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Part 1- Through the Gates

Chapter 1

“This feels wrong.” His fine clothing and freshly-scrubbed skin seemed alien to Larris after spending so much time riding, sleeping out of doors, and bathing in streams. He smoothed the front of his silk doublet and sighed. Why had he ever envied his brother Lerryn’s place as the eldest and heir to the throne? Now that Lerryn had abdicated and Larris’ path to the throne was clear, he would have given anything to be out on the road again. Instead, he found himself in his private chamber in the royal palace, waiting for an audience with the king. Beams of light shone through the narrow windows, reflecting on the marble floor and shining on the tapestries that adorned the wall, yet to him it all felt drab and empty.

He wanted to be with Shanis.

His heart sank at the thought of the fiery girl he’d left behind. He could see her green eyes and soft, red hair as clearly as if she were standing there in front of him. She had hated him at first but, in time, he’d won her over. He smiled at the thought of any man completely winning such a strong-willed woman. In any case, their divergent destinies had taken them along different paths.

Allyn poked his head into Larris’ bedchamber. “Are you ready?” His longtime friend was one of the few people in the world who felt no compunction at entering the prince’s chambers without first announcing himself. He paused, stared at Larris, and frowned. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Not much. Just pining for fresh air and a little danger to keep me entertained.”

“You’re beginning to sound like Lerryn. Not that I disagree, mind you. I’m already feeling claustrophobic.” Allyn made a face and ran a hand through his long blond hair. “Your father isn’t going to be pleased when you give him the news.”

Larris heaved a sigh. “I suppose we should get on with it. The longer I wait, the angrier Father will grow. Then again, his ire has been simmering for months. Perhaps he’s reached his limit.” He opened his wardrobe and took out the worn leather bag in which he’d placed Lerryn’s letter of abdication. He looked inside and gasped. The letter was gone! Heart racing, he made a hasty search of the wardrobe bottom in case it had fallen out of the bag, but it was not there. What could have happened to it? Until Allyn arrived, no one else had entered his room.

“Is there a problem?” 

Larris looked up, dizzy from surprise and confusion. “Lerryn’s letter is gone.” Upon publicly surrendering his place as the heir to the Galdoran throne, Lerryn had written out his abdication and sent it with Larris to give to their father, King Allar.

“How?” Allyn rushed to his side, snatched the bag away, and peered down into it, as if his sharp eyes might see something Larris hadn’t. “Has the bag been out of your sight?”

“No. I’ve kept it by my side the entire time.” That was mostly true, but it had, technically, been out of his sight for a few moments when he’d bathed. “Melina!” he shouted, striding out into his sitting room, where the woman who had cared for him since birth waited.

“Yes, Highness?” Though Melina had seen nearly forty summers, no gray touched her hair and her eyes shone with youthful vigor. Right now, she looked and sounded puzzled, even concerned, but gave no sign of feeling any guilt.

“There was a document inside my bag. What happened to it?”

She cocked her head to the side. “A document, Highness?” 

“Yes. The only time I haven’t had my eyes on it was when Sarill scrubbed my hair because you said I had lice.” Larris couldn’t believe he was accusing a woman he regarded as a second mother. But who else could it be? He expected his words to wound her, but instead, they seemed to inflame her temper.

“What exactly are you suggesting?” Melina put her hands on her hips and thrust out her chin. “You think I would steal this paper of yours, whatever it is? More than twenty summers I have served your family. I cared for you and your brother, and you accuse me of treachery? If His Highness’s opinion of my character has fallen so low, perhaps he wishes me to leave his service.”

“If I may.” Allyn’s voice, usually dry with sarcasm, was soft and hesitant.

“Of course you may,” Larris snapped. “When have the three of us stood on ceremony when we’re alone together?”

“Evidently, things have changed. When did Highness ever accuse me of thievery?” Melina snapped.

“Oh, stop with the Highness bit already.” Larris slumped into a nearby chair and gazed at the two of them. “What is it, Allyn?”

“Can you say for certain that the paper was still in your bag when we entered the palace? The streets are packed with refugees and they were all trying to touch you. Someone might have slipped a hand into your bag, hoping to find food, and grabbed the first thing his fingers closed upon.”

Larris gave a thoughtful nod. They hadn’t made it far into the city before someone had recognized him. His escort had done its best to keep the wave of commoners at bay, but some had indeed managed to lay hands on him.

“People are desperate,” Allyn continued. “Anyone could have done it.”

“You’re right.” He turned to Melina. “I’m sorry. The situation is complicated. Right now, I can’t give you the explanation you deserve, but I hope once you know the reason for my distress, you will forgive me.” He held out his hand.

Melina tensed, and then her stony expression melted into a warm smile. “That won’t do.” She stepped forward and wrapped him in her gentle embrace. “Of course I forgive you, child.” She gave him a tight squeeze and then stepped away. “But don’t do it again.” She wagged a finger at him. “I haven’t forgotten how to administer the rod.”

“Of course not.” He rose from the chair and straightened his doublet. “I suppose it’s time to give Father the good news.”

“Your Royal Majesty, I present His Highness, Larris Van Altman, Second Prince of Galdora!” At the herald’s words, a buzz of conversation rose, but quickly faded as Larris strode into the throne room.

Like wheat bending in the wind, the courtiers bowed as he passed through the beams of colored light that streamed through tall, stained glass windows. The more reticent of the attendees peered around the marble columns that lined the hall, but some were so bold as to leer at him, making no attempt to hide their curiosity or amusement. Everyone had apparently heard the story of the return of the prodigal prince.

He kept his head high and his eyes focused on his father, King Allar Van Altman, who stared at him with a serene expression Larris knew to be a façade. Larris and Allyn had left the palace under a cloud of secrecy, telling no one where they had gone or why, and had been gone for months. If he knew Father, the king was at this very moment debating whether or not to send for the headsman.

Larris reached the foot of the dais, dropped to one knee, and lowered his head. He waited. King Allar was clearly dragging this out in order to shame his wayward son. Larris felt his cheeks heat. Embarrassing him in front of the entire court might be justifiable, but it would make things more difficult in the long run. 

Finally, the king relented. “You may rise.”

Larris stood, taking in his father’s disapproving stare and his mother’s beaming smile. Beloved by Galdorans, Queen Arissa was a plump, motherly woman with a kind heart and a ready smile. 

“Father, I am pleased to see you looking well.” That was a lie. He was not at all pleased to see his father, at least, not under these circumstances, and King Allar did not look well. He had lost a considerable amount of weight, and a sickly yellowish tinge marred his face. Larris grimaced. Allar was not a young man, but neither was he in his dotage. Had the king taken ill?

For his part, Allar offered no courtesies in return. “You disappeared. Ran away like a child and abandoned your duties here. I would never have expected it from a son of mine.”

Duties? Larris had been given no responsibilities aside from than keeping his head low and never stepping out of his brother’s long shadow. This, however, was no time to argue.

“One so irresponsible is not fit to wear a crown,” Allar continued. “For this reason, you shall enter the priesthood. The temple has reserved a place for you.”

Icy shock froze Larris to the core. He was scarcely aware of the low murmur of conversation all around him at this surprising turn of events. The priesthood? It could not be! He was now the heir to the throne. Even if he wasn’t, he would never take the vows. He would leave again, and return to Shanis, and for good this time. 

“Unless.” Allar paused, “you can offer a valid reason for your prolonged absence.” 

Larris breathed a sigh of relief, opened his mouth to speak, and then hesitated. He would, of course, tell his father the entire story, but not here in front of the court. 

“With respect, I request a private audience with Your Majesty.” 

Whispers rose again at his words. Most were too soft for him to hear, but a few of those in attendance, those either bold or foolish, didn’t bother to keep their voices down.

“What is he hiding?”

“He’s too ashamed to face the court.”

“Foolish boy.”

Larris’ cheeks still burned, but he held the king’s gaze.

“What could you possibly have to tell me that cannot be said in front of our loyal subjects?” Allar made a sweeping gesture that took in all the gathered courtiers, and Larris could not miss the slight tremor in the king’s hand. Something was very wrong with his father. “Perhaps you ran away on some urgent matter of state of which I remain blissfully unaware?” Titters of laughter rang through the hall.

Larris cleared his throat. “That is precisely the situation.” The laughter died. “I humbly apologize to you, my mother, and all the people of Galdora for the secrecy that surrounded my departure and for my prolonged absence. I do not expect to be forgiven, but I hope in time to regain your and their trust. I ask again, with respect, that I be granted a private audience before I offer my explanation.”

Allar considered this for a long moment. Finally, he nodded. “Very well. Court is ended for today.

Grumbling, the courtiers made their way out, obviously displeased at missing out on seeing the prince brought low. A few cast baleful glances in his direction. Finally, the throne room stood empty, save the royals and the King’s Guard. Queen Arissa rushed down to wrap him in a tight embrace. 

Larris looked over his mother’s head at his father, who remained ensconced upon his throne. To Larris’ surprise, a solitary tear slid down his father’s cheek and into his silver-flecked beard.

“We thought you were dead.” Arissa’s trembling whisper pierced Larris’ heart. He had anticipated their anger, but not their hurt.

“I am truly sorry. I promise you, I had good reason.”

He gently pulled away from Arissa and they all retired to a side chamber and sat down in overstuffed chairs. A serving woman brought mulled wine and bowed her way out, not quite managing to hide her look of curiosity. 

When they were finally alone, Larris began his story. He told them of Lerryn’s plan to find the Silver Serpent and use its power to defeat Karin; of his own distrust of Xaver, Lerryn’s recently-deceased vizier; his worry about Lerryn’s love of strong drink; and his decision to take Allyn and go in search of the Silver Serpent himself.

“The Silver Serpent?” Allar scoffed. “How could both of my sons be taken in by such a fable?”

“We found it.”

Allar choked on his wine and required a moment to recover. “You...found it?” he rasped, his watering eyes wide with shock. 

“Our companion did. She’s a Galsburan named Shanis Malan.”

“Galsbur? Wait a moment.” Allar held up his hand. “You are telling me that the Silver Serpent is real and is now in the hands of a village girl? A commoner?”

A sudden urge to defend Shanis reared up inside of him. “She is hardly common. She is of royal Lothan stock, the sole living descendant of Badla, in fact, and is right now in the process of uniting the clans.”  

This time, Allar dropped his goblet, spilling blood red wine all over the lush, Diyonan rug. “Are you trying to kill me, boy? How many shocks can a man take?” He rose unsteadily, wobbled to the window, and looked up at the clear blue sky. “We are at war with Kyrin, Karst is fomenting rebellion in the south, an unknown force invades from the west, the Lothan clans are putting aside their war, and you permit the most fearsome weapon in memory to slip through your hands.”

“I had no choice. Please hear me out.” Larris recounted the rest of his tale, describing how the prophecy, despite his and Lerryn’s best efforts, had been fulfilled in its own way. “No one can touch the sword but Shanis and therefore only she may control its power. She is the one destined to bear it,” he finished.

Allar looked tireder than Larris had ever seen him. He returned slowly to his chair and sat down. “Do you have any other bad news?” He managed a weary smile.

His heart was in his throat. How would his parents receive this next bit of information? “Lerryn has abdicated.”

Allar stiffened. His lips moved, but he made no sound.

“No!” Arissa gasped. 

“He says Shanis used the power of the Silver Serpent to cure him of his need to drink. Now that his faculties are no longer muddled, he believes he is worthy only to lead soldiers, not a kingdom.” Larris shifted uncomfortably. He had entertained the same thoughts about his brother many times. “He sent me and a few companions here and took his men west to meet the invaders.”

“Was it witnessed?” Allar snapped.

“It was witnessed by me and Allyn, my friend Hierm Van Derin and his wife, and the men of the White Fang.”

Allar and Arissa exchanged unreadable glances. “I don’t suppose he put it in writing,” Allar sighed.

“He did.” Larris’ mouth was suddenly so dry he felt he could scarcely move his tongue. He took a gulp of wine and swallowed hard. “But it was stolen.”

Allar’s breath left him in a rush and he slumped forward and buried his face in his hands. When he finally composed himself, he could find no words. He sat, shaking his head.

“I fear your father has endured enough surprises for one day.” Arissa picked up a bell and rang for the serving woman. “Send two guards to escort His Majesty to his chambers.” The young woman returned with the guards in short order, and they helped the king to his feet and escorted him out of the throne room. When they were gone, Arissa ordered the serving woman to send the royal physician to see to the king.

“What is wrong with him?” Larris asked. “He is too young to be failing so fast.”

Arissa looked twenty years older. She pursed her lips, the lines on her face clearer. “We don’t know. The strain of ruling is some of it. The situation in the kingdom is dire and having both of his sons vanish without a trace did not help matters.” She lowered her gaze for a moment and Larris’ heart fell along with it. 

“I am sorry. I won’t disappear again. I promise.”

“I know you won’t.” Arissa gave his hand a squeeze. “We must sort out this situation with Lerryn. First, we need to find out if he is even alive.”

“No word about the battle, then?”

“No.” Her eyes took on a faraway cast. “I fear the worst. Your father sent messengers, but none have returned.”

“Can we truly spare no forces for the conflict in the west?” Larris remembered what Tabars, captain of Lerryn’s elite force, had told them. All of Galdora’s armies were committed to the war with Kyrin, their enemy to the north. “Will no one come to our aid?”

“We are stretched thin. Your uncle has offered to take soldiers west, but neither he nor your cousin can lead men the way Lerryn can.”

That was true. Orman Van Altman was a solid if uninspiring man, and his son, Carsus, was hewn from the same tree. Orman had his share of sticking swords into affronted nobles but was sorely lacking in experience on the battlefield. If Lerryn was alive, he was sorely needed.

“I have to find Lerryn. I’ll go tonight.” He rose, but Arissa grabbed his wrist and held on tightly.

“No. You mustn’t leave the city again. At least, not while the circumstances are so dire. We must appear strong.” 

He sighed. “I understand. In that case, I promise I will stay, but I will take steps to see to it that he is found.” Gently, he removed his mother’s hand from his wrist, kissed her on the forehead, and bade her see to Allar.

He did not return directly to his chambers, but first visited the Chapel of the Seven. He was not religious, but right now, in the face of such a hopeless situation, he needed something to give him courage and strength. He lit a candle for each god and knelt before the altar, watching as the tapers melted away. 

When the last was a mere lump of wax, he rose on stiff legs and strode out to the stables, where he commandeered a horse. He could not honestly say he felt better, but at least he now had a plan.

Chapter 2

Hierm took a deep breath, grasped the iron knocker, and rapped twice on the heavy wooden door. Heart racing, he squeezed Rinala’s hand and listened to the sound of approaching footsteps. The door opened a crack, and one blue eye peered out.

“Hierm!” Laman, Hierm’s older brother, swung the door open and caught him up in a rough embrace. Hierm felt taken aback at his brother’s display of affection. The two had never really gotten along. “Mother,” Laman called back into the house, “it’s Hierm!” A cry of surprise sounded from somewhere inside, followed by the sound of running feet, and then Laman was shunted aside as Faun Van Derin wrapped her arms around him and began sobbing, her face pressed against his chest. 

“I cannot believe it,” she said. After a full minute of joyful tears, she finally stepped away and mopped her eyes with her sleeve. She reached up and laid a hand on his cheek. “It truly is you, flesh and blood. The gods have finally smiled upon us.” 

“I am sorry for the way I left, and for being gone so long.” Hierm, along with his friends Shanis, Oskar, and Khalyndryn, had left their home in Galsbur without so much as a word to their families. They’d all had their reasons, at least, they’d thought so at the time, but seeing his mother’s relief drove home just how much worry he’d put her through.

“And who is this?” Laman knitted his eyebrows as he noticed Rinala for the first time. Despite the girl’s rough Monaghan clothing, his eyes betrayed no hint of the judgment Hierm had expected.

“This is Rinala, my wife.” Hierm put a hand around Rinala’s waist and drew her close. 

Faun made no attempt to hide her amazement as she gaped at the girl who was now her daughter by marriage. Hierm could not say what caught his mother’s attention first— Rinala’s rough spun, travel-stained dress or her swelling stomach. 

“As you can see, you’re going to be a grandmother,” he added unnecessarily.

Rinala bent her knee and made a perfect curtsy. “It is an honor to make your acquaintance, Mother. Your beauty is far greater even than my husband described.”

Hierm had to grin. Throughout their trek to Archstone, the capital city of Galdora, Rinala had worked diligently to adopt a more Galdoran manner of speech. He had to admit when the girl set her mind to something, she attacked it with the tenacity of a hungry wolf.

“Well, then.” Faun struggled for words. “I imagine you wish to bathe and change into a proper dress.”

“I fear I have no other dress.” Rinala looked at Faun, shamefaced.

This broke the tension in exactly the way Hierm had hoped. Faun, who had always wanted a daughter, began barking orders. 

“Laman, go immediately to Madam Ross and tell her I need her right away. Tell her I want several dresses made, and if she isn’t here by the time Rinala is out of her bath, I shall send for someone else.” Laman chuckled and set off while Faun took Rinala by the hand and pulled her into the house. “Hierm, stoke the fire and put a kettle on to boil. A woman with child should not take cold baths. We shall be upstairs.” Rinala threw a bemused smile in Hierm’s direction as the two women disappeared up the stairs.

Hierm laughed to himself. Home for only a few minutes and he was already being ordered about as if he’d never left. It was comforting in its familiarity.

It was near dark when Faun and Rinala finally emerged from Faun’s chambers. Faun had scraped and scrubbed every last speck of dirt from Rinala’s body, filed her nails, plucked her eyebrows, and combed the snarls out of her hair. Hierm would not have known this, save for the fact that his mother described, at great length, all she had done to make his new wife “presentable.”

“Madam Ross promised to have one dress ready by morning and the rest shortly thereafter,” Faun said. “We shall, of course, have them taken in after the baby arrives.” Gazing proudly at Rinala who sat curled up in a chair by the fire, sipping a cup of tea, Faun looked like a sculptor admiring her own work.

The transformation in Hierm’s wife was striking. She had always been a lovely girl, but now her beauty was on display to full effect. She seemed to know it, too because she smiled at Hierm and gave him a seductive wink.

“It’s a shame you would not let me trim your hair, dear,” Faun said.

Hierm saw Rinala’s eyes widen and recognized her prodigious temper beginning to flare. Apparently, cutting one’s hair violated some Monaghan taboo. Not wishing to ruin the good mood, he placed a hand on his mother’s elbow and guided her into the kitchen where a serving woman was preparing their meal.

“I need to talk to you about Rinala.” He kept his voice low, so his wife would not hear though she already knew what he would be speaking to his mother about. “I will need you to take care of her and the child.”

Faun blanched. “Take care of them? Are you leaving again?”

“No, but I have been offered a place at the Prince’s Academy. They won’t be able to live with me until I have finished my training.”

“The Academy? But how?”

“Prince Larris is a friend of mine.”

Coming on the heels of meeting Hierm’s new wife and learning that she was about to be a grandmother, Faun seemed to find this tidbit unremarkable. 

“Is that so? But you a soldier? Hierm, no.”

“It’s what I’m best at,” he said firmly. “I can’t run Van Derin and Sons. I’m neither Father nor Laman.” He held up a hand to quiet her objection. “It is all right,” he assured her. “I bear no ill will toward either of them. We are just different.”

“But we need you,” Faun whispered. “There has been no word from your father, or anyone from Galsbur for that matter. I have visited the temple every day praying for them. If something has happened to him, I don’t know what I shall do.”

Hierm swallowed hard. He and his father were not on the best of terms, yet the thought of losing Hiram weighed heavy on his heart. “I am sure he will be all right, and Laman is more than capable of running the business. Father has been grooming him for years.” He found it strange to realize that, before he had left Galsbur, such an admission would have galled him, but now he knew it to be the pure truth. “I have to go to the academy. I gave Prince Larris my word.”

Faun frowned. “How exactly did you come to know the prince?”

“The story is a long one. I’ll tell you over dinner.”

Dinner was a hearty stew with chunks of lamb and savory vegetables and a loaf of fresh bread. Faun apologized for the limited fare, but Hierm and Rinala assured her that, after months on the trail, it seemed a veritable feast.

As they ate, Hierm explained the circumstances of his departure from Galsbur so long ago. He briefly recounted meeting Larris and joining him in the search for the Silver Serpent. He omitted a great deal of the story, particularly the fact that, by now, Shanis was likely the leader of the Lothan clans. Faun, who had never thought much of Oskar and disapproved of Shanis outright, did not ask after either of them, but tears welled in her eyes when she learned that their friend, Khalyndryn, had died not long ago.

“So,” Hierm finally finished, “Prince Larris expects me to present myself at the palace tomorrow morning.”

Laman and Faun lapsed into stunned silence. Finally, Laman set down his wine glass and cleared his throat. 

“That is quite a tale, brother. Let me make certain I understand. You are telling us that you are a personal friend of Prince Larris?”

Rinala rose to Hierm’s defense immediately. “Every word is true.” 

“If you say so.” Only someone who knew Laman well would recognize the patronizing tone that set Hierm’s teeth on edge. “You do know we are at war on three fronts?” Laman asked. “Enlisting right now is suicide.”

“What good is a soldier in peace time? Besides, I don’t think Larris will give me a choice. The kingdom needs all the capable fighters it can find.” He felt Rinala put her hand on his thigh and give him a squeeze. Born and raised in the midst of clan war, the girl was accustomed to her loved ones placing themselves in harm’s way. He gave her a tight smile and looked at his mother. “What are your plans? Will you stay here?”

Her eyes fell. “If, I mean when, your father sends word, we will return to Galsbur.”

“And what if...” Hierm could not say the words, but Faun evidently took his meaning.

“Then Laman will run the business and will also take up Hiram’s post as Firstman.”

“What is this Firstman?” Rinala asked.

“He is the leader of the council, and the most powerful man in Galsbur,” Faun explained.

“And this council, they will just give Laman the job?” Rinala frowned over her cup of tea. “In Monaghan, a man who wants to lead must earn it.”

Laman stiffened but held his tongue. He took a long drink of wine and stared daggers at Rinala.

“I wouldn’t expect a girl to understand leadership.” For the first time since their arrival, Faun looked at Rinala with a hint of disapproval.

“My father be Clan Chief of the Hawk Hill,” Rinala said, slipping back into her familiar speech patterns.

A sharp knock at the door cut off Faun’s retort. She and Rinala exchanged dark looks while Laman answered the door. 

A resonant voice boomed through the house. “His Royal Highness, Prince Larris Van Altman, requests an audience with Hierm Van Derin.”

“A-all right,” they heard Laman stammer. He gave way to the prince and a uniformed guard. 

Hierm, Faun, and Rinala made to stand, but Larris motioned for them to remain seated. 

“Please do not get up on my account. I apologize for the intrusion, my lady,” he nodded in Faun’s direction, “but I must speak with your son on a matter of great urgency. Is there somewhere private we could talk?” 

“There is a garden out back.” Hierm scarcely choked out the words. It was the first time he had seen Larris dressed in his royal finery. Gone was the cheery, curly-haired youth whose brown eyes always seemed to carry secret knowledge. In his place stood a well-groomed, confident young man who bore little resemblance to Hierm’s traveling companion. 

“Very well. Ladies, again my apologies.” Larris made a small bow.

Faun was too shocked to reply. Rinala smiled, enjoying her new mother’s surprise. She winked at Larris and then blew her husband a kiss. The simple act eased Hierm’s nerves and he managed a real smile as he led Larris out into the walled garden.

“I need your help,” Larris began immediately. He quickly recounted the day’s events, ending with the precarious issue of the line of succession. “My father is ill. With the document lost, it something happens to him it will be chaos.”

“What is it you want from me?” Hierm couldn’t see how he could assist with any of this.

“We need to find Lerryn. We need his skills as a commander and we need to resolve the questions about the line of succession. If Lerryn is dead, we need proof.” Larris leaned against the garden wall, plucked a flower from a nearby climbing vine, and absently shredded the petals. 

“We have proof,” Hierm said. “Witnesses: me, Rinala, Edrin, Hair, Lerryn’s soldiers. If they survived.”

“Forgive me, but the word of commoners will carry little weight. The assumption would be, if I were behind this ruse, a commoner would be more likely than a noble to be bribed or intimidated. It’s absurd, of course. There’s more than enough corruption among the nobles.” Larris sighed and tossed the shredded blossom on the ground. “In more peaceable times, it might not be so difficult, but with war and rebellion, the throne must appear strong and my family united.” He barked a rueful laugh. “I don’t even want to be king, but I’ll do what I must.”

“So, you want me to go with you to look for Lerryn?” Hierm’s heart sank. His wife was expecting, he was so close to fulfilling his dream of entering the academy, and he saw little chance his mother would retain her unusually good humor if he announced he was leaving again. 

“I can’t go. If something happens to my father and both of his sons are missing, it would be a disaster. And with the abdication document missing, I have to assume a conspiracy is at foot. Allyn suggested it might have been taken by mistake, but I don’t think so.” Larris set his jaw. “You’re the right man for the job. You know the lands to the west.”

“Not all that well.”

“Well enough. What’s more, I trust you.”  

Hierm felt his resistance crumbling. “What about Rinala and the baby?”

“I know, but you have a few moons left until the baby comes. You should be back long before then.” He reached out and put his hand on Hierm’s shoulder. “I know I ask a great deal, but I need you.”

“Why not Allyn?”

“I have already set him a task.” Larris dropped his hands to his side and his expression hardened. “I will make it a royal order if that will help you with your wife and mother.”

“It might at that.” Hierm managed a smile. “Am I to go alone?”

“Edrin and Mattyas will join you.” He referred to two young men from western Galdora, who had joined Lerryn on his separate quest to find the Silver Serpent.

“I suppose they’re disappointed not to begin their study at the academy?”

“Not as disappointed as Mattyas is that I didn’t get to him before they cut his hair.” 

Hierm had to laugh. “I can’t wait to see that. Can I still call him Hair? I don’t think I can call him by his actual name.”

“I agree. They will be here in the morning with horses and supplies.”

Hierm groaned. “The sooner I leave, the sooner I can return, I suppose.”

“That’s the spirit.” Larris headed toward the door but halted after a few steps. “Can you do me one more favor?”

“What’s that?”

“Wait until I’m gone before you tell Rinala.”

Chapter 3

“What are they doing over there?” Shanis reined in her horse and pointed toward a place where men and women were hacking away at the thick undergrowth.

“Clearing out shrubs and creepers,” Heztus replied.

“I know that. But why?”

“Oh. You should have asked.” Heztus gave her a wink. 

Shanis heaved a sigh, managing a tiny smile in the process. Since her friends had departed, the dwarf had kept her company, and he seemed to have made it his mission to keep her spirits up. He was also a helpful advisor whose genial manner made it easy for him to move among all the clans gathered around Calmut. 

“Once upon a time, there was a sizable city here. People have begun reclaiming it. There’s even talk of settling here, or at least establishing a presence for each clan.”

Shanis nodded. “I wish we could do something about the divisions between clans. We’re united, but we have a long way to go.”

“Patience. The changes you’ve made are a fine start if for no other reason than you’ve given all the clans a single person on whom to focus their anger.”

One of Shanis’ first actions upon being recognized as the ruler of the newly-united Lothan was to arrange cross-clan marriages, seeking to form bonds where none had existed before. Most of the clan leaders and a few of the betrothed saw the wisdom in her actions, but many more were angry. She couldn’t blame them, but knew it was the right thing to do. 

“They do say you should no be making them marry until you do the same,” Granlor said. Granlor was a young Monaghan warrior who’d appointed himself Shanis’ bodyguard back when she first proclaimed herself as the bearer of the Silver Serpent. Realizing he’d said too much, he coughed into his fist and looked away.

“When she marries, it won’t be to a Lothan.” Heztus drew a sharp dagger and absently trimmed his nails. “She can’t choose a Malgog over a Monaghan, or vice-versa, lest she drive a new wedge between the clans. It will have to be an outlander.”

Shanis hoped her face did not reflect the way her heart fluttered at Heztus’ words. Prince Larris, as the second son, was not the first in line to inherit the Galdoran throne. But she didn’t dare hope.

“I won’t be marrying any time soon, in any case. I have too much to do.”

“Like laying siege to Karkwall and claiming the throne?” Heztus asked a bit too blithely.

“Heztus, do you remember when I told you how much I value the fact that you never prevaricate or mince words? I think I’ve changed my mind.” She spurred her horse forward, leaving the two men hurrying to catch up.

They cantered down what had recently been a footpath, but was now a small thoroughfare, worn down by thousands of feet and hooves. They soon came upon a clearing where Gillen, the fair-haired apprentice bone woman of the Hawk Hill clan, stood in the midst of a cluster of girls and young women. Shanis could not hear what she was saying, but it was clear the woman was teaching. Several other bone women stood nearby, listening and occasionally nodding in agreement. 

Shanis reined in, dismounted, and handed her reins over to Granlor as soon as he caught up. As she approached, Effie, a bone woman of the Black Mangrove clan, turned to greet her. 

“What’s all this?” Shanis indicated the gathering with a nod of her head. “Do all of them want to be bone women?”

“Not exactly.” Effie placed a light hand on Shanis’ elbow and steered her away so they would not disturb the instruction. “Some do, but others want to learn from us. Bone women’s skills are varied: some are strong in healing, others know herbs, some give wise counsel, while some even know magic.”

“Do any know sorcery?” Shanis was surprised to hear the question pass her lips, but she was keenly interested. With Aspin, the seeker, gone, no one remained to instruct her in her newly-discovered talent.

Effie pursed her lips. “It is considered impolite to ask. Of course, you did not know that.” She thought for a few moments before answering. “At least two of us do— do not ask me to tell you who; it is not my place to do so. There are probably more, but I cannot say for certain. It will be their choice to reveal it when they are ready.”

Shanis sighed. Of course, it couldn’t be that easy. “What is Gillen teaching them?”

“A simple spell to sooth a crying baby. She taught the other bone women last night. She knows a number of spells none of us had ever heard of. This sharing has already broadened everyone’s knowledge.”

Shanis had assumed that all bone women had similar skills. Learning that this was not the case had given her an idea.

“Who trains new bone women?”

“The bone woman of a clan gives such instruction as she is able and keeps a few of her most skilled students as apprentices. If two clans are at peace, they will exchange apprentices so knowledge may be shared.”

“We are all at peace with one another now,” Shanis observed. “What if there was a place where all the clans could share their knowledge with one another?”

“You mean, like a school?” Effie looked doubtful.

“Exactly. Apprentices wouldn’t be limited to what their own clan can teach them. Your knowledge would grow exponentially.”

“Who would be in charge? The bone women must attend to their clans.”

“How about the elders who are no longer able to fulfill their duties as they once did? Their bodies are weak, but the knowledge is still there.”

“Interesting.” Effie touched a finger to her chin and looked up at the ragged patch of blue sky visible through the dense cover of greenery. “Anyone with a particular skill could be a teacher. It would not have to be restricted to bone women.”

“It could also be a place where the sick are tended to.” Shanis grew more excited as she spoke. The ideas were pouring forth faster than she could voice them. “If all the clans’ healing knowledge is pooled in one place...”

“I see. Very well.” Effie cut her off in mid-sentence, turned, and hurried over to the bone women who were watching the lesson. After a few minutes of intense conversation and several annoyed glances from Gillen, who was still trying to teach her spell, the women gathered around Shanis and began peppering her with questions.

“This school you are starting, where would it be?”

“Who would be in charge? We will no take orders from clan chiefs.”

“I hope you don’t expect us to create war magic for you. That is not what bone women do.”

Shanis held up her hands to stem the flow of words that threatened to engulf her. She wanted to tell them it was just an idea, and they should forget she’d suggested it, but she was a ruler now and need to act like one.

“The school would be here.” It made sense. Calmut was in a central location, and it was a place all Lothans held in high regard. “The bone women would, of course, be in charge.”

The women exchanged satisfied smiles.

