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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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      News traveled faster than horses in the Free Cities.

      Rivolde had been Karthaav for eight months, and already the rumors had spread to every harbor and counting house, mutating with each retelling until the truth became unrecognizable beneath layers of speculation and fear. The succession war had become legend—twelve brothers dead in six weeks, the blind one somehow surviving them all. The Council of Seven's dissolution had transformed into whispered stories of midnight executions and bodies dumped in the harbor. The quiet purge of Lucretia's networks had spawned tales of a shadow war fought in alleys and bedchambers, loyalists disappearing one by one until none remained.

      The gambling dens of Porthos laid odds on how long he would survive. One year was the favorite bet. Anything more was considered optimistic. Some brave souls wagered on nine months or less, citing the historical precedent of blind rulers and their abbreviated reigns. The banking houses of Hasanith calculated the probability of his collapse with the same cold precision they applied to any other investment—seventy-three percent chance of failure within the first year, their actuaries concluded, with a fourteen percent chance of assassination and a nine percent chance of economic implosion. Seraphina Kassander herself had reportedly reviewed the assessment, making small notations in the margins that her subordinates found too cryptic to interpret.

      The merchant-princes of Akkad and Hashempur whispered about the mysterious armored figure who seemed to shadow every move Caligara made. A bodyguard, some said. A puppeteer, others insisted. A demon bound by blood magic, the superstitious murmured when they thought no one important was listening. No one knew where he had come from. No one knew his name. No one had seen his face. The rumors grew wilder with each passing week—he was a disgraced War Candidate, a vengeful spirit, an assassin from the Inner Triumvirate sent to destabilize the Free Cities from within.

      And now?

      Now, on the eighteenth day of the third month in the eight hundred and thirty-second year of the Third Yuga, they had been traveling for nineteen days.

      The route from Caligara to Akkad wound through three distinct landscapes: the rocky coastline of the western Free Cities, where fishing villages clung to cliffs like barnacles on a hull and the salt wind carried the cries of seabirds that had never learned to fear human presence; the fertile plains of the central territories, where farms and orchards supplied the great cities with grain and wine, their fields worked by figures who moved with the mechanical rhythm of people who had forgotten what rest felt like; and finally the eastern approaches, where the land grew drier and the hills turned brown and the air carried the particular heat of places that had never known winter—a heat that seemed to press down from above and rise up from below simultaneously, leaving no refuge for those accustomed to cooler climates.

      Ramsey hated all of it.

      The North had prepared him for hardship—for cold that could kill in minutes, for storms that buried entire camps, for the constant struggle against a land that wanted you dead. But this was different. This was a land that had been tamed, beaten into submission, forced to serve human ambition regardless of the cost. The farms they passed were worked by figures who moved with the particular slowness of exhaustion. The roads were maintained by chain gangs, their overseers carrying whips that cracked like thunder in the still air. The inns where they stopped each night employed servants who flinched when spoken to directly.

      "How do they live like this?" he had asked Zion on the third night, watching a young woman refill their wine glasses with hands that trembled. "How do they just... accept it?"

      "They don't accept it. They survive it." Zion's voice had carried the particular flatness of someone who had seen too much to be surprised by cruelty. "There's a difference. Acceptance implies choice. These people have no choice—only the options to endure or die. Most choose endurance."

      "In the North, we have thralls. Captives from raids, people working off debts. But they're still... people. They eat with us. Fight beside us sometimes. Earn their freedom." Ramsey had shaken his head. "This is different. This is like they've been... hollowed out."

      "That's the point. A person with hope is dangerous. A person with nothing to lose is unpredictable. The slave system isn't just about labor—it's about control. Break someone completely, and they'll never rebel. They'll police themselves, report on each other, do the masters' work for them." Zion had finished his wine. "It's efficient. Monstrous, but efficient."

      The caravans they passed on the eastern road made the system viscerally real. Wagons covered with canvas, their contents visible only through gaps in the fabric—human cargo, packed tight, moving toward markets where they would be sold like livestock. The guards who accompanied these caravans wore the livery of various Free Cities: Akkad's golden sun, Hashempur's crescent moon, Hasanith's silver scale. Professional slavers, doing professional work.

      One caravan had stopped for water at the same roadside spring where the Caligaran party rested. Ramsey had watched the guards unlock a wagon's rear gate, watched the figures inside emerge blinking into the sunlight—men and women and children, their wrists bound with rope, their eyes carrying the particular emptiness of people who had stopped hoping.

      A child had looked at him. A girl, perhaps seven or eight, her hair matted and her face streaked with dirt. She hadn't spoken. Hadn't pleaded or cried or shown any reaction at all. She had simply looked at him with those empty eyes, and then the guards had herded her back into the wagon, and the caravan had continued east.

      Ramsey had wanted to kill them. Every guard, every driver, every person who participated in this obscenity. His hand had found the haft of Samson—the Winter Axe that Ash had forged for him, the Relic that had never failed to bring death when death was needed.

      But Ash had stopped him with a word. Just his name, spoken quietly, carrying a weight of understanding that somehow made it worse.

      "Not yet," Ash had said. "Not here. Not like this."

      "When?"

      "Soon. When killing them will mean something more than revenge. When their deaths will change something, not just satisfy something."

      Ramsey had released the axe. Had watched the caravan disappear down the road. Had felt something cold settle in his chest—not resignation, but patience. The kind of patience that preceded violence on a scale that would make individual murders irrelevant.

      "You'll have your war," Ash had continued, quieter now. "You'll kill more slavers than you can count. But we do it right, or we don't do it at all. Understood?"

      Ramsey had understood. He didn't like it—might never like it—but he understood.

      The road to Akkad had taught him things about the world he served. About the scope of the evil they intended to destroy. About the patience required to destroy it properly.

      And about the rage that was building in his chest, day by day, mile by mile, waiting for the moment when patience was no longer required.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      "You're tense," Zion observed from somewhere to his left.

      "I'm anticipating. There's a difference." Rivolde adjusted his position in the saddle, feeling the rhythm of the horse beneath him. Three weeks of travel had made him comfortable with the motion, though he would never love it. Riding blind required a particular kind of trust—in the horse, in his companions, in the road itself. "How much further?"

      "Half a day. We'll reach Leopold's gates by nightfall."

      Rivolde smiled. "Perfect timing for a dramatic entrance. I do love a dramatic entrance."

      From behind him, Ash's voice carried that particular quality of controlled patience that Rivolde was learning to recognize—the sound of a mind reviewing plans that had been made long before this moment. "Remember what we discussed. Leopold will try to unsettle you. Seraphina will try to assess you. Mansa will try to mock you. Corvino will try to humiliate you."

      "And Edvard?"

      "Edvard will try to understand you. He's the only one worth worrying about."

