know exactly what happens when Agnivansha are sent into situations they're not prepared for. I also know that sending them is sometimes necessary regardless."

      Tyr was silent for a moment, absorbing the rebuke with the patience of someone who had known Draevan for over two centuries. They had fought together in the old wars, had stood back-to-back against overwhelming odds more times than either could count, had survived the genocide through a combination of skill and luck and the kind of stubborn refusal to die that characterized the Hundred's elite.

      "They're not children," Tyr said finally. "Kiran has a hundred and fifty years of experience. Even Vasara has seen combat—real combat, not just training exercises. They're capable."

      "Capable isn't the same as ready." Draevan watched as Kiran organized his companions with quiet efficiency, the natural authority of a leader who understood that preparation was the foundation of survival. "The Free Cities aren't a battlefield. They're a nest of vipers where the poison comes dressed in silk and speaks in riddles. Steel is simple. People are complicated."

      "You've been talking to Baelon."

      "Baelon and I agree on more than either of us would prefer to admit." A thin smile crossed Draevan's scarred features. "The Knight-Centurion may be younger than me by two centuries, but he's not a fool. He knows what he's sending them into. He knows the risks."

      "And yet he sends them anyway. On the Emperor's orders."

      "Because the Emperor sees patterns that even Baelon sometimes misses." Draevan's smile faded, replaced by something more complex—respect, perhaps, or wonder, or the particular unease that came from watching a prophecy unfold in real time. "The boy thinks in decades. In centuries. He's playing a game whose rules the rest of us are still learning."

      Below them, the six Agnivansha had finished their preparations. Their horses—mortal beasts, carefully selected for endurance and temperament—stood ready, loaded with supplies that would sustain them through the long journey south. Each warrior wore the practical travel gear of a Sangam knight, their Agnivansha nature hidden beneath layers of mortal disguise. To casual observation, they were simply another group of soldiers departing on assignment. Nothing remarkable. Nothing to attract attention.

      And that's exactly what they need to be. Unremarkable. Invisible. Shadows that mortals don't notice until the shadow's blade is at their throat.

      "Think they'll survive?" Tyr asked, echoing the question that had been weighing on Draevan's mind since Baelon had first briefed them on the mission.

      Draevan considered the question carefully, his tactical mind working through the variables. Kiran was solid—a natural leader with the experience to navigate complex situations. Aric was a fighter, scarred and tested, the kind of warrior who solved problems through direct action. Vasara was young and eager, dangerous traits in the subtle warfare of political intrigue, but he might grow into something more if he survived long enough. Niral had the mind for politics, the ability to see patterns in human behavior that others missed. Theron was a hunter, perfectly suited for tracking the predators that lurked in Porthos's criminal underworld.

      And Daeva... Daeva was something else entirely. A warrior who had looked into darkness and found something looking back. Unpredictable. Potentially brilliant. Potentially catastrophic.

      "The Free Cities aren't what will kill them," Draevan said finally. "The politics might. The isolation might. The constant pretense of being something they're not, day after day, year after year, with no relief and no respite." He paused, watching Kiran mount his horse with the fluid grace that marked Agnivansha movement even in mortal form. "We've all worn masks. We've all pretended to be mortals when our survival required it. But there's a difference between wearing a mask for days and wearing one for years. The mask starts to feel like your real face. You forget what you look like underneath."

      "You think they'll lose themselves?"

      "I think it's a possibility." Draevan turned to face his old comrade, amber eyes meeting amber eyes with the particular intensity of shared history. "We survived the genocide because we had each other. The Hundred. A community of our own kind, even in hiding. These six won't have that. They'll be alone among mortals, surrounded by creatures who would kill them if they knew the truth, maintaining a deception that can never slip. That kind of isolation does things to a mind. Even an Agnivansha mind."

      Tyr absorbed this assessment with a slow nod. "So, we hope they're strong enough. Hope they remember who they are, even when everything around them says they're something else."

      "Hope." Draevan let the word hang in the cold air, tasting its inadequacy. "I've learned not to rely too heavily on hope. It's a poor substitute for preparation and skill." He turned back to the camp below, where the six were now mounted and ready to depart. "But sometimes it's all we have."

      The signal was given—Kiran raising one hand in the traditional gesture of departure—and the six riders began moving toward the southern road. Their horses picked their way through the snow with the careful steps of beasts bred for northern conditions, and the warriors themselves sat their saddles with the unconscious grace that marked their kind. To mortal eyes, they were simply soldiers. Knights of Sangam, departing on a routine assignment. Nothing more.

      May the ancestors guide your steps. May the fire in your blood burn true.

      The ancient prayer rose unbidden in Draevan's mind as he watched them go. He was not a religious Agnivansha—four centuries of watching gods fail to prevent atrocities had cured him of whatever faith he might once have possessed—but the old words carried comfort, nonetheless. They connected him to generations of warriors who had spoken the same prayers before departing on missions from which they might never return. They reminded him that he was part of something larger than himself, larger than this moment, larger than the individual lives that were now riding south toward an uncertain future.

      "Draevan." Tyr's voice pulled him from his reverie. "The Whitefang girl is coming."

      Draevan followed Tyr's gaze to the path that wound up the ridge from the main camp. A small figure was making her way toward them, red hair bright against the grey snow, moving with the particular determination that characterized mortals who refused to let their physical limitations slow them down. Rahlia Whitefang—the High Chieftain's daughter, one of the handful of mortals who knew what the Hundred truly were.

      She should not be here. This is Agnivansha business.