“Answerable, of course, to the crown.” That wiped their grins away. “My yoke is light, I assure you. I expect this to be a seat of learning, and a place where those in need can come for help. All the things that bone women do, I want you to learn to do them better, and share them with all the clans. No one may hold back knowledge from anyone, including me. And if anyone wants to teach or learn ‘war magic’, as you call it, you will permit them to do so. I don’t like war any better than you do, but the better prepared we are to defend ourselves, the less likely others are to attack us. Do you accept my conditions?”

“The clan chiefs will never approve,” Maisie, a young woman of the Hawk Hill clan said. 

“It’s not their decision; it’s mine.” Shanis knew she was testing the limits of her authority in this. She did not yet wear the crown, and the Lothans were not mere serfs ready to bend the knee to any so-called noble. Leading them was like riding a wild horse bareback: you held on tight and tried your best to nudge them in the proper direction without being thrown. In this case, however, she would not bend. Why shouldn’t the bone women have a certain degree of autonomy and a measure of power? And the gods help the first man who told her that women could not be trusted with power or responsibility. “What will it be?”

“Yes,” Effie said, and the others added their assent. 

“If I may make a suggestion?” Heztus had sidled up to her unnoticed. “There is an old temple not far from here which I believe will suit your needs. It will require a great deal of work to make it fit for habitation, but the roof is solid and there is a large block of penitent cells that could be converted to living quarters.”

“Assemble a team of workmen and begin immediately,” Shanis said.

Heztus looked like he’d just stepped in a pile of goat dung. “I don’t believe I’m the best person for this job. The men do not like to take orders from a dwarf, you see.”

“We will see to it you do have all the help you need.” Jamma, a woman with silver-streaked red hair and skin like old leather, spoke up. “There are young men and boys aplenty in our clans who do spend too much time playing at swords and not enough time at honest work.”

“The girls can help too,” Maisie added. “And we will be there to make certain no one shirks their responsibilities.”

“Wonderful.” The expression on Heztus’ face made it clear he thought it was nothing of the sort. He turned pleading eyes to Shanis. “I assume you wish me to serve in a supervisory capacity? I’m really not much of a laborer.”

Shanis had to laugh. “Just see to it that the work gets done to their satisfaction.” The bone women turned on Heztus and all began giving orders at the same time. 

Shanis spared one sympathetic glance at her friend and then looked around for Granlor. He waited nearby with their horses, looking at the bone women with a sour expression on his face.

“You have something to say?” Shanis asked.

Granlor shook his head.

“A wise choice.” Shanis swung up onto her horse and heaved a sigh. “Let’s find the clan chiefs and tell them what I’ve done.”

Chapter 4

“That’s Vatania?” Oskar scarcely managed to choke out the words. He’d been to Karkwall and thought himself prepared for a big city, but this was something else entirely. Far below them, where the Blue River twisted its way south and east, the outskirts of the city blanketed the world in a jumble of wood, stone and smoke. Dirt roads clogged with traffic, mounted and afoot, meandered toward the city walls, just visible in the distance. And beyond them, lay the inner city and, Oskar knew, the sea. 

“That is part of it,” Aspin said, guiding his horse down the winding road. 

Oskar hesitated for a moment, still mesmerized by the vast sea of human habitation that lay before him, and then hurried to catch up, his horse bouncing him roughly in the saddle. 

“How long will it take us to get there?”

“That depends on what you mean by ‘there.’ We’ll reach the outskirts of Vatania in less than an hour. After that, another hour to the city walls, and the Gates.”

Oskar shivered at the mention of the fabled headquarters of the saikurs, so named for the iron gates at its entrance. He forced his mind back to what Aspin had said. Another hour after entering the city proper?

“The city is that big? I thought once we were inside the city it wouldn’t be so far.” Oskar tried, but could not paint the picture in his mind’s eye. It was too vast.

“The distance is not so great. What will slow us down are all the people we will have to navigate around. The closer you draw to the Gates, the slower the going.” Aspin sounded as if he would rather be anywhere but here. His temper had grown noticeably shorter since they had crossed the border. 

From central Lothan, they’d traveled northeast through Diyonus and then here to Vatania, a coastal city in southern Cardith. He’d been thrilled at the prospect of seeing the great cities of Diyonus, with their fabled rooftop gardens, but their travels had taken them through rural areas, and the few stops they made had been in villages not much larger than his home of Galsbur, where he’d grown up. Still, he’d enjoyed the trek through a country about which he’d read and heard tales. 

Along the way, Aspin had intensified Oskar’s training, instructing him in a variety of subjects as they rode, until Oskar felt as though his head would explode if he learned one more fact. The evenings were devoted to practicing with the quarterstaff, at which Oskar was competent, and sword forms, at which he was hopeless. 

Each night, just before they drifted off to sleep, Aspin warned him of all the things he should not reveal to anyone within the Gates: Shanis, Larris and Lerryn, The Silver Serpent, the Keeper of the Mists, the re-unification of the clans, the lost city of Murantha, the Thandrylls, the warning signs of a new Frostmarch. Essentially, anything interesting that had happened to him during his travels was taboo. Now, as they drew ever closer to Vatania, Oskar wondered if he was in any way prepared for what he would face beyond the gates of iron.

Oskar sighted the iron gates that barred entry to the saikurs’ headquarters long before he and Aspin reached them. Set between two high, crenelated walls of gray stone, they stood higher than the tallest building in Galsbur. Admittedly, that was less than forty spans, but still, the gates were impressive. Drawing closer, he saw the runes carved upon their surface. Common wisdom held that they were defensive spells that rendered the gates indestructible, and they cast curses upon any who attacked the walls, but Aspin had confided in him that the symbols merely made the iron impervious to rust. Of course, there had been a twinkle in his eye when he said it—one of the few traces of humor in the otherwise stolid man.

The gates stood open, a squad of guards barring the way. One guard stepped forward as Oskar and Aspin reined in. He stood ramrod straight, his eyes fixed on a point somewhere in the distance.

“Who seeks to pass beyond the Gates of Iron?” 

“Aspin, a saikur.” 

Silence. Finally, Aspin cleared his throat and looked pointedly at Oskar.

Flustered, Oskar managed to stammer out the words Aspin had taught him. “Oskar, one who humbly seeks admission to the Gates.”

Wordlessly, the guard stepped aside, and they rode in. 

“You’ll have to do better than that.” Aspin’s placid expression remained unchanged, but the disapproval in his voice was impossible to miss. 

“I will.” Privately, Oskar wondered if could really do this. Suddenly, the very idea of a farm boy from Galsbur studying to be a saikur, or seeker as they were commonly known, seemed the greatest of follies.

They rode through a forested area which made the Gates seem as if it were set apart from the surrounding city. The woods soon gave way to a broad, manicured green space, and beyond it, the foreboding towers of the Gates.

Aspin led the way to the stables, where they dismounted and turned their horses over to the stable hands. Oskar patted his mount, a chestnut stallion named Oaken, and whispered a word of thanks for bringing him safely to Vatania. It was something his father had taught him to do. The stable boy heard him and nodded his approval. Oskar slung his saddlebags over his shoulder, hefted his quarterstaff, and followed Aspin.

By the time they reached the front steps, Oskar felt like he’d swallowed a bullfrog. His stomach heaved and cold sweat dripped down the back of his neck. Every step he took seemed an insurmountable task, but he soldiered on until they stood at the front doors. Here, they were once again met by guards, one of whom asked their names. This time, the question was no mere formality. He passed word to a messenger who hurried away, returning minutes later with a brown-robed man with a wan face and receding hairline.

“Aspin.” The man’s nod was polite if perfunctory. “The prelate will receive you in his study immediately.” 

“Thank you, Nolan.” Aspin turned to Oskar. “Good luck, young man. Work hard and learn all you can.” With that, he turned on his heel and disappeared into the huge, gray granite castle.

Nolan crooked one finger, indicating Oskar should follow him. The high-ceilinged entry hall was built of the same granite as the exterior and lit by torches that glinted off the flecks of mica embedded in the rock. There was no time to take in any more detail than that because they soon left the main passage into a smaller hallway. Three turns later and Oskar was thoroughly lost. 

They finally came to a halt in front of a closed door. A graying man with broad shoulders and a wide brow answered on the third knock.

“A new member of the novitiate to see you, Inceptor.” Nolan bowed.

“Thank you. You are dismissed.” The man turned to Oskar. “Come inside.” He gestured to a wooden bench in front of a cluttered writing table. Oskar took a seat and the man settled into a chair.

“I am Inceptor Darhon. I will be responsible for you during your time in the novitiate.” He moved aside a stack of papers, uncovering a leather-bound book. The binding was cracked and the pages brittle, and he opened it with care to a place he had marked. “Your name and your home, please.”

“Oskar Clehn, from Galsbur in Galdora.”

Darhon picked up a ragged quill, entered the information, and then blotted the entry with sand. When he finished, he set the book aside and fixed his gaze on Oskar. 

“Why do you want to enter the Gates?” 

“I want to learn.” Aspin had told him to keep his answers simple, and that was the simple truth. He’d always loved learning.

“What do you wish to learn?” Darhon’s voice betrayed no emotion.

“History, logic, magic, sorcery. Everything, I suppose.”

“Why do you seek this knowledge?”

That wasn’t so easy to answer. How did you explain the thing that, more than anything else, made you who you are? 

“I’ve always sought knowledge for its own sake. I read every book I could get my hands on and listened to every story the elders told.” He shrugged.

Dahron began shuffling papers, but the questions continued.

“What will you do with the knowledge you glean from this place?”

Oskar shook his head. “Something good. I don’t know, I suppose I’ll learn that too.” He felt he was failing the interview. Dahron would probably send him on his way in short order. He was, after all, just a farm boy.

“Do you wish to be a saikur?” Dahron still looked down at his papers, but his tone was sharp.

“I suppose I do.” Oskar kicked himself. Why hadn’t he considered his answer? Aspin had warned him to take care of what he said.

Dahron looked up and smiled.

“If you aren’t certain now, you shall soon find out.” He laid his papers down, laced his fingers together, and locked eyes with Oskar. “You will begin as a novit, with no status. I may dismiss you at any time for any reason: violating rules, failure to attend classes or see to your duties, showing a lack of promise. Any reason at all.” He fell silent and waited for Oskar to nod that he understood before continuing.

“Leave your personal effects here. They will be returned to you.”

Oskar winced. He owned nothing of significant value, nor was he attached to many of his few possessions, but there was his book. In his youth, he’d copied sections from Lord Hiram’s books, and when he left Galsbur, he recorded their travels, copied passages from books in the great library at Karkwall, mapped their journey, and even made rubbings of glyphs in the lost city of Murantha. It now comprised a thick bundle of papers wrapped in coarse leather and bound with twine. He hated the thought of giving it up, even briefly, but what choice did he have?”  

“Do you have any questions?” Darhon asked.

“Could I get a list of the rules?” 

“Learning the rules is part of your novit training. I suggest you do so with all due haste. Now, follow me.”

An hour later, Oskar found himself bathed, de-loused, and garbed in an itchy tunic and hose. He was issued two spare sets of clothing, a coarse blanket, a surprisingly comfortable pair of boots, and a plain, brown cloak, the twin of the one the Thandrylls had given him so long ago. Aspin had kept it, thinking it a bad idea for Oskar to show up at the Gates already dressed like a saikur. Heart pounding, he stood outside the door to his dormitory. The page who had led him here smirked at his hesitation and pointed at the doorknob. Heart in his throat, Oskar opened the door and stepped inside. 

The conversation in the room ceased. Three young men sat on bunk beds to his left and right. Directly opposite the door, a window looked out over the forest and onto the city. Oskar would have been eager to take a look were he not so nervous. He forced a grin.

“I’m Oskar.”

“It’s about time we got some fresh meat in here. I’m tired of being the new kid.” A young man with light brown skin and glossy black hair stood and offered his hand. “I’m Naseeb, and these piles of horse dung are Whitt and Dacio.” Whitt, a bulky blond, and Dacio, an angular youth with a crooked nose and dirt brown hair, added their greetings. “Toss your things on the empty bunk above mine. It’s almost third bell.”

“What does that mean?” Oskar hated feeling ignorant, but his only hope of learning his way was to ask as many questions as possible and hope no one steered him in the wrong direction.

“It means food.” Whitt slid down off his top bunk and landed on his booted feet with a thud. “It’s not tasty, but there’s always plenty, and you look like you could use a little feeding up.”

Oskar blinked. All his life, he’d been on the heavy side, but long months of travel, mostly through wilderness, living on trail rations, and practicing with his staff, had wrought a change in him to which he was not yet accustomed. He was tall and broad of shoulder, but he’d lost his girth, and his cheeks were no longer plump. 

“Food will be welcome.” He tossed his bundle onto the bunk— his bunk. 

“Don’t forget your cloak,” Naseeb said. “Never leave quarters without it.”

“Thanks. I asked the inceptor about the rules, but he said I had to learn them on my own.”

His three roommates laughed.

“Darhon does that to everyone. Just pay close attention to what we say, and never forget a word, and you’ll be fine.” Naseeb’s dark eyes twinkled. “Now, let’s go before I shrivel up and blow away.”

The smells of cooking reached Oskar long before they entered the dining hall: the aroma of freshly baked bread and something spicy. His stomach rumbled and his new companions laughed. 

“Your stomach might not thank you for what you’re about to feed it.” Naseeb led the way into the dimly lit room. Tall, narrow windows cast slivers of orange sunlight across the rows of trestle tables where men of varying ages, all clad in brown robes, sat conversing around bites of bread and mouthfuls of a thick, brown stew. 

As they joined the line of men waiting to be served, Whitt began to speak in a low tone. “All the men working the serving line are novits or low-level initiates. When they serve you, nod once and say, “Thank you.” Don’t say anything else, but don’t forget to thank them.”

“How about the fellow with all the ear hair?” A tall man with a pronounced widow’s peak and thick sideburns paced like a caged animal behind the serving line.

“That’s Master Moylan. Don’t let him hear you talking about his ear hair. He’s supposed to have tried every remedy to get rid of it, but every time it only grows back thicker.” Whitt’s expression turned grave. “If he speaks to you, address him as Master and don’t look at him with a speck of defiance. He’ll have you scrubbing pots with your hair if he thinks you’re not showing the proper respect.”

Oskar felt his spine stiffen as Whitt continued to explain proper conduct and forms of address for the masters, the proctors, the guardsman and his lieutenants, even the prelate. Oskar had always been one to put his boot in his mouth on occasion, so a misstep was inevitable. He just needed to keep them to a minimum and hope none were too egregious.

They found seats at the far table. Oskar dug into his bowl of stew. The meat was stringy and the vegetables undercooked, but after weeks on horseback, with only a few stops for proper meals, it tasted delicious. When he finally sopped the last morsel from his bowl with a crust of bread, he looked up to see the others staring at him.

“You might want to slow down next time. There are no second helpings.” Naseeb gestured with his spoon. “And you wouldn’t want Master Moylan thinking you a glutton.”

“Does he really pay attention to how fast a person eats?”

“He pays attention to everything. Here, you can have the rest of mine.” Dacio slid his bowl, still half full, over to Oskar. 

“Thanks.” Oskar decided conversation might help him eat slower. “So, what lessons do we take?” His new friend explained that there were seven courses of study: History, Logic, Wisdom, Alchemy, Combat, Magic, and Sorcery. There were no courses on Seventhday, and while Sixthday mornings were devoted to either Combat or Sorcery, the remainder of the day was theirs.

“You’ll need that day,” Dacio said, “for study.”

“What’s the best course?”

“Combat,” Whitt said, as Dacio and Naseeb answered “Logic” and “Magic” respectively.

“Can we at least agree History is the worst?” Whitt looked at his friends, who nodded.

“I love history.” Oskar thought of the hours spent hidden away, reading Lord Hiram’s books. “At least, I love books of history.”

“It’s not the subject; it’s the teacher. Master Sibson once bored a student to death. I mean he literally died of boredom in the middle of a lecture.” 

Oskar looked for signs of jest in Whitt’s eyes but saw none.

“He didn’t die from boredom.” Naseeb was doing tricks with his spoon- rolling it between his fingers and flipping it around his thumb and back again. “He died because his heart stopped beating.”

“Because the lecture bored it to death.”

“You’re both wrong,” Dacio said. “He tried mixing his own dream elixir, but he made it too strong and it stopped his heart.”

“And why did he take the elixir? Because he couldn’t stand Master Sibson’s lectures.” Whitt folded his arms across his chest and rocked back in his seat, waiting for Dacio’s rejoinder.

Dacio rubbed his long nose thoughtfully. “Fine, but the boredom didn’t literally kill him.”

Oskar had to laugh. He already felt at home. Before he could ask about the rest of the teachers, someone called his name.

“Oskar Clehn?”

He turned to see a brown-robed man standing behind him.

“Yes?”

“Proctor Basilius wishes to see you. Follow me.” 

Puzzled, he collected his spoon and bowl and rose from his seat, but froze when he saw the frightened looks on his friends’ faces.

“What does Basilius want with you?” Naseeb whispered. “He’s...”

Whatever Basilius was, Oskar didn’t find out because the man called his name again. 

“We’ll take your bowl,” Dacio said. “You’d better go.”

Oskar turned and followed his guide, wondering what, exactly, a proctor could want with him.

Chapter 5

Proctor Basilius stood with his back to the door when Oskar entered the office. Hands folded behind his back, he stared out the window. He was a broad-shouldered man with thick, yellow-white hair that hung to his shoulders. When he finally turned around, he arched an eyebrow at Oskar.

“Why did you not announce yourself?”

“I didn’t want to interrupt.” How had he already managed to run afoul of the man?

“What, pray tell, was I doing that you thought you should not interrupt?” 

“Thinking? I think.” He forced himself to meet the man’s green-eyed stare.

Finally, Basilius’ stony expression cracked and he twitched his cheek in something less than a smirk. “Don’t mind me, boy. It’s my duty as a master to take the measure of our novits. I merely wanted to see how you comported yourself.”

Oskar felt he’d made a poor showing, but merely nodded. He and Basilius took seats in front of a cold fireplace, and Basilius stared at him far too long for comfort. Finally, the proctor broke the silence.

“Tell me how you came to the gates.”

“Aspin brought me.” This was one of the many areas in which Aspin had coached him not to reveal too much. 

“I understand he sees great promise in you.” Another twitch of the mouth. “Where did the two of you meet?”

“In Lothan.” Wait! Was that the story he was supposed to tell, or should he have said they’d met in Galsbur? He’d been forced to learn so much in such a short time, that he couldn’t possibly remember it all.

“A dangerous place. What is a young Galdoran doing down there?” Basilius kept his tone conversational, but his gaze hardened.

“I’m ashamed to admit it, but I left home seeking adventure.” He hung his head, hoping the prelate wouldn’t see the lie in his eyes. “I didn’t know where I was going and, next thing I knew, I was in Lothan.”

“I understand that the clans have united.” Basilius stood, moved to a corner cabinet, and withdrew a bottle of wine and two glasses. “What is your assessment of the situation?”

“I don’t know. Aspin found me and I traveled with him.” He accepted a glass of red wine, but did not drink. As he gazed down into the depths, the deep crimson put him in mind of blood. “We saw lots of clans traveling, but that’s all I know.”

Basilius took a long drink, letting the silence hang in the air. Finally, he set his glass down. “Where were they traveling?”

“I’m not sure. Aspin talked with them. I tended the fire, practiced...” He realized he was providing more information than the prelate had requested, and fell silent.

“It’s not unusual for a saikur to begin a novit’s education before he is officially enrolled at the gates. What did you practice?”

This was not consistent with what Aspin had told him, but the proctor didn’t seem bothered. “Some weapons training, quarterstaff mostly.”

“Sorcery as well?” Basilius’ smile calmed the wave of anxiety that rolled over Oskar. “I can sense it in you.” He sat up straighter and smoothed his robes. “One of my areas of responsibility is to oversee Master Ashur, who teaches sorcery. I take an interest in novits who show a pronounced ability. I’d like to assess you.”

Oskar’s heart raced and his throat was tight, but he choked out a reply. “I haven’t learned much.”

“Relax. I am not testing you. I only want to measure your capacity for channeling power. All right?”

Oskar felt anything but all right, but he nodded and straightened in his seat.

“Look directly into my eyes.” Basilius’ voice was velvet. “Allow your focus to narrow until all you see are my pupils. Black circles in a haze of gray.”

It was an odd feeling, looking into the man’s eyes like this. Aspin had never used this technique with him. As the proctor guided him, he relaxed and opened himself to the energy all around him. 

It started as a trickle, and then a flood. Power rolled through him, sharpening his awareness, intensifying his senses. As he gazed into Basilius’ eyes, his pupils seemed to grow, until, suddenly, Oskar was engulfed in blackness. He tried to look away, or even close his eyes, but he was entranced.

And then the first memory came.

Drifting up like bubbles from the bottom of a pond, came a series of disjointed images: riding through the forest with Aspin, his first sorcery lesson, practicing the quarterstaff with Allyn. He tried to control his thoughts, but something seemed to reach inside his mind and draw them forth: Shanis holding the Silver Serpent aloft, Khalyndryn’s lifeless eyes.

With a cry of pain, he broke free of whatever power gripped him. Basilius jerked back as if he’d been struck a sharp blow. They stared at one another, Oskar panting from the effort, the proctor looking bemused.

“Sorry,” Oskar finally said. “I don’t know what happened.”

“It is all right. You are a novit after all. I shouldn’t keep you any longer.” Basilius rose, strode to the door, and opened it for Oskar. “Sleep well. You’ll want to be ready for your first day of training.”

Oskar mumbled a hasty word of thanks and bowed his way out of the office. He’d paid little attention on the way here, and had to ask directions twice before finding his way to his room. When he arrived, he found his roommates all still awake.

“What did Basilius want?” Naseeb asked.

“I’m not exactly sure.” He gave a brief accounting of his meeting with the prelate. When he came to the assessment of his strength, he paused. “This is going to sound strange, but at the end, it felt like he was trying to draw memories out of me.” He let the words hang there, waiting for them to laugh. 

But only silence greeted his words. Naseeb and Whitt exchanged a hasty glance while Dacio coughed and looked away.

“What?” 

They all held their silence for a few moments, and then Naseeb sighed. “There are rumors about Basilius. It’s said he can read minds.”

Oskar considered this. It had felt like an outside force was thumbing through his memories like the pages of a book. If that was the case, then Basilius had known Oskar was hiding information about his time in Lothan. He took a deep breath and let it out in a rush.

“You said rumors. What else do they say about him?”

Naseeb shook his head. “Not tonight. It’s late and I don’t like talking about him.” His face brightened. “A page brought your things. I guess Darhon didn’t find anything that concerned him.” He tossed Oskar a brass key and indicated a wooden trunk in the corner. “That’s yours. If you lose the key, you’ll have to ask Darhon for a new one, and he’ll make you regret it.”

Oskar winced at the thought. 

“Oh, and a saikur brought you this.” Naseeb handed him a canvas bag. Oskar opened it and smiled. It was his cloak the Thandrylls had given him. Aspin must have brought it to him. He felt a pang of disappointment that he’d missed him. He would have loved to tell Aspin about his meeting with Basilius.

Leaving the cloak in the bag, he went to his trunk and unlocked it. There were his belongings, such as they were. His clothing had been laundered and mended. A lump formed in his throat as he looked at the reminders of the time he’d spent traveling with his friends. He wondered how Shanis was managing in her new role as leader of the Lothans. Was Hierm a father yet? Had Allyn recovered from his ordeal battling with the spirit that sought to possess him? And how was Larris faring back in the palace at Archstone? Then he thought of Khalyndryn, and tears welled in his eyes.

“Are you all right?” Whitt half-rose from the edge of his bed.

“Yes, I just...” The words froze on his tongue. He’d just realized something was missing. 

His book.

Chapter 6

Where is she going at this time of night? The cold, rough stone pressed into Allyn’s cheek as he hid in the shadows of the alleyway. The moon cast the street in silver light, but few were out this time of evening. It was an hour for thieves, and no time for a governess to be about. 

Melina was apparently trying to move unseen and was making a poor job of it. She stopped and started, flitted from shadow to shadow, and kept looking all around. 

Allyn would have laughed if the situation weren’t so grave. Larris needed to find out what had happened to his brother’s letter of abdication, and he was convinced Melina had something to do with it. He wondered if she had the letter on her person. Of course, accosting her would do no good. Even if she was the guilty party, he’d have to search her and, if she didn’t have it on her person, he and Larris would lose any chance of finding it and discovering who was pulling her strings.

“You have to be working for someone,” he whispered. “What use would you have for that letter?”

Melina turned onto a side street and Allyn had to hurry to catch up, moving along on silent feet. He peered around the corner and froze. She was gone! That couldn’t be. She had only been out of his sight for a matter of seconds. Gritting his teeth, he stepped out into the street and looked around. 

His eyes fell upon a single door at the back of a massive building. That had to be where she had gone. Getting his bearings, his heart lurched when he realized where he was—The Temple of the Seven! 

He moved with haste back into the shadows and caught his breath. His thoughts churned as he considered the implications. If Melina were here to visit the sanctuary, which was highly unlikely in the middle of the night, she’d have entered through the front door. This proved it. Someone in the temple was meddling in the royal family’s affairs, but to what end?

He considered returning to the palace immediately and reporting to Larris, but thought the better of it. Melina was very likely delivering the letter right now. If he could retrieve it, and find out for whom she was working, it would save a great deal of trouble. Steeling his nerves, he moved to the door and tried the handle. Locked. He’d have to enter by the front door.

He paused on the front steps, lowered his hood and made sure his cloak covered his belt knives before entering. 

Shadows cloaked the sanctuary, with only the meager glow of a few candles to light his way. Statues of the seven gods sat in alcoves on either side, their odd number giving the room a strangely unbalanced feel. 

A fat priest sat dozing behind the altar rail. Allyn fished a coin out of his belt pouch and dropped it into the bowl. The priest started at the sound of clinking metal but nodded and closed his eyes again as Allyn lit one of the candle stubs on the rail and knelt to pray. Soon, the man was snoring again.

Allyn scanned the altar area and spotted a poorly concealed door set in the back wall. He rose, slipped over the altar rail, and crept to the door. Taking one last look to make sure the priest was still asleep, he opened the door and stepped inside.

“Very good.” Timmon smiled as he read Lerryn’s abdication letter. “You have done well, daughter. Your faithful service to the seven will not be forgotten.”

“I’m glad you are pleased.” The priest was the closest thing to a father Melina had, which was the only reason she had served as his informant on the affairs of the local family for all these years. She took a shallow breath and forced the words out. “Forgive me, but I don’t understand why the temple is interested in interfering with the line of succession. Larris is a reliable young man and will make a better king than Lerryn would have.” 

“It’s not something that can be easily explained. And we do not intend to interfere. We simply need time to study the situation and make sure the outcome is what is best for the future of our nation.” Timmon folded the paper and tucked it inside his robe. “You need not worry. We have only Galdora’s best interests at heart.”

Melina jumped as the door behind her opened. She snapped her head around to see the king’s brother enter the room. “Lord Orman?” 

He forced a smile, but not before a flash of anger mingled with surprise flitted across his face. “Melina. The hour is late for you to be at worship.”

“I was just delivering something. I should go now.” She took a step toward the door on wobbly knees, but Orman grabbed hold of her arm. 

“No need to leave on my account. When I am in need of counsel, I prefer to visit when no one is about. The commoners do love to talk.”

“I imagine they do.” She’d never been so frightened in her life. Her head buzzed and she felt as if she were floating far above her body. Nothing made sense. Neither the temple’s interest in the business of the royal family nor their previously-unsuspected connection to Orman, who had never, as far as she knew, shown any sign of being religious. She didn’t believe Orman was here for counseling, and they both knew it. She looked longingly at the door. Even if she could break free of Orman’s tight grip, she’d never get away.

Timmon stood and cleared his throat. “Melina was just leaving.” 

Orman’s grip loosened as the priest took Melina by the elbow and guided her out.

As they navigated the silent halls, she permitted herself to relax if only a little. She’d escaped the situation, but what would happen when she and Orman were back at the palace? Would he suffer her to live now that she knew of his connection to the temple, or would he treat her as an accomplice, knowing she could not report his actions without admitting to treason? It was a knot she couldn’t untangle. She would have to flee; there was nothing else for it. She had a horse, a gift from the royal family, and enough coin to get well away from Archstone. 

“Here we are. I fear I cannot offer you an escort back to the palace. You understand, of course?”

Melina nodded and embraced Timmon.

She didn’t see the dagger before he thrust it into her heart.

Allyn wound through the empty hallways of the Temple of the Seven. He moved silently through a corridor lined with empty studies, then through a dining hall and into the area which, by the snores he heard, housed the sleeping quarters. This was useless. He had no idea where he was going and, by now, Melina was likely long gone. His chance of discovering whom she was meeting and why was lost. 

He retraced his steps, hoping he wouldn’t be discovered, as he could offer no believable reason for being here, and he really didn’t want to kill a priest. 

Back in the sanctuary, he found the priest still snoring. Relief mingling with disappointment at his failure, he made his way back out onto the street. He took a deep breath of the damp night air and tried to sort out his thoughts. He felt as though he’d discovered something important, but he knew so little. At least he could point Larris in the proper direction.

As he passed through a row of pubs and inns, all dark, a shape lying on the ground caught his attention. His hand went to the hilt of his long hunting knife and he approached with caution. As he drew closer, he realized it was a body. Somehow, he knew who it was even before he knelt over her, pressing his hand to the wound in her chest.

Melina!

Chapter 7

“My children! Where are my children?” The woman tried to reach Pedric Karst, newly-crowned King of Kurnsbur, but his men held her back. She beat at their arms before crumpling to the ground in a heap. She looked at Karst through a curtain of lank, black hair. “I know you’ve taken them, you monster!”

Karst kicked his horse’s flanks and trotted away. He didn’t care what happened to the brats of Malgog filth. When they were well clear of her, he slowed to a trot. Down a steep embankment, the Igiranin River wended its way south toward the lands of the Black Mangrove clan, the only barrier to his establishing a port city. He dismissed the thought with a shake of his head.

“What did happen to her children?” he asked Jakom, who, along with Arlus rode alongside him.

“They were needed for the temple, Majesty.” A hint of bitterness touched Jakom’s voice.

Karst considered this. Instituted by his father, Rimmic Karst, the temple had operated outside of his writ since he’d seized control of northwestern Lothan and united it with his family’s duchy of Kurnsbur in southeastern Galdora. He supposedly ruled here in Salgo, the new city that would be the capital of the new nation of Kurnsbur. Commoners bowed their heads when he passed, yet the priests looked down their noses at him. It was time for that to change.

“I think it’s time I paid a visit to the temple.”

“I don’t think they would welcome that.” Jakom kept his eyes fixed on a spot in front of them, but he couldn’t stop his ears from turning red. 

“What are they going to do? Bar my entry?”

“They have a force of guards who might do just that.” Jakom raised his hand to forestall Karst’s protest. “Remember, Majesty, your father established the temple as an independent entity. Those who answer to a god cannot answer to civil authority as well.”

Arlus rode up beside him and pointed to a place where the river narrowed. “The perfect place for the bridge, no? Less distance to span.”

“Don’t change the subject. I want to know what is happening in the temple.” He felt his temper rise and his hand went to the hilt of his sword without thought. 

Jakom noticed and his eyes widened. “Forgive me, but is that necessary? You know I serve faithfully, but your father has made it clear that you are to lead the nation and the military but leave the temple to its own devices.”

Karst took a deep breath and got his temper in check. He wondered if his father had set him up as a puppet leader. That seemed to be Rimmic’s plan, but Pedric had other ideas.

“Let me make myself perfectly clear. My father is not in charge. I am. Is that understood?”

Jakom nodded. “I just don’t think it would be wise to interfere with the temple. The work they are doing is important to your father’s, I mean, your plans.”