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      They made camp that night in a hollow between hills, the road to Akkad visible as a ribbon of packed earth below them. Rivolde sat apart from the others, listening to the sounds of the evening—the crackle of the fire, the low murmur of conversation, the distant bark of a fox somewhere in the darkness.

      Ash joined him without announcement, his footsteps nearly silent even on the rocky ground. Rivolde had learned to recognize him by other signs: the particular displacement of air, the faint whisper of metal against metal from the weapons he carried, the smell of oiled leather and something else, something that might have been dragon-fire.

      "You should sleep," Ash said. "Tomorrow will be long."

      "I'm too busy cataloguing the ways this could go wrong." Rivolde turned his sightless eyes toward where he knew Ash stood. "Nine Karthaavs around a table, each of them certain they're the most important person in the room. Each of them with networks of spies, assassins, and economic leverage. And me, the blind cripple from a city that couldn't even keep its own Council alive."

      "You're also the blind cripple who killed that Council. Who survived a succession war that should have ended him. Who now commands a city with the most advanced spy network in the Free Cities and an alliance with—" Ash paused. "Well. With resources none of them can imagine."

      "Resources." Rivolde's smile was sharp. "Is that what we're calling you now?"

      "Among other things."

      They sat in silence for a moment, the fire crackling behind them.

      "Walk me through them again," Rivolde said. "The other eight. I want to hear it in your words, not from Gino's reports."

      Ash's voice took on the quality of a scholar reciting facts—clinical, precise, stripped of emotion. "Leopold Faroe, Karthaav of Akkad. Middle-aged, corpulent, given to displays of wealth that border on obscene. He inherited the seat from his father, who inherited it from a cousin who murdered the original line. House Faroe is a usurper house—they've held Akkad for three generations, but there are still people alive who remember the founders."

      "His weakness?"

      "Cruelty. He enjoys suffering in ways that go beyond profit. His slave pens are legendary for their brutality—not because brutality is efficient, but because he finds it entertaining. That makes him predictable. A man who acts from pleasure rather than calculation will eventually make mistakes."

      "Charming. Next?"

      "Seraphina Kassander, Karthaav of Hasanith. Early forties, silver-streaked dark hair, grey eyes that miss nothing. House Kassander is also a usurper house—they took Hasanith from the founders about a century ago, through a combination of financial manipulation and strategic assassination. Seraphina herself is the fourth of her line to hold the seat."

      "Her weakness?"

      "She doesn't have obvious ones. That's what makes her dangerous. Hasanith is the financial center of the Free Cities—every major slave transaction passes through their banking houses, every significant loan originates from their vaults. Seraphina doesn't trade in flesh directly; she trades in the debt that makes flesh-trading possible. Cleaner hands, dirtier soul."

      Rivolde considered this. "She's the one you're worried about."

      "She's the one who will respond most effectively when we move against the four vulnerable cities. Leopold will bluster. Mansa will calculate. Seraphina will act. She's already been buying up Corvino's debts—she intended to absorb Porthos herself. We've simply moved faster."

      "How much faster?"

      "Enough." There was satisfaction in Ash's voice. "She'll realize at the Council that her position has been compromised. Watch her face when she understands what we've done."

      "I can't watch anyone's face."

      "Then listen to her breathing. It will tell you everything you need to know."

      They continued through the roster: Mansa Adin of Hashempur, ostentatious and gold-draped, whose slave markets were the largest in the eastern Free Cities. Edvard Tortuga of Tortuga, the pirate-lord whose neutrality on the slave trade consisted of taxing it into profitability. Corvino Delacroix of Porthos, the gambling addict whose debts had made him vulnerable. Aldric Stannard of Sardis, the exhausted administrator of a dying mining city. Tomas Kessler of Velanos, the young survivor who had watched his older brothers kill each other. Petros Malin of Myrenos, the nervous inheritor of a fishing village that had grown into a city through accident rather than design.

      "Five targets," Ash said finally. "Porthos, Sardis, Velanos, Myrenos. All of them weak. All of them vulnerable. None of them significant enough for the major powers to defend."

      "And the other two?"

      "Not targets. Not yet." A pause. "Akkad and Hashempur are too strong, too connected, too essential to the slave trade's infrastructure. Moving against them directly would unite the entire system against us. We need to build a foundation first—economic power, strategic position, moral authority. Five cities under Caligaran rule. Five cities where slavery is abolished. Five cities that prove a different model is possible."

      "And Tortuga?"

      Ash's silence lasted longer than usual. "Edvard is a wildcard. His position on slavery is morally contemptible but economically brilliant—he profits from the trade without participating in it directly. That gives him flexibility. He could ally with us, if we offer him better terms than the slavers. Or he could ally against us, if he decides we're a threat to his independence."

      "Which do you think he'll choose?"

      "That depends on whether he respects us. Edvard follows strength. If he sees us as weak—as desperate idealists who will collapse under pressure—he'll side with the established powers. If he sees us as strong—as a genuine alternative to the existing order—he might consider other arrangements."

      Rivolde turned this over in his mind. "So, our job at the Council is to make him see us as strong."

      "Your job at the Council is to make all of them see you as something other than a joke. The blind Karthaav. The crippled heir. The boy who inherited a struggling city-state because his brothers couldn't stop killing each other." Ash's voice carried no judgment—only the cold assessment of strategic reality. "They expect you to fail. They expect me to be your puppeteer. They expect Caligara to implode within a year, and they're already making plans to carve up the pieces."

      "And instead?"

      "Instead, you walk into that chamber and show them something they've never seen before. A Karthaav who commands respect. A leader who turns weakness into strength. A ruler who has survived things that would have broken any of them." A pause. "And behind you, barely visible, the shadow of something they can't quite identify. Something that frightens them in ways they don't understand."

      Rivolde's smile was sharp in the darkness. "You're talking about yourself."

      "I'm talking about what they'll see. A masked figure. Armored, armed, silent. They'll assume I'm a bodyguard—an intimidation tactic, nothing more. They won't understand what I actually am. Not yet."

      "And what are you, exactly?"

      Ash's silence stretched long enough that Rivolde wondered if he would answer at all.

      "Your Emperor," he said finally. "And their doom."

      ⁂

      Akkad rose from the coastal plain like a testament to excess.

      Rivolde couldn't see it, but he could hear it—the sounds of a city that had grown fat on suffering. The crack of whips in the distance. The shuffle of chained feet along stone streets. The calls of merchants hawking flesh in the markets. The particular quality of silence that came from people who had learned that speaking could cost them everything.

      "It's impressive," Ramsey said from beside him, his voice carrying the particular blend of disgust and grudging respect that the Jotun applied to southern cities. "In a horrible way. Like a bloated corpse covered in gold paint."