      But the thought carried no real heat. Rahlia had proven herself over the past months—her discretion absolute, her service to the alliance invaluable. She had earned the trust that Baelon had extended to her, had demonstrated that some mortals could be relied upon to keep secrets that would destroy everything if revealed. And she was, in her own way, family. The Emperor had claimed her as kin, had treated her as a sister throughout their shared childhood, had made clear that her welfare was a matter of personal concern.

      "Let her come," Draevan said. "She has a right to witness departures that affect the alliance."

      Rahlia reached the ridge slightly out of breath, her cheeks flushed from the climb. She was small for a northerner—compact and precise, with none of the raw physical power that characterized her father and brother. But there was steel in her spine and fire in her eyes, and Draevan had learned not to underestimate mortals who possessed those qualities.

      "Draevan von Khrysis," she said, offering the slight bow that had become customary between them. "Tyr von Anteras. I hope I'm not intruding."

      "You are," Draevan replied, but his tone carried no censure. "But your intrusion is tolerated. What brings you to this particular overlook?"

      Rahlia turned to watch the six riders who were now disappearing around a bend in the southern road, her expression thoughtful. "Baelon told me about the mission. The six guardians being sent to the Free Cities." She paused, choosing her next words with care. "He thought I should know, since I'm responsible for coordinating northern support for imperial operations."

      "Did he." Draevan exchanged a glance with Tyr. Baelon's willingness to share information with mortals—even trusted mortals—was a subject of ongoing debate among the Hundred's senior members. "And what do you think of the Knight-Centurion's decision?"

      "I think it's necessary." Rahlia's voice carried no hesitation. "I've read the intelligence reports. The remaining Karthaavs are already moving against the Stewards. Leopold Faroe has hired at least three assassin guilds. Mansa Adin is spending gold like water to buy informants and traitors. The Stewards need protection that ordinary guards can't provide."

      "Astute." Draevan studied the mortal girl with renewed interest. "You've been paying attention."

      "Attention is required when the stakes are this high." Rahlia's grey eyes—her mother's eyes, Draevan had heard—met his amber gaze without flinching. "My brother is in the Free Cities. Ramsey is helping to build something that could change the world. I want that something to succeed. If Agnivansha guardians can help ensure that success, then I support their deployment."

      "Even knowing the risks? If they're discovered⁠—"

      "Then you'll face the consequences." Rahlia's expression was grave. "I understand that. I understand what exposure would mean for your people. But I also understand that hiding forever isn't an option. Eventually, the Agnivansha will have to emerge from the shadows. Eventually, the world will have to learn that you survived. The question is whether that revelation comes on your terms or someone else's."

      Draevan blinked, surprised despite himself. The mortal girl had articulated something that the Hundred's councils had debated for years—the fundamental tension between survival through concealment and the eventual necessity of emergence. It was not a perspective he had expected from someone so young, so mortal, so seemingly limited by the constraints of human existence.

      "You've been spending time with the Emperor," he said. "That sounds like his reasoning."

      "Ash taught me to think about long-term consequences." A hint of warmth entered Rahlia's voice at the mention of his name. "He taught me that every choice creates ripples, and the wise person considers where those ripples will eventually reach. The six warriors you're sending south—their success or failure will create ripples that affect everyone. Your people. My people. The entire continent."

      "And if they fail?"

      "Then we deal with the consequences." Rahlia's chin lifted, a gesture of defiance that reminded Draevan of the fierce northern warriors who had once raided southern kingdoms without fear. "But I don't think they will fail. Baelon chose them carefully. He understands what's at stake. And the Emperor..." She paused, something flickering in her expression. "The Emperor has a way of ensuring that his plans succeed. Even when the odds seem impossible."

      Tyr chuckled—a low sound that carried genuine amusement. "She's got fire, this one. No wonder the Emperor values her."

      "Fire is common enough," Draevan replied. "Wisdom is rarer. And this one seems to have both." He turned back to the now-empty road, where the six riders had vanished from sight. "Return to your duties, Rahlia Whitefang. The north needs your attention, and we have our own matters to address."

      Rahlia bowed again—deeper this time, acknowledging the dismissal. But before she turned to leave, she spoke once more. "The six you've sent. They carry heavy burdens. But so do all of us who serve the Emperor's vision. The weight isn't what matters. What matters is whether we bear it well."

      She departed without waiting for a response, her red hair streaming behind her as she made her way back down the ridge. Draevan watched her go, his ancient mind turning over her words like stones in a river, worn smooth by the current of consideration.

      "She'll be important someday," Tyr observed. "That one. Mark my words."

      "She's important now." Draevan turned away from the ridge, his assessment complete. "Come. We have training to oversee. The Hundred doesn't maintain itself, and I've wasted enough time on worry."

      They walked back toward the camp together, two veterans of a war that had nearly ended their race, carrying the weight of centuries and the hope of generations yet unborn. Behind them, the southern road stretched toward horizons they could not see, carrying six of their kindred toward fates they could not predict.

      Steel is simple. People are complicated.

      The old wisdom echoed in Draevan's mind as he rejoined the Hundred's routines. He had spoken the truth to Tyr—the Free Cities' dangers lay not in combat but in the subtle warfare of politics and intrigue. The six warriors would face challenges that their training had not prepared them for, would need to develop skills that went beyond the martial arts that defined Agnivansha identity.

      But they were Agnivansha. They carried the fire in their blood, the legacy of a race that had once ruled the world. They would adapt. They would overcome. Or they would die trying, and their deaths would be remembered in the songs of their people for as long as the Agnivansha endured.

      Which will be forever, if the Emperor's plans succeed.

      It was a hope. Perhaps a naive one. But Draevan von Khrysis, who had survived four centuries and seventeen wars and a
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