“All the more reason I should know what they are doing.” He wheeled his horse about and put his heels to its flanks. A warm sense of satisfaction surged through him. Finally, he was taking control.

The temple was a circular, terraced structure of mud bricks, rising to a peak nearly two hundred hands high, easily the tallest structure in Salgo. Flowers, shrubs and fruit trees grew in the terraces, and a few temple servants tended them. The ever-present column of white smoke poured from the chimney at its apex. Karst grimaced. It was a far finer place than his own quarters—something else that would have to be remedied soon.

He dismounted, tied his horse off, and signaled for his men to follow. Striding forward, he drew his sword and held it low at his side. Padin, Danlar, and Arlus immediately followed suit. Behind them, a cluster of soldiers followed along, looking darkly eager for a fight.

“Your Highness, surely weapons are not needed?” Jakom drew his own sword and hurried to keep pace.

“Not if the guards don’t try to stop us.” Karst turned to Jakom. “You almost sound frightened. Do I need to replace you as my personal guard?”

“No. It’s just that, it’s not the guards that frighten me.” He grimaced, glanced at Karst, and then hurried on ahead. “Make way for His Royal Highness, Pedric Karst, King of Kurnsbur!” he bellowed.

One of the guards lowered his spear and took a step forward before backing off. Two temple guards against twelve armed men would stand little chance. 

Karst scowled at the guards. “Have you forgotten how to show proper respect?” Each man dropped to a knee and lowered his head. “Disarm them,” Karst told Jakom and Padin, and they hurried to obey. 

“You may rise.” The guards stood and eyed him warily. “I wish to see the high priest. Lead me to him.”

“Your Highness, he is leading worship at the moment and cannot be disturbed.”

“I have not yet had the chance to worship in our temple. It is time I rectified that. Lead the way.” He put steel in his words and emphasized them by pointing his sword between the man’s eyes. 

Both guards rose and stalked into the temple.

“Kill anyone who offers resistance.” Karst sheathed his sword and tried to suppress his jangled nerves. It would not do to appear afraid. He was king here.

Candles set in alcoves offered faint light within the dark corridor. The passageway circled the base of the structure, winding inward. They passed a few closed doors and a narrow staircase but encountered no guards, nor anyone from the temple. 

The deeper they penetrated, the more oppressive the darkness grew. Karst imagined he could feel its weight pressing down on him. The stale scent of wood smoke and something more acrid hung in the damp air, and he felt a throbbing, pulsing vibration all around. He wanted to ask if anyone else felt it but feared it would be seen a sign of weakness, so he kept his silence.

Finally, the corridor ended at a barred door. Here, a single guard waited. He looked at Karst with a bemused expression but lacked the temerity to challenge him. Finally, he dropped to a knee and averted his eyes.

“I would see Malaithus.” Karst poured all the authority he possessed into the words.

“I fear that is impossible. The High Priest is in worship right now and cannot be disturbed.” The guard did not look at Karst, but his voice was strong.

Karst turned to Padin. “Bring me his head.”

“No!” The guard sprang to his feet. “I mean, His Holiness has given us strict orders. Anyone who disobeys is...” He blanched.

“Is what?” Karst asked.

“Your Highness, you will have to see for yourself.” He turned, removed the bar from the door, and opened it just enough for one man to slip through at a time.

Perhaps fearing an ambush, Jakom entered first. Padin and Danlar followed. Karst took a moment to set two of his men to watch over the guard and make certain he did not raise an alarm, before entering the chamber with the remainder of his men bringing up the rear.

The sanctuary was thick with the same smoke that poured from the top of the temple. Karst wrinkled his nose. Here was the source of the acrid smell he now recognized as burnt flesh. Beams of light from windows high above sliced through the haze, revealing a ring of priests lying prostrate on the floor, encircling a fiery pit and a stone altar. The high priest stood with his back to the door. A child lay bound on the altar and two more lay weeping nearby, their wrists and ankles tied with thick rope. A single guard stood over them, his attention fixed on them as if he could not bring himself to look at what transpired on the altar.

As a drummer, hidden somewhere in the haze, pounded out a primordial beat, the High Priest, Malaithus, raised an obsidian knife and plunged it into the chest of the child on the altar. The priests all around him began a rhythmic chant which was soon picked up by a large chorus of voices. 

In the haze, Karst had not noticed the peasants seated around the outer wall. They swayed to and fro and chanted in a monotonous rhythm. He considered the scene. He and his men could deal with a handful of priests and guards, but a hundred or more zealots maddened by religious fervor could be dangerous if something set them off. 

The priest removed the child’s heart and held it aloft, blood streaming down his arm. As the chanting rose to a crescendo, he hurled the heart into the fire. The congregants roared in ecstasy as the flames turned icy blue.

There was a sudden, oppressive weight in the air. Karst staggered and put his hands to his head. He felt like something was squeezing his mind, beating down his will. All around the worshipers were falling face-first onto the packed earth floor. He dropped to a knee and gritted his teeth, fighting to maintain control. What was happening to him?

The chanting sharpened into a single word that echoed mournfully through the sanctuary.

“Wake... wake... wake...”

“My Lord.” Jakom’s voice shook. “What is that...thing?”

Karst forced his eyes open and looked up at the roiling cloud of smoke. Terror silenced his scream.
Chapter 8

Oskar left breakfast early. He didn’t want to be late for his first-ever class at the Gates, and he had a stop to make along the way. His heart raced as he hurried down the empty hall. He wasn’t sure he should be doing this, but he had no better idea.

Inceptor Darhon was seated at his desk when Oskar arrived at his office. He looked up but didn’t speak.

“Inceptor, may I ask you a question?” Oskar’s heart pounded in his chest so furiously he was surprised Darhon couldn’t hear it. Darhon continued to stare. Since he hadn’t declined or sent Oskar away, Oskar decided to ask his question. He cleared his throat and shuffled his feet. “I received my belongings last night.”

“That is not a question.” 

“No, but one of my items is missing. It’s something that has sentimental value and I would like to have it back. I wondered if it might have been... misplaced.” 

A long moment of silence greeted his words, and he wondered if he’d given offense. Finally, the inceptor took a deep breath, exhaled, and reached for a quill. “If an item was withheld, it is because it is regarded as potentially harmful to you or other novits.” 

Oskar thought this an absurd stance to take, considering the novits were learning sorcery, magic, and combat, but he kept that thought to himself. “It was a book. Rather, a collection of writings.”

Darhon dipped his quill and began scribbling. “Books are given to Master Corwine, the keeper of the archives. He will return it in due course. Good morning.”

The dismissal was plain. Oskar wanted to know when he could expect the book’s return but thought the better of it. He made a hasty bow and hurried on to his first class.

He arrived just as everyone was taking their seats. His appearance drew several stares and a few whispers as he sat down on a bench beside his roommates. One young man, blond with pale blue eyes, turned and looked him up and down. He answered Oskar’s polite nod with a sneer, then whispered something to the youths on either side of him, who chuckled and stole glances in Oskar’s direction.

“That’s Agen, Shaw, and Dronn. They’re from wealthy families in northern Cardith and think they’re better than everyone else. Steer clear of them.” Naseeb scowled at the backs of the young men.

Oskar grimaced. He’d imagined those in training to be seekers would be above such pettiness. He was about to say so when the master entered the room.

Sorcery was taught by Master Ashur. A bald, spindly man with pinched features, he spoke in a low tone that forced the listener to strain to hear him. It also served to sharpen their focus. Oskar found himself leaning forward, eager to take in every word.

Today’s lesson was about focusing energy into the tiniest space possible. All sorcery, he reminded them, was a matter of a person gathering in the life forces all around them, and focusing them upon an object. 

“The uninitiated assume that all sorcery is, by nature, destructive. We, of course, know better.” Ashur gave them a look that promised stern correction to anyone who did not know better. After explaining the theory, he led them out the side door onto a terrace brimming with greenery. 

If he didn’t know they were on an upper floor, Oskar would have thought they’d walked out into a garden. Fruit trees grew in giant clay pots, grape vines wound around the terrace rails, and potted ferns hung from hooks all around. 

“Find a partner, pick a few grapes, preferably the overripe ones, spread out, and practice.”

Oskar was about to ask which of his roommates would partner him when Master Ashur’s voice rang out. “New boy. Come here!”

His throat tight, Oskar hurried over to where Ashur waited. “Yes, master?” He hoped he hadn’t somehow broken one of the rules Darhon had warned him about but refused to share with him.

“Are you a beginner? That is, have you channeled power?”

“Yes. I mean, I have channeled power. Some.”

Ashur nodded. “That is very well. You have much to learn in order to catch up with the rest of the class.” He pursed his lips as one of the students missed his grape entirely and managed to singe the hem of his robe. “To some of them, at least. Now, show me what you can do. Reach out.” He folded his arms across his chest and took a step back. 

Most of the class was focused on the lesson, but Oskar caught sight of Whitt, Naseeb, and Dacio watching him. Agen and his friends had also taken an interest. 

Oskar took a few breaths to calm his racing heart, opened himself and reached out. He immediately understood the reason for the terrace’s abundant plant life. It provided an ample supply of life force from which to draw. He let the power flow in, felt it course through him, and realized Ashur had not told him what to do with the power. Hastily, he looked around and his eyes fell on Agen, who snickered and pointed at Oskar. 

“Look at the country lout.” He didn’t bother to keep his voice down. “He has no business here.”

Oskar didn’t think. He reached out with the power, as Aspin had taught him, formed it into a wall, and gave Agen a shove that sat him down hard on his backside. Agen sat there in the middle of exploded grapes, looking shocked and angry.

“Very good.” Ashur nodded once. “You are prepared for the coursework. On the other hand, using sorcery against a fellow member of the Gates is strictly prohibited. It is the first rule of the Gates. You shall remain behind after class to clean the terrace. This evening, report to the kitchens to work off your demerit. Now, find a partner and continue the lesson.” The master turned his back and started circling the room, watching the students who had immediately returned to their work.

Oskar didn’t know whether to feel proud or disappointed. He’d proven his worth but, in his very first class, had earned himself a punishment. And, by the look on Agen’s face, he had made an enemy.

“That couldn’t have gone much worse.” Oskar stared down at his feet as they descended the stairs. 

“Oh, I don’t know about that.” Naseeb gave him a friendly pat on the back. “You could have failed to channel.”

“If I had failed to channel, I’d never have knocked Agen down and wouldn’t have landed myself in the kitchens on my first day.”

“Had you failed,” Dacio interrupted, “Agen would have seen you as an easy target and made your life miserable. Now he has to take you seriously. As for kitchen work, don’t worry about that. Everyone steps a toe out of bounds here and there.”

“Except you,” Naseeb retorted.

Dacio ignored him. “Honestly, don’t fret over it. Master Ashur respects skill, and you clearly have it, especially for a novit. Not many of us have sufficient control to do what you did to Agen.”

“All I did was push him.” Oskar tried not to smile. His gran had always said, “Don’t take your prize pig to town.” As a child, he’d thought it was a warning to be careful with the things you treasured. It was years before he realized it meant not to be overly proud. Still, the compliment was welcome and reassured him that perhaps he wasn’t entirely out of his depth here.

“Most of us have little control over the amount of force we use,” Whitt said. “You used just the right amount. You’ll have to teach me how you do it, that is if you aren’t too tired from scrubbing pots tonight.”

Now, Oskar permitted himself a smile. “Actually, I had thought of visiting the archives. Are we allowed to visit so late?”

“Novits are not permitted in the archives,” Dacio said. “You must be an initiate.”

Oskar’s heart fell. Browsing the Gates’ legendary collection of books and scrolls was the thing he’d been looking forward to the most. He’d just have to work hard to reach initiate status. But there was still the matter of his book.

“I don’t actually need access to the archives; I just need to ask about my book.” He went on to explain about his missing book and what Darhon had told him. “I suppose I could ask Master Corwine about it.”

Naseeb blanched, quite a feat considering his dark complexion. “I wouldn’t bother Master Corwine.” He looked around before lowering his voice to a whisper and continuing. “He’s the touchiest of all the masters. Anything can set him off, and he’s unforgiving.”

“I’m sure he’ll return your book in time,” Dacio added. “Just be patient.”

They reached the ground floor and followed their classmates out into the walled grounds behind the main tower. Here, a cobblestone path wound through a formal garden, tended by several robed men.

“Are those saikurs tending the grounds?” Oskar asked, noting the men’s apparent ages. 

“Yes,” Naseeb whispered. “Every man at the Gates is expected to contribute in some way.  Tending the grounds is preferable to scrubbing floors. Some consider it meditative while others are assigned the duty as a penance for unsanctioned behavior. “

“I’m surprised they’d make such a punishment public.”

“They don’t. You never know if a man is working off a punishment, taking his regular turn, or simply doing something he enjoys.”

As they passed a bush laden with dark blue berries, a seeker bearing a full basket stepped out into the path. It was Aspin. Oskar opened his mouth but remembered Dacio had warned him that novits were not to speak to seekers unless spoken to. It was not, he claimed, a rule, but a custom and a sign of respect. He nodded instead, but Aspin seemed to look right through him. Oskar felt a flash of hurt, but it dissolved in the face of a sudden thought. Was Aspin serving a penance? He’d mentioned to Oskar that he’d been away from the Gates for some time. Perhaps he was embarrassed for Oskar to see him like this. 

All thoughts of Aspin were quickly forgotten as they reached a grassy swath of land and the other novits began stripping off their robes and removing their boots. Puzzled, Oskar followed suit. Before he could ask what they were doing, the students took off at a quick jog. Groaning, he followed along. 

He caught up with Whitt, who was bringing up the rear.

“What are we doing?” Though his travels had made Oskar leaner and stronger, he still wasn’t one for running, and his lungs were already complaining.

“Warming up. We do this before every class. Just follow the group and try not to come in last.”

Oskar thought he stood little chance of finishing anywhere other than the back of the pack. They reached a stone wall, turned left, and ran along its length. Above the heads of those running in front of him, he saw his fellow novits clambering up a steep hill.

“We’re allowed to go around, right?” he panted. 

Whitt grinned and gave him a friendly push up the hill. They scrambled up the slope, slid down the other side, and started running again. They were losing ground on the others.

“Looks like I’m going to be last.” His side burned and he feared he would heave up the last of his breakfast.

“Maybe you should shut up and focus on running.” Whitt put his head down and picked up the pace. Oskar tried to keep up but found he could not. He turned another corner and hurdled a series of logs, scarcely clearing the last one. He stumbled and fell, landing hard on his hands. Absently, he remembered he was supposed to roll on his shoulder or something like that, but he was too tired to care.

“It’s just past that clearing. You’ll make it.” 

Oskar hadn’t noticed the young man seated against the bole of a tree. He had long, red hair and a crooked smile, and he grinned at Oskar from his place on the ground. Oskar thought his name was Garent.

“I was in the lead for the first time in weeks until Agen tripped me. I think my ankle is broken.”

Oskar heaved himself up to his feet and staggered over to look at Garent’s ankle. “It’s swollen,” he said.

“Really? I hadn’t noticed.” The note of amusement was evident in Garent’s voice.

“Why did Agen trip you?”

“Because he’s an ass who doesn’t like to lose.” Garent tried to rise, but he paled and slumped back against the tree. “When you get to the finish, tell Master Lang I’ll be going to the infirmary as soon as I am able.”

“I’ll help you. Come on.” Ignoring Garent’s protests, Oskar hauled the young man to his feet, slipped an arm around his waist, and helped him limp to the finish. 

As they reached the grassy area where they’d shed their cloaks, Agen and his friends chanted, “Last! Last! Last!” They cut off at a single glance from the master.

Master Lang was a barrel of a man. His arms and legs were like tree trunks and his neck looked nearly as thick. He wore his black hair shaved down almost to his scalp, save a long tail in the back. He stalked toward Oskar and Garent, his face red and his slate gray eyes narrowed to slits.

When he reached them, he knelt to examine Garent’s ankle. He scrutinized it, stood, and turned to face the class.

“Novit Garent is one of the fastest runners in the class. Who here passed him by when he fell?”

One by one, every student raised his hand. All except Agen. Oskar wanted to protest but was too intimidated by the bearish Lang to interrupt.

“You were all so desperate to avoid finishing last that you left him behind.” Lang’s low rumble sounded like a roar in the silent field. “All of you except the new boy.” He didn’t spare Oskar a second glance. “Everyone except him, run it again.”

It was a measure of Lang’s authority that no one so much as frowned before starting off, save Agen, who shot Oskar a baleful look before following the group.   

Lang called out to a seeker who was trimming a hedgerow and instructed him to take Garent to the infirmary. The seeker hurried to the task, as quick to obey the master as any novit. 

Interesting.

“Do you have a name, or do you prefer New Boy?”

“Oskar Clehn.” 

“Tell me about your fighting skills, Oskar Clehn.” 

Oskar hesitated. He didn’t have any skills to speak of, but he doubted that was what Lang wanted to hear. “I’m a fair wrestler, and more than fair with a quarterstaff.”

“What else? Bow? Sling? Your accent tells me you’re from the west. Don’t all you frontier folk learn to hunt?” 

“Not really. I’m a farmer.” He couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“Today we’re working the sword. I suppose it’s too much to hope you know how to use one.”

Aspin had given him a few lessons but Oskar was so hopeless that he thought it better to leave that to himself, so he shook his head. 

“You have a great deal of work ahead of you.” Lang turned and walked away.

Oskar waited while the rest of the class finished its second lap. They returned, panting and dripping with sweat. A few cast baleful looks his way. How many new enemies had his good deed made him?

Lang didn’t give them time to rest. He barked a few sharp orders and they each took a wooden practice sword and formed up in single-file lines. Oskar found a place in back, hoping to draw as little notice as possible. The master led them through a series of basic strikes, blocks, and forms. Aspin had worked on all of these with him, but he still was terrible with the sword. 

When the warmup ended, Lang demonstrated a form called rippar, a defend and counter technique. He ran through it three times and then instructed the students to pair off and practice. Stomach clenched, Oskar looked around for a partner. He caught Dacio’s eye, but before he could make his way over to his roommate, Lang’s voice rang out.

“Clehn! To me!”

Oskar’s shoulders sagged as he turned and navigated the throng of students to where the master stood. He had a feeling a round of remedial lessons were on the way. When he reached the master, he was even more unhappy to see Agen standing there.

“You have a great deal to learn and I don’t have time to baby you.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to, Master,” Oskar protested.

“Agen, here, has volunteered to teach you the basic forms. He’s the best in this class with the sword, so you’d do well to learn all you can from him. You might never become a competent swordsman, but you’ll remain a novit until I think you can wield a blade without cutting your own toes off. Get to work.” 

Agen motioned for Oskar to follow him. “We’ll begin with blocks and footwork,” he said over his shoulder. “Start by learning to keep yourself alive. You can learn to kill later.” He seemed to be taking his role as instructor seriously, which gave Oskar a small measure of comfort. Perhaps the incident in Sorcery class had given Agen cause to, if not respect Oskar, at least not discount him entirely. 

Agen selected a spot partially sheltered by trees, far from Lang, who was bellowing at one of the students. Oskar was grateful not to have his shortcomings fully exposed to his classmates, but that soon changed. 

After reviewing all the basic blocks and defensive stances, Agen took a step back and raised his sword. His lips peeled back and his eyes sparkled.

“Defend yourself,” he said and sprang to the attack.

Oskar deflected the first two sword strokes, both aimed at his face but he was too slow to stop the third. Agen’s sword cracked him across the knee and he grunted in pain.

“Never assume a pattern. Be ready for a strike at any level.” Agen readied himself again. 

Reluctantly, Oskar raised his practice sword, vowing to do better this time. Unfortunately, this, and all the subsequent times were no better. Time and again, Agen attacked him with the quickness and ferocity of a striking viper, letting Oskar block a few strokes before delivering a painful blow until Oskar could scarcely stand or raise his sword. 

Agen followed every attack with brief instruction or correction. Oskar couldn’t deny he was learning, but Agen was making it as painful as possible. The youth was undeniably gifted. Oskar had only seen a few people work the sword with such skill: Shanis, Hierm, Prince Lerryn, and Pedric Karst came immediately to mind. Agen was close to them in skill, and he took full advantage as he beat down his pupil’s feeble defenses. 

When Lang’s shout finally rose above the clacking of swords, telling them it was time to leave, Oskar let his sword fall to his side and sighed. This had, without a doubt, been the most painful hour of his life.

His head exploded in a white hot flash of pain and a loud pop made his ears ring. The next thing he knew, he was down on his knees, holding the side of his head. What had happened?

“Last lesson of the day,” Agen’s voice whispered in his ear. “Never take your eyes off of your opponent.” Agen picked up Oskar’s sword and strode away.

Oskar watched through watery eyes as Agen returned the practice swords and approached Master Lang. Cold fury washed across the pain and he heaved himself to his feet. He wasn’t going to let the master or any of his classmates see him down on his knees. Spotting Naseeb and Whitt, who were donning their boots and robes, he hobbled over to them.

“Are you all right?” Naseeb asked.

“Fine.” He dropped to the ground and pulled on his boots. “Just stay close in case I can’t get back up again.” As he donned his robe, he spotted Agen and his friends laughing as they left the ground. He had no doubt what they found so funny. He only hoped Agen wouldn’t be his instructor in every class.

Chapter 9

“Our emissary has returned from Diyonus.” Krion’s frown told Shanis that the news was not good. “Until you hold the throne, they consider you just another rebel leader.”

Shanis looked at her grandfather, and then around the circle of clan chiefs, all of whom appeared on the verge of speaking. She already knew what each would say; they had discussed this many times.

Horgris cleared his throat and stood. “We understand you no want to keep fighting, and we do respect it, but this fight be inevitable. The rest of the world do see you the same way as the Diyonans.”

“As will our own people, eventually, if you do not seize the throne,” Krion added. “I know you do not want a return to clan war.”

Shanis held her silence for a few moments. Her instinct was to start raging about the injustice of it all and the stupidity of the Diyonans, the Malgog, the Monaghan, all of them, but she’d learned a few lessons about leadership, and one was not to lose control of your emotions where others could see you. 

“Has Orbrad responded to our messages?” Orbrad currently sat on the throne in Karkwall, the capital of Lothan but ruled little more than his city and the surrounding area. Nonetheless, he was king if in name only. Shanis had sent messengers to him, pointing out that the clans were now united against him, and urging him to abdicate.

“Not directly,” Krion said. “Our spies have learned that the first messenger was locked up in the dungeon, where he soon died, and the second beheaded. Apparently, Orbrad wanted to send the head to you, but he has no idea where we are and he killed the only man who could tell him.”

“Orbrad do be a fool,” Culmatan of the Blue Stag clan rumbled. “How can he rule Lothan, and not know of Calmut?”

“There be a lot of things Orbrad don’t know,” Horgris chortled.

Shanis raised her voice to be heard above the laughter that rang out through the room. “Have you forgotten what I told you about the ice cats and the army my friends and I saw in the mountains? Remember what the seeker told us—there is reason to believe a new Frostmarch approaches.”

“All the more reason for us to unite our nation before it happens,” Krion said gently.

“Your grandfather be right, though,” Culmatan said. “The people do be getting impatient and we fear the peace will not hold. It is not just the little things, like the marriages and that witch school, but you do refuse to take back the lands in the east that the usurper holds. You must act.” The other chiefs nodded their agreement.

“Don’t start with me about the school. I’ve made my decision about that and it’s final. Besides, I’d like to see you try to dislodge the bone women now that they’ve settled in.”

“And more come every day,” Culmatan grumbled. “Calmut do be full of witches and even a few wizards. In any case, Karkwall matters most.”

“Understand, we are not hungry for war, but there are times war is necessary.” Regret hung heavy in Krion’s voice. “You must take Karkwall and claim the throne. Then, when the other nations recognize you as queen, we can see to the east, hopefully with allies at our backs. It is possible that, under those circumstances, Pedric Karst would see reason.”

“I doubt that.” Shanis knew enough about Pedric Karst to know he could hardly be called reasonable, and that he would not give up easily. She stood and walked slowly around the room, her eyes on the ceiling. The truth was, she had made her decision about Karkwall the previous night though it pained her. She could not, however, appear to make this decision in haste. 

When she thought she’d held them in suspense long enough, she turned and faced the clan chiefs. Some looked at her in nervous anticipation, while others met her eyes with dull stares, assuming she’d continue to insist on peace.

“What do we have to do in order to take Karkwall?”

The chiefs all spoke at once, each with his own plan of attack. The chatter quieted when Krion raised his hand. 

“Let us first review what we face: the strongest city walls in Gameryah protecting a fortified keep. The city is well provisioned so a siege would be a protracted affair.”

“It is the only way.” Labar, chief of the Mud Snake clan, rose to his feet. “Seal the city off, and pound the walls with siege engines until they fall.”

“And then face another siege at the keep,” Jayan, chief of the Red Water, replied. “They can hold out a long time. Orbrad is stubborn.”

“Do you have another suggestion?” Labar asked. “Besides, we have the Silver Serpent on our side.” He turned to Shanis. “Can you bring down the walls with it?”

“Possibly.” The truth was, Shanis had not tested the limits of the sword’s power. She used it for healing and little else, but she had no doubt it could be turned to destruction.

“Another reason we need to take Karkwall,” Krion said. “The library there might help us understand the extent of its power.”

Shanis sighed. “Very well. It is time to make preparations.” Shanis felt the burden of her decision settle upon her shoulders. She would be leading men and women to their deaths, the exact opposite of what she had hoped to accomplish, but she understood the reason. “I want each clan of the Monaghan, and only Monaghan, to leave behind a small force to protect Calmut and all of those who remain here. The city is being rebuilt and that is a fine thing. We cannot stop living every time we go to war.” A few of the Malgog chieftains protested, and she silenced them with sharp words. “We cannot fight a war on two fronts and Monaghans are less likely than Malgogs to take it upon themselves to reclaim the lands in the east from Karst. We shall see to him soon enough.” 

They did not like it but saw the wisdom in her words. One by one, the chiefs left to prepare their forces to march. 

“Grandfather, if you and Horgris would remain behind, I need to speak with you.” Shanis waited for the other chiefs to leave the room, and then called for Heztus to join her. The dwarf had been waiting outside with Granlor, who guarded the door. 

“I’ve been thinking about my escape from Karkwall,” she began when they were all settled around a small table. Orbrad had imprisoned Shanis and her friends in the dungeons beneath the castle. They had escaped with help from members of the Order of the Fox, a group dedicated to the reunification of Lothan — a group of which Horgris was also a member. “Horgris, how much help can we count on from the inside?”

“I can no say.” The big man shifted in his seat and scratched his ample beard. “No one knows for certain how many members the order do have, nor who they are. I do have a few contacts within the city.”

“Grandfather, you said we have spies in Karkwall. Can we get more men inside?”

“We can try, but as soon as Orbrad finds out we are on the march, he will seal the city tight.”

“Which will make it all the more difficult to coordinate an attack with our people on the inside,” Heztus observed. “It will be difficult, if not impossible, to get word to them.”

“Not if some members of Horgris’ order are manning the walls.” She and the chieftain exchanged knowing looks. “We need to alert the members of the order, and our friends on the inside, to be ready.”

The others nodded. Shanis sent for bread, cheese, and wine, and began to outline her plan. It was going to be a long evening.

Chapter 10

Oskar was elbow deep in hot, soapy water when the kitchen master called his name.

“Novit Clehn! A saikur to see you.”

Oskar turned away from the stewpot he was scrubbing and saw Aspin standing in the doorway. He was looking around the kitchen as if unsure where Oskar was, despite Moylan having just called to him. It took Oskar a moment to remember Aspin had wanted to downplay the fact that they knew one another.

“Master Moylan, would it be permissible for me to take this young man off your hands? I’ve been asked to give him remedial lessons and I fear my time is short.”

At the words “remedial lessons,” Moylan gave Oskar a nasty grin and some the other novits working the kitchens snickered. 

“Of course. I was nearly finished with him anyway.”

Oskar ignored the glances from the other novits as he dried his hands and straightened his sodden robe. Some whispered comments about “country louts needing extra lessons” and snickered. The pain from what felt like a thousand bruises hobbled him as he followed Aspin through the back door of the kitchen and into an empty hallway. He’d been so distracted by his various hurts that he’d made a poor showing in his first Logic class. His slow response time had frustrated Master Dac Kien, who had finally thrown up his hands in frustration and muttered something about starting a fire with wet logs. At least, that’s what Oskar thought he heard. The brown-skinned master, whom everyone said hailed from beyond the Sun Sands, spoke with a pronounced accent. 

A sharp pain in his leg yanked Oskar’s thoughts back to the present, and he glanced at Aspin. “What did you need to see me about?”

“Not here,” Aspin whispered. He led Oskar along a series of deserted corridors, finally coming to a halt in a turret with a window overlooking the city.  “I’ll make this brief. I believe the world faces a danger much greater than the wars between Galdora and Kyrin, or the instability caused by Duke Karst.”

“The Frostmarch,” Oskar whispered.

“Yes, and the Silver Serpent is the key to defeating Tichris.”

Oskar winced at the mention of the Ice King’s true name.

“We know so little about Serpent lore,” Aspin continued. “The prophecies about it are few, and the way it seems to work for Shanis contradicts what I thought I knew about it. I had hoped to spend time here continuing my research in hopes of finding something that will help Shanis, but I’ve been watched since our arrival, and now the prelate is sending me away.”

“Where?” Oskar felt panic welling up inside him. Although the two of them had not been in contact, the knowledge that Aspin was at the Gates, close by should Oskar need him, had been a source of comfort. Oskar was out of his depth, and now he was losing the closest thing to an ally he had.

“To Kyrin. They want me to try and negotiate peace between the Kyrinians and the Galdorans.” He shook his head and turned toward the window. “It’s futile, but I must try. This is the worst possible time for Kyrin to dredge up old grudges.”

Oskar moved to the seeker’s side. The sun had gone down and all around the city, lanterns and candles twinkled in windows. He still could not believe so many people could live in a single place. “Why are you telling me this? What can I do?”

“I need you to do the research for me. The Frostmarch could begin any day and if we don’t know how to defeat the Ice King, all is lost.”

“Do the research? I’m a novit. I can’t access the archives. Even if I could, why me? There are plenty of people here older and wiser who probably know the place better than I.”

“Things are complicated here. There are many factions, each with their own agendas, and they trade in secrets like a farmer trades in produce. I know I can trust you. I can’t say that about anyone else, save the prelate.”

“Could he grant me access to the archives?”

“No!” Aspin turned on Oskar, his eyes burning. “You must not let anyone know I’ve given you this charge, not even the prelate. Do nothing that might arouse suspicion.”

“All right, but I still don’t see how I’m going to get inside.”

“You found the lost city of Murantha; you can find your way inside the archives.”

The mention of Murantha reminded Oskar of his missing book, and he told Aspin the story. The seeker’s brow furrowed as he listened.

“Odd. Of course, I’ve never known a novit to bring a book along with him, so perhaps it’s not that unusual that Corwine would want to give it a closer look. Once Corwine realizes it is no more than your personal journal along with excerpts from books you’ve read, I’m sure he’ll return it.”

“But I wrote about our search for the Silver Serpent, about finding the Ramsgate, Thandryll, and Murantha. And there are the glyphs, of course.”

“Glyphs?” Aspin’s voice was sharp as a knife. 

“The interior walls of the buildings in Murantha are covered in glyphs. I made several pages of rubbings.” He shrugged. “I supposed I thought I might translate them some day.”

“You never told me about the glyphs. Never mind. You had no reason to.” Aspin began to pace. “If anyone asks you about the portions of the book relating to the Serpent, you must tell them it was merely a story you heard along the way. Something you recorded because you found it entertaining.”

Oskar nodded. “I suppose I need a story about the rubbings as well.”

“Possibly. Make it a simple lie and do not change your story.” Aspin froze and held up a hand. Footsteps echoed somewhere in the distance. “We are almost out of time,” Aspin whispered. 