      "Poetic." Rivolde guided his horse forward, trusting the guards who flanked them to navigate the crowds. "I didn't know you had such a way with words."

      "I've been working on it. Ash says a leader needs to inspire people with speech, not just with violence." A pause. "Though I'm still better at the violence part."

      They passed through the outer gates without incident—Leopold's guards had been expecting them, and the Karthaav's banner granted automatic passage. The inner city rose around them in tiers of marble and gold, each level more ostentatious than the last. Rivolde could smell the wealth: perfumed oils, exotic spices, the particular sweetness of flowers that only grew in carefully tended gardens. Beneath it all, like a foundation of rot, the unmistakable scent of human misery.

      "The Council chamber is in the central palace," Zion said quietly. "Leopold's personal residence. He's made a point of hosting the Table of Nine in his most impressive hall—a reminder of Akkad's wealth and power."

      "How many guards?"

      "Several hundred within the palace complex. Another thousand in the immediate district. Leopold likes to feel protected."

      "Paranoid or smart?"

      "Both. He's made enemies. The kind of enemies that don't forgive and don't forget." A pause. "His father was assassinated in his own bed. Leopold has tripled the guard rotation since."

      Rivolde filed this away. "And the other Karthaavs? Have they arrived?"

      "All of them. Seraphina came early—she's been meeting with Leopold privately for the last two days. Mansa arrived with a caravan of fifty servants and enough gold to buy a small city. Edvard sailed in yesterday, made a show of it, threw coins to the crowds. Corvino came drunk and hasn't sobered up since. The others arrived quietly."

      "And me? What's the gossip about my arrival?"

      Zion's voice carried a hint of amusement. "They're calling you the Beggar Karthaav. The ruler of a city that can barely feed itself, come to sit at the table with merchant-princes and banking lords. They expect you to grovel."

      "How disappointing for them." Rivolde's smile was sharp. "I've never been fucking good at groveling."

      ⁂

      The Council chamber was designed to intimidate.

      Rivolde couldn't see the soaring ceilings, the gold-leafed columns, the murals depicting Akkad's founders in heroic poses. But he could feel the space—the way sounds echoed off distant walls, the particular quality of air that came from rooms larger than they needed to be. And he could hear the whispers that followed his entrance: the sharp intake of breath, the muttered comments, the particular silence of people deciding whether to mock openly or wait for a better moment.

      Nine chairs arranged in a circle. Theoretically equal. Practically hierarchical—the positions relative to the entrance, to the windows, to the host's own seat all conveyed subtle messages about status and power. Rivolde had memorized the layout from Gino's intelligence reports, knew exactly where each chair sat and what each position implied.

      The Karthaavs had entered in order of precedence—a order that shifted with each gathering, based on complex calculations of wealth, military strength, and recent political victories. Today, as host, Leopold Faroe entered last, which meant the others had arranged themselves in a careful dance of status and positioning.

      Seraphina Kassander had arrived first, claiming the seat that faced the entrance—a position that allowed her to observe every subsequent arrival. She wore grey silk that matched her eyes, her silver-streaked dark hair pulled back in a style that emphasized the sharp angles of her face. No jewelry except a single ring bearing Hasanith's silver scale. No attendants except a secretary who stood behind her chair, ready to record anything of significance.

      She had watched Rivolde's entrance with the particular attention of a predator assessing potential prey. Not hostile—not yet—but calculating. Measuring. Filing away observations for later analysis.

      Mansa Adin had entered second, and his arrival had been impossible to ignore. A retinue of twelve attendants preceded him, scattering flower petals and burning incense. His robes were cloth-of-gold, heavy with gemstones, catching the light with every movement. Rings adorned every finger; chains of gold hung from his neck; even his teeth, when he smiled, glinted with precious metal.

      "The Karthaav of Hashempur," his herald had announced, "Lord of the Golden Markets, Master of the Eastern Trade, Blessed of the Sun and Moon, Keeper of the Sacred Scales⁠—"

      The titles had continued for nearly a full minute. Mansa had basked in every word, settling into his chair with the satisfied air of a man who believed his own mythology.

      Edvard Tortuga had entered third, and his arrival had been deliberately understated—a contrast to Mansa's excess that carried its own message. He wore fine clothes, certainly—deep blue velvet, gold threading, the curved blade at his hip that marked him as Tortugan—but nothing ostentatious. Nothing that screamed wealth. His retinue consisted of four men who moved like sailors and fighters, their eyes constantly scanning for threats.

      He had nodded to Seraphina as he took his seat—a gesture of professional respect, nothing more. His deep-set eyes had lingered on the empty Caligaran chair for a moment before moving on.

      Corvino Delacroix had stumbled in fourth, already drunk despite the early hour. His clothes had been fine once but now showed stains and wrinkles, the neglect of a man who had stopped caring about appearances. Two attendants flanked him, their primary function apparently being to keep him upright.

      "Where's the wine?" had been his first words upon entering. "Leopold, you cheap bastard, where's the fucking wine?"

      A servant had appeared with a goblet. Corvino had drained it in one long swallow, then gestured for another.

      Aldric Stannard had entered fifth, and his appearance had been shocking even to those who knew Sardis's situation. He was grey—not just his hair, but his skin, his eyes, his entire presence. A man who had been drained of color by years of impossible burdens. He walked slowly, carefully, like someone conserving energy for essential tasks. His clothes were plain, practical, bearing none of the ostentation that the other Karthaavs displayed.

      He had taken his seat without greeting anyone, slumping into the chair with visible relief, as if the walk from the door had exhausted him.

      Tomas Kessler had entered sixth. Young—barely into his twenties—with sharp features and eyes that moved constantly, tracking threats that might or might not exist. He was the only Karthaav who wore visible armor beneath his formal clothes, a detail that others noticed and filed away. His retinue consisted of six guards who positioned themselves with military precision.

      He had not spoken to anyone. Had not smiled, or frowned, or shown any expression at all. He had simply taken his seat and begun watching, cataloguing, preparing.

      Petros Malin had entered seventh, and his terror had been palpable from across the room. A small man, soft around the middle, with thinning hair and nervous hands that couldn't stay still. He sweated despite the cool air, dabbed at his forehead with a silk handkerchief, glanced around the chamber like a rabbit surrounded by wolves.

      "Lord Petros," Seraphina had said, her voice carrying just enough warmth to be cruel. "How delightful to see you. I trust Myrenos is... surviving?"

      "Y-yes, Lady Kassander. Surviving. Yes. The fishing has been..." He had trailed off, losing his thought, his hands twisting the handkerchief into knots.

      Seraphina had smiled and turned away, her point made.

      Then Rivolde had entered, and the room's attention had shifted entirely.

      A blind man, guided by a massive northerner and shadowed by a figure in armor that caught the light like dragon scales. He walked without hesitation, without the careful shuffling that the sighted expected from the blind. His sightless eyes faced forward, and something in his bearing suggested that he saw more than any of them despite his lack of vision.

      The whispers had started immediately.

      "—the blind one, yes, I heard he killed his own brothers⁠—"

      "—that's the mysterious bodyguard, the one nobody can identify⁠—"

      "—Caligara's finished, they just don't know it yet⁠—"

      "—but the debts, have you heard about the debts he's been buying⁠—"

      Rivolde had smiled as if he could hear every word. Perhaps he could.

      Finally, Leopold Faroe had made his entrance. The host, the master of ceremonies, the Karthaav whose territory they occupied. He was exactly as the intelligence reports described: corpulent, soft, his features carrying the particular smugness of a man who had never been denied anything he wanted. His robes were cloth-of-silver, contrasting with Mansa's gold—a subtle competition that both men pretended not to notice.

      "Welcome, my fellow Karthaavs," Leopold had said, spreading his arms in a gesture of false warmth. "Welcome to Akkad. May our deliberations be productive and our fellowship be... strengthening."

      His eyes had found Rivolde as he said the last word. A message, delivered with all the subtlety of a hammer.

      I know you're weak. I know you're vulnerable. I'm watching.

      Rivolde's smile had widened.

      Watch all you want. You have no idea what you're looking at.

      Zion guided him to Caligara's traditional seat—not the worst position, but far from the best. A seat that said: you are tolerated, not respected.

      Rivolde sat. Ash took his position behind and to the right, silent as always, his presence a weight in the room that others could feel but not explain. Ramsey flanked the other side—the Jotun had refused to sit, preferring to stand where he could watch for threats. His massive frame drew eyes; the axe at his hip drew more.

      "The Karthaav of Caligara."

      Leopold Faroe's voice was exactly as Ash had described: oily, cultured, carrying an undertone of contempt that couldn't quite be disguised. "We're so pleased you could join us. I understand the journey from your... charming city must have been arduous."

      "Charming is one word for it." Rivolde's voice carried across the chamber, clear and unafraid. "I prefer 'strategic.' We control the western approach to the Sapphire Sea. Every ship that wants to avoid the northern currents passes through our waters."

      A ripple of reaction—surprise, mostly. They had expected him to be defensive. To apologize for Caligara's poverty, to seek favor with humble words. Instead, he had reminded them why Caligara mattered.

      "Indeed." Leopold's voice had cooled slightly. "We were sorry to hear about your father's passing. Such a tragedy, losing both parents so young. And then your brothers, one by one..." A theatrical sigh. "The gods have not been kind to House Caligara."

      "The gods had nothing to do with it." Rivolde's smile was sharp. "My brothers died because they were weak, and my stepmother manipulated them because she could. I survived because I was stronger. That's not tragedy—that's selection."

      Silence. The kind of silence that falls when someone says something unexpected. Something that doesn't fit the script that everyone else has been following.

      Then Corvino Delacroix laughed—a wet, drunken sound that cut through the tension like a blade. "Stronger? The blind cripple is stronger?" He leaned forward in his chair, and Rivolde could smell the wine on him from across the room. "You can't even wipe your own ass without someone to guide your hand. How does that make you stronger than anyone?"

      Rivolde turned toward the voice. Slowly. Deliberately.

      "I can hear your heartbeat from here, Corvino. Racing like a rabbit's. You've been drinking since before noon—I can smell the wine sweating through your pores. Your hands are shaking—not from cold, from fear. You owe more money than your city can ever repay, to creditors who are running out of patience."

      He paused, letting the silence build.

      "You ask how I'm stronger than you? I'm standing here sober, solvent, and surrounded by allies who chose to follow me rather than debtors who were bought to tolerate you. I'll still be standing when you've gambled away your last chance and your creditors come calling."

      The silence that followed was different. Heavier. The kind of silence that fell when someone had drawn blood.

      Corvino's voice came out strangled. "You—you don't know what you're talking about. My city is fine. My debts are manageable. You're just⁠—"

      "Enough." Seraphina Kassander's voice cut through the brewing confrontation like a knife through silk. Cool, controlled, carrying authority that didn't need to be stated. "We're here to conduct business, not to watch Lord Corvino make a fool of himself. Again."

      She was sitting directly across from Rivolde—he could place her by voice, by the particular way sound bent around her position. The reports said she was striking in a cold way, all angles and calculation. He imagined her watching him with those grey eyes that missed nothing.

      "Lady Kassander." Rivolde inclined his head slightly. "I apologize for the disruption. Lord Corvino has a gift for bringing out my less diplomatic side."

      "Lord Corvino has a gift for many things. Diplomacy has never been among them." Her voice carried a hint of amusement—calculated, like everything else about her. "You've made quite an impression already, Lord Caligara. The rumors didn't do you justice."

      "I hope that's a compliment."

      "It's an observation. I'll let you know when I form an opinion."

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The formal business of the Table of Nine proceeded with the particular grinding tedium that characterized merchant politics.

      Trade disputes were raised and referred to arbitration. Tariff agreements were discussed and tabled. Maritime rights were argued over with the kind of passion that only money could inspire. Through it all, Rivolde listened—not just to the words, but to the silences between them. The alliances that were never stated. The hostilities that simmered beneath polite formulas. The web of obligation and enmity that bound these nine rulers together.

      Ash had positioned himself perfectly—close enough to hear everything, far enough to seem subordinate. The other Karthaavs had noticed him, of course. The masked figure, armored and armed, standing motionless behind the blind Karthaav's chair. Some assumed he was a bodyguard. Others suspected something more.

      Seraphina watched him most carefully. Rivolde could hear it in the way her attention shifted—the slight change in her breathing when Ash moved, the particular quality of her silences when she was studying something that interested her.

      She's trying to figure out what you are, Rivolde thought toward where he knew Ash stood. Good luck with that.

      "The matter of Porthos."

      Leopold's voice cut through Rivolde's attention. The host had been waiting for this moment—Rivolde could hear the anticipation in his tone, the particular satisfaction of a man preparing to enjoy someone else's discomfort.

      "Lord Corvino has raised concerns about certain... financial irregularities affecting his city. Outstanding debts that have been transferred through unusual channels. Credit arrangements that have been modified without his knowledge." Leopold paused for effect. "Debts that now appear to be consolidated under a single holder."

      Rivolde felt the attention of the room shift toward him. They knew. Of course, they knew—Gino's operations hadn't been designed for secrecy, only for speed.

      "House Caligara has been active in the debt markets," he said calmly. "We've identified certain opportunities that seemed undervalued. Lord Corvino's paper was among them."