“What am I looking for, exactly?”

“Anything we don’t already know about the Silver Serpent. Its history, prophecies, whatever you can find.”

Oskar considered this. He was aware of two such prophecies: that the bearer of the Silver Serpent held the key to the survival of the Galdoran monarchy, and that the bearer of the Silver Serpent would reunite Lothan.

“I’m relying on you. Tell no one what you are doing.” Aspin gave Oskar’s shoulder a squeeze and sent him on his way.

Oskar’s feet felt heavier with each step as he returned to his quarters. Making it through his novit classes was a daunting enough prospect. Now, with Aspin’s task added to his burden, it all seemed impossible.  

His sleep was filled with fitful dreams, most of which involved Shanis being attacked by minions of the Ice King, and he woke nearly as tired as when he’d lain down. As his roommates stirred, he rolled over, put his head in his hands, and groaned. 

“You all right?” Whitt asked. “It’s only your second day of classes. You’re not going to make it if it’s already taking that much of a toll on you.”

“I’m sure landing himself on kitchen duty didn’t help,” Dacio added as he tugged on his robe. “That’s hard work.”

“Not nearly as hard as having Agen beat me with a stick for an hour.” Oskar’s work in the kitchens and the assignment from Aspin had temporarily distracted him from his aches and pains, but today he felt them all over. His arms, legs, and sides were a mass of bruises, plus a few dark patches where Agen had tried to skewer him with his practice sword.

“No need to worry about that today,” Naseeb said with annoying cheerfulness. “Just lots of boring classes on the schedule. No combat training.” 

Oskar supposed he should be grateful for that, but the prospect of sitting in wooden chairs all day was hardly more appealing than sword practice. His father had taught him the best way to get rid of soreness was to work it out. Of course, that advice was more helpful after a long day of working on the farm. He doubted exercise did much to alleviate the pain of bruised ribs.

He dressed and followed his friends to the dining hall, limping until they reached the doorway. He was determined not to let Agen see him in pain. Fortunately, Agen and his friends were nowhere to be seen. They sat down with a group of fellow novits and while his roommates chattered, he ate his porridge and bacon in silence. 

“What are you hiding?” Naseeb’s voice was so low it scarcely carried to Oskar’s ears.

“Nothing, I’m just tired and sore.” Oskar took a sip of caf, the dark, bitter drink that, according to Dacio, came from somewhere across the Sun Sands.

“Bollocks. There’s something on your mind, and you’re doing a lousy job of hiding it. Come on. Tell me.”

Oskar considered telling Naseeb the whole story. He would love to have an ally in this, and he felt he could trust Naseeb. But, Aspin had instructed him to tell no one about his charge. Then again, he could ask Naseeb’s help getting into the archives without telling him why he needed to get inside. His gran would have said he was dancing with a badger, but right now he didn’t care. He felt beaten down and completely alone, and he needed a friend. 

“I need to get inside the archives.” He took another sip of caf and looked at Naseeb, who appeared nonplussed.

“You can’t. Your book isn’t worth the trouble you’d get in if they catch you. They might turn you out.”

“It’s not about my book. I need to get inside for another reason. I can’t tell you why, but I promise it’s important. Will you help me?” He waited, heart pounding, wondering if he’d placed his trust in the wrong person. What if Naseeb told on him?

“I’m afraid I can’t. I don’t know how to get inside the archives. I suppose you could pick the lock if you know how, but Master Corwine’s quarters are near the entrance, and you’d have a difficult time getting past him. I hear he rarely sleeps.”

“I don’t know how to pick the lock in any case. We’ve got to figure out something.” Oskar felt as though a giant hand were squeezing his chest, constricting his breathing. He couldn’t do this. It was impossible. 

“But why do you need to get inside if not to recover your book?” 

“I need to help a friend.” He wondered how much more he could say without going against Aspin’s orders.

“I don’t understand. If your friend needs something researched, why doesn’t he do it himself?” Naseeb filched a slice of bacon off of Whitt’s plate and munched it while Oskar considered the question.

“She can’t. I mean, he can’t.”

Naseeb laughed. “You don’t even know if your friend is a man or a woman? You’d better pay close attention during lessons in case we cover that topic.”

Oskar threw the last bit of his own bacon at Naseeb but missed badly. The bacon landed in the hood of an initiate who sat with his back to them. The two boys fell to laughing until Dacio hushed them. 

“Master Moylan is looking this way,” he hissed.

Oskar wiped his eyes with his sleeve and sipped his caf. He was already coming to enjoy the drink. Finally, he regained his composure.

“It’s hard to explain. What I need to do will help more than one person. I wish I could say more, but I’m not allowed to.”

“Not allowed? That means you’re doing this on someone’s orders. So, you’re either working for someone inside the Gates who doesn’t want to risk someone finding out what he’s researching, or else you’re working for someone on the outside, in which case you could be executed as a traitor.”

“It’s not someone outside,” Oskar hurried, and then caught himself. “Look, I’m not going to say anything else since I can’t seem to help saying too much. You’re too clever by half, which is why I need you. Will you help me?”

Naseeb considered the question for a moment, and finally nodded. “All right. I’ll see if I can come up with something, but I will not go in there with you, and if you mention my name, I’ll deny everything. Understood?”

“Yes, and thank you.” Oskar raised his cup but, before he could take a drink, someone banged into him from behind, causing him to spill the contents all over the table. The people around him scrambled off the benches with cries of surprise and annoyance. Oskar whirled around to see Agen grinning at him.

“So clumsy of me. Would you like me to get you another cup?” His smile said he was anything but sorry. 

Fists clenched, Oskar made to rise, but Whitt shoved him back down. 

“Master Moylan is coming this way.” 

Sure enough, the kitchen master was stalking toward them, his face red. As he strode through the hall, a wave of silence rolled ahead of him, and all the initiates and novits looked around for the source of his ire. 

When he arrived at the table, he stared at the pool of caf, his jaw working and his expression unreadable.

Out of the corner of his eye, Oskar saw Agen and his friends moving away. Of course Agen wouldn’t take any blame for what happened.

“What happened here?” Moylan asked after a lengthy silence.

“Someone bumped into me and I spilled my caf,” Oskar said. “I’m sorry.”

“And you just sat here. Who did you think was going to clean up your mess? Perhaps you think I am a servant?”

“No, not at all. I just hadn’t gotten up yet.” 

“Perhaps another night’s work in the kitchens will teach you to move more quickly. Report here tonight at the same time as last night.” Moylan’s gaze dared him to object, but Oskar was no fool. 

“Yes, Master. Again, I’m sorry.”

Apparently satisfied, Moylan gave a curt nod, turned on his heel, and headed back toward the kitchens. Gradually, quiet conversation rippled across the dining hall. Disheartened, Oskar gathered his plate and cup and went off in search of a cloth with which to clean up his spill. Today promised to be no better than yesterday.
Chapter 11

The sun hung high above the horizon when Hierm, Edrin, and Mattyas, who still preferred his nickname “Hair” despite his newly-shorn locks, rode into Galsbur. The village looked much as Hierm remembered, save the stockade wall surrounding the center of town. The wood was charred and broken in places, and a wide swath of land had been cleared all around, the land trampled. Clearly, there had been a battle here. Hierm’s throat tightened as he wondered who had survived... and who had not.

A gate stood open and unguarded, and they rode into town unnoticed. Few people were about at this time of morning. Most would be tending their crops or about other tasks. 

“It seems like forever since I was here last,” Hair said, looking out across the circle of green grass in the center of town. 

“The tournament.” Even after all the time spent on the trail together, Edrin remained a man of few words.

Guided by prophecy, or so he thought, Prince Lerryn had held a tournament in Galsbur. Hierm had competed in the sword, Edrin in archery, and Mattyas in wrestling. 

Hierm guided his horse along the path that circled the green and stopped in front of the warehouse that belonged to his family. His stomach lurched as he took in the scene. Both the warehouse and his family home alongside it bore signs of abandonment. Weeds grew thick in his mother’s flower beds and the windows were dusty. And although it was the middle of the day, the warehouse was closed up tight.

He dismounted, tied up his horse, and told his companions to wait. An icy certainty pouring over him, he ran first to the warehouse, trying every door, and finding them locked. 

“Father!” he called, banging on the office door. There was no answer.

He ran to the house and found it, too, to be sealed up tight. He brushed a thick netting of cobwebs away from the window and peered inside. He saw nothing. He banged on the door and called several times for his father, hoping, irrationally, that Hiram was perhaps ill and in bed. After several futile minutes, he gave up. 

The looks that Hair and Edrin gave him held too much sympathy for his liking. He untied his horse and mounted up without acknowledging them. Turning his mount about, he put his heels to its flanks and set off at a trot for the inn. Perhaps someone in the common room would know where his father had gone.

“Maybe he headed to Archstone to find your mother,” Hair offered, trotting alongside him.

“We would have passed him on the road.”

“Perhaps.” Hair lapsed into silence as they approached the inn.

Hierm hesitated before dismounting. He wanted his father to be alive, but something told him that the worst had happened, and he wasn’t ready to hear it. He and his father had had their share of rows, the last few the worst. Hierm had left Galsbur before the two of them could patch up their differences. Now, he wondered if he would ever get the chance.

He climbed the steps of the Dry Birch, the inn run by Khalyndryn Serrill’s family. Khalyndryn. His heart sank. Would he have to be the one to deliver the news of her death, or had Lerryn already told them?

Two men sat inside: one a thick-set, fair-haired man, the other a mountain of a man with dark, shaggy hair. Master Serrill and Colin Malan. Colin’s eyes widened and he lurched to his feet.

“Hierm!” He embraced Hierm roughly and greeted Hair and Edrin. “It’s good to see you, boy. How have you been?”

“I’m all right. Have you seen my father?”

The dark look in Colin’s eyes answered his question. Dizzy, Hierm dropped into a chair and buried his face in his hands. 

“I am sorry.” Colin pulled up a chair and sat down beside him. “You should know he died bravely— defending the village from an invading force. We sent a messenger to your mother in Archstone. Something must have happened to him.”

Hierm fought to maintain his composure. He had a task to complete, and he couldn’t fulfill it by sitting here weeping over the dead. He raised his head as Master Serrill set out mugs of ale for Hierm and his companions. And then he remembered another death.

“Master Serrill, I need to tell you about Khalyndryn.”

“It’s all right. I already know. Prince Lerryn told us the news.”  The innkeeper turned and hurried away. 

“What about Shanis?” Colin asked. “Lerryn told me she was well and in Lothan, but that was all he said.”

Hierm hesitated. Would Colin believe what he was about to tell him? “She was well last I saw her. There’s something you should know.” He took a gulp of ale to buy time, but he could think of no way to ease the man into the story. 

“We went in search of the Silver Serpent. And we found it.” The clatter of breaking glass rang out on the other side of the common room. Master Serrill had dropped a mug, and he now stood gaping at Hierm. “It seems Shanis is the one destined to bear it.” 

Surprisingly, Colin merely stroked his beard and nodded. 

“When I left, she was headed to a place called Calmut.”

“They want to make her queen, then?” Colin asked sharply. 

“Some do. There is, apparently, an impostor who also claims to be the bearer of the Serpent.” He took another drink, letting the lukewarm, frothy drink slake his thirst.

“I feared the day would come. How is she?” Colin asked. 

“She’s as ill-tempered as ever.” They shared a laugh, and Hierm recounted the story of their flight from Galsbur, meeting Larris, their search for the Silver Serpent, and, finally, their return to the lands of the Monaghan. Hair and Edrin, who had never heard the story, listened with interest. “They recognized her as one of their own and accepted her as leader,” he finished.

“Her mother was Monaghan and a descendant of Badla, their great warrior queen. I am a Malgog.”

This should have been a surprise, but now, having met a few Malgog, Hierm saw the resemblance. 

“My father is Krion, chief of the Black Mangrove clan,” Colin continued. “I took Shanis away after her mother died. Since she is Badla’s heir, I always knew there was a chance she would be the one destined to bring the clans together, but I hoped it would not be the case.” He sighed. “I should go to her. I’ve been away from her too long.”

“But Colin, we need you here.” Master Serrill sat down opposite Hierm. “You are the closest thing we have to a leader, and no one else knows how to fight like you do.”

Colin’s shoulder’s twitched once in a silent, rueful laugh. “We have plenty of men who’ve been blooded. Besides, the invading army is broken. We’re safe for the time being.”

“What do you mean?” Hair spoke for the first time. “You think they’ll re-form and come back?”

“There were shifters and ice cats among them.” At this, Hair sat up straight and Edrin dropped his mug. “I don’t know what their purpose was in coming here, but I have no doubt a new Frostmarch is coming. And when it comes, none of us are safe.”

“We encountered ice cats on the road,” Hierm said. “I didn’t want to believe it could be another Frostmarch.” He drained his mug, wiped his mouth, and looked at Colin. “You mentioned Prince Lerryn. Was he killed in the battle?”

Colin looked down at the table and spun his mug in his big hands. “We don’t know for certain, but we think he survived. He fought and killed a shifter. After the battle, I found tracks that I believe are his heading off into the forest.”

“You could pick out one man’s tracks in the midst of a battlefield?” Hair sounded impressed.

Colin shrugged. “Only one of his soldiers survived—a man named Tabars. He went off in search of Lerryn, but I doubt he’ll find him. Tabars is a good fighter, but he’s no woodsman.”

“Unlike you.” Hierm took a deep breath and let it out in a rush. “Colin, we need your help. We’ve been sent here to find Prince Lerryn and bring him back to Archstone. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but we are at war with Kyrin, there’s a rebellion in Kurnsbur, and there are...” he hesitated, “other problems. We need Lerryn, and I’m no more a tracker than Tabars. Will you help us?”

Colin sat back and looked a Hierm. “Those are someone else’s problems. Shanis needs me.”

“If another Frostmarch is coming, Galdora can’t be at war on two other fronts. Shanis is working to unify Lothan. We need to find Lerryn so we can keep our own country united,” Hierm argued.

“He’s right.” Master Serrill stood and wiped his hands on his apron. “Be thankful that your daughter is alive and well. What’s a few more weeks before you go to her if it means we’re better prepared for what lies ahead?”

Colin’s face darkened. “Just once,” he mumbled, “I’d like to do what I want to do.” He looked around the table at Hierm and his friends. “Very well. You three rest here while I gather provisions. We’ll leave at dawn.”

Chapter 12

“I feel like someone hung me upside down for an hour.” Whitt stole a glance over his shoulder to make sure Master Sibson was not within earshot. “My head is stuffed full of useless facts. I hate history.”

“It wasn’t that bad.” Oskar had to laugh. The truth was, he enjoyed history and the lecture on the Godwars had fascinated him. He couldn’t see how anyone could resist the stories. 

“It’s all the same: this god’s followers did this to that god’s followers, so they joined forces with another god’s followers and on and on and on.” Whitt sighed. “I’ll never keep all that useless information in my head.”

“It’s hardly useless. Think of all the things saikurs are called on to do that require understanding people’s values and traditions. How could you negotiate a peace treaty, for example, if you don’t know the history between the nations involved?” Oskar felt odd engaging in such a debate on only his second day of classes, but this was something he felt strongly about.

“Well said,” Dacio agreed. “I’m sure I’ve said similar things to our friend here.” He arched an eyebrow at Whitt. “But he doesn’t listen.”

“Fine. You two history lovers can help me study for the next exam. Or sit next to me so I can copy.” Whitt winked to show he was kidding. At least, that’s what Oskar hoped it meant.

They made their way along the dark corridor toward the classroom where Master Lepidus taught Alchemy. Oskar had seen the master from a distance, and he was quite a sight, with frizzy white hair that stuck out in all directions, and he walked like a dizzy hen. He wondered if the man’s teaching style was as eccentric as his appearance, but when he asked his friends, they just smiled. 

The room was empty, save a group of three in the far corner: Agen, Dronn, and Shaw. Deep in conversation with his friends, Agen had his back to Oskar and the others, so he was unaware of them as they entered. That was fine with Oskar. He wasn’t afraid of Agen, as long as they weren’t dueling with swords, but he hated the way Agen grinned at him, clearly relishing the memory of yesterday’s combat class. 

“After dinner in the hall that leads out to the combat grounds,” Agen whispered. “By the side door that leads into the back of the archives. You know—behind the tapestry of the two knights.”

Shaw cleared his throat and Agen snapped his head around. He shot Oskar an angry look and the three fell silent. 

Wonderful, Oskar thought. The one time he was actually interested in something Agen had to say, and he interrupted it. Unlike the other classrooms he’d been in, this room did not have individual desks, but rows of long tables, and he and his friends chose seats on the second row. 

“Did you hear that?” he whispered to Naseeb. “There’s a side door into the archives.”

“Agen’s not the most reliable source. Besides, the very day you announce you want to find a way into the archives, he lets something like that slip? That’s too great a coincidence for me.”

“I didn’t announce it. You’re the only person I told.”

“I’ll wager one of them overheard you and now they’re trying to wind you up.” With a wave of his hand, Naseeb silenced the retort Oskar was preparing. Master Lepidus had entered the room. 

The wild-haired man didn’t look like Oskar’s mental image of a master, but the lesson was interesting and Lepidus clearly had a sharp mind. Oskar had been surprised to discover that, at the Gates, Alchemy consisted of much more than failed attempts to turn lead into gold. It also included herbs, potions, and what Lepidus called “chemistry.” 

Today’s lesson was on the properties of Redroot. For once, Oskar’s rural upbringing was a positive. He correctly answered two questions, earning an approving nod from the master. The good feeling lasted until he volunteered that, when mixed with their grain, Redroot alleviated colic in cattle. Master Lepidus actually took a moment to write that down, but the laughter and derisive comments from the rest of the class made Oskar’s cheeks burn. 

Magic, taught by master Zuhayr, kept his mind occupied for the entire hour as they learned a spell that caused a small ball of light to float in the air just above the palm of one’s hand. Casting a spell was much more than repeating the proper words; it had to be recited in exactly the right pitch and cadence and with a certain amount of focus. By the end of class, only Oskar, Dacio, and Agen had mastered it, though Whitt managed to set his roll of parchment on fire, earning him an evening with Oskar working in the kitchens.

When class was over, rather than return to their quarters, Oskar and Naseeb took a detour along the corridor that led to the combat grounds. 

“I think you’re making a mistake,” Naseeb insisted. 

“Yes, you told me. I’m just curious if there’s even a door here.” He inspected the tapestries and found that several displayed two or more knights. “Keep a lookout for me.” Oskar ignored the dark-skinned boy’s sarcastic reply and started pulling tapestries away from the wall and checking behind them. His progress was interrupted several times by people heading out to or in from the combat ground. Each time, he and Naseeb fell into false conversation until they were alone again. It wasn’t until they reached the far end of the hall that he found something behind the last tapestry.

“There is a door here.” He stole a glance up and down the hall, and then tried the knob. It turned and the door gave way with a scraping sound, revealing a set of stairs that climbed up into the darkness. “It must lead up to the higher levels of the stacks,” he whispered, pulling the door shut and letting the tapestry fall back against the wall.

“Master Lang’s coming,” Naseeb whispered. They froze as the combat instructor entered the hall and fixed them with his steely gaze. “You come for extra sword instruction, Novit Clehn?”

“Ah, yes, that is, I came to ask if there might be a time I could come for instruction.” It was as good a lie as any to explain his presence here, and he did need the help.

“I can give you an hour after mealtime this evening.”

“I’m afraid I have to work in the kitchens.” Oskar looked down at his feet.

“Again? Not off to a good start, are you? Very well, then. Tomorrow after mealtime. That is, if you don’t land yourself in the kitchens again.” Lang didn’t wait for Oskar to reply but swept off down the corridor. 

Oskar and Naseeb followed slowly, letting the distance between themselves and the master grow. When he turned a corner out of sight, they paused.

“Perfect! I’ll get extra instruction tomorrow evening, which will give me an excuse to be in this hallway. I’ll try the door then.”

Naseeb gave him a long look and sighed. “I don’t suppose there’s any way I can talk you out of this?”

“I have to do it. I wish I could explain more, but you’ll have to trust me.”

“All right, Oskar. Just remember, if you’re caught, they’re likely to do worse to you than give you kitchen duty.” Naseeb grimaced.

Oskar wondered what they would do to him. Put him out of the Gates, perhaps? It didn’t matter. If he could do something to help Shanis fight the next Frostmarch, he had no choice.

“Well, then, I guess I’ll just have to avoid being caught.”

Chapter 13

The next day was Thirdday, which mean he had the same course schedule as Firstday: Sorcery, Combat, and Logic. Oskar made another good showing in Sorcery and was feeling like today was his day when he completed the warmup for Combat class not too terribly far behind his classmates, survived the second run, and reached the green to discover today’s lesson would be the quarterstaff.

Suppressing a grin, he selected a staff of the perfect length, weight, and thickness. Allyn had worked with him on quarterstaff during their travels and said Oskar was an adept, even gifted, pupil. Master Lang led them through the basic movements, and the familiarity of the exercises brought a smile to Oskar’s face as he remembered the time spent on the road with his friends. He wondered where they all were and what they were doing right now. He supposed Hierm had entered the prince’s academy and was learning the skills of a soldier. 

When the warmups were finished, they donned leather gloves and padded jerkins and paired off. 

“I don’t suppose the farm boy would care to try his skill?” Shaw stood grinning at Oskar. “Agen grew bored with you and said I could have a go if you have the courage.”

Oskar was happy to oblige, confident this was a fight he could, if not win, at least acquit himself well in. The quarterstaff wasn’t a gentleman’s weapon, and he’d been told Shaw hailed from a wealthy family here in Cardith. He hid his enthusiasm behind a reluctant shrug, even pretending to look around for his friends as he and Shaw took their places.

When Lang called for them to begin, Shaw sprang forward and lashed out with a sweeping stroke that Oskar deftly parried and circled away. Not wanting to give away too much, he remained on the defensive as Shaw, his confidence growing with each stroke that went unanswered, attacked with reckless abandon. 

Oskar waited as Shaw tired himself out. Finally, Shaw’s hands fell too low and Oskar struck, cracking Shaw across the back of one hand, followed by a thrust to the gut that forced the wind out of him. Shaw stumbled backward and Oskar swept his feet out from under him. Shaw hit the ground hard and, unable to catch his breath in order to yield, raised his hands in surrender. 

“Well fought, Novit Clehn.” Master Lang didn’t smile, but there was a twinkle in his gray eyes.

“Thank you, Master.” Oskar bowed his head, in part to hide his smile. It felt good to receive a compliment.

“You clearly have some skill with the staff. I think your time would be better served working at the sword.” He turned and called for Agen, who hurried over. “Another round of sword with Novit Clehn, if you please?”

Agen agreed, waiting until Lang turned away before giving Oskar his most wicked grin. “I see you abused my friend.” He shot a glance at Shaw, who sat rubbing his hand where Oskar had struck him. “That just won’t do. Let’s find the practice swords, shall we?”

Oskar’s shoulders fell. How quickly a good day could turn bad.

“Very good.” Lang actually managed a smile as he lowered his practice sword. “I already see improvements in your defense.”

“Thank you.” Oskar needed to improve quickly. He now had fresh bruises on top of the old ones inflicted by Agen during their lessons. If he could reach the point where he could work with the class instead of receiving individual instruction from his sadistic classmate, he’d likely endure much less pain. “I’m working as hard as I can.”

“I hear you’re a passable student at Sorcery and History as well.” Agen chuckled at Oskar’s surprised expression. “You don’t think the masters talk to one another?” He glanced up at the sky. “It’s growing late. We should stop for the evening.” He took Oskar’s practice sword, turned and walked toward a nearby outbuilding, and indicated with a tilt of his head that Oskar should follow him. “You have an unusual background,” he said, fishing a key from his belt pouch and unlocking the door.

The combat yard was a surprisingly peaceful place this late in the evening. No one was out practicing, and the adjoining gardens were nearly empty. Oskar noticed one saikur, his hood pulled up over his head, wandering through a small orchard. The quiet and the crisp evening air reminded him of nights at home on the farm, or around the campfire with Shanis, Hierm, and the others.

“I suppose you don’t get many farmers here.”

Lang chuckled again. “It isn’t that; it’s the traveling you’ve done.” 

Oskar missed a step. “I’m sorry?”

“Word is, you’ve been to Lothan and also to the mountains in the West. That’s unusual for anyone. Lothan is a dangerous place and the mountains are simply not somewhere anyone travels.” Lang stepped inside, replaced the practice swords on their rack, and stepped back out into the fading light. “Why would a farm boy from Galdora travel there?”

“Who told you I’ve been to the mountains?” Oskar tried to keep the note of suspicion out of his voice. He thought he’d kept that part of his journeys a secret. 

“It’s common knowledge among the masters. Zuhayr was the one who told me. I think he had it from Proctor Basilius.”

“Oh.” How had Basilius known about that part of his trip? Had he seen it when he invaded Oskar’s mind? And if he knew that, what else did he know? “I did go to Lothan, but not into the mountains.”

“Again, why would a young man who, by all accounts, has a good head on his shoulders, travel into the midst of clan war?”

“We didn’t hear a great deal about the outer world in Galsbur. I had heard tales of the castle at Karkwall and it was the foreign city closest to where I grew up. I quickly learned otherwise.” He shrugged.

“Did you know I’m a Lothan?” 

Oskar shook his head. “I didn’t know for certain. I take it you’re a Malgog? You have the black hair though your eyes are lighter than any I’ve seen.”

“You’ve seen many Malgog?” Lang raised his eyebrows. “How much of the country did you see?”

Oskar cursed inwardly. Freeze his careless tongue! “I met them in Karkwall.”

Lang frowned but didn’t question his story. They walked through the garden area, its trees and shrubs casting inky shadows on the dusk-shaded ground. “I left long ago. The clan war was fruitless. I’ve heard rumors that someone has united the clans, but I doubt it. It’s an impossible task.”

“Perhaps some day.” Oskar could think of nothing else to say without taking the risk of giving away more than he ought to. 

Lang fixed him with a level look and nodded once. They entered the castle in silence and bade one another a good night when they parted ways. Oskar waited for the sound of Lang’s footsteps to fade away, and then doubled back. 

He kept a sharp eye out as he made his way toward the hidden door, but he was alone. When he reached the tapestry, he looked around one last time before pushing it aside, opening the door and stepping inside.

He whispered the spell he had learned in his last Magic class, and a ball of blue light, no bigger than a robin’s egg, appeared above his palm. A dust-coated staircase rose up before him. The stone walls on either side were constructed of precisely-hewn blocks fitted so neatly together that it appeared no mortar had been needed in construction. He wondered if it was craftsmanship or magic that held the place together. 

As he approached the staircase, he noticed that the dust on the floor was disturbed and, on the first step, he spotted a boot print. He looked around more carefully now and spotted dangling cobwebs torn by someone passing this way recently. The realization both comforted and worried him. The knowledge that others used this passageway made it seem less forbidding, but it also raised the possibility that he might bump into someone. He supposed if he heard footsteps, he’d snuff out his light and run, and hope he didn’t break his neck on the way down the stairs. Heart racing, he took a deep breath and mounted the stairs.

The climb through the dark seemed endless, with the steep staircase making the occasional turn, which told him the passageway likely ran along the outer walls of the archives. Based on how long he’d walked, he figured the stairway led to the top floor. That was fine with him, as it would place him far away from Keeper Corwine’s quarters. 

He paused at a landing, leaned against the wall, and struggled to catch his breath. He was exhausted from today’s double measure of combat training, and his bruised body screamed in protest. If he had to climb much further, he might just sleep here tonight. The thought reminded him of all the times Mistress Faun had chided him for laziness, and the memory brought a smile to his face. Grinning, he moved on.

Beyond the landing, the stairs rose in a wide spiral. This must be the tower that topped the archives building. At long last, the staircase ended. Panting, his damp hair hanging in his eyes, he staggered over to the door that lay in front of him, turned the knob, and pushed. When it didn’t budge, he threw his shoulder into it, and it banged open.

A light breeze chilled his sweat-soaked body. Pinpricks of light danced before his eyes, and a dizzying sensation of extreme height washed over him. 

All these things registered in the split second before his feet went out from under him and he fell toward the gaping darkness below.
Chapter 14

“I don’t know what to do.” Pedric Karst took a sip of wine and winced at its bitterness. He glanced across the table to where Jakom sat, his eyes cloudy and thoughts seemingly far away, and then looked around the common room of the newly-constructed inn. A musician sat in the corner, plucking at his lute with an air of disinterest. He looked familiar, with his puffy, black hair and weathered cheeks, but Karst couldn’t place him. There weren’t many new arrivals in Salgo, at least, not yet, but once things settled down, his city would draw travelers from Diyonus, Galdora, Lothan, and Cardith. The problem was, he doubted things would settle down until he dealt with the temple. Perhaps the king shouldn’t be seen in a common room, but more and more he was coming to realize it was an empty title. The temple wielded the real power. “Whenever I come near the temple, I feel...” He couldn’t finish the thought. 

“Overwhelmed?” Jakom scratched his chin and looked down at his own, untouched cup of wine. “I’ve never experienced anything like it. It was as if some force was trying to... not exactly take over my mind, but dominate it.”

Karst nodded. On his first visit to the temple, he’d scarcely been able to make his retreat once he felt the force of will emanating from the thing floating above the altar. Now, the power had grown stronger, so much so that he couldn’t come within shouting distance of the place without experiencing the strong urge to fall to his knees and abase himself. The experience had been so powerful and upsetting that he had not been able to bring himself to talk about it until now.

“What do you think it is?” he whispered. 

The look in Jakom’s eyes made it clear they both knew to what Karst was referring.

“I can’t say for certain. It was as if the thing were forcing my eyes away when I tried to look at it. But it seemed to be human in shape though larger than a man.” Now, Jakom attended to his wine, raising it to his lips with a trembling hand and draining it in three hearty gulps.

“Parts of it were transparent, and others more solid, as if it were not yet fully-formed.” Karst shuddered at the thought. It galled him to admit his fear and confusion, but he’d never experienced anything like this. The closest had been when he tried to hold the Silver Serpent. The experience, though only for an instant, had felt much like his visit to the temple— overwhelmed by a power that made him feel tiny by comparison.

“And why the sacrifices? Do you think they’re, I don’t know, feeding people’s souls to that thing?” Jakom winced, then signaled the serving girl for a cup of wine.

As Karst sat in silent contemplation, he began to take notice of the musician’s song.

“...a thousand lives I will feed you, a thousand souls shall bleed for you, the god of...”

“You!” he snapped. “Come here!”

Nonplussed, the musician set his lute back in its case and approached Karst. He wore a red and yellow cloak and his chin whiskers were twisted into a hands-length braid. His weathered face was somehow familiar.

“What is your name?”

“Skedane. Sandrin Skedane.” His tone was respectful, but there was a twinkle in his eye that Karst didn’t care for.

“You will address me as ‘Your Majesty.’ Now, where do I know you from?”

“Galdora, my lord.” Skedane hesitated. “You could say I rescued your neck from the headsman’s axe.”

Now Karst remembered. The man had wrestled him away from Shanis Malan before Karst could run her through. “What happened to your fancy cloak, Master Skedane?” 

“It’s in my bag, Majesty. Not proper for a simple common room.”

“Yet you wore it with pride in Galsbur, a farm town.”

“The prince was there, and I hoped to gain his notice. I’ve played in many a noble house, but never a palace.” Skedane made a wry smile. “As you can see, I was unsuccessful.”

“And you came to Salgo to witness the birth of a new city, a new nation, and tell our story? Perhaps you hoped to gain my notice?” Karst poured all the sarcasm he could muster into his words.

“I won’t claim that was my plan when I passed this way. I was headed to Diyonus, but when I learned what you have planned here, the idea captivated me. Carving out a chunk of land and forming your own nation is ambitious.”

“And you’ll compose a song about me? Perhaps write my story?” 