      "You bought my debts." Corvino's voice was thick with outrage. "Without telling me. Without⁠—"

      "The free market doesn't require notification. Your creditors sold because they wanted liquidity. I bought because I wanted leverage." Rivolde's smile was sharp. "Welcome to capitalism, Lord Corvino. I'm sure you'll find it educational."

      "This is outrageous. This is an act of economic warfare against a sovereign city-state⁠—"

      "This is business." Seraphina's voice cut through Corvino's sputtering. "Lord Caligara has done nothing that any of us wouldn't do if we saw the opportunity. The question is what he intends to do with his new... leverage."

      The room waited. Even Leopold, who had been enjoying Corvino's discomfort, seemed curious about the answer.

      Rivolde let the silence stretch. Then: "I intend to negotiate. Lord Corvino and I will discuss terms at his earliest convenience. I'm sure we'll find an arrangement that benefits everyone."

      Everyone except Corvino, he didn't add. But everyone in the room heard it anyway.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The Council continued through the afternoon and into the evening.

      Ash observed from his position behind Rivolde's chair, cataloguing weaknesses with the clinical precision that came from years of training. The way Leopold's hands twitched when discussions touched on slave routes through his territory. The careful neutrality Mansa maintained when anyone mentioned the Inner Triumvirate. The calculation in Seraphina's eyes when she looked at Rivolde—not dismissal, but assessment. The barely concealed terror in Petros Malin's voice whenever anyone addressed him directly.

      The four weaker targets were exactly as his intelligence had suggested. Corvino was desperate, his gambling addiction having finally caught up with him. Aldric Stannard sat slumped in his chair, grey with exhaustion, barely participating in debates that no longer mattered to his dying city. Tomas Kessler watched everything with the sharp eyes of a survivor, saying little, missing nothing. Petros Malin seemed to shrink into his seat with every passing hour, a man who had never wanted power and had no idea what to do with it.

      But it was Edvard Tortuga who drew Ash's attention.

      The Karthaav of Tortuga was exactly as described—tall, weathered, his silver-streaked hair worn long and his beard threaded with silver rings. He dressed flamboyantly, rich fabrics and gold threading, but with a taste that set him apart from Mansa's ostentatious displays. A curved blade hung at his hip, a cultural tradition he made no effort to conceal.

      He didn't mock Rivolde. Didn't underestimate him. Didn't play the games that the others seemed compelled to play.

      He watched.

      When Rivolde deflected Corvino's insults with that sharp humor that had become his signature, Edvard's eyes tracked to Ash. When the debt discussion revealed Caligara's economic maneuvering, Edvard's attention sharpened. When Seraphina attempted to assess the masked figure behind the blind Karthaav's chair, Edvard noticed that too.

      He's figured out that I'm not just a bodyguard, Ash realized. He doesn't know what I am, but he knows I'm significant.

      That made Edvard either a potential ally or a dangerous enemy. Possibly both.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Evening came, and the formal session adjourned.

      Leopold had arranged a feast—another opportunity for display, another chance to remind everyone of Akkad's wealth and power. The great hall filled with music and laughter and the particular sounds of people pretending to enjoy themselves while calculating angles of advantage.

      Rivolde navigated the social currents with surprising grace. He couldn't see the elaborate decorations or the sumptuous food, but he could read the room through other senses—the flow of conversation, the shifts in attention, the subtle cues that revealed alliance and enmity. Zion stayed close, providing quiet commentary when needed. Ramsey stood guard, conspicuously armed, conspicuously unimpressed by the display.

      Ash moved through the edges of the gathering, a shadow among the glittering lights. He spoke to no one, responded to no greetings, offered no indication that he was anything other than an extension of Rivolde's security. But he watched. And he listened.

      The political maneuvering at the feast followed patterns that Ash had learned to recognize during his years of preparation. Alliances were tested through seemingly casual conversations. Hostilities were expressed through the careful placement of bodies in space—who stood near whom, who turned their back on whom, who sought out conversations and who avoided them.

      Seraphina spent most of the evening in quiet discussion with a succession of merchants and minor nobles, each conversation lasting exactly as long as she needed to extract the information she wanted. Her secretary remained at her side, occasionally making notes in a small book. When her attention turned to the Caligaran delegation, it was with the particular intensity of a scholar examining a specimen.

      "She's sent two people to speak with your guards," Zion murmured to Rivolde during a lull in conversation. "Casual questions about where you came from, how long you've served House Caligara. Nothing your people can't handle."

      "And the masked one?"

      "Three separate inquiries. One direct approach, which Ash ignored. Two attempts to engage servants who might have overheard something useful. She's thorough."

      "She's worried." Rivolde's smile was sharp. "Good."

      Mansa Adin held court in the center of the room, surrounded by admirers and sycophants who laughed at his jokes and marveled at his wealth. His performance was flawless—every gesture calculated to project power and success. But Ash noticed the way his attendants watched the room, the way their hands never strayed far from concealed weapons, the way they positioned themselves to intercept anyone who approached too quickly.

      He's afraid, Ash realized. All that gold, all that display, and underneath it he's terrified of something. Or someone.

      Leopold worked the room with the ease of long practice, moving from group to group, dispensing compliments and veiled threats in equal measure. He spent extra time with Seraphina, their conversation too quiet to overhear but clearly significant. When he approached Rivolde, his smile carried the particular warmth of a snake contemplating a mouse.

      "Lord Caligara. I trust you're enjoying our hospitality?"

      "Immensely. Your kitchens are impressive. Though I notice the servers seem nervous." Rivolde tilted his head slightly. "Do they have reason to be?"

      "Servants are always nervous during important gatherings. The consequences of failure are... significant."

      "Ah. That explains the trembling." Rivolde's voice carried no judgment—only observation. "In Caligara, we've found that fear is an inefficient motivator. Loyalty tends to produce better results."

      Leopold's smile tightened almost imperceptibly. "How... progressive of you. I shall have to visit your charming city sometime and observe these innovations firsthand."

      "You would be welcome. Though I should warn you—we've recently abolished several traditional practices that your people seem to find essential. You might find the experience... educational."

      The conversation had continued for several more minutes, each exchange carrying layers of meaning that observers could only partially decode. By the end, Leopold's smile had become fixed, and something cold had entered his eyes.

      He knows, Ash thought. He knows we're not what we appear to be. He just doesn't know what we actually are.

      Corvino had made a scene midway through the evening—something about a gambling debt and a merchant who had failed to pay. Guards had been called. Voices had been raised. Eventually, his attendants had guided him to a corner where he could drink himself into unconsciousness without further embarrassing the gathering.

      Aldric had departed early, pleading exhaustion that was clearly genuine. His grey face had carried something like relief as he escaped the glittering crowd—a man who had spent the evening among people who viewed his weakness as an opportunity rather than a tragedy.

      Tomas had spent the entire feast in a single position near one of the pillars, watching everything, speaking to no one except the guards who periodically reported to him. His eyes had tracked Ash's movements with particular attention—the only person in the room besides Seraphina and Edvard who seemed to recognize that the masked figure was more than decoration.

      Petros had attached himself to a group of minor merchants, desperately seeking conversation that didn't remind him of his inadequacy. He laughed too loudly at jokes that weren't funny, agreed too quickly with opinions that weren't wise, and generally projected the air of a man who would surrender to anyone who asked nicely.

      Five targets, Ash confirmed to himself. Four cities that will fall because their leaders are too weak, too desperate, too broken to resist. One will fall due to greed. And two powers that will watch it happen, calculating whether to intervene.

      The feast continued around him—music and laughter and the particular sounds of people pretending to enjoy themselves while calculating angles of advantage. Ash moved through it like a ghost, present but separate, observing but not participating.

      He was still cataloguing weaknesses when Edvard Tortuga appeared beside him.

      "The masked one is quite something."

      The voice came from beside him—Edvard Tortuga, appearing without announcement, wine glass in hand. The Karthaav of Tortuga had approached so quietly that even Ash hadn't noticed until he spoke.

      "Most bodyguards try to blend in," Edvard continued, his voice pitched for privacy. "You do the opposite. You stand out deliberately, drawing attention to yourself so that people focus on the obvious threat and miss the subtle ones. Smart."

      Ash didn't respond. Didn't move. Didn't acknowledge that he had heard.

      Edvard smiled. "Also smart. The silent treatment. Makes people nervous, fills the silence with their own assumptions." He took a sip of wine, watching Ash's helmet with those deep-set eyes that missed nothing. "But I've been sailing these waters for forty years. I've learned to read men who don't want to be read. And you..." He paused. "You're not a bodyguard."

      Silence.

      "You're not a mercenary captain, though you move like someone who's killed professionally. You're not a political advisor, though you clearly influence what your master says and does. You're not a relative or a retainer or any of the normal categories that explain why someone would stand behind a Karthaav's chair."

      Edvard finished his wine, set the glass aside.

      "So, what are you?"

      Ash turned his head slightly—just enough to face Edvard directly. The movement was deliberate, controlled, carrying a message that words would have obscured.

      I am what you cannot understand. What you should not underestimate. What will still be standing all of cities, your kingdoms, and everything has fallen.

      He didn't speak. But Edvard heard anyway.

      "Interesting." The Karthaav of Tortuga smiled—a genuine expression, carrying something like respect. "Very interesting indeed. I look forward to learning more."

      He walked away without waiting for a response.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The feast continued for hours.

      Ramsey had been to war.

      He had stood in shield walls while enemy axes sought his blood. Had charged across frozen fields toward foes who outnumbered his forces three to one. Had killed men with his hands, his weapons, his teeth when necessary. The Northern Wastes produced warriors who feared nothing because fear was a luxury the cold didn't permit.

      But this—this gilded hall full of perfumed predators—frightened him in ways combat never had.

      It wasn't physical danger. Ramsey could have killed everyone in the room if violence had been required. Samson hung at his hip, the Winter Axe that Ash had forged for him, and his body was a weapon that had been honed since childhood. The guards Leopold had stationed around the hall were competent but not exceptional. The other Karthaavs' retinues were similar. If blood needed to flow, Ramsey would ensure it flowed in the right direction.

      No, what frightened him was the invisibility of the violence here.

      In the North, threats were announced. A raid began with war cries and the thunder of hooves. Challenges were issued openly, accepted or declined with witnesses present. Even murder—because murder happened, even among allies—was typically followed by acknowledgment. Blood feuds were public affairs, their causes and consequences known to all.

      Here, violence wore silk and spoke in compliments. The threat in Leopold's smile was real, but it would never be stated directly. Seraphina's assessment of the Caligaran party was a prelude to action, but that action would come through intermediaries and proxies that could never be traced. Mansa's golden display concealed intentions that Ramsey couldn't read because they were expressed in a language he didn't speak—the language of money, of debt, of economic warfare that could destroy a city without a single sword being drawn.

      How do you fight enemies you can't see? he wondered. How do you defend against attacks that don't look like attacks?

      Ash seemed to understand this world. The young Emperor moved through the feast with the same predatory awareness he brought to combat—always watching, always calculating, always three steps ahead of whatever was about to happen. His stillness wasn't passivity; it was the stillness of a coiled spring, ready to release when the moment demanded.

      Rivolde understood it too, in his own way. The blind Karthaav used his disability as a weapon, forcing others to underestimate him while he gathered information through senses they couldn't monitor. His sharp wit and sharper tongue drew attention away from the real danger—the masked figure who stood behind his chair, the alliance with forces that none of these merchant-princes could comprehend.

      But Ramsey didn't understand. Not fully. Not yet.

      He was learning, though. Every conversation he overheard, every interaction he witnessed, every subtle shift in the room's political currents taught him something new about this southern world and its invisible wars. Northerners were direct because directness was survival in the frozen wastes. The Free Cities were indirect because indirection allowed for profit, leverage, plausible deniability.

      Different worlds, he thought. Different rules. But the goal is the same—power over others. Control. The ability to impose your will.

      The slaves who served the feast were the proof of that. Human beings reduced to furniture, their personhood erased so completely that the Karthaavs didn't even see them. They carried trays and filled glasses and anticipated every need, and the powerful people they served looked through them like they were made of glass.

      Ramsey saw them. Couldn't stop seeing them.

      A boy of perhaps twelve, carrying a platter of fruits that weighed nearly as much as he did. A woman whose face bore the particular blankness of someone who had learned that expression invited punishment. An old man whose hands shook as he poured wine, terror visible in every tremor.

      This is what we're fighting, Ramsey reminded himself. This is what we're going to destroy.

      The thought steadied him. Gave him something to hold onto amid the perfumed chaos of the feast.

      He was a warrior in a room full of merchants. A Whitefang among people who thought strength meant gold rather than steel. An outsider who would never fully belong to this world of invisible violence and silken threats.

      But he didn't need to belong. He just needed to survive long enough to help burn it down.

      Ramsey found the experience increasingly uncomfortable. He had attended gatherings in the Northern Wastes—celebrations of victory, mourning of the fallen, councils where chiefs debated the coming season's raids. Those gatherings had been honest. Brutal sometimes, but honest. Everyone knew where they stood and who their enemies were.

      This was different. Every smile concealed a blade. Every compliment carried poison. The Karthaavs circled each other like wolves around a dying fire, and the slaves who served them moved through the gathering like ghosts—present but invisible, human but not acknowledged.

      They don't even see them, Ramsey realized. The people carrying their food, filling their glasses, anticipating their every want. They're furniture. Objects. Less than human.