Across the table, Jakom snickered. 

“If you’ll forgive me, your Highness, whether you end up the most powerful ruler in Gameryah or a martyr with your head on a spike, it will make for a gripping tale.”

Karst tensed. His palm itched and he almost reached for his sword, but he calmed himself. A good leader didn’t lose control at a few words. He needed to maintain a more controlled and dignified air.

“I’m glad to hear you would find my death entertaining.”

“Forgive me, that isn’t what I meant. Every nation has its history: its heroes and martyrs, its institutions, its gods...”

Karst cut off Skedane’s words with a wave of his hand. He had just remembered why the man had gained his notice. “Tell me about the song you were just singing.”

“It is from the Ragar Saga. He was a Halvalan king of old who raised a god to do his bidding. I overheard snatches of your conversation, and that particular song sprang to mind.” 

A chill ran through Karst and he could not find his voice. To cover his hesitation, he motioned for Skedane to sit down. 

“What do you mean, he raised a god?” Jakom asked before Karst could recover his wits.

“Ragar was a weak king, so he attempted to raise a god in order to gain power over the warring factions in his kingdom.”

“What was it about our conversation that reminded you of this story?” Karst took another sip of wine and steeled himself for the answer.

“Several things: the way the god gradually gained strength, the way its presence overwhelmed those who came near, and, of course, the sacrifices.”

“How does one raise a god? Is such a thing even possible?” Karst’s voice was a whip crack, making Skedane flinch.

“I am no expert, but I have learned a few things over the years. A god draws its power from its worshipers. The number of worshipers, the frequency and intensity of said worship, the depth of belief, and the sacrifices made in its name.” He cleared his throat and cast a look of longing at Karst’s wine, but Karst wasn’t feeling magnanimous at the moment.

“I suppose a human sacrifice would be more powerful than other sorts?” He knew some commoners would sacrifice animals or a portion of their crops, but nobles merely gave coin to the priest, who would then make a symbolic sacrifice of a chunk of meat.

“Indeed, Majesty. That, according to the songs, is the most powerful magic there is.”

Karst looked to Jakom and could see they were thinking the same thing.

“I need to see Malaithus right now.”

He still felt the dark presence as he approached the temple, but his anger shielded him from the worst of its effects. He demanded, and received, an escort to the High Priest’s chambers. Reaching them, he hammered on the door before he could be announced.

“Malaithus! I want to talk to you!”

The door opened a crack.

“Your Majesty, it is late to be calling.” Malaithus peered out of the door with a bemused expression on his face. His eyes, dull with weariness, sharpened when Karst stepped into the light. “What is amiss?”

“You tell me.” Karst brushed past the sorcerer and closed the door behind him, leaving a nervous-looking Jakom outside.

“I don’t understand. Have I given offense in some way?” Malaithus cast a wary glance to Karst’s belt, where Karst’s hand rested on his dagger. Malaithus was a sorcerer, but he was as susceptible as any man to a knife in the heart, and he knew Karst’s temper well. He moved toward the table in the middle of the room, but Karst blocked his path, keeping the two at close quarters.

“You aren’t just worshiping a god; you’re trying to raise him, aren’t you?” Karst slid the dagger a few inches out of its sheath, ready to strike should Malaithus give even the slightest hint of summoning power.

Malaithus exhaled, and the tension visibly drained from his body. “I wanted to tell you, but your father made me swear to keep it to myself until he decided to tell you himself.”

“I found out on my own, so your conscience is clear. Now, tell me everything. Understand, my patience is wearing thin.”

Malaithus took a second look at the dagger and seemed to make up his mind. “It is true. Our new nation is small and surrounded by enemies. We’ve made a good start, but when their war with Kyrin ends, Galdora will seek to bring Kurnsbur back into the fold, and who knows what the Malan girl will do? Your father believes raising a god to be our sovereign will give us the power we need to preserve our independence, and even expand our power.”

Karst fell silent. It was hard to believe, but he’d seen and felt the evidence for himself. 

“Even if he succeeds, the other nations have gods. What difference will it make if we have one too?”

“Gods come and go. Have you heard of Lellor? Antua?” Malaithus seemed to be regaining some of his confidence and, when Karst shook his head, went on. “They are gods from history who are now gone. Their worshipers lost their zeal and eventually died away. That seems to be what is happening with the Seven. They once touched the world directly, and their conflicts nearly tore us apart.”

“The Godwars,” Karst whispered. 

“Exactly. But where are they now? They have been absent for so long that, even those who keep the faith begin to view them as mythological.” Malaithus, apparently no longer fearing for his life, sat down at the table and Karst joined him a moment later. 

“Do you truly think they are gone?” 

“Perhaps not gone entirely, but diminished. Magic draws its power from the gods and, if the histories are at all accurate, magicians today cannot begin to approach the wonders that were done in the time of the Godwars and before.”

Karst finally freed his dagger and spun it absently on the tabletop as he considered Malaithus’ words. He’d heard this all before. “Didn’t you tell me that your magic was becoming stronger?”

“It seems to be,” Malaithus agreed, “but only by a fraction. My best guess is that the power is derived from the emergence of our new god.”

“I was told that gods in turn draw their power from their worshipers. With our small numbers, how can we hope to match even the meager presence of the seven?”

“There is more to it than sheer numbers. The worship of one true believer is worth more than the rote prayers of a hundred casual followers.” A pensive silence hung between them as Malaithus shifted in his seat and rubbed his face. “And then, there are the sacrifices.” Karst scowled and Malaithus hurried on. “Understand, we are careful who we choose.”

“Like children?” Truthfully, Karst didn’t care about the children of some filthy Malgog, but he wanted to keep Malaithus off-balance. Already, he was feeling the rising god’s presence, and he focused on his anger to try and shut it out.

“Only those who are dying anyway, from fevers or injuries and such. The same with the adults, as well as some who speak too loudly against you.”

“I suppose you expect me to believe you are supporting me.” Karst tried to force a laugh, but only managed a huff of breath.

“I don’t expect you to believe me, but it is the truth, all the same.”

“When you and the temple have held yourself above me all this time?” Karst was on his feet, his dagger trembling in his vise grip. 

“Your Majesty, we are shaping a tool for your use, nothing more, and nothing less. We have been about our work.” Rising, Malaithus placed his hands palms-down on the table and leaned closer. “I have not included you because I did not wish to create friction between you and your father, but know that the temple is yours.”

Karst wanted to believe but clung to his ever-eroding skepticism. “How can I believe you?”

“Now that you know the truth, come to the temple and take part in worship. We are raising the god of the nation you lead. Think of the power you will wield when you harness his might. You could drive out the remnants of the Black Mangrove clan and give our new nation the access to the sea that we so crave.”

Karst nodded. It made sense. Or was it the god’s overwhelming presence breaking down his resolve as his anger ebbed?

“The temple is yours,” Malaithus repeated. “All that remains is for you to accept our god as your own.” 

He reached out a hand. Perhaps by his own choice, perhaps compelled, Karst took it. 

Chapter 15

Oskar shouted out in surprise as he slid down the steep roof. The world seemed to slow around him and the dark emptiness beyond the roof’s edge appeared to grow larger, like a beast opening its gaping maw. He flipped over onto his stomach and scrabbled for a handhold, but could not find his grip. The roof tiles were slick and, for an instant, he wondered if it had rained in the brief time he had spent climbing the steps. 

His mind immediately returned to the present. He was slowing a little though he couldn’t completely arrest his fall. He pressed down hard with his feet and, for a moment, his toes gained purchase, but then the roof tile broke away and he began to descend again. 

“Help!” No one was around to hear his cry, but it seemed the thing to do. A sharp pain lanced through his arm and something yanked him to a halt, the tips of his toes hanging over the edge. He looked up and saw that the sleeve of his cloak had caught on a nail head. The fabric was stretched to the tearing point and he realized with sickening certainty that it was all that lay between him and certain death.

Heart pounding, he reached across with his other hand and worked a fingernail behind the head of the nail. He let out a long breath and looked around. It was full dark now, with only a faint glow from the cloud-draped moon by which to see. To his right, there was nothing. A few feet to his left, however, just below the edge of the roof, a stone gargoyle leered down at the city. But could he make his way over to it? Carefully, he shifted his leg, and for a stomach-churning instant, he slid downward a few inches.

“I’ve got to get over there,” he panted. “I can’t cling to this nail for the rest of my life.”

“So give me your hand and I’ll help you.”

The voice startled him so much that he jerked and lost his tenuous grip on the nail head. With a ragged ripping sound, his robe tore free. He cried out in alarm, but almost as soon as he began to slide again, someone grabbed him by the wrist. His rescuer’s hand was small and didn’t quite encircle his wrist, but the grip was strong. 

“I can’t do this by myself.” The strain was evident in every word. “You’ve got to climb over to the gargoyle.”

Dizzy from near panic, Oskar put everything he had into the effort, all the while wondering when he’d feel the falling sensation that would precede his death. Finally, his foot lodged against something solid: the gargoyle. With this foothold supporting his weight, he was able to crawl up onto the roof where he sat panting like a winded dog.

“So, how did you manage to fall? The roof isn’t that steep.”

Now, free from the fear of death, he realized his rescuer was a girl. She had raven hair, and milky skin that seemed to shine in the moonlight. The tight, dark clothing she wore failed to hide her curves, and he had to force himself not to stare. 

“You’re a girl.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve got a problem with a girl saving your life. Did it somehow offend your manhood?” She crossed her arms over her chest and looked down with a touch of disapproval in her blue eyes.

His eyes flitted to the dagger on her belt, then back to her eyes, and he laughed. 

“I don’t see what’s funny.” Her hand slipped to the hilt of her dagger.

“Nothing, it’s just that you remind me of a friend of mine. She’s perhaps the best I’ve ever known with a sword.”

“Truly? Does she live here in the city?” The girl dropped to one knee in front of Oskar. 

“No, she’s in Lothan.” A pang of regret struck him and he realized, not for the first time, that he missed his friends terribly.

“One of the wild women, then. How did you come to be friends with a Lothan?” 

“We traveled there. She stayed and I came here for training. And the women there aren’t wild. I mean, they’re tougher than women here.” He hesitated when the girl cocked her head to the side and eyed him dangerously. “I mean, they learn to fight, but they don’t usually do it unless they’re forced to. They take care of their families, bully their husbands, and do pretty much the same things women here do. 

The girl stared for a moment and then giggled. “That’s funny. For a moment, I almost believed you.”

“It’s true!” Oskar didn’t know why he cared if this girl thought he was telling the truth or not, but suddenly it seemed of great importance that she did. He quickly told the story of how he, Shanis, Hierm, and Khalyndryn had left their village and traveled to Lothan, and how his meeting with Aspin had brought him here. He left out a few details, such as the fact that he was now friends with Prince Larris. If she already doubted his story, adding that in was sure to convince her of his prevarication. “I don’t care if you believe it or not.” That was a lie, but it seemed the thing to say.

She gave him another long look. “Look me in the eye and tell me you’ve been to Lothan.” Oskar did just that. She leaned in so close their noses almost touched. He felt her breath on his lips and shivered. Finally, she sat back.

“All right, I believe you. We’re going to have to spend some time together. I have a feeling you’ve got lots of stories to tell, and I like stories.” She stood and stretched, and Oskar was once again all too aware of her many curves. “I’m Lizzie, by the way.”

“Oskar.” 

“You never did tell me what you were doing up here.” She looked around as if the reason lay hidden somewhere in the darkness nearby.

“I was trying to find a way inside the archives.”

“You mean you can’t just walk in?” She took him by the hand and hauled him to his feet. “That makes no sense.”

“No, I’m still a novit.” He took one step and his feet shot out from under him. He fell hard on his back, his breath escaping in a rush.

“Gods! Don’t you fall again.” Lizzie grabbed a handful of robe and kept him from sliding down the roof. “Haven’t you walked on a roof before?”

“No, but that’s not the reason. My foot just slipped out from under me.” He held out his hand, conjured the blue light, and examined the sole of his boot. A thin sheen covered the bottom. 

“What is that?” Lizzie touched a finger to the shiny patch. “It’s greasy.” She turned toward the door through which Oskar had come. “Can you shine your light over there?”

Oskar hadn’t yet learned how to direct the beam, but he raised his hand, spilling the light all around.

“There’s a patch of whatever this is just below the door, and you can see a streak of it running down the roof where you slid.” She turned and frowned at him. “Did anyone know you were coming up here?”

“Maybe.” Despite his noncommittal answer, he knew exactly who the culprit was. Agen had baited him into coming up here, and despite his friends’ warnings, he’d charged up here like a bull in mating season. Idiot!

“Take off your boots and I’ll help you back to the door.” 

His stocking feet weren’t ideal for climbing a steep roof, but with Lizzie’s aid, he made it back to the door without further embarrassing himself. 

“Well, I guess this is goodbye.”

“Hardly. You owe me a life debt, and until I decide it’s repaid, you haven’t seen the last of me.” She winked, sending a shiver through him. 

“How can I repay you?” 

“Meet me here at moonrise two nights from now. And try not to fall.” 

Chuckling ruefully, he agreed. He turned toward the door and froze. There was no handle. 

“Um. Do you know another way in?” He had wanted to at least make his exit with a shred of dignity intact, but it was apparently not to be.

“I wondered how soon you’d notice. Move it, big man.” She drew her dagger, slid it into the crack between the door and the wall, and worked it back and forth. Moments later, it swung open. “And that’s one more thing you owe me. For that, I think you should bring me a surprise when next we meet.” She reached up, kissed him on the cheek, and slipped away into darkness. 

Oskar gazed at the spot where she’d vanished, his hand pressed to his cheek and wondered what had just happened. 

Chapter 16

“Hand it over, boy. And don’t make no sudden moves if you don’t want to end up skewered.” The mounted man prodded Kelvin’s chest with the tip of his spear and grinned, displaying rotting teeth turned brown from chewing laccor root. The group of men surrounding him laughed as if this were the funniest they’d ever heard. 

Kelvin couldn’t believe he’d let himself be caught unaware. When marauders killed his family and burned their farm, he’d managed to escape. But when he finally stopped to rest, they caught up with him. 

He wore his bow and quiver across his back, but even if the bow was strung, he likely couldn’t nock and loose a single arrow, much less four of them, before the man ran him through. 

“Come on, now. It’s all needed for the war effort.”

“You expect me to support the Kyrinian side?” The words were bitter on his lips. Word was, Kyrin’s armies had invaded deep into northern Galdora, and the two sides now stood at a stalemate. The villages of the northwest lay seemingly forgotten by the king, who focused his efforts on protecting the cities of the northeast. Here, roving bands of soldiers, most likely deserters, terrorized the countryside.

“I’d watch my tongue if I were you. These parts will soon be part of Kyrin, so you ought not to make any enemies for yourself.” He prodded Kelvin again, harder this time. “Belt pouch and backpack, now!”

The soft thrum of hoof beats drew the man’s attention. He turned to look for the approaching rider, and Kelvin, seeing his chance, ran for it. He dove directly beneath the man’s horse, causing the beast to shy and almost step on Kelvin’s head. He rolled, sprang to his feet, and ran for the forest. 

He made it ten paces before a sharp pain brought him to his knees. He fell face-down on the ground, ears ringing and hot pain burning his scalp. He rolled over and tried to regain his feet, but a boot to the face sent him back down to the ground. He looked up to see a burly man with a shaved scalp climbing down from his horse. 

“You were warned. Now we’ve got to make it hurt, so as to teach you a lesson.” The man reversed his spear and raised it high overhead, ready to club Kelvin again, when a rider burst from the tree line. 

He was a tall man, broad of shoulder, with curly brown hair and sun-bronzed skin. He rode leaning forward in the saddle with his sword bared.

Kelvin’s assailant had only an instant to look up in surprise before the rider was upon him. A blur of steel flashed in the morning light, and the Kyrinian slumped to his knees, hands pressed to the gaping wound in his throat. The warhorse leaped over Kelvin, wheeled, and charged the three remaining Kyrinians. One hurled a spear at the rider, who moved his head an inch to his left, letting the projectile slide past him. His calm demeanor and economy of movement seemed to unsettle the Kyrinians, all of whom began to bark confused orders at once.

The newcomer bore down on the spear-thrower, changed directions at the last moment, and shot past him, slicing him across the shoulder. 

The Kyrinian roared in pain, the short sword he had drawn falling from limp fingers. Cursing, he put his heels to his horse’s flanks and galloped away.

The two remaining marauders seemed to have recovered some of their wits. They drew their swords and spread out. Whichever of them the man attacked first, the other would try to take him from behind. If the newcomer realized this, he didn’t seem to care. He charged. 

This time, he didn’t veer away but plowed into the Kyrinian. Kreege, his highly-trained warhorse, sent the man’s smaller mount to the ground. He then wheeled his horse around in time to parry the other Kyrinian’s blow. 

Kelvin stood and took in the scene in an instant. His rescuer was driving the mounted Kyrinian backward, but the man he had unhorsed was climbing slowly to his feet. Without thinking, Kelvin grabbed his bow, strung it, and nocked an arrow. 

The last mounted Kyrinian went down, clutching his eyes where the newcomer’s sword had slashed him. Meanwhile, the unhorsed marauder drew a throwing knife and took aim.

Kelvin’s arrow took the Kyrinian through the cheek, slicing through flesh and knocking out a few teeth on its way out. It wasn’t the finest shot he’d ever made, but it did the trick. The Kyrinian roared, dropped his knife, and stumbled away. In a moment, it was over. The rider rode him down, dismounted, and finished off both Kyrinians with cold efficiency, plunging his dagger into each man’s heart in turn. 

When he was finished, he cleaned and sheathed his blades, then turned to look at Kelvin, his brown eyes keen with interest. 

“Thank you for the help. That was a well-placed shot.”

“You’re welcome.” Kelvin was keenly aware of his youth and his ragged clothes. How must he look to this confident stranger? “I know you could have dealt with them all without me, but I wanted to get my licks in. They killed my family and burned our home.” At that admission, his throat clenched and his knees wobbled. He’d forced those thoughts from his mind when he fled, focusing only on survival, but now they returned in full force.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Sit down and I’ll have a look at your wound.” 

Kelvin put his hand to his stinging head and it came away covered in blood. It took all the resolve he could muster to remain on his feet. Something made him want to impress this stranger. He barely flinched as the man bathed and bandaged his head.

“My name is Kelvin,” he offered. 

“I didn’t ask.” The man stood. “It’s a minor wound. Avoid any more blows to the head, and it should be fine in a few days.” He replaced the items in his saddlebag and wandered around the clearing, inspecting the bodies. “Kyrinians. Deserters from their main force, I imagine.”

“It’s a problem throughout these parts. There’s no one to stop them.” Kelvin unstrung his bow and began rifling through the dead Kyrinian’s pockets and belt pouches. He felt no compunction in doing so; they had already taken everything from him.

“Why don’t the people who live here stand up to them?” The man turned his back to Kelvin, inspecting the gelding his warhorse had knocked down. 

“We’re farmers. We can’t stand up to trained fighting men.” Kelvin rolled the Kyrinian he was searching over onto his stomach and relieved him of his cloak. It wasn’t fancy, but it was of good wool and dyed a dark green that would blend in well in the forest. 

“You stood up to them.” The man was looking at him now. “Find a dozen more like you who can handle a bow and won’t flee in terror at the first sign of danger and you can deal with a few bandits.” 

A surge of pride at the man’s praise dueled with an urge to defend his brethren. “Maybe it there were only a few bandits. But still, it’s not that simple when you’re in farm country. It isn’t like a city where people live at close quarters and you can easily band together. We see one another at market, and that’s about it.”

The man shrugged. “So you have to do a spot of riding in order to spread the word. Speaking of riding, take this horse. It’s in good condition and seems to have an even temperament.” 

He handed the reins to Kelvin, who stroked the creature’s flanks. He’d never had a horse of his own.

“You still don’t understand. Suppose I decided to go from farm to farm, trying to pull everyone together to fight the bandits. First off, no one’s going to follow someone as young as me. Even if that were not a concern, every man wants to protect his own farm. He’s not going to leave everything he has unprotected to go off on a fool’s errand that’ll likely get him killed. Everybody wants to protect his own.”

“Like cherries for the picking.” The man shook his head.

“What’s a cherry?”

“Never mind.” Close by, another of the Kyrinian’s horses cropped a patch of wild oats, and the man began to search its saddlebags. “Where were you headed before they caught up with you?”

“Nowhere. I was just running. How about you? What is a city man, and probably a soldier considering the way you fight, doing in farm country?”

The man froze. After a long pause, his shoulders sagged. “Atoning for my sins.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You have no reason to.” The man walked the horse over to where his own mount waited, shifted his saddlebags to the new horse, and mounted up. “I suppose I’m purging the land of vermin.”

“I want to help.” Kelvin surprised himself with the sudden exclamation. 

“No.” 

“Please. I have nothing left: no family, no home. If I die, no one will miss me. I might as well do something useful until then.” He fought to keep the pleading tone out of his voice.

“Make no mistake, if you were to follow me, it would be to your death. I’ve had enough of that for a lifetime.”

“You’ll have to kill me then because I’m going to follow you. At a distance if I must, but I’m coming along.” He was amazed at how calm he kept his voice. The renegades who had destroyed his life were dead, but it wasn’t enough for him. He wanted revenge on the Kyrinians. All of them. “Besides, you said we could make a difference if enough of us banded together. With you as a leader, we can do just that.”

“No.” The man’s eyes flashed hot but cooled just as quickly and he let out a sigh of resignation. “Follow along if you must, and try to keep up.” Without another word, he wheeled his mount and trotted away.

Chapter 17

“The walls of Halholm stood for seven centuries, never breached by an enemy force. Strengthened by magic, they required no repair. Not ever. It was said that the stones were imbued with bits of moonlight that made them sparkle, but inspection of the ruins revealed that it was actually quartz and mica.” The corner of Master Sibson’s mouth twitched. “Despite its location near the disputed border between Halvala and Riza, the city maintained its independence. That is until its walls were demolished in a single day.” He paused. “The first day of the Second Godwar.”

Silence reigned in the classroom. Oskar held his breath, eager for the story to continue. 

“In the spring of the year 3413, Henar, King of Riza, decreed that Halholm and the surrounding lands were part of his kingdom and sent emissaries to the city with a copy of the declaration and a demand for taxes,” Sibson smirked and several students, mostly those from cities, chuckled. “Halholm sent its reply in the form of the heads of the members of the Rizan party, each with a fist-sized stone stuffed in his mouth. 

“Rizans, of course, worship Kordlak, the god of stone, and found this reply to be more than a political rebuff, but heresy of the highest order, and declared war on Halholm. Kordlak apparently agreed because he led the Rizan forces into battle.”

Oskar’s hand shot up, almost before he realized what he was doing. “You’re saying the god himself actually fought against humans?”

Agen turned around and made a confused face. “Considering he fought in the First Godwar, I don’t know why that should come as a surprise.” A few of the novits laughed, but most shook their heads at Oskar or simply ignored him.

“Ah, yes. You were not here when we discussed that particular war. The gods did, in fact, take a direct hand in human conflicts on occasion. When they did, it was a terrible sight to behold.” He cleared his throat and resumed his lecture. “Being the god of stone, Kordlak had an unmatched affinity with stone. He marched up to the city, arrows bouncing off his granite-hard skin, and literally tore the walls apart.”

“How?” Naseeb asked.

“If the stories are to be believed, he pressed his hands into the walls and yanked out great chunks of stone. When a section of wall collapsed, he moved on to another.”

“There was nothing they could do about it?” Phill, a stout Halvalan youth with rust-colored hair and a florid face, asked. “I mean, can a human fight a god?”

“Anyone can fight a god. Whether or not he can do that god any damage is another question entirely.” Sibson waited for laughter that did not come. “Let me answer this way. Could an ant fight you?”

Phill grinned. “Up until the moment I stepped on it.”

“How about one hundred ants?” Sibson’s tone made it clear he was working up to something.

“I’d take a few bites before I managed to crush them all, but I’d recover.” 

“How about ten thousand?”

“I’d run.” 

Everyone laughed at that, and Sibson nodded.

“Fighting a god is much like that. Given enough tiny hurts, even the mightiest god will fall. The difference is, even ten thousand would not be enough.” Sibson gave that a moment to sink in. “Being the source of all magic, gods have at their disposal power beyond imagining. They are stronger and more resilient than humans. They are fearsome enemies, to be sure. But the greatest challenge in combating a god or goddess is overcoming his or her will. Men who approach a god’s physical manifestation find themselves unable to think clearly and must run lest they be overwhelmed.” He paused. “Unless, of course, some external force gives them the strength to fight. Such as, another god fighting for the opposing side.”

Sibson waited for more questions, but none came. Returning to his lecture, he told of the destruction wrought by Kordlak, and how, one by one, the other gods joined in the battle—some intent on stopping Kordlak, others entering on his side. When the Second Godwar finally ended, all of Gameryah was devastated.

Oskar was so caught up in the lecture that he was startled when Sibson announced that class was over for the day. He sat, contemplating what he had learned while the others filed out. 

“Is there something you need, Novit Clehn?” Sibson stood over him, looking down not unkindly.

“Sorry, Master, this is all new to me. It’s a great deal to take in.”

“I suppose it is,” Sibson agreed. “I fear the subject matter has become a bit stale to me, given that I’ve lectured on it at least once a year for more years than I can count.”

“How many Godwars were there?”

“Only three conflicts are named Godwars, but history is filled with minor conflicts between a handful of gods.” Sibson chuckled. “Minor, that is, in terms of the numbers of gods involved. From the human standpoint, there was nothing minor about them.”

“When was the last one?”

Sibson scratched his head and looked up at the ceiling. “3468, I believe. That was the last time the gods did battle.”

Oskar froze. An idea had just come to him but did he dare try it?

“Master Sibson, as you pointed out, being new to the Gates, I’ve missed a great deal. Might I have your permission to visit the archives so that I may study up on the First Godwar and anything else I might have missed?” His heart raced as he awaited the master’s answer.

Sibson gazed at him through hooded eyes. “Novits may not visit the archives. Besides, the curriculum is circular. Anything you missed will come back around in time.”

Oskar’s heart sank.

“However, it would benefit you to at least have a passing acquaintance with the first Godwar as we move forward. I will write a note asking that you be permitted to borrow Saclan’s Godwar. It is not heavy reading, but it will give you a passing acquaintance with the subject matter.”

Oskar forced a smile and thanked the master. While Sibson dug out a quill, ink, and sand, and wrote and then blotted the note, Oskar reflected on all he had learned today. Something was bothering him.

“What happened to the gods? The seven, I mean.” Oskar knew that history was sprinkled with the names of other gods who seemed to have died out along with their worshipers. “They were involved in human affairs for thousands of years and then, suddenly, they’re... absent.”

“That does seem to be the case.” Sibson handed him the piece of parchment. “Not only have they not taken a hand in our affairs for some time now, but their touch on the world is lighter. Magic today is much weaker than it was during and prior to the Third Godwar.”

Oskar nodded. This was something he already knew. Something still bothered him. 

“Where do you think they went?”

Sibson managed a faint smile. “No one knows.”

“What kept you?” Naseeb asked when Oskar arrived at their alchemy class. 

Oskar showed him the note.

“Not what you were hoping for,” Naseeb said. “For what it’s worth, you’re the first novit I’ve known who’s gotten to borrow a book from the archives.” 

“Yes, but it doesn’t get me any closer to gaining access to the archives. I just hope I can learn something useful in time.”

“In time for what? Wait, is that another of those things you can’t tell me?” Naseeb asked.

“I’m afraid it...what is it?”

Naseeb’s eyes had grown unfocused and his expression calculating. “You might not be as far away as you might think. Give me a minute.” He turned and whispered something to Whitt, who frowned and shook his head. Naseeb whispered something else Oskar couldn’t quite make out and made an emphatic gesture. Whitt flinched and then his shoulders sagged as he relented. 

“What did you say to him?” Oskar whispered.

“As you’re always telling me, it’s better if you don’t know. Just remember to act surprised.”

“Better you hadn’t told me anything. Then I really would be surprised.”

Naseeb rolled his eyes and turned to look at Master Lepidus, who was beginning his lecture. 

Lepidus discussed the properties of dragonroot, a sample of which lay on each table. Dried and ground, it could be used in a poultice to cure infection, or mixed with certain leaves to alleviate the pain of a toothache. It was the juice, however, that gave the root its name. In its purest form, it was more flammable than naphtha, but if it were brought slowly to a boil, it became a strong liquor— one which only the wealthy could afford, and could only be drunk in small amounts.

“I like to add a pinch of mint leaves just as it begins to boil,” Lepidus said, “but the Master Dac Kien tells me that on the other side of the Sun Sands, they prefer ground orange or lemon peels.” He narrowed his eyes and mimicked a stage whisper, “I hear Proctor Basilius puts bull stock in his.”

A brief, stunned silence gave way to uproarious laughter among those students who knew exactly what bull stock was, followed by another ripple of laughter as they explained the joke to their fellow novits. 

“You will use a press to squeeze the juice from your root. Add water. Then you will slowly heat it,” Lepidus said once the class had returned to some semblance of order. “Bring it to a boil, and keep in mind, it is flammable. You won’t have enough juice to do any serious damage, but you could suffer a painful burn if you aren’t careful. And...” he paused for dramatic effect, “the five students with the lowest marks will be drinking your concoctions, so don’t poison them. He winked to show he was joking, and the novits, once again laughing, set to work.

The surprise came a few minutes into the lesson, when Whitt lost his balance and fell backward, upsetting Agen’s flask. Agen cried out in alarm as a brilliant flash of white light filled the room. Oskar shielded his eyes and, when he opened them, Naseeb was gone. 

It took Lepidus a minute to sort things out. The fire had only singed the cuff of Agen’s cloak, but it had incinerated his lecture notes. Lepidus instructed Whitt to provide Agen with a new set of notes, and then warned him that any more accidents would earn him an evening in the kitchens. 

Oskar felt something bump against his shins and looked down to see Naseeb crawling beneath the table. The dark-skinned youth rose just before Lepidus went to get a new root for Agen and his friends. 

“Where did you go?” Oskar asked as everyone returned to work.

“I’ll tell you later.” Naseeb then turned to Whitt. “What were you thinking? That wasn’t the plan.”

“My way is more fun,” Whitt said. “I wondered, why make a fire at our table when I could set one at Agen’s instead?”

“I’ll copy those notes for you,” Oskar said, “as I suspect this has something to do with Naseeb’s plan to help me, whatever that plan might be. I’m just glad you weren’t sent to the kitchens. I couldn’t have covered that one for you.”

“Lepidus rarely punishes us. You have to step far out of bounds or blunder several times to get in his bad books,” Whitt said. “Besides, it would have been worth it.”

The remainder of the class passed without incident though Lepidus surprised them by taking a sip from each group’s flask. He briefly calmed Agen’s anger at Whitt by proclaiming him and his table mates “future brew masters,” but then ruined the moment by clutching his throat and gagging. By the time class was dismissed, Oskar had decided Lepidus was his favorite instructor.

Back in the room, Naseeb dug two small roots from a pocket within his robes and held them up. They looked like tiny, pink carrots. “Here’s what we need. Better than magic. Now, give me Sibson’s note.”

Puzzled, Oskar handed him the note. Naseeb opened it and read aloud.

“Please allow Novit Clehn to borrow Saclan’s Godwars.  -M Sibson”

Oskar watched as Naseeb ground up the roots, added water and spread the resulting paste over the words ‘borrow Saclan’s Godwars.’ Almost immediately the gooey substance began to change color: first gray, then charcoal, and finally, inky black. Grinning, Naseeb took out a small knife and scraped it away. 

The words were gone! 

“That’s nice, but what now?” Oskar asked.

“I happen to have a gift for copying handwriting.” Naseeb took out his quill and ink and added the words ‘use the archives.’ “There,” he said handing the paper to Oskar. “Now you have permission from a master.”

Oskar examined the note carefully. Naseeb’s script was a perfect match for Lepidus’ own handwriting. It would probably fool the master himself.

“What if Keeper Corwine still won’t let me in?”

“I can only cut your food. I can’t chew and swallow it for you.” Naseeb flashed a wicked grin. “Corwine doesn’t mind the desk. It’s usually an initiate, sometimes a saikur. Choose a time when an initiate’s at the desk and dare him to countermand a master.”

“All right,” Oskar said. “I’ll do it today.” 

Chapter 18

A thin sheen of cold sweat coated Oskar’s brow by the time he reached the archives. The closer the moment came, the more certain he grew that this would not work. He was a novit. He was not allowed inside.

When the archives’ arched entryway came into sight, he stopped and leaned against the wall to catch his breath. 

“Why am I doing this?” he whispered. “Aspin can search the archives when he returns. He doesn’t need my help.” This, of course, was not entirely true. Aspin had told him that he did, in fact, need Oskar’s help. 

He thought of all the times he’d hidden in Lord Hiram’s warehouse, poring over one of the few books in Galsbur. Back then, he would have given anything to be here in this great center of learning, soaking up all the knowledge the masters had to offer without fear of getting chucked out for sneaking into the archives. It wasn’t fair. Did he truly owe Aspin so much?

And then a face came unbidden to his mind. Shanis. He remembered their childhood and the affection he’d always had for her. He thought of her sincere desire to bring peace to Lothan, a sentiment he’d never thought the hot-tempered girl could possess. She was his lifelong friend and one of the people who mattered to him most. If a new Frostmarch approached, and the evidence suggested that it did, she would need help.

“You aren’t just doing this for Aspin,” he whispered. “You’re doing it for her.” Emboldened by this conviction, he strode into the archives.

The young man at the desk didn’t bother to look up from the book he was reading. 

“Name?” he drawled.

“Oskar Clehn.” 

Now, the young man did look up. His forehead crinkled as he looked Oskar up and down, and then consulted a scroll. 

“You are not on the list. Are you an initiate?”

“No. I mean, I have a note.” He thrust the doctored sheet of parchment into the young man’s hands.

“I have never heard of a novit being granted access to the archives.” He ran his finger across the words as if he could detect a forgery.

“I’m brand new and woefully behind. Master Sibson believes that, with enough extra effort, I can catch up, but I have some holes in my knowledge that are making it difficult for me to keep pace with the rest of the class.” He’d rehearsed this line and hoped he didn’t sound as wooden as he feared.

“I really should consult with the keeper about this.” 

“Feel free, if it will hurry things along,” Oskar bluffed. “All I know is Master Sibson expects me to be caught up on several historical periods by next class, which is only two days away. He’s in quite a temper about it.”

“So this is only temporary?” 

“Yes. Just until I can catch up.” Oskar’s heart skipped a beat. Might he actually pull it off?

“Which the master expects you to accomplish in two days.” The young man rolled up Oskar’s note and tapped it on the table, considering. “Very well. Being a novit, you won’t know your way around. What periods of history are you studying?”

“The Godwars, and...” his mouth had gone dry. “The Silver Serpent.”

“I beg your pardon? If you’re studying the Godwars, you won’t need to know anything about the Silver Serpent for some time yet. That doesn’t come up until much later. Besides, there’s not a section devoted to it. You’d have to scour texts from various periods in order to find a mere mention of it.”

“Sorry. I thought it was a weapon used in the Godwars,” Oskar improvised. “At least, that’s the way the story was told in my village.”

“You’re thinking of the Frostmarch. Stick with your lessons and you’ll get to that soon enough.” The young man told him where he could find information on the Godwars, reminded him that the archives closed at the evening bell and returned to his book.

“May I have my note back?” Oskar reached out to take back the piece of parchment, but the young man slid it away.

“Sorry, all notes are turned over to Keeper Corwine for his records. I’ll be working the desk for the next several days and I’ll remember you so you won’t need the note.”

Panic welled up inside Oskar. When Corwine saw the note he would immediately know that something was amiss, and it would take only a word with Sibson to learn the truth. What an idiot he’d been! Sneaking into the archives was bad enough, but he’d forged a note from one of the masters. This could get him and his two friends chucked out. He had to get that note back!

“All right, then. Thank you.” As he walked slowly away, he watched from the corner of his eye as the young man placed the note in a basket behind the table. Perhaps Oskar could manage to get hold of it on his way out.

Unable to do anything about it at the moment, he figured he might as well take advantage of the fact he was actually inside the archives! All his life, he’d heard tales of the wondrous library at Karkwall in Lothan. Having seen it during his travels, he now knew that it paled in comparison to this place. There looked to be as many books and scrolls on this floor alone as in Karkwall’s entire collection. His eyes roamed over the shelves and he felt something like hunger stir inside him. 

He took a moment to look around. In the center of the room, robed men sat at a long table, poring over thick tomes. Every one of them used a floating ball of light to illuminate the area around him. Good thing he’d already mastered that trick. He realized there were no lights in the archives, save the glow from the saikurs’ and initiates’ spell light. He supposed an open flame inside a tower filled with old paper would be a bad idea. 

The Godwars books were shelved in the collection on the third floor, and he used his glowing light to make his way there. This floor was arranged the same as the first floor, with rows of shelves in concentric circles and a long table in the center. A lone saikur sat there, reading, and did not look up when Oskar entered, which was fine with him. Hoping he didn’t encounter anyone who would know he didn’t belong, he began his search.

Time seemed to lose all meaning in this dark, silent place. He had no idea how the shelves were organized, and few books had printing on the spine, so he ended up wandering through the stacks, opening books at random and flipping through. The snatches of text he read covered a variety of topics, all of which he would have loved to explore, but he knew time was short. 

He found nothing about the Silver Serpent, but finally located the books covering the First Godwar. Figuring he should at least complete the task Master Sibson had set him to, he found the book, Godwars, and stood in a corner out of sight and read until evening bell. 

He assumed he would have to sign the book out, and hoped that when he did, he might find a way to distract the young man at the table long enough to retrieve his note, but when he reached the first floor, his stopped short. Keeper Corwine now stood behind the table, helping his assistant, who was furiously signing out books for a long line of saikurs. That tore it. Oskar was not about to let the keeper see his face. Dousing his light, he retreated to the stairs and stuffed Godwars inside his robe. What was one more violation in light of what he’d already done today? He waited until a group of initiates passed close by him. They paid him no mind when he fell in beside them. Trying not to look guilty, he walked out the door.

It was not until he reached his room and stowed the book in his trunk that he was able to breath normally again, but that relief was short-lived. There was still the matter of his note. What was he going to do?

Chapter 19

“I am afraid he is dying.” Jowan the Archpriest of the Temple of the Seven, shook his head as he turned away from King Allar. His face betrayed no emotion, but his eyes were troubled. “I am truly sorry, Your Majesty.” 

Larris put his arm around Queen Arissa’s shoulders, but his comfort was not needed, at least, not at the moment. Queen Arissa maintained a calm exterior and her face was a mask of determination. 

“What ails him, exactly?” Her voice held a hint of challenge. 

The priest shrugged. “Age. His body grows tired and is no longer operating as it should.”

“Age,” Arissa repeated. “His Majesty is barely fifty summers. He is hardly an old man.”

“Some men decline faster than others. Ruling takes its toll on a man, as does, believe it or not, spending too much of one’s time sitting on a throne or at table.”

“My father was a great soldier in his day.” Larris clenched his fists, struggling to match his mother’s calm. “He fought the Kyrinians more times than I can count.”

Jowan raised a liver-spotted hand. “Please understand, it is not my desire to diminish your father’s achievements, Highness. I only point out that it has been a long time since he spent his days in the saddle, and a few more since he found himself on the front lines. I sincerely regret that I can do no more than prescribe a restorative draught.”

“But it won’t return him to health?” Arissa asked.

“No. It will strengthen him and perhaps prolong his life.” The priest opened his bag and withdrew a stoppered vial of viscous amber liquid. 

“I’ll see to it that he gets it.” Larris snatched the vial away from the priest with unnecessary force, but right now, he didn’t care what the priest thought of him. “How much of it and how often?”

“One spoonful in the morning and another in the evening.” The priest looked back at the king, who lay sleeping, and winced. “I should give him the first dose just to see how he reacts.”

“It’s a general restorative. There should be no reaction.” Larris took the man by the arm and steered him toward the door. “I’ll send for you if there is a problem. Thank you for your time and attention.” 

Allyn waited outside, along with two guards. Larris set his friend the task of escorting the priest back to the temple and closed the door.

“That was discourteous of you,” Arissa said though her tone was one of curiosity rather than disapproval.

“I don’t trust him, or anyone else from the temple, for that matter.” He hurried on, forestalling her argument. “Mother, I promise I have my reasons, but I can’t share them right now. I only ask that you trust me.”

“When will you tell me?”

“As soon as I can. I give you my word.” He moved to the window seat, settled onto the thick cushions, and looked out across the city. 

Arissa took a seat beside the king’s bed, took Allar’s hand in both of hers, and kissed his knuckles. “I assume you’ve had no word about your brother?”

“Not yet, but I have people searching for him.”

“What shall we do if your father passes before Lerryn returns? We have no proof that he abdicated, so you cannot take the throne.” She sighed. “We can’t keep the severity of your father’s illness a secret for much longer, and this is not the time to be without strong leadership. The war with Kyrin, the rebellion in Kurnsbur, the goings-on in Lothan...”

“And the coming Frostmarch,” Larris added. His mother did not reply. She still refused to believe such a thing was possible, but her self-delusions would not change the reality of the situation. “There is one possibility we have not considered.” He took a deep breath. Arissa would not like this suggestion. “If Lerryn died in battle, the succession issue would be solved.”

“You said his body was never found.”

“That is true.” He’d received a message from Hierm confirming there had been a battle in Galsbur, won at great cost by the Galdorans. All but one of the White Fang, Lerryn’s elite cavalry unity, had died in the battle, and all of the bodies had been recovered. Lerryn’s body, however, was missing, and the locals believed he had survived. “But no one else knows that. If I send men to Galsbur and they return with a coffin, who’s to say it’s not Lerryn inside? We could say the body is in no condition for him to lie in state. We announce his passing, spread the story of his heroic death, hold a state funeral, and no one will be the wiser.”

“Until he does return, and then what?” Arissa asked, her voice now trembling with anger. 

“He won’t return. At least, not in a public way. He made it clear that he does not consider himself fit to rule.”

“I won’t hear of it.” Arissa rose from her chair. “If you dare spread such lies, I will publicly denounce you.” 

“Mother, you said it yourself. We must have strong leadership.”

“And how secure would your seat on the throne be once the truth comes out? We can make any announcement we like, but there are people in Galdora who know the truth. Sooner or later, the story will make its way back here, assuming it hasn’t already. The closed casket would only fuel the rumors.”

Larris wanted to argue, but he saw the wisdom in her words. He nodded his grudging acceptance.

“Your uncle can serve as regent until the problem is settled.”

Larris was on his feet in a flash. “No. Orman is needed in the field. He says this latest batch of troops is almost ready though the gods only know what has taken him so long to train them. I can rule as Prince Regent for the time being. I’m going to be king anyway.”

“You have not yet earned the respect of the court. The memory of your disappearance is still fresh in too many minds, and that is the only thing most people at court know about you. And the Regis does not yet trust you.” The Regis was the small council that advised the king. 

Arissa closed the distance between them, put her hands on his shoulders, and drew him close. “Remain strong. We will find our way.”

“I will.” He gently broke off the embrace. “I think I should be the one to hold court today. As you point out, I need to change the way the nobility think of me. Not being a soldier, I can’t earn their respect on the field of battle so I will have to do it another way.”

Arissa gave him a long, speculative look, and finally nodded. “I think that is an excellent idea. Will you want me there to keep you from making a mess of things?” She managed a half-smile.

“Yes. Let me take the lead, and if you feel I’m headed in the wrong direction, take out your kerchief and dab at your brow. How does that sound?”

Now his mother did smile. “You are already thinking like a leader.”

“I’ll be there in an hour. There are some things I need to take care of first.” He kissed his mother on the forehead, gave his father’s hand a squeeze, and headed for his private quarters.

“Nothing to report, I’m afraid.” Allyn whirled the blood red wine around in his glass but did not drink. “The priest had no interest in conversing with someone as lowly as me and certainly didn’t invite me into the temple for a chat.”

“If you’d let me grant you a title, you’d receive better treatment. I could marry you into a noble house and everything.” Larris took a sip of wine and enjoyed the outraged expression on his friend’s face.

“You know I don’t want that. At least, not in the near future.” A sly smile creased his face. “Speaking of marriage, I know someone who needs to find a nice young woman and produce an heir. Surely your mother has mentioned it.”

“She has.” Larris had now lost interest in his wine. There was only one woman he had any interest in marrying, and she was not a royal. At least, not yet. “I’m putting her off for now.”

“Marrying a Diyonan might motivate them to help us crush the rebellion in Kurnsbur.”

“Or I could marry a Halvalan or Cardithian in hopes they would intervene in the Kyrinian war.” He lowered his gaze to his abandoned glass of wine. The red liquid reminded him of all the blood that would be spilled before the conflicts came to an end, especially if there were another Frostmarch.

“I know what you’re thinking and you know it cannot be.” Allyn’s voice was surprisingly gentle. “You will sit the Galdoran throne, and Shanis will rule Lothan. It is not a match. If Lerryn had not abdicated, it would be a different story.”

“I don’t care to discuss it right now. We have too much to attend to at the moment, and I have to be in court shortly.” Rising from his chair, he fished the bottle of restorative from a pocket inside his cloak. “Do you know of a reliable herb woman here in the city?”

“No, but I can doubtless find you a few in short order.”

“Splendid. Find two of the best and have each of them examine my father separately. I don’t need to tell you, it must be done in secret.”

“Of course. I’ll dress them as chambermaids. What is in the flask?”

“This is the restorative the priest wants to be given to my father. Have it tested for poison.” He handed the bottle to Allyn.

Allyn eyed the flask as if it were a coiled serpent. “Do you honestly think they would be so foolish as to put the evidence of their deceit directly in your hands?”

“They killed Melina. I don’t know if they conspired with her, or simply wanted to guarantee her silence about something she’d discovered, but right now, there’s nothing I wouldn’t put past them.”
Chapter 20

“How did it go?” Naseeb grinned as Oskar sat down at the table in the dining hall. 

Oskar shook his head. 

“They didn’t believe the note was real?” Naseeb let the chicken leg he’d been gnawing on fall back onto his plate. “Are we in trouble?”

“Oh, the note fooled them. At least, it fooled the fellow minding the store. The problem is, they keep all such notes and pass them along to Corwine.”

“We’ve got to get it back.” Naseeb slapped his palm on the table. “If Master Sibson finds out I forged his signature, I’ll be turned out at once.”

“I’ll tell them I forged it. No need to bring you or Whitt into it. You were only trying to help me, after all.” Oskar hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but he couldn’t see how he could avoid it.

“I don’t want you to get chucked out either.  We’ve got to do something.”

Oskar shrugged. “Any suggestions?” 

“Not really.” Naseeb chewed on his lower lip and gazed into the distance. “I suppose we could sneak down there tonight and try to get inside.”

“Maybe. I can’t believe they would make it easy to get inside. The door might even be magically warded.” Oskar rubbed his temples, trying to stave off the dull pain rising in his head. “If I can’t come up with a better idea, I’ll try the door. I don’t want you to go, in case I’m caught.”

“We’re in this together. Besides, I don’t have anything else to do tonight.”

Oskar remembered that he, in fact, did have something to do. “I’ve got to go. I’ll let you know about tonight.” Rising, he took an apple from his plate and pocketed it inside his robe. It might not have been what Lizzie had in mind when she said to bring her a surprise, but right now he was too distracted by his own problems to think of something better.

“You’re late.” 

Oskar jumped as the words rang out in the darkness of the stairwell. 

“Lizzie?” His voice came out in a rasp. “What are you doing in here?”

“Keep your voice down,” she whispered. “You weren’t exactly nimble up on the roof, so I thought it would be safer to meet you down here. You’re more likely to survive a tumble down some stairs than a fall from a rooftop.” 

He strained his eyes to see in the dark, but the blackness was absolute. Remembering himself, he extended his hand and called up the circle of light. A few paces away, Lizzie shielded her eyes.

“Next time warn me before you do that.” 

“Sorry.” He let the light fade to a dull glow. Like the last time he’d seen her, she was clad in tight, dark clothing that would have caused a scandal in Galsbur. He looked away, grateful that the darkness hid his discomfort.

“Where’s my surprise?” she asked. 

Oskar handed her the apple.

“Oh! I never get fresh fruit unless I steal it from the grounds here. Most of the time, it’s not worth the bother. It seems you people love your midnight strolls in the orchard.” She bit down on the apple with a loud crunch.

“You steal things from the grounds? But you’re...” Oskar stopped himself in mid-sentence. 

“I’m what?” Lizzie smiled. “A girl?”

“You’re too pretty to be a thief.”

“Right.” Lizzie rolled her eyes. “I’ve heard that more times than I care to think about, usually from fat old men who reek of sour wine; men who have to be taught to keep their hands to themselves.”

“No, I really mean it.” Oskar’s mouth was dry. “I like your eyes and your smile.”

“Nice try. ‘You have pretty eyes’ is the line young men use in hopes you won’t notice what they’re really looking at. Maybe that worked with your farm girls back home, but you’ll have to try harder to sway me.” She sat down on the stairs, took another bite of the apple, and smiled as he struggled for words.

“Not me,” he finally said. “I’m just the fat boy who likes to read.”

Lizzie’s eyes narrowed. “Does fat mean something different on the farm than it does in the city?” Smiling at the puzzled look on Oskar’s face, she reached up and poked him in the belly. “You, my bear of a friend, might be clumsy, but you’re hardly fat.”

Oskar put a hand to his stomach and was surprised to realize what remained of his soft middle had melted away. He knew his travels had firmed him up, but he hadn’t realized how much of a change it had wrought in his physique. He had to stop himself from flexing his arms just to see how much his muscles had developed. 

“I swear, I don’t know what to make of you.” Lizzie finished her apple, pocketed the core,  and indicated with a tilt of her head that he should sit down beside her. 

Oskar settled uncomfortably on the stone steps and she leaned her head against his shoulder. He veritably tingled at her touch. He hadn’t had many opportunities to enjoy such closeness with a girl and wasn’t quite sure what to do now. Should he put his arm around her? Heart racing, stomach turning somersaults, he shifted so he could snake his arm around her waist, and succeeded only in jostling her.

Lizzie sat up straight. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“It’s not that, I was just moving around.” His mind seemed to be moving at half speed. “The steps are uncomfortable.” He reached out and clumsily took her hand. For a moment, he wondered if she’d pull away, or even reach for her belt knife, but she took his hand in both of hers and rested it on her knee. They sat there in the dim light until the companionable silence turned uncomfortable. He racked his brain for something to talk about. 

“The other night I asked you if you know a way into the archives. Do you?”

“I might. I know my way into quite a few places I shouldn’t. What’s in there that’s so important to you?”

“Mostly, I need information, but that’s a long story. Right now, what I need the most is a document.” He told her about the forged pass.

Lizzie’s eyes grew serious and she fixed him with an appraising look. “You acted so shocked at the thought of me stealing fruit, but now you want me to break into your archives and steal something for you. You’re not the most honest fellow in the world, are you?”

“I suppose not,” he admitted. “I’m desperate. Can you help me?”

Lizzie made a show of considering his request. “I can,” she finally said, “but not for free.”

“I have a little money, but it’s back in my quarters.”

“Not money. I want a story.”

“A story?” He knew plenty of stories— some from the books he’d read, others heard on the porch of Master Serrill’s inn or at his grandfather’s knee. But what sort of story did she want to hear?

Lizzie seemed to read his thoughts. “Not that kind of story. I want to hear about the world outside of the city. I’ve never left, and I suppose I never will.” Her face fell. “Tell me a story from your life, and make it good. I want to believe I’m really there.”

Oskar had listened to stories all his life, but he’d never tried to tell one of his own creation, and he had no gift for description, so he figured he should start with something familiar. He began with his home of Galsbur. He described the various shops that ringed the emerald oval of the town green, and the great tree with the odd carvings on its surface. Warming to his task, he soon found it easy to paint pictures with his words. He recalled with great clarity the Vulltu River, the sound it made is it rushed over the rocks, the way its icy water numbed his toes when he dangled his feet in the water, and its pure, clean taste. Soon, the words seemed to pour forth of their own volition. He lost his train of thought once when Lizzie shifted onto her side and laid her head in his lap, but he recovered quickly. He talked about his friendship with Hierm and Shanis, and soon had her in stitches with tales of Shanis’ prodigious temper. When he told the story of how Shanis, in a fit of rage, had climbed up onto the roof of her house and used her sword to hack a hole in the thatched roof, Lizzie’s eyes popped open.

“You’re lying.” She poked him in the chest for emphasis.

“May the gods strike me down if it’s not the truth.” 

She sat up. “You’re a good storyteller, but it’s getting late. I need to hurry if I’m going to get your paper back.” 

“I should go with you.”

“No. I’ll need you to keep watch. Besides, I can move quickly and quietly in the dark. I doubt you can say the same.” She didn’t wait for him to argue with her but stood and mounted the stairs. Oskar followed along behind. “Can you at least try to be quiet? You walk like a runaway draft horse,” she whispered. 

Shanis and Allyn had tried to teach Oskar how to move silently in the forest, but that mostly involved him not being foolish or clumsy enough to step on dry leaves and branches or brush against shrubbery. He’d never advanced to the point where he learned how to properly place his feet. He tried tiptoeing but found that difficult on the steps, so he settled for walking on the balls of his feet, which at least kept the heels of his boots from clacking on the stone steps.

“Better,” she whispered. “Next you can work on your breathing. You sound like an ox with a cold.”

Oskar stifled a laugh. In some ways, Lizzie reminded him of Shanis.

They’d climbed for no more than a minute when Lizzie came to a stop. “It’s right here,” she whispered.

“What is?” Oskar focused on the light that hovered in front of him and it shone brightly. He saw nothing to distinguish this spot from any other. 

“The way in.” She knelt and ran a hand along the riser in front of her. “Found it.” She drew her knife and pushed it into the stone until it stopped and then rotated it a quarter turn to the left. 

Oskar sucked in his breath as the stair slid back, revealing a dark opening.

Lizzie slid gracefully into the hole. A moment later, she stuck her head back out. “Tell me exactly where to find your paper.” She listened intently as he gave directions. “All right. I’ll be back soon. Whatever you do, don’t pull the knife out. If you do, I’ll be trapped.”

Smiling, Oskar let his light die. He settled down on the steps to wait. He strained to hear any sound that might warn of someone approaching, but he heard nothing. Finally, a soft, shuffling sound came from the hole, and Lizzie climbed out a moment later. 

“Did you get it?” Oskar asked.

“I did.” 

Oskar heard the sound of the step moving back into place, and then he felt her take his hand.

“Come on. Let’s get out of here.” She didn’t sound afraid, but there was a tension in her voice that hadn’t been there before. 

“What’s wrong?” he whispered as they pounded down the steps.

“I don’t know how, but someone knew I was there. I heard footsteps coming in my direction. I barely got away.” 

“Probably a spell of some sort.” He wondered if such a thing were possible. He could ask Master Zuhayr, but if word got around that someone had broken into the archives, the question might raise suspicion.

“I had to eat your letter, you know,” Lizzie said. 

“What?”

“I couldn’t risk getting you into trouble if I got caught, so I destroyed the evidence.”

“How did it taste?”

“Like chicken.” Lizzie giggled. They paused at the bottom of the stairwell. She opened the door, looked up and down the corridor, and finally stepped out. “I’m going to sneak out through the grounds. You should stay away from the archives tonight. Find a different way back to your quarters, just to be safe.”

“When can I see you again?” Oskar blurted before he had time to stop himself.

“Two nights from now. Meet me at the top of the steps at moonrise.” 

“I don’t know how to thank you,” he said. “I’d have been in serious trouble if you hadn’t gotten that letter.”

“You are getting deeper in debt to me. Next time, I want a better present than an apple.” Suddenly, she took his face in her hands, rose up on her tiptoes, and kissed him hard on the lips. “Goodnight,” she whispered. And then she was gone.

Oskar stared at the spot where she’d stood a moment before, glad no one could see the foolish grin spreading across his face. For an instant, he considered following her, but knew he’d never find her. She moved like a shadow.

A noise behind him caught his attention, and he whirled about to see a figure disappear around a corner. Who had it been? He hastily stripped off his boots and took off at a run down the hallway. He was surprised to discover he actually could move quietly and quickly when he put his mind to it. Reaching the corner, he paused and peered around. The figure was moving at a fast walk, not looking back. This stretch of hallway was long and straight, and Oskar risked being seen if he followed too closely, but he had to know who it was. Heart in his throat, he took off again, this time at a trot. His gentle footfalls sounded like thunder to his ears, but the figure up ahead continued on, seemingly unaware that Oskar followed. 

He was twenty paces away when he froze. Up ahead, a sliver of moonlight shone through a tall, narrow window, and as the figure passed through it, Oskar recognized the fair skin and pale blond hair.

Agen had been spying on him. 

Chapter 21

“I’ve never seen so many people in such a small town.” Hierm reined in his horse and sat staring at the masses that filled the forest and open fields around the town of Wilham. Some had built makeshift huts while others slept underneath wagons or stretches of canvas. On the whole, they were a pitiful lot, dirty and despondent. Here and there, a few men cast envious glances at Hierm’s pack horse, whose burden was light, but likely held more food than any of these people had seen in some time. One man, a big fellow with wild, red hair, took two steps out into the road but stopped when a tiny woman took him by the arm and whispered something in his ear. 

“Refugees,” Colin said. “Most of them from the north, I’ll wager, since the war’s still going on up there. Some might have fled from the army we faced in Galsbur. That one,” his eyes darted to the red-haired man, “looks like one of the mountain folk.”

“I have a feeling we won’t find Lerryn here,” Hierm said. They’d been on the road for a week and had learned precious little— a few reports of a man fitting the prince’s description passing through the countryside, headed north and east, plus a recent tale of a group of farmers, led by a stranger on a warhorse, driving off bandits that had been waylaying travelers on the road to Wilham.

“So do I, but someone here might have seen him or heard rumors.” Colin’s dark eyes scanned the crowd as if the prince might be found there. “Supplies will likely be expensive and hard to come by, but I suppose I should at least try. Foraging will be difficult as we get closer to the battle lines. The land will likely have been picked clean.”

“We can take care of that if you like,” Hair offered.

Colin shook his head. “I have a bit more experience at this than you do. Plus, I’m less likely to be robbed than the three of you.” It was a measure of the force of Colin’s personality as much as the young men’s regard for his prowess that none of them disagreed.

“We’ll ask after Lerryn,” Hierm said. 

“There’s an inn up ahead. I’ll meet you in the common room.” Colin took the pack horse and rode off down the lane. 

Hierm led the way to the inn, where they dismounted and tied their horses to the hitch by the front steps. A blocky man armed with a cudgel stood at the bottom of the steps. He looked them up and down for a moment, and then stepped aside. 

“I’ll keep an eye on your horses,” he said. 

“Thank you. Can I pay you for your trouble?” Hierm reached for his belt pouch. 

“I’m a peacekeeper, not a servant.” The man spat on the ground. “Just don’t stir up any trouble and we’ll be square.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Hair said smoothly and swept up the steps, the others following along behind.

The common room was almost empty. Two weedy men in travel-stained cloaks hunched over mugs of ale, speaking in low tones. Nearby, a burly man sat turning a cup in his hands and gazing out the dirty window. Something about the man looked familiar to Hierm, but before he could consider the matter further, a chubby serving girl interrupted his thoughts.

“Can I get something for M’Lord? Anything at all?” She flashed a gap-toothed smile and scooted in close so that her ample breasts brushed against his shoulder. 

“Ale,” he said, feeling his cheeks burn. “For all of us.”

“Any food for you?” she asked. “We’ve got some vegetable stew and day-old bread.” 

“That will be fine.”

“There won’t be nothing else?” She gave him a wink. When he shook his head, she thrust out her lip. “Too bad. If you change your mind later tonight, I sleep upstairs— the little room at the end of the hall.”

Hierm didn’t know what to say to that, so he sat quietly and endured his friends’ good-natured ribbing.

“Since she seems to have taken a liking to you, you can be the one to ask her if she’s seen the prince.”  Hair ran a hand absently over his head and frowned. His formerly long hair for which he had earned his nickname was still far from short; it nearly touched his shoulders but was a far cry from its former length. “I can’t wait until I graduate the academy and can grow my hair again.”

“I don’t know how you stood wearing it so long,” Edrin said. “I couldn’t bear my neck getting so hot.”

“They wear it even longer on the other side of the Sun Sands,” Hair said.

“And you crossed the Sun Sands when, exactly?” Hierm asked.

Hair made a rude hand gesture.

“Now then, you shouldn’t treat M’Lord so.” The serving girl had returned, bearing four mugs of ale. 

“Who is the fourth mug for?” Hierm asked. 

“An extra for you, M’Lord. Unless you want to invite me to sit down.” She pursed her lips and fixed him with what he supposed was intended to be a smoldering look, but came off as more of a confused frown.

Hierm cursed his fair complexion as he felt himself blush again. He cleared his throat and sat up straighter. “That’s a grand idea,” he said, remembering he needed to extract information from her. “Sit down and take your ease.”

“Oh.” Now it was her turn to blush. “I’m sorry, M’Lord. I was only teasing. The master would have my head if I consorted with patrons while I was on the job.” She emphasized the last three words.

“That is regrettable,” Hierm agreed. 

“I’m willing to make it up to you later.” She rested her elbows on the table, pushing up her cleavage until Hierm feared it would break free from the fabric that struggled to hold it back. 

“You can begin making it up to me right now,” he said. “What is your name?”

“Sandra, M’Lord.” 

“Well, Sandra, first of all, you can stop calling me ‘Lord.’ That’s my father, not me.” He faltered for an instant, the still-fresh grief from the news of Lord Hiram’s death washed over him. 

Sandra nodded uncertainly.

“We are traveling north and east, and we are concerned about our safety. What have you heard about the towns and villages in that direction?”

“Well, there’s bandits, of course. Mostly soldiers who abandoned their posts for easier pickings in the countryside. Some manner of fighting going on, too, or so I hear.”

“So we stand a good chance of running into the Kyrinian or Galdoran armies should we travel much farther?” Hair took a sip of his ale and eyed her over his mug.

“Just the deserters causing trouble.”

“So who’s doing the fighting?” Hierm asked.

“According to the rumors, somebody’s trained up a whole mess of common folk and they’ve been going about fighting the bandits and deserters. Got their own little army, they do.”

“Are you sure?” Edrin asked.

Sandra shrugged. “Some of the locals have gone off to join up— those too young or too old to fight in the regular army. One of them came back to buy supplies. He was in here this morning, him and a few others. They told me all about it.”

“Who leads them?” Hierm’s heart raced. This had to be Lerryn.

“A soldier. At least, he used to be. No one knows his name, but they say he’s handsome as a god and fierce as a demon. His band has gotten so big he finally had to set up a headquarters. He’s got them organized and trained, and he sends men all over trying to keep the countryside safe.”

“Where is this headquarters?” Hierm demanded, sharper than he intended.

Before Sandra could reply, a voice cried out.

“They’s trying to take your horses!”

The innkeeper, a carving knife in one hand, pointed out the window. “Quick! Markus is trying to hold them off.” 

Hierm sprang and ran for the door. Hair and Edrin followed.

Outside, Markus, the guard, stood beside the horses, swinging his cudgel in a wide arc, to keep the crowd at bay. 

“These lords got plenty.” The big red-haired man they’d seen earlier thrust an accusing finger at Markus’ chest. “If they won’t do for those of us that’s in need, we’ll take it for ourselves.”

“We don’t steal from one another in these parts. The constable’s on his way,” Markus said. “You’d best disperse before he and his men get here.”

“Let him come!” another man shouted. “Him and two deputies ain’t enough to stop all of us.”

“They won’t be alone!” Hierm said. He descended the steps and moved to stand next to Markus with Edrin and Hair flanking them. 

The red-haired man’s eyes took them all in. “You think there’s enough of you to stop us?” 

Hierm assessed the situation. They were badly outnumbered. No one would blame him if he drew his sword. Or would they?” 

A stone flew through the air and grazed his temple, cutting his contemplation short. He reached for his sword, but the red-haired man was on him in a flash, knocking him backward. Hierm brought his knees to his chest and kicked out, knocking the man to the side. He rolled to his feet, ducked a wild punch, and drove his fist into his assailant’s gut. The man was solidly built, and the punch had little effect. 

Hierm tried to dodge a second punch, but the tightly packed crowd made movement difficult. The man’s fist caught him a glancing blow above the ear, and he stumbled backward, struggling to keep his balance.

Everything seemed to move in slow motion. Markus flailed about with his cudgel. Hair sidestepped a man’s charge and, with a deft move, threw his hip into the man and flipped him over his back, sending him flying through the air. Edrin had fought through a forest of grasping hands and retrieved his bow, which he’d left tied to his saddle. Unable to string it, he now held it like a staff, laying about with it as the crowd closed in on him.

Hierm grabbed his attacker by the hair, yanked the man’s head down, and drove his knee into the man’s nose. The attacker cried out in pain but kept fighting. He wrapped his arms around Hierm’s waist and drove him to the ground. Hierm’s breath left him in a rush, and he struggled to raise his arms to defend himself against the blows that now rained down on him. The situation was hopeless. They were going to die here at the hands of this desperate mob.

And then, someone flew through the air and knocked Hierm’s assailant to the ground. Hierm froze for an instant, and then recognized the man they’d seen in the common room— the one who’d looked familiar. The man didn’t offer to help Hierm to his feet but looked around for someone to fight. He lashed out with tight, compact punches and elbow strikes that broke teeth, crushed noses, and set knees to wobbling. He was like a boulder rolling downhill. No one could stand in his way. 

Hierm regained his feet, sucking in deep breaths, and looked around. Though a few men still struggled, most of the mob was drawing back. Over the ringing in his ears he heard a deep voice shouting out.

“Stand down or we’ll thump your skulls for you!” A hollow thud and a cry of pain underscored this proclamation.

The few remaining fighters broke free of one another and stepped back. Three men clad all in purple waded through the crowd. Each carried a cudgel and wore a length of rope and a long knife at his waist. The man in the lead, a short, blocky man with shoulders like a blacksmith, wore a gold starburst pinned to his tunic. The constable had arrived.

The attackers who remained on their feet all broke and ran, but neither the constable nor his deputies tried to stop them. The constable stopped in front of Markus, tucked his thumbs in his belt, and looked the man up and down.

“What have we here?” The constable’s voice betrayed no emotion.

“The crowd tried to steal these horses,” Markus said. “At least, they wanted the men’s supplies. We tried to keep them back; didn’t use no blades or nothing.”

The constable surveyed the scene. Three men lay unconscious. Two others were awake but too injured to rise. Hierm and his friends were battered and, in Edrin’s case, bleeding, but appeared reasonably hale.

“No blades,” the constable repeated. “That’s good. Otherwise, I’d be forced to...”

“Constable!” one of the deputies barked. “We’ve got a dead man here. Somebody crushed his skull.”

Hierm looked at the man who lay at the deputy’s feet— a man whom he had assumed was unconscious. Sure enough, the side of his skull had been caved in. Trickles of blood flowed from his ear and nose.

“Perhaps one of your men did that with his cudgel?” The man from the common room, the one who had intervened on their side, offered.

“A cudgel didn’t do this,” the deputy said. “It was a stone. A big, round one. See how his head’s dented in a circle?”

“None of us used a rock,” Markus said. “But some of the mob was throwing them.”

“It’s us, now, is it?” The constable rocked back on his heels. “You know these men?”

“They’re paying customers. They caused no trouble until the mob stirred things up.” The innkeeper said from his position at the top of the steps. His pristine apron indicated he’d watched the fight from the safety of his inn.

“Be that as it may, can either of you say for certain who did or did not pick up a rock and club somebody?” The constable looked from the innkeeper to Markus. Both paused for a moment before shaking their heads.

“All right, then. I’m going to ask you all to come with me. I would take it as a kindness if you didn’t try to flee, otherwise, my deputy on the roof,” he inclined his head toward the inn, “will have to waste a crossbow bolt on one of you and the three of us will be obliged to fight the rest.”

“What about them?” Hierm made a sweeping gesture that took in all the men on the ground, plus the ones who had run away.

“We’ll take them in as well,” the constable said. “Drag them, rather. When they wake up, we’ll question everyone and try to get to the bottom of things. Markus can stay. He couldn’t very well have picked up a rock when he’s got two hands on the cudgel. But I would appreciate some help getting the injured men to the jail.”

Markus nodded.

“Now,” the constable said to Hierm, “are you coming peaceful like, or are we going to fight?”

Hierm looked at Edrin and Hair, who shrugged. There was no point in fighting. Whether they went for their weapons or their horses, the deputies would be on them in an instant, and then there was the crossbowman on the roof to consider. “We’ll come with you.” 

The constable smiled and gave a curt nod before turning a wary eye on the other man. “And you?”

The man looked up at the deputy on the roof, who appeared to have correctly identified him as the most dangerous of the four who were being arrested, and held his crossbow steady, trained on the man’s chest.

“All right,” he finally said, “I’ll come. But I warn you— I’m a member of the prince’s guard, and I won’t abide injustice. Not for me nor any of these men.”

Now Hierm recognized him. It was Tabars, Lerryn’s second in command. Was he searching for Lerryn too?

“You have my word,” the constable said. “Now, if you’ll all drop to your knees and place your hands behind your backs?”

They did as they were told. One deputy hastily bound their wrists while the other used a single length of rope to string them together, securing it around each man’s ankles, leaving only enough room for them to waddle along. 

“We’ll tend to your horses and keep your possessions safe until this matter is disposed of,” the constable said. 

“How long will that be?” Tabars’ quiet words dripped with malice.

“That all depends. If we get a confession, everyone else is free to go immediately. If we go to trial, we’ll have to wait until the local lord makes his visit here. Shouldn’t be more than three moons.”

Hierm said nothing but his heart pounded in his chest. Three moons? What if, by the time they were released, Lerryn had moved on? Even worse, what if they weren’t released at all? Unwilling to consider the possibility, he kept his chin up and focused on the back of Tabars’ head as the deputies led them through the town and into the jail. It was not until the bars closed and locked behind him that he surrendered to the black thoughts.

Chapter 22

“I always knew you’d be the first of us raised to initiate.” Naseeb clapped Dacio on the shoulder. “You know what this means, don’t you?”

Dacio, still looking as shocked as he had when he’d been called away from dinner to face the masters, shrugged. “It doesn’t mean much. I’ll still take the same courses, sleep in the same bed, put up with the same annoying friends.”

“No, you thickwit. When a man is raised to initiate, he buys the drinks,” Naseeb said.

It took Dacio a moment to understand his meaning. “But novits aren’t permitted to leave the Gates.”

“We’re supposed to sneak out with you,” Whitt interjected. “It’s such a long-standing tradition that it’s practically expected.” 

Oskar shifted uncomfortably on the corner of his bed. Since the close call at the archives, he’d tried to stay out of trouble though he still met Lizzie a few nights a week. But, in that case, she was the one out of bounds, not him.

“I was just raised,” Dacio said. “I don’t want to lose my status the same night.”

“You won’t,” Whitt assured him. “If anyone sees us, we’ll tell them we went out on our own and that you tried to convince us to return. Besides, it’s high time Oskar experienced Vatania.” He turned a broad grin in Oskar’s direction.

“What? You mean you have?” Oskar asked.

“Of course. Every novit sneaks out sooner or later, and I think your time has come.”

An hour later, Oskar slipped over the wall that separated the forested outskirts of the Gates from the city. Beyond this wall stood a row of brick buildings, and beyond them, the smoky glow of the lamps and torches that lit the city streets.

He followed the others over the wall, along another alleyway, this one lined with broken cobblestones and smelling of sour wine and stale urine, and out onto the main street. 

“I expected it to be...” Oskar began.

“Nicer? Cleaner? More majestic?” Naseeb asked.

“I suppose.” After spending so much time at the Gates, Oskar had forgotten just how ragged and even dirty commoners looked. He immediately kicked himself for the thought. He was no noble; he was one of them. Was this how Larris and Allyn had thought of Oskar and his friends when they first met?

“This is Southgate,” Whitt explained. “It’s not the worst part of town, but you won’t find a member of the Gates here.”

“We’re here,” Oskar noted.

“Yes, but we’re clever and devious.” Naseeb swung an arm around Oskar’s shoulders. “Now, let’s go spend up Dacio’s purse.”

Oskar tried to maintain a stoic expression as they wandered the streets though he was eagerly taking it all in. This was, after all, only the second time in his life he’d been in a city. It wasn’t that he cared what strangers thought of him, but he figured a young man who looked fresh off the farm would make a ripe target for pickpockets or worse.

The first tavern they visited stank of sweat and vomit. At the far end, a tired-looking man in a threadbare orange cloak plucked out a somber tune on his lute. Most of the patrons ignored him, conversing in loud, drunken voices. Oskar and his friends stayed long enough for Oskar to enjoy his first taste of vakka, a clear, white liquid that burned like the sun on its way down but left behind a pleasant, minty taste. Once he recovered from the first, scorching swallow, he was eager to try more.

“Oh no, my friend,” Naseeb said. “The night is young and you have much yet to experience. Too many of these and you won’t see anything else the rest of the night.”

“Hold on. This is supposed to be my celebration.” The expression of feigned offense on Dacio’s face cracked into a grin almost immediately.

“And what better way to celebrate than to see our friend Oskar properly debauched?” Whitt pushed away from the table, tossed a copper at the foot of the lutenist, and headed for the door.

They wandered the streets, fending off oily men selling all manner of amusements, most of them alleged mind-altering liquids that Oskar suspected were little more than cheap, strong liquor mixed with a few herbs. The working girls were out in full force as well, and though Oskar had previously been exposed to their sisters in commerce on his visit to Karkwall, he still found himself blushing at their propositions.

As they rounded a corner, he noticed a couple, a young woman and a much older man, standing in the shadows. He knew he should look away from what was most likely an intimate business transaction, but his senses told him something wasn’t right. The young woman stood with her back against the wall, her posture rigid. The man had his hands pressed against the wall on either side of her, keeping her in place. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Oskar saw the man’s hungry look, and the expression of discomfort on the woman’s face. And then his heart lurched and he veered toward them, closing the distance in a few steps. 

“Lizzie!” 

Lizzie looked up and the man turned slowly toward the sound of Oskar’s voice.

“Find yourself another whore. This one is...” Oskar’s fist stopped him in mid-sentence. His knees buckled and he hit the ground hard.

Lizzie gaped, and her eyes moved from the man on the ground up to Oskar’s face. 

And she slapped him hard across the ear, making his head ring.

“You stupid ox!” She emphasized each word with a punch to his chest. “I’m trying to work here.”

“Work?” Had Oskar heard her correctly? His ears still rang from her slap. “I didn’t know you sold yourself,” he stammered.

This time, Lizzie slapped him on the other ear.

“You know better than that. He was my mark. I let him kiss me a little. Meanwhile, I make his purse a little lighter, and then make an excuse and slip away.” 

“Do you know how dangerous that is?” 

“No, Oskar, I had no idea.” Her tone was as flat as her stare. “I don’t need help from you or any other man. I’ve been taking care of myself for a very long time.” She knelt and scooped some coins out of the man’s purse. The man began to stir, so she kicked him in the temple with the precision of a craftsman working at a delicate project. The man went limp again. “If I were you, I’d drag him into the alley and get out of here. I’m sure he didn’t get a good look at you, but who can say for certain?”

Oskar looked down at the unconscious man and realized what he’d done. In his moment of anger and jealousy, he’d attacked someone. He could end up in jail for this, and then they’d turn him out of the Gates for certain. 

“I’ll do it. You should probably make yourself scarce. He knows exactly what you look like.” He looked up and was surprised to see that Lizzie was already gone.

“We’ll help you,” Whitt said. Now that the fight, if that’s what it had been, with Lizzie was over, his friends had come to join him. “Someone get his legs.” Whitt grabbed the limp man under his arms while Naseeb held his ankles and they carried him away. When they returned a few moments later, they were laughing.

“It isn’t funny,” Dacio said. “And Oskar’s girl was right. We should get away from here and fast.”

“Not funny?” Whitt said as they started walking. “Oskar the book-loving farmer can’t spend one evening in the city without getting into a brawl and getting slapped by a beautiful woman. That’s funny.”

“Also, I tied his ankles together,” Naseeb said. “He can untie it in a thrice, but he’ll fall on his face at least once before he knows it’s there.” He turned to Oskar. “Are you going to tell us who that girl was?”

Oskar shook his head. “I guess she’s no one to me anymore. Evidently she hates me.”

“Hardly,” Dacio said. “If she didn’t care for you, she wouldn’t have gotten so angry with you.”

Oskar frowned. “That makes no sense.”

“Only because you know nothing about women,” Dacio said in a matter-of-fact tone. “But what do I know? I live in a castle filled with men, and my roommates are the ugliest bunch of blighters this side of the Ice Reaches.”

They continued to tease Oskar as they wended their way through the dark streets. He didn’t mind. Being ribbed over problems with a girl was a new experience for him, even if he didn’t know what he was to Lizzie, if anything at all, now that he’d incurred her wrath.

Up ahead, the sky glowed with the collected light of what must have been a hundred or more lamps. Drawing closer, he saw that the lamps ringed a pit around which a crowd had gathered in a roped-off area. Whatever was happening in the pit had their full interest, and they cheered, groaned, and roared as they watched.

“They’re fighting tonight.” Whitt quickened his pace. “Excellent.”

A dark man, as broad as he was tall, collected a coin from each of them and drew the rope aside so they might enter. 

“Any of you going to be fighting?” the man asked.

“Perhaps,” Whitt said. 

“If you do, you get your copper back,” he said.

Privately, Oskar thought he’d pay more than a copper to avoid a fight. He endured enough bruises in training. What was this all about, anyway?

They worked their way into the crowd until they could see down into the pit. The sloped sides were roped off halfway down, allowing the onlookers to move in closer without blocking others’ views. 

Inside the pit, two men, sweaty and bleeding, circled one another. One man, a pale fellow with a scarred, shaved head, held his meaty fists low and gasped for breath. The second, a man with light brown skin and glossy black hair, was lean and frail-looking compared to his opponent, but clearly had more energy. He feinted with his left hand and when his opponent raised his own hands to block, lashed out with a vicious kick to the liver. The crowd “oohed” and, for a moment, shaved-head stood frozen. Then, agony spread across his face and he crumpled to the ground. The brown man moved in and landed a series of punches to his fallen opponent’s head before a man in a red tunic hauled him off and waved him away. 

The winner raised his hands in triumph as cheers and coins rained down on him. After enjoying the accolades for a few moments, he stooped and gathered up the coins. Nearby, the loser had regained his feet and Oskar was surprised to see a number of coins lying at his feet as well.

“Why are they throwing money to him? He lost.”

“The money isn’t necessarily given to the winner; it’s sort of a way of praising a man for fighting well,” Whitt explained. “It’s rare, but sometimes the loser gets more money than the winner if the crowd prefers his style of fighting or his effort.”

“People think this is fun?” Oskar grimaced. He didn’t see the appeal.

“Only the uncivilized among us.” Dacio frowned at Whitt. “This is supposed to be my celebration or have you forgotten?”

“We won’t stay long. Only until I’ve had the chance to earn a few coins.” Whitt moved to the rope and waved his arm until he had the attention of the man in red, who nodded and beckoned for him to come on.

“What is he doing? Is he bereft of his senses?” Oskar turned pleading eyes on his friends. “We’ve got to stop him.”

“Go ahead. Go down there and drag him out.” Naseeb laughed. “Of course, the crowd will probably tear you apart for interfering with the fights, but it’s your choice.”

Oskar hesitated. Really, there was nothing he could do. He was Whitt’s friend, not his father. The best he could offer was to cheer his friend on and hope for the best. He held his breath as the contest began.

Whitt came in low, hands raised. The dark-skinned man circled, lashing out with quick punches that Whitt blocked with ease. Whitt threw a haymaker, and his opponent dodged it and stung Whitt with a sharp kick to the calf, grinning all the while. 

Oskar groaned. Whitt was obviously too slow and sloppy to win. This promised to be an ugly contest, and painful to watch. 

As the match continued, nothing changed his mind. The brown man circled while Whitt lumbered after him, occasionally swinging a meaty fist that never quite found its target. His opponent peppered him with jabs that Whitt managed to block with his thick arms, and kicks to the leg that didn’t appear to faze Whitt, but must have been painful.

As the slow dance continued, the crowd grew impatient, and soon the onlookers began hurling insults down on the competitors. 

“Fight, you snow-blighted cowards!” one particularly drunk man bellowed. A few others took up the cry.

The words had no visible effect on Whitt, who endured much worse abuse from Master Lang during combat training, but his opponent took notice. 

The man struck with blinding fury, his lightning fast strikes stinging Whitt like a swarm of hornets. A few found their marks, but most did no damage. In a matter of seconds, the man’s energy ebbed, and he circled away. His chest heaved and sweat poured off of him, the droplets forming tiny craters in the dust at his feet.

Whitt struck. With a speed he had not previously displayed, he caught his tired opponent up by one leg and bore him to the ground. In a flash, Whitt straddled the man and pounded his elbow again and again into the man’s unprotected temple.

It was over in a matter of seconds. The man lay unconscious in the dust and Whitt stood with his arms upraised, fists clenched, soaking in the adoration of the onlookers who had only moments before called him a coward or worse. Coins flew through the air and he scooped them up and filled his purse. He pushed his way through the crowd, most of whom were calling for him to fight again, and made his way back to his friends.

“You look surprised,” he said to Oskar. “You didn’t think I could take him?”

“Things appeared to be pretty grim there for a while.”

Whitt threw back his head and laughed. “How many combat classes have we taken together? Surely you knew I wasn’t really that slow.”

The truth was, between trying to catch up to the other students and watching over his shoulder for Agen and his cronies, Oskar had little attention to spare for others in class. He had no idea what Whitt was capable of in combat.

“Never mind.” Whitt held up his purse, now heavy with coin. “Let’s spend some of these good people’s money.”

Whitt chose a nearby alehouse where two young men, one tall with broad shoulders and red hair, the other dark-haired and wiry, performed. One juggled while the other played the flute. They weren’t bad, but Oskar had a feeling neither would ever make court bard.

By his second tankard of ale, the world became an absolutely delightful place. His worries were soon forgotten as Oskar basked in the joys of music, conversation, and friendship. The yearning for adventure and knowledge that had ached within him all his life were gone. It was remarkable that he, a poor farm boy, would find himself here in the greatest city in Gameryah.

“Excuse me, sir. Would you care to dance?”

Though ale clouded his thoughts, he knew that voice immediately. He looked up to see Lizzie standing over him, but she looked very different. Gone was her tight, utilitarian clothing. She now wore a blood red dress that showed far too much of her breasts and calves. She’d scrubbed her face clean and applied some of the face paint that rich women and whores used to make their cheeks pink and their lips crimson. She wore her glossy black hair down over her shoulders. All around him, he saw men staring at her. He couldn’t blame them. She was beautiful.

“Well? Are we going to dance, or should I find someone else?” Already, a few men had stood and were moving in her direction.

Oskar stood, wobbled a bit from too much drink, and put a hand on the table to steady himself. He was surprised two tankards had done this to him, but then he remembered the vakka he’d drunk earlier. It was potent stuff. The drink dizzied but also emboldened him. “I would love to dance with you.” He put an arm around her waist and pulled her close so he could whisper in her ear. “But you will have to teach me how.”

She laughed and led him to the front of the room where a handful of couples and a single, extremely drunk, old man, danced a jig. Lizzie guided him through the steps, and he found that, despite his condition, he wasn’t entirely hopeless on the dance floor. Combat training had improved his coordination and made him if not exactly nimble of foot, moderately coordinated. 

After a few dances, they retired to a table in the corner. Smiling inwardly at the envious glances cast in his direction by almost every man in the place, Oskar ordered wine, but barely sipped his. His head was clearing and he hated the befuddled feeling that came with too much drink.

“Where did you get the dress?” he finally asked, mostly because he couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“I killed a woman and stripped it off her dead body. It took me a while to find someone wearing one just the color of blood. That way, the stains don’t show. Cutting someone’s throat is a messy business.” She took a small sip of wine and gazed at Oskar over her cup. 

His lips moved, but he couldn’t speak. How could such evil lurk behind those beautiful blue eyes?

Lizzie broke into laughter. “You’re so gullible. It’s simply too easy with you.”

“What? You mean you didn’t kill anyone?”

“Of course not. I stole it a long time ago. I didn’t think I’d ever have a reason to wear it, but I took it anyway.” She paused. “Do you like me this way?”

“No. I mean, yes, you’re beautiful, but...” He couldn’t find the words.

“But what? Isn’t this the way you want me to be? A helpless little girl who needs a big, strong man to protect her so she doesn’t get her dress dirty?”

Now it was Oskar’s turn to laugh. “You are more like my friend Shanis than I realized. I understand. I shouldn’t have tried to rescue you.”

“You’re right. You shouldn’t have. I walked all the way here dressed like this and didn’t feel unsafe for a moment. I can handle myself better in a city than you’ll ever be able to.”

“Please know, I didn’t do it because you’re a woman.” His cheeks burned and he took a long drink of wine solely for an excuse to break eye contact with her. When he finally set his cup down, she was still staring at him.

“I’m waiting.”

It was as if the ice had frozen his tongue. He could not form a single word.

Under the table, Lizzie tapped her foot. Finally, she sighed and stood and looked down at him in amusement. “I’m leaving now. Alone. If you try to follow me out of some misplaced desire to keep me safe, you will never see me again. I don’t need you. Not in that way.” She moved around the table and leaned down to whisper in his ear. “But I do love you.” She kissed him softly, eliciting a few hoots and whistles from men at nearby tables. 

Oskar watched in stunned disbelief as she wove her way gracefully through the common room and out the door. As if in a trance, he wandered back to the table where his friends sat. 

“I told you,” Dacio said.

“I can’t believe you let her go after that kiss,” Whitt said.

“I had to. She said if I followed her, I’d never see her again.”

“In that case, I’d better follow her.” Naseeb rose to his feet.

“I really don’t think she needs us,” Oskar said. “She knows how to take care of herself.”

“It’s not her safety I’m worried about,” Naseeb said. “I just spotted Agen and his lackeys. They’re following her.”

Oskar sprang to his feet, all worries about Lizzie’s ire forgotten, but when he reached the street, she was gone and Agen and his friends were strolling along, chatting amiably. As they walked by, Agen looked in Oskar’s direction and smiled. Oskar didn’t know what that meant, but he was sure it wasn’t good.

Chapter 23

Hierm’s eyes flew open as a loud clang jolted him from his half-daze. He looked up to see the jailer, a veritable beast of a man with broad shoulders and no neck, standing silhouetted against the lamplight from the front room. 

“Time to eat,” the jailer rumbled. He pushed a small, greasy sack and a water skin between the bars.

“Why, it’s just like dining in the common room of the finest inn in Galdora,” Hair said, “though the serving girls are not nearly as attractive here.” 

Hierm managed a smile. “Let’s see what’s on the menu.” He opened the bag and saw four crusts of bread and four strips of dried meat. He took his share and passed it to Tabars, who also took his bread and meat and offered it to Edrin, who shook his head.

“Eat,” Tabars said. “I want you at full strength for when we get out of here.”

Edrin reluctantly accepted the food and passed the bag along to Hair.

Hierm tore off a chunk of bread and chewed it slowly. The single cell in which the four of them sat was scarcely large enough to hold them all. Outside, the jailer sat down in a wooden chair, propped his feet on a stout table, folded his arms across his chest, and stared resolutely at the front door.

“Speaking of getting out of here,” Edrin said around a mouthful of bread, “do you have any ideas about how we’re going to manage that?”

Tabars shook his head. “Not yet.”

“How about the window?” Edrin glanced up at the small, barred window set in the back wall.

“No good. Even if we had a chisel, it would take all summer to chip away enough stone and mortar to remove the bars, and even then none of us are small enough to slip through.” He took a swallow of water. “The only way I can see is to get the jailer to open the door, or at least get the keys away from him and then overcome him, but looking at him, I’m not sure even the four of us together are up to the task.”

“There’s one thing I like about him.” Hair pointed at the jailer. “He’s proved to me that the stories are true. Trolls do exist.”

Hierm and Edrin snickered, but Tabars remained deep in thought.

“The constable’s not such a big fellow,” he finally said. “I believe I could take him if he’s alone and unarmed, but he didn’t impress me as being foolish enough to give me the chance.” He heaved a sigh and leaned back against the stone wall. “Let’s get some rest. Perhaps I’ll manage to dream up an escape plan.”

They lapsed into a dark silence, but no one slept. 

Hierm wasn’t certain how much time had passed, but after what felt like hours, Hair rose and moved to inspect the bars that kept them in. 

“There’s got to be a way,” Hair whispered.

“I think there is,” someone said in a low voice.

Hierm looked up and saw a familiar face peering through the window. Colin!

Tabars stood. “I remember you from the battle.”

“And I you. Here, take these.” Colin slid a hammer and chisel between the bars.

Tabars chuckled. “I can’t break out with these.”

“I don’t need you to break out,” Colin said. “I need you to create a distraction. You’ll know when it’s time.”

“Very well.” Tabars took the hammer and chisel and turned to face the others. “When this starts, you three stay away from that jailer. I don’t want you tangling with him. Leave him for me.”

Hierm privately thought that, if it came to a fight, he’d do his best to help though he didn’t know how much difference he’d make. He picked up the food bag and twisted it nervously in his hands.

From the front room, a sharp knock sounded at the door, and the jailer sprang to his feet, upending his chair.

“Who’s there?”

“Constable needs you.” Colin’s muffled voice scarcely carried to their jail cell. “There’s a ruckus in the refugee camps. We can’t settle them without you.”

The jailer took two steps toward the front door and then hesitated. 

“Constable says I ain’t never to leave when we’ve got prisoners. Not never.”

Hierm’s heart sank. So the jailer wasn’t quite as stupid as he looked. 

“I know,” Colin said from the other side of the door, “but this time he says he really needs you. I’m to watch them while you go knock some heads.”

A wicked grin slowly spread across the jailer’s face. He turned and looked at his prisoners. “I don’t suppose they’re going anywhere.” He turned and reached to unlock the door, but froze. “Wait a second. Who are you? You don’t sound like you’re from around here.”

“That’s it. He’s not going to open the door.” Tabars turned to the window and began hammering.

“What’s that racket?” the jailer yelled. “What are you doing in there?” He turned and stalked toward them, looking every bit the troll Hair had called him earlier. He stopped short of the cell, saw what Tabars was doing, and chuckled. “Give me those. Don’t make me come in there and take them away from you.” He frowned as realization slowly dawned on him. “Hold on. Where did you get those?”

Just then, something slammed into the front door. The jailer slowly wheeled about. Another crash and the door flew open and Colin burst into the jail. The distraction had bought him enough time to get inside.

With surprising speed for a man his size, Colin closed the distance between himself and the jailer. He threw his shoulder into the jailer’s chest, knocking him back against the bars, and followed up with a solid punch to the brute’s jaw. 

Hierm saw his chance. While Colin pummeled the jailer with a flurry of kicks and punches, Hierm reached through the bars and yanked the food sack down over the man’s head. The jailer roared in anger and thrashed about, trying to pull the bag free, but Hierm held on tight. 

With the jailer’s hands occupied, Colin now had an easy target. He lashed out with a vicious kick to the larger man’s groin and followed with another to the kidney. The jailer cried out in pain and wobbled, struggling to maintain his feet. Colin now aimed a precise kick to the side of the man’s knee, buckling it. The jailer sat down heavily, grabbing at his injured joint, but Colin put an end to his struggled with a kick to the temple, rendering him unconscious. He relieved the brute of his keys and opened the cell.

“We must hurry. It’s the middle of the night, but there’s a chance someone heard me knock the door in.”

“He’s got our weapons.” The words nearly stuck in Hierm’s throat and came out in a croak. He found himself uncomfortable around Colin. All his life, Shanis’ father had been the soft-spoken man who patiently endured Shanis’ monumental fits of temper. He’d never suspected the man possessed such deadly skill.

Colin nodded and hurried to the front room where he opened a strongbox and retrieved their belongings, while Tabars, Edrin, and Hair dragged the jailer into the cell and bound and gagged him with strips torn from the food bag. Colin locked the man inside and hung the keys on a hook by the desk.

“He won’t be out for long. Follow me, and don’t make a sound.” Leaving the candle on the desk burning, he led them out into the damp night and closed the broken door behind them as best he could.

Hierm felt as if a target had been painted on his back. He felt that at any moment someone would raise a cry or loose an arrow at them. His heart pounded with such force that he imagined it would wake everyone in town. It was not until they passed through a thick patch of forest and emerged into a clearing where their horses waited that he allowed himself to relax.

“How did you manage to recover our horses?” he asked.

Colin smiled. “I have a way with horses and I can move at night without being seen or heard.” He raised his hand, forestalling further questions. “There is no time. I mean to be well clear of this place by sunrise.” 

They walked their horses in silence until Colin gave the signal, and then they mounted up.

“Where to now?” Hair asked as he swung up onto his horse.

“I collected a few rumors in town,” Colin said, “and I think we’re close to catching up with Lerryn.”

Chapter 24

A thick blanket of clouds shrouded the moon. Oskar sat on the roof of the archives building, gazing down at the city. The twinkle of lights from houses far below looked like tiny stars, and he imagined for a moment that he was a god looking down on his creation. He managed a rueful grin. Such a thought must have stemmed from his choice of reading material. 

He’d been sitting here three nights running, reading Godwars and hoping Lizzie would show up. So far, she had not. Perhaps tonight would be the night.

He summoned the tiny ball of blue light, making it just bright enough for him to read, but not so bright that he would be spotted from any distance, and opened his book. He quickly found himself drawn in by the details of the legendary war. With all the things that had changed in his life, his love of books had remained a constant. The words on the page came to life in his mind and he could imagine himself there in the midst of it all. 

He’d only read for a short while when he found himself yanked back to reality by what he read. 

“This isn’t right,” he said.

“Talking to yourself again?” 

He jumped and dropped his book, but managed to catch it before it slid away.

“Stop doing that to me. One of these days, I’m going to fall off and it will be your fault.”

“One of these days you’ll learn to keep your eyes and ears open. You never know who or what might be sneaking up behind you.” Lizzie sat down beside him, pulled her knees to her chest, and laid her head on his shoulder. 

Oskar tensed. He knew it was wrong for him to let things continue with Lizzie. Their feelings for one another were growing stronger. She had told him she loved him, and he thought he felt the same way, but he was going to be a saikur, and that left no room for a woman in his life; not even one as beautiful as Lizzie. 

She caught him staring at her. “I can tell you’ve got something on your mind. What is it?”

He hesitated. What should he say to her? His first impulse was to tell her how he felt about her, but how he felt and what he knew he ought to feel for her were at odds. Would he be doing her any kindness by sharing his feelings, knowing he could never act upon them?

“Lizzie, how much do you know about saikurs?”

“I know they’re stuffy old men who wear ugly brown cloaks.” She flicked the sleeve of Oskar’s cloak. “And they spend entirely too much time with their noses buried in books. At least, one of them does.” She looked meaningfully at Oskar’s book.

Oskar managed a smile. “I’m not a saikur yet, but I hope to be.”

“That’s nice.” She cast a thoughtful look at him. “So, what do you people do, exactly? Besides walk around and look self-important, I mean.”

“Lots of things. It depends on your field of study. Some of us become healers, others scholars.”

Lizzie pretended to yawn and then dropped her head onto his shoulder and pretended to fall asleep. “Boring.”

“We don’t all have boring jobs. Some are warriors, others travel the world, gathering knowledge or working as ambassadors.”

Now Lizzie perked up. “That’s a little better. I think you should be one of those. When do we leave?”

Oskar’s insides fluttered at the word “we.” Thief or no, for such a beautiful girl to think the two of them could have a future together... Well, it wasn’t something he’d ever thought would happen to him. But he knew it couldn’t be.

“Lizzie, a saikur can’t ever get married.”

She threw back her head and laughed. “Who said anything about getting married?”

“That’s how it’s done in the town where I grew up. You find someone you,” he swallowed hard, “love and you get married.”

Lizzie raised an eyebrow. “Look around you. Are you in your village anymore?”

He looked out at the night-blanketed city and then at Lizzie, and shook his head. “I suppose not.”

Lizzie sighed. “I declare, it’s going to take everything I’ve got to whip you into shape. I’ll try to explain this to you, so listen carefully. When you are finally a seeker, or whatever you call yourselves, you’re going to take me with you. We’re going to see the world together. I’ll watch your back and I’ll be your companion.”

She put an emphasis on the last word that sent a tingle through parts of his body he preferred not to think about at the moment. He shifted uncomfortably and continued to gaze into her eyes.

“That is,” she began, wrapping her arms around his neck, “unless you don’t want me.”

His resolve crumbled. “I love you,” he blurted.

“Why wouldn’t you?” she teased. “I’m lovable.” She pushed him onto his back and smothered him with kisses.

Some time later, it might have been minutes or hours for all his muddled mind could gather, they lay side by side looking up at the night sky. Lizzie’s head rested on his arm, which had gone numb, but he didn’t want her to move. Not ever. He lay there, feeling her warmth pressed against him and listening to the soft sounds of her breathing, and wondering how long it would take him to become a full-fledged saikur. Would she wait for him?

Lizzie finally broke the silence. “Does the moon look different in other parts of the world?”

“It’s the same no matter where you go. It goes through the same cycles and everything.”

“Cycles?” she asked.

“You know: full moon, half-moon, sickle moon.”

Lizzie rolled onto her side, facing him. “And they’re the same wherever you go? That’s disappointing. You educated people take all the wonder out of the world.” 

“Not all the wonder,” he said. “I once faced down a golorak and accidentally called down lightning on it.” Seeing her confused frown, he told her about the creature that could best be described as a giant frog with a tough hide and razor sharp teeth. Before he could tell the story of how he’d dispatched one of them, she punched his chest.

“That’s not a true story. Stop winding me up.” She pressed a finger to his lips and shushed him before he could protest. “I’m not listening, so don’t bother. If it were a true story, you would have told me before now.”

“It never came up before,” he protested. “It’s not as if I killed it on purpose, so it wasn’t heroic. Back then I didn’t even know I was capable of sorcery.”

Lizzie’s expression grew serious. “It doesn’t really matter to me, you know.”

“What doesn’t?”

“What you choose to do. I know how you feel about your books, and I’ll still love you even if you decide to be a boring old librarian instead of an adventurer. Of course, we won’t get to spend as much time alone together if you’re a librarian as we will if we go on the road.”

Oskar felt his face turn scarlet and hoped she couldn’t see.

“Speaking of books, what are you reading?” She picked up his book and held it up in the moonlight.

He scowled and considered pressing the issue of the golorak, but decided against it. One day she would meet his friends and they would confirm the story. “It’s called Godwars,” he finally said.

“What’s it about?”

Oskar frowned. “Um, it’s about the Godwars.”

Lizzie punched him again. “I know that, you ox. I mean, what’s happening in the part you’re reading now? Something in there got your attention just as I arrived. Whatever it was, you said it made no sense.”

It took him a moment to remember what he’d been thinking about before she and her soft lips had interrupted him. “It’s the final Godwar. It just... ended.”

“That was a good thing, right? I mean, the songs all tell of the death and destruction the wars wrought.”

“But wars don’t just end. They wind down. There are negotiations, battles won and lost, concessions made, treaties signed. But that didn’t happen here. Best I can tell, the rulers of all the nations disappeared, never to return again, and soon afterward, everyone lost the will to fight and just went home. But that’s not the strangest part.”

“What is?”

“The gods disappeared too. One day they’re leading armies, shifting alliances, and battling one another; the next, they’re gone. And I mean gone.”

Lizzie looked up at the sky and tugged at her ponytail as she considered this. “You’re saying there are no more gods?”

“I don’t know. They haven’t been seen since. What’s more, magic comes from the gods. Before the Godwars, and during them, people could do amazing things with magic, but since the gods disappeared, we can do very little.”

“But you can still do magic, so the gods are still around,” Lizzie said.

“Right. At least, that makes the most sense, but it seems like they’re far away or something.” 

“Why are you reading about the Godwars, anyway?”

“I’ve been trying to learn more about the Silver Serpent. I thought it was created before or during the Godwars, but there’s no mention of it.”

“You said your friend Shanis already has the Silver Serpent, so what does it matter?” Lizzie asked.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Aspin told me to research it. He thinks the Silver Serpent holds the key to stopping the next Frostmarch.”

Lizzie shivered and snuggled up against him and he pulled her close. “I thought the Frostmarch was a fairy tale. I guess not, huh?”

Oskar shook his head.

“In that case, I suppose you should keep looking. I still think this Aspin fellow owes you a better explanation. You aren’t his slave.”

“I’m a novit and he’s a saikur. Besides, I’ve always had someone telling me what to do: my parents, the Van Derins, and here at the Gates it seems like everyone gets to tell me what to do. It feels natural to me.” 

“If you’re good at following instructions, that bodes well for me,” Lizzie said.

“I don’t suppose you’re answerable to anyone, are you?” 

“I wouldn’t say that. It’s true I have more freedom than you, but we thieves hold one another accountable through the guild. We can’t step on one another’s toes. I work the stretch between Beggar’s Cove and the Red Way. I can’t work anywhere else unless I’m reassigned. I’m mostly a rooftop girl. I slip inside houses and take what I want, but I also pick pockets from time to time. I’m not allowed to do anything that would call undue attention to my neighborhood. I can’t steal too much from the same person, and I can’t slit throats unless it’s in defense of my life. If I think someone needs killing, I have to take my case to the guild. They get to decide, and if they agree with me, they’ll send an assassin to do it. I’m not allowed.”

Oskar found it almost inconceivable that such talk could come from a beautiful girl like Lizzy, but he supposed people could grow accustomed to anything. He remembered the Lothans, who thought of war the way he thought of a rainy day—a simple, often unfortunate, fact of life.

“Are you free to leave Vatania?” he asked. “Or will the guild try to stop you?”

Lizzie considered this. “I am allowed to leave, but if I do I can never come back. We keep an eye on one another’s comings and goings. If one of our number starts meeting with the wrong sorts, we know about it. If one of us leaves, however, we have no way of knowing what he or she has been up to or for whom that person might be working. So if you leave, you don’t come back. It is known.”

“Do they know you’ve been meeting with me?”

“Doubtful. I’m good, you see, and I’ve never once given cause for suspicion. But if they knew, they’d definitely keep a closer eye on me. Of course, the Gates doesn’t care about things like local crime. It’s the constables, soldiers, and petty functionaries I need to avoid. Unless I’m cutting their purses.” She flashed a wicked grin.

“Speaking of people to avoid, there’s something I need to tell you.” He told her about Agen trying to follow her.

Lizzie sat upright. “One of your weird magical friends was after me and you didn’t do anything?”

“He’s not my friend.” Oskar felt that declaring Agen his sworn enemy would be a touch too melodramatic, so he left it at that. “And I did follow him, but when I got outside, he had already lost sight of you.”

“I told you not to follow me,” she said. “And you ignored my wishes?”

Now Oskar was completely flustered. “But you just said...”

Lizzie laughed. “You’re too easy, you know that? I’ll keep an eye out for him, but I’m not easy to catch.” She looked out at the horizon, where the thin, gray line of the sea announced the sun’s approach. “I’d better go. I have work to do and you need sleep.” She brushed her lips against his cheek and then she was gone.

Chapter 25

Shanis looked down upon the open plain that surrounded Karkwall, the capital city of Lothan. Nothing stirred outside the city, but armed men stood guard upon its massive walls. This would be no easy battle. Even once they breached the city walls they would have to fight their way uphill and then break through a second ring of fortifications that protected the castle. The conquest would come at a steep price, but she supposed it must be paid.

“Those walls have never been breached,” Krion said, staring out at the city.

“We will be the first,” Horgris spoke as if it were a foregone conclusion.

“If we can find a way to do this without loss of life, we will,” Shanis said. Their plan was to surround the city, keeping their troops out of range of the siege engines but in plain sight. Hopefully, once Orbrad realized he had no hope of victory, he would surrender. “Surely Orbrad will see reason.”

“From what I’ve heard, Orbrad and reason do not go well together,” Heztus chuckled.

“Neither did Malgog and Monaghan until now.” Shanis scowled at the dwarf who quickly adopted a look of contrition.

Her forces began to take up their positions all around the city and soon hammering filled the air as they began construction of the siege towers and catapults that would be used in the assault.

It was not long before the city gates opened and a group of riders approached bearing a flag of truce.

“Horgris and I will see what they have to say,” Krion said.

“I’m going too.”

“Are you insane?” Heztus blurted. “Even if we meet them well out of range of their archers they have catapults, ballistae. It would take only one lucky shot to kill you and I don’t doubt for a second they would sacrifice their own men if it meant killing you.”

“Gillen can protect me. She knows shielding spells.” The young bone woman had agreed to join her and provide added protection. Despite her youth, she had proved to be highly intelligent and exceptionally powerful. “Besides, I have the sword.”

Heztus frowned. “Tell me,” he said softly. “Can you use that sword for something other than healing? I’ve never seen you do anything else with it.”

“I could use it to cut off your head. It would spare me much annoyance.”

Heztus laughed wickedly.

Shanis urged her horse forward before anyone else could try and talk her out of what she was about to do. It was not in her nature to sit back while others took action, and even something as simple as riding out to meet the king’s envoys made her feel as if she were doing something.

The five men who came out to meet her were all soldiers. None appeared to be armed with anything other than a sword. As long as she kept her distance, they should pose no threat, especially when she had Gillen, Heztus, and three skilled warriors along with her.

“I don’t see Orbrad,” she said. “Tell me, where is your brave leader?”

“His Majesty would never condescend to grant an audience to a rebel, and an outlander at that,” one of the soldiers snapped.

Horgris cursed and Krion silenced him with a hard look.

“I assume you have a message from him?” Shanis said.

“The King orders you to throw down your weapons and surrender.” The soldier’s cheeks reddened as Heztus and Horgris began to laugh. “He reminds you that no army has ever conquered this city. Only his mercy will save you. Do not throw away your lives for a hopeless cause.

The man’s words were too close to her own thoughts for Shanis’ liking, but she was now committed to this course of action and it was too late to change her mind.

“I have a message as well, not just for Orbrad, but for the entire city.”

The soldier smirked. “We shall deliver your message to his Majesty, of course, but I doubt he will be willing to pass it along.”

“No need. I can deliver it myself.” She glanced at Gillen, who nodded and began to whisper softly. Shanis drew the Silver Serpent and lifted it high. “I am Shanis Malan.” Her voice boomed like thunder, amplified by Gillen’s spell. “I am descended from both Malgog and Monaghan, and I am the granddaughter of Badla. By right of blood, I declare myself Queen of Lothan.”

The envoys from the city appeared surprised, even shaken, but whether it was due to her proclamation or the use of magic, she could not say. She sheathed her sword and they visibly relaxed.

“Anyone could make that claim,” one of them muttered.

“Look at her,” said another. “You can’t deny the resemblance.”

The voice was a familiar one. Shanis took a closer look at the soldier who had, until this moment, remained silent and kept his face hidden beneath his hood. She was surprised to recognize Martrin, a soldier who had helped her and her friends escape from Karkwall many months before. And he was a member of the Order of the Fox.

“That’s hardly proof,” the soldier who had been doing most of the talking said. “Besides, all Monaghan women look alike.” His smile melted away as Horgris reached for his sword.

“You can no deny her courage,” Horgris growled. “Unlike your play king, she stands in sight of your walls and makes her claim.”

The soldier looked at Shanis. “We are wasting time. What are your demands?”

“Unconditional surrender. All soldiers will have a place in the new, united army of Lothan. I will rule with the help of a group of advisers, one from each clan, and one from the city. Karkwall may choose its own representative.” She ignored the stares from her escorts whom she had not yet advised about that particular plan. “I further pledge safe conduct for Orbrad and his family to the country of his choosing.”

“Impossible.”

“Then I shall take my case to the people.” Once again, she spoke in the magically enhanced voice. “Soldiers and citizens of Karkwall, your forces are woefully outnumbered. The clan wars are over and now the full might of Lothan stands before you. I do not wish for anyone to die. Open your gates to us and let us heal our broken nation.”

“Foolishness,” the soldier said. “I remind you again that no army has ever breached these walls.”

Shanis smiled coldly. “None of them bore the Silver Serpent. Orbrad has until sunrise to open the gates. When the first ray of sun touches the walls, I will bring them down.”

“We will give your message to His Highness,” Martrin said, “though I imagine he has already heard what you have to say.”

“You do that.” Shanis wheeled her horse and rode away, all the while praying to the gods that the foolish King would see sense for the first time in his life.

Chapter 26

“It’s almost morning.” Gillen peeked her head through the tent flap. “We should make ready.”

Shanis sat up and rubbed her head. Her sleep had once again been troubled by strange dreams in which the gods ran rampant across the earth. 

“What’s wrong?”

She shook her head. “Nothing, just tired.” She glanced up at Gillen. “I don’t know why it never occurred to me before, but you don’t talk like a Monaghan.”

Gillen smiled. “Thank you. I find people take me more seriously when I ‘no do speak like this.’”

Shanis couldn’t help but laugh. She dressed quickly and stepped out into the damp, chilly morning. Granlor, who had taken to sleeping outside her tent despite the presence of guards, was there waiting for her.

“I don’t suppose Orbrad has opened the gates?” she asked.

“No, but it no be sunrise yet.” They strode through the camp to where Horgris, Culmatan, and Krion sat by a campfire. They all looked up when she arrived. 

“Granlor tells me the gates are still closed. Any word from members of the Order of the Fox? Might we hope to receive help from the inside?”

Krion shook his head. “Not likely.”

“Are you certain? It’s early. Perhaps something can yet be done.” She held her hands close to the fire, enjoying its warmth.

The three men exchanged dark looks. “There is something you need to see,” Krion said. The men stood and they returned to the rise where yesterday they had looked down upon the city. 

“Look at the gate.” 

Shanis stared through the semi-darkness. It took her a moment to realize what she was seeing. Bodies hung from the walls on either side of the main gate.

“Who are they?”

“They do be two members of our clan,” Culmatan said. “Members of the order who have been living in the city for two summers, waiting for this day.”

“I think we can consider this to be Orbrad’s reply.” Krion turned to Shanis. “We have no choice. We must attack.”

Shanis sighed. She had hoped it would not come to this, but she saw no way out. “Very well. Let it begin.”

Shanis watched as the first rays of dawn struck the gates of Karkwall. The corpses remained there for all to see. Perhaps Orbrad thought it would intimidate the attackers, but from the reactions she had heard among her people, it served only to fuel their rage and strengthen their resolve. 

While thin ranks of troops still encircled the city, well beyond the range of Karkwall’s defenses, she held the bulk of her forces in the forest, ready to serve as a surprise for the city’s defenders when the moment came. 

She kept hoping the gates would open, but it didn’t happen. Finally, with a sick feeling in her gut, she gave the order for the attack to begin. 

Horgris raised a horn to his lips and gave three short blasts. 

Catapults rolled into place and began pounding the castle walls. Most were aimed at the gates, seeking to bring them down, while others hurled burning oil onto the ramparts. The first shots fell short, but they soon adjusted and began to hit the castle.

From within the city, Karkwall’s own weapons returned fire. The first efforts were far off the mark, but the subsequent shots came steadily closer as they found their range. 

Shanis bit her lip as the missiles finally flew on target. Would her plan work? Just as the stones descended beneath the height of the tree line, something strange happened. The stones seemed to strike an invisible dome and bounce away. Shanis smiled as shouts of surprise arose all around her. She hadn’t been certain her plan would work, so she’d kept it to herself until it was tried.

“Did you do that?” Krion asked.

She shook her head. “I placed a bone woman in each crew. They’ll keep the protective shields up for as long as they can.” She knew fatigue would set in sooner or later, but she hoped her forces could strike quickly and forced the defenders to lose heart. 

Heztus glanced up at her. “I wish I could see the looks on the faces of the soldiers inside the city right now.”

Shanis’ forces continued to pound the city walls while the defender’s efforts continued to fail.

“Now it’s your turn,” Krion said. “Strike while they are confused and disheartened.”

Shanis’ stomach began to churn. She had never used the power as a weapon and wasn’t sure she could do it. Aspin had taught her a bit about both magic and sorcery, and she understood the principles. If she could manage it, she might be able to bring this battle to an end. 

She drew her sword and dropped to one knee. If her experiences in healing were any indication, this would be an exhausting task and she didn’t want to collapse in front of the men and women who counted on her to lead them. Behind her, Gillen moved to stand beside her in case Shanis needed defending.

She thought about the times she had used the sword for healing She’d opened herself  to its power, allowed it to flow through her, and then focused it on what she wanted to do. She took a deep breath and opened herself to the sword. She felt the power begin to stir, and she reached out with her thoughts, focusing on the south wall of the city, which had, by design, been subjected to only minimal bombardment. 

An otherworldly force rose up inside her. Her limbs began to twitch of their own accord, and strange thoughts filled her mind—she felt a hunger, a desire to consume the very stone from which the city walls were constructed, and she found herself momentarily struggling to maintain control. She focused the hunger and poured it into the strands of her thoughts and cast them like a net over a two hundred span stretch of the city wall. Immeasurable power poured forth from the sword, flowing across the open space and filling the web of thought. 

What is happening? 

Just like healing, she did not quite understand what she was doing or how, but she somehow knew it was right. 

The power clung to the wall like strands of ivy and slowly began to penetrate the stone. The hunger inside her rose to avarice and the strands of thought and power, the will, Aspin had called it, divided and divided again. 

All around her, the crashes and cries of siege warfare faded away and she felt as if she were actually there, inside the stone, her essence flowing through it. Slowly she took control of the power and she spread the threads of energy through every block of the wall.

Cracks formed in the stone. She felt them growing, felt the rock divide and divide again. She was aware of the defenders on the wall cry out in surprise as the wall beneath them shifted. The rocks continued to split. What had begun as huge blocks of stone split into chunks the size of boulders, which then shattered into smaller chunks. It continued on, breaking down again and again until she had reduced the entire stretch of wall to a shifting mass of pebbles held loosely in place by the power of the Silver Serpent.

The alien awareness battered at her mind again. She held it back, but its intent filtered through. She understood. The blend of thought and power was like a whip that stretched across the battlefield, ending in countless, living tails of energy that continued to consume the stone. She focused her will and sent out a sharp burst of energy, cracking the whip and sending the crumbled remains of the wall flying apart. 

The defenders had fled when they first felt the wall quaking, but now the bits of stone that shot out in every direction cut them down. Shanis felt each man fall. It was as if every bit of stone was a part of her. She felt it shred flesh, break bone, and rip apart the ballistae that sat atop the south wall. She heard the cries of the dying and the excited roar that rose from her own ranks as they saw the walls come down. She felt the hoof beats and footfalls as her previously-hidden troops poured forth from cover and charged toward the gaping hole in the wall. Ordinarily those troops would have been forced to endure a rain of projectiles as they crossed open ground. By concentrating their attack on the front gate, they’d enticed the enemy to move the bulk of their troops there, and the force of the Silver Serpent’s attack had cleared what remained of the south wall of its defenses.

Atop the remaining walls, a ripple of awareness flowed through the defenders as they realize their south wall, what remained of it, anyway, stood undefended. The fire from the defenders’ war engines abated as they sought to redirect them toward the attackers. A few officers managed to rally their troops and lead them toward the gaping hole in the outer wall. 

“Can you bring down more of the wall?”

Shanis scarcely recognized Krion’s voice. The hunger to consume remained, but her will was diminishing, and the power that flowed through her had been reduced to a trickle. She tried to gather her will, but she had nothing left. Like a guttering candle, she felt her connection to the sword flicker and die. 

“I can do no more,” she whispered. “That took everything I had.” She closed her eyes and concentrated on remaining upright.

Krion placed a hand on her shoulder. “You did enough, granddaughter.” 

She opened her eyes and watched as her troops poured through the hole she’d opened in the wall, crushing the meager defenses the city had managed to muster. All along and inside the walls, defenders fled toward the inner keep. Shanis could see little of what was happening, but she knew that the combined forces of Malgog and Monaghan would slaughter any who stood in their path.

“Will they make it to the inner city?” she asked.

“Some will, but they won’t be able to keep the gates open long enough to let most of them in,” Krion said. “Not with our troops charging in.”

When the defenders were in full retreat, her remaining forces charged. No one remained to fire upon them, and soon the main gate stood open and her forces controlled the outer wall and keep. Within minutes, they had turned Karkwall’s own siege engines on the inner city and commenced bombardment. Soon afterward, the inner city’s defenders began to return fire.

“Call our troops back,” Shanis said.

“No,” Krion snapped. “Not when we have the advantage.”

“The advantage will be short-lived if they charge straight into the inner city’s defenses. Now that Orbrad has seen what I can do, he will have to surrender. Let us not waste lives in the interim. If we want a united Lothan, it won’t do for us to slaughter our future allies.”

Krion scowled, but he obeyed. He raised his war horn and blew three sharp blasts. All around the battlefield, others heard the order and blew their own horns.

Soon, the attacking forces broke off and rallied outside the walls which now provided shelter against the bombardment from the inner city. In the midst of the attackers marched a long line of prisoners captured in the fighting. She breathed a sigh of relief that at least some lives had been spared.

“Gillen,” she said, “I think it’s time to send Orbrad another message.” Once again, her voice boomed. “You have seen that your walls cannot withstand our attacks. Do not throw away your lives. You have until morning to surrender.”

Somehow, she knew the stubborn king still would not listen.

Chapter 27

The sharp knock at the door startled Oskar. He looked up from the book he was reading and frowned. “Who could that be?” It was late, almost time for lights out.

“Why don’t you open the door and find out?” Whitt asked.

Oskar flashed a dark look at his friend, rose and went to the door. When he opened it he was surprised to see inceptor Dahron standing there.

“Novit Clehn, you are summoned to the office of the prelate.” He didn’t wait for a reply, but turned and strode down the hall.

Oskar shot a confused glance at his roommates, all of whom gaped at him, before following along. What had he done to draw the prelate’s attention? Did Denrill somehow know about Oskar’s secret excursions into the archives or his late night meetings with Lizzie? Was Oskar about to be turned out from the Gates? His stomach turned somersaults and his mind raced as he followed along behind the inceptor. By the time they reached the prelate’s office he feared he would vomit.

Darhon turned to face him. “Remove your cloak and hand it to me.”

With trembling hands Oskar complied. This was the end. It had to be. Why else would he be stripped of his cloak? What would he do now? What use did anyone have for a half-trained novit?

“Step inside.”

Head hanging, Oskar shuffled into the candlelit chamber and stopped just inside the door. He heard it close behind him like the sound of a prison cell.

“Novit Clehn,” Prelate Denrill’s voice rumbled through the dimly-lit room, “you may approach.”

Sighing, he walked forward. As he moved through the semi-darkness he quickly realized that he and the prelate were not alone. A long, narrow table ran in front of the prelate’s desk and behind it sat the seven proctors. To their left, all of the masters stood ramrod straight. What was happening?

He stopped a few feet shy of the table and waited.

“You are here because the masters believe you are ready to be raised to initiate,” Denrill said.

Oskar’s knees nearly gave way from surprise and relief but he managed to remain upright, and he gave a single nod.

“Today you will be tested to evaluate your fitness for your new rank. I must now ask you if you are ready to proceed.” The prelate’s gaze bored into him. “Before you answer know that you may refuse once and return to your studies as a Novit. If you refuse twice, you will be turned out from the Gates. Now I ask you, are you ready?” He said the last three words in a booming voice that nearly made Oskar flinch.

“I am ready.” He wished he had managed to put more confidence into his voice, but it was all he could do to answer at all. Now a new kind of fear coursed through him. He had had no time to prepare. What if he failed? He decided against asking that question, fearing it would somehow count against him. Do your best, he told himself. That is all you can do.

“Master Ashur, you are first.”

The soft-spoken master of sorcery stepped forward and Oskar moved back a few paces to give him room.

“Explain the difference between sorcery and magic.”

Oskar knew this one. Aspin had taught it to him as one of his first lessons. Behind Ashur, he saw Proctor Basilius make a face, clearly disapproving of such a simple question.

“The sorcerer channels life force, converts it into energy and redirects it to a place and purpose of his choosing. The magician makes a plea to the gods.” It was an overly simplified answer, but it seemed to satisfy the master.

Ashur reached into his pocket and pulled out a live mouse. Holding it by the tail he handed it to Oskar. “Drawing life force from this creature, boil the water in that pot.”

Oskar looked in the direction Ashur pointed. A cauldron stood on stone blocks near the window. It would take a great deal of power to bring it to a boil, but he could do it. The trick, he knew, was to draw upon the mouse’s life force without killing it. The life force of a living creature, when handled properly, could provide substantial energy. Only the tiniest fraction would be required to perform the task at hand. It was considered reckless, if not evil, to kill a living thing by drawing too much of its life force, save in the direst of circumstances.

Carefully, he focused his will and reached out to the mouse dangling from his fingers. He connected with it, felt its energy, felt its beating heart. And then as if unraveling a single thread from a garment, he drew a trickle of energy and directed it toward the cauldron. The mouse didn’t make a squeak, so delicate was Oskar’s touch.

The next bit required a measure of care as well. Direct all the energy onto the cauldron at once and he would bore a hole through it. Exercising control, he slowly heated the pot until wisps of steam rose from the surface. He increased the flow of power only a bit and soon came the welcome sound of boiling water.

“Excellent. That will be all.” Ashur made a small bow which Oskar returned.

Next came Master Zuhayr, who quizzed Oskar about the nature of magic before asking him to perform a few tasks of increasing difficulty, all of which Oskar managed with ease. Master Sibson peppered him with questions about history, his favorite subject, and Oskar thought he acquitted himself well. And so it continued until the only master who remained was Master Lang.

The burly combat master turned, grabbed something that was leaning against the wall, and tossed it to Oskar. A quarterstaff! His weapon of choice! Oskar had only a moment to get a proper grip on it before Lang drew a knife and leaped forward.

Surprised, Oskar scarcely deflected the blade and danced away. He immediately knew he had done the wrong thing. In an actual fight, the proper move would have been to follow up the deflection with a blow from the staff to keep his opponent off balance. His instinct had told him not to hurt Master Lang, but he immediately realized how foolish that thought was. Lang could beat him with ease. This was about Oskar displaying his skill.

Lang thrust with the dagger and Oskar cracked him across the back of the wrist and followed with a stroke aimed for Lang’s ankles. The master avoided the attack and struck again, feinting low and thrusting high. Oskar had seen the move countless times but still scarcely managed to dodge it. He sprang to the side and struck out, aiming for Lang’s elbow. The master moved like a cat and the staff whistled through thin air. Oskar, however, had anticipated the dodge and thrust with the butt of his staff, managing to catch Lang on the kneecap. He was gratified to see that Lang actually gave the slightest wince when the blow struck home.

His success was short-lived. Lang double-feinted and then kicked Oskar’s staff, loosening his grip on the weapon. Before Oskar could recover, Lang lashed out with his other foot and sent the staff clattering across the floor.

An inexperienced fighter would have moved away, but Lang had taught his students better than that. The moment he lost his grip on his weapon, Oskar struck with a short jab that caught Lang in the throat, followed by a kick to the stomach that sent his instructor stumbling backward.

Lang raised his dagger, poised to bring it down on Oskar’s head. It was not a move an experienced fighter would try, and Oskar knew in a flash that this was part of the test. He crossed his arms, caught Lang by the wrist, and drove his knee into the master’s groin. A lesser man would have collapsed, but Lang merely grunted, roughly shoved Oskar away, and stepped back.

“Well done,” Lang said. 

Oskar nodded in thanks. He had feared the blow to the groin might get him in serious trouble. The standard move was to control the opponent’s wrist and twist the arm until your opponent released his weapon, but Lang was much too powerful for that to work. Apparently, Oskar had made the right choice.

“Novit Clehn, you may approach.” The prelate beckoned to him and Oskar, weary but relieved stepped forward, trying not to wobble as he walked.

“Do the proctors have any questions for this candidate?” the prelate asked. One by one the proctors shook their heads. Oskar's shoulders sagged with relief. It was over. But then Basilius cleared his throat.

“I have questions for this candidate.” The looks of surprise on the others’ faces told him that this was an unusual request. “Novit Clehn, tell me what you know about the Silver Serpent.”

Proctor Greguska interrupted. “Forgive me, Prelate, but history is my purview.”

“Forgive me,” Basilius replied, “but magic and sorcery are my areas.”

Prelate Denrill gave Basilius a long, hard look. “Novit Clehn will answer the question,” he finally said.

“The Silver Serpent is a weapon of unknown origin. It is prophesied that the bearer of the Silver Serpent will unite the clans of Lothan. Tradition holds that the bearer will also fight in the next Frostmarch, but no known prophecies explicitly state such.” Basilius continued to stare, as did the other proctors, so Oskar went on. “It was formed in the shape of a longsword and contains power.”

“Sorcerous or magical?” Basilius asked sharply.

Oskar’s reply was automatic and came before he had a moment to think. “Both.”

“Impossible. Magical power is derived from the gods and thus cannot be stored inside any object. A limited amount of sorcerous power, however, can be stored within the proper vessel.” Basilius crossed his arms and sat back in his chair. “I think perhaps this candidate would find further study useful.”

“Shanis Malan, the bearer of the Silver Serpent, has used its power to heal people. I have seen it.” He immediately knew he had overstepped, and the small smile on Basilius’ face told Oskar that the proctor believed he had just won whatever game he was playing.

“Objection,” Basilius pronounced each syllable, “withdrawn.”

“Very well.” Denrill sounded relieved. “What say you, proctors?”

Proctor Subal rose from his chair and said, “I say Novit Clehn shall be raised to initiate.” The next five prelates stood and repeated the words. Finally, they reached Basilius, who remained seated.

“I abstain.”

Denrill frowned. “I would have it be unanimous.”

Basilius would not meet the prelate’s eye. “Still, I abstain.”

The expressions on the other proctors’ faces ranged from discomfort to outright anger. Clearly this was more than an unusual occurrence. It was apparently a serious breach of protocol. Perhaps even a personal affront to the prelate.

Denrill regained his composure at once. He stood and proclaimed in a loud voice, “I declare Oskar Clehn be raised to the rank of initiate. Kneel, Initiate Clehn.”

Oskar dropped to one knee. The prelate came forward carrying a pitcher which he upended over Oskar’s head. Oskar shivered as the cool water sluiced down the back of his neck and soaked his tunic but inside he felt warm. He had been raised to initiate! What was more, now he could freely use the archives.

Chapter 28

Larris swallowed