      It made something in his chest tighten. He had seen slaves in the North—captives taken in raids, people who worked off debts or served out sentences for crimes. But they were still people. Still acknowledged. Still capable of earning their freedom through service or combat or the intervention of a chief who recognized their value.

      This was different. This was a system designed to erase personhood entirely. To create beings who existed only as extensions of their owners' will.

      He found Rivolde near one of the great windows, speaking with a merchant whose name Ramsey had already forgotten. The Karthaav of Caligara was holding his own—sharp wit, sharper insights, refusing to play the victim that everyone expected him to be. But Ramsey could see the strain in his shoulders, the tension that came from navigating a room where every word was a weapon.

      "You're doing well," Ramsey said quietly, stepping close enough to speak without being overheard. "Better than I expected."

      "High praise from a barbarian." Rivolde's smile was tired but genuine. "I've learned that being underestimated is an advantage. They expect the blind cripple to flounder, so when I don't, they're off-balance. It won't last forever, but it helps."

      "Ash says we're gathering intelligence."

      "Ash says many things. Mostly he's right." Rivolde turned his sightless eyes toward the room, tracking conversations by sound alone. "What do you see?"

      Ramsey considered the question. "Wolves. Circling each other, testing for weakness. Leopold is fat and cruel, but he's not stupid—he's been watching you all night, trying to figure out what you're really after. Seraphina barely touched her food, too busy calculating. Mansa is performing for the crowd, but his servants are watching Ash more closely than they should be. Corvino is drunk again. Aldric left early—looked like he was going to collapse. Tomas has been tracking everyone's movements like he's expecting an attack."

      "And Edvard?"

      "He talked to Ash. I couldn't hear what they said, but Ash didn't respond and Edvard seemed pleased about it."

      Rivolde's eyebrows rose. "He approached Ash directly?"

      "Walked right up to him. Spoke for a minute or two. Left smiling."

      "Interesting." Rivolde's voice carried thoughtfulness. "Ash said Edvard was the only one who wouldn't underestimate us. Apparently, he was right."

      ⁂

      The night ended eventually, as all nights do.

      The Caligaran party retired to their assigned quarters—a suite of rooms in the palace's western wing, comfortable but not luxurious. A subtle message about status, one that Rivolde acknowledged but refused to internalize.

      Zion swept the rooms for surveillance devices, a process that took the better part of an hour. Ramsey posted guards at the doors—their own people, trusted completely, immune to bribery or intimidation. Ash waited until the space was secured before removing his helm.

      "Assessments," he said.

      They gathered in the central sitting room, voices pitched low despite the security measures. Rivolde sat in a chair by the cold fireplace, his face drawn with exhaustion. Zion leaned against the wall, arms crossed. Ramsey stood by the door, unable to sit still.

      "Leopold is exactly what we expected," Zion began. "Cruel, paranoid, deeply invested in the slave trade. He was pleased by Corvino's humiliation—there's bad blood there, something we should explore. His relationship with Seraphina seems professional rather than personal. They're allies of convenience, not friends."

      "Seraphina?" Rivolde asked.

      "Dangerous. She spent the entire Council assessing everyone, including us. Especially Ash. She knows something's not right about our arrangement—she can see that the masked figure is more than he appears. She'll investigate."

      "Let her." Ash's voice was calm. "She'll find what we want her to find: a mysterious bodyguard of unknown origin, possibly a War Candidate-level fighter, definitely someone who shouldn't be dismissed. The truth is far stranger than anything she'll discover."

      "Mansa?" Ramsey asked.

      "Calculated showmanship. The gold and the servants and the ostentatious displays are performance—a way of projecting power that costs less than actual power would require. His slave markets are profitable but vulnerable. If we control the western shipping lanes, we can pressure his supply chains."

      "Edvard?"

      Ash paused. This was the assessment that mattered most.

      "He approached me during the feast. Directly. Without fear. He told me that he'd learned to read men who didn't want to be read, and that I wasn't what I appeared to be." Another pause. "He was right, of course. But more importantly, he wasn't threatening. He was... curious."

      Rivolde leaned forward. "What does that mean for our plans?"

      "It means Edvard is exactly what we hoped he might be: a pragmatist who follows strength rather than ideology. He's not committed to the slave trade—he profits from it because profit is his primary motivation. If we can offer him something more valuable than those profits, he might be willing to deal."

      "And if we can't?"

      "Then he'll side with whoever seems most likely to win. Right now, that's Hasanith and the established order. We need to change that calculation."

      The room fell silent, each of them processing the day's events.

      "The five targets are confirmed," Ash continued. "Corvino will be first. His debts are unsustainable, his position is untenable, and his response to Rivolde's challenge suggests he'll refuse any terms that don't preserve his pride. That makes this simple—not easy, but simple."

      "You're talking about killing him," Ramsey said. Not a question.

      "I'm talking about consequences. He'll be given a choice: submit and live, or resist and die. The choice will be his."

      "And if he chooses to resist?"

      Ash's amber eyes were steady. "Then I'll do what needs to be done. Quickly, publicly, and in a way that ensures everyone understands the stakes."

      A pause, and then.

      "Five cities," Ash said. "Five absorptions. Five demonstrations of what happens when you underestimate us. And at the end, a coalition that controls enough of the Free Cities' trade routes to actually matter."

      "And then?"

      "And then we move to the next phase." Ash's voice carried the weight of plans that stretched far beyond this room, this city, this moment. "But first, we deal with what's in front of us."

      Ramsey looked at the young man who had become his Emperor who spoke of conquest and abolition with the same clinical precision, who wore a mask to hide his true self from the world. Seventeen years old, and already reshaping the world.

      What are you? he wondered. What are you becoming?

      But he didn't ask. Some questions were better left unspoken.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Later, when the others had retired, Ash stood alone at the window of his assigned chamber.

      The city of Akkad sprawled below him, its lights glittering like scattered gold. Beautiful, in a way. Prosperous, certainly. A testament to what human ambition could achieve when unconstrained by conscience.

      And beneath those lights, in cells and pens and holding facilities that didn't appear on any map, tens of thousands of human beings waited. Waited to be sold. Waited to be shipped to places where they would work until they died. Waited for someone to notice that they existed.

      It would have been easy to hate it. To let the rage build until it consumed everything else. To become the monster that destroyed without purpose, without plan, without hope of building something better.

      He had chosen a different path.

      Conquest for purpose, he thought, watching the lights flicker. Not revenge. Not righteousness. Purpose.

      The five cities would fall. Slavery would be abolished in each of them. Tens of thousands of people would be freed—not because freedom was an abstract good, but because freedom was the foundation of the world he intended to build.

      And when it was done—when the coalition was established and the foundation was laid—he would move on. But that was the future. For now, there was only this moment. This city. This beginning.

      Ash allowed himself to feel the weight of what lay ahead.—not as a burden, but as a promise. He was seventeen years old. The Year's Waking had come and gone almost eleven weeks ago, unmarked by celebration or acknowledgment. Baelon had sent a letter—formal, correct, carrying warmth only in the spaces between words. Vayu had sent nothing, because Vayu understood that some years were not for celebrating. They were for surviving.

      Seventeen.

      His father had been nearly two centuries old when he died. His mother had been twenty-three. Somewhere between those numbers lay Ash's own fate—mortal enough to age, Agnivansha enough to endure. He tried not to think about which inheritance would prove dominant. A debt he owed to everyone who had sacrificed to make this moment possible. His father. His mother. Baelon. Vayu. All the unnamed people who had died in chains because the world was built on their suffering.

      I will tear it down, he thought. Stone by stone. Chain by chain. Until nothing remains but the foundation of something better.

      Then he turned from the window, and there was work to do.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The delegation departed Akkad three days later.

      The remaining time had been spent in the grinding work of diplomacy: formal meals, informal conversations, the elaborate dance of politics that characterized interactions between sovereign powers. Rivolde had handled most of it, his sharp wit and sharper insights winning grudging respect from those who had expected him to flounder.

      Ash had remained in the background, watching, listening, cataloguing. The intelligence they gathered confirmed everything they had known and revealed several things they hadn't. Leopold was planning to move against Corvino himself—Caligara's intervention had disrupted his timeline. Seraphina had dispatched agents to investigate the mysterious figure who shadowed Rivolde's every move. Mansa had sent word to Canvys Viswas in the Inner Triumvirate, reporting on the new Karthaav and his unusual retinue.

      Edvard had sent a private message to Rivolde before their departure: "Your principles are interesting. I wonder what they'll cost you."

      Rivolde had dictated a response: "Less than your neutrality will cost you, when the time comes to choose sides."

      They rode west along the coastal road, the Sapphire Sea glittering to their left. The caravan was larger than it had been on the outward journey—merchants and travelers who had attached themselves to the Karthaav's party for protection. The Free Cities were not safe for those who traveled alone.

      "You're quiet," Rivolde said, guiding his horse alongside Ash's. "More quiet than usual, I mean. Which is saying something."

      "Processing."

      "Processing what?"

      Ash considered the question. "The scope of what we're attempting. I've been planning this for years—this odyssey, the Apostles, the conquest. But seeing it start to become real..." He paused. "It's different."

      Rivolde nodded slowly. "I understand. I spent my whole life preparing to survive my family. Now that I have, now that I'm actually Karthaav, it doesn't feel the way I expected."

      "How does it feel?"

      "Like standing on the edge of a cliff, about to jump, knowing that I'll either fly or fall." Rivolde's sightless eyes turned toward the horizon he couldn't see. "And knowing that either way, there's no going back."

      "That's what I feel," Ash agreed. "No going back."

      They rode in silence for a while, the sound of hooves and wheels and distant waves filling the space between them.

      "Corvino first," Rivolde said finally. "And then?"

      "Then you rule six cities, and I go East. Then we build. Then we grow. Then, when we're strong enough—" Ash's voice carried the weight of certainty. "Then we change the world."

      "Big fucking words."

      "Big fucking plans."

      Rivolde laughed—a genuine sound, carrying something that might have been hope. "You know what I've learned, in all my years of being dismissed and underestimated?"

      "What?"

      "The people who accomplish impossible things are the ones crazy enough to try." He turned his head toward Ash, that sharp smile playing across his features. "And you, my impossible Emperor, are definitely crazy enough."

      "I prefer ambitious."

      "Same thing, really. Just with better branding."

      They crested a hill, and the road to Caligara stretched before them—the road to home, to power, to whatever came next.

      Behind them, the Free Cities waited. Eight other thrones, eight pieces on a board that was about to be transformed.

      Five of those pieces were already marked for capture.

      The game had begun.
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      The reports arrived in bundles now.

      Ash sat in the war room of Caligara's citadel, surrounded by parchment and silence, reading by candlelight while the city slept. Three weeks had passed since the Council of Merchant-Princes. Three weeks of patient work, of threads pulled and knots tightened, of a noose woven so carefully that its victim still believed himself free.

      Gino Sokrates had outdone himself.

      The old spymaster's network stretched across every counting house and trading floor in the Free Cities, and for the past month, that network had been engaged in a single, coordinated effort: the systematic destruction of Corvino Delacroix's financial position. Debt purchases. Credit denials. Trade route diversions. A hundred small maneuvers that, taken individually, might have seemed like ordinary market fluctuations—but taken together formed a pattern of deliberate strangulation.

      Ash turned to the next report. A summary of Porthos's remaining credit lines, annotated in Gino's cramped handwriting.

      Hasanith Bank of Commerce: denied, citing overexposure. Akkad Mercantile Exchange: suspended, pending review. Hashempur Trading Consortium: no response to inquiries.

      No response. That was perhaps the most damning of all. Mansa Adin had built his fortune on never missing an opportunity for profit—and yet here was Porthos, desperate for capital, and Hashempur wouldn't even acknowledge the request.

      The isolation was complete.

      Ash set the report aside and reached for the next. This one bore no annotation, no summary—just a list of names and ages, written in a hand he didn't recognize. He read the first entry:

      Mira, 14, Caligara Lower District, sold to Porthos debt collector for outstanding rent, current location: House of Silken Chains.

      His hand did not tremble. His breathing did not change. The Bifurcated Self held, as it always held, compartmentalizing the information into categories that could be processed later. Data point, some part of him noted.

      Evidence of trafficking between Caligara and Porthos. Relevant to strategic objectives.

      He read the second entry.

      Binu, 11, Caligara Fisherman's Quarter, sold by uncle to cover gambling debts, current location: Delacroix Palace, servant class.

      The third.

      Sera, 8, Caligara Market District, kidnapped during festival, current location: unknown, last seen at Porthos auction.

      The fourth. The fifth. The twentieth. The fiftieth.

      One hundred and thirty-seven names. One hundred and thirty-seven citizens of Caligara—Rivolde's people, people who should have been under his protection—sold into bondage in Porthos. Some through debt. Some through desperation. Some simply taken, stolen from streets and homes and families who would never see them again.

      Ash read every name. Memorized every detail. Filed each one in the architecture of his mind, where they would wait until he chose to feel them.

      Not yet. Not now. There was work to do.

      He set the list aside and turned to the final report of the evening: a summary of Corvino Delacroix's personal gambling debts, cross-referenced with the ownership records of Porthos's major gaming establishments.

      The numbers were staggering. Corvino had lost more money in the past year than most cities generated in a decade. He had borrowed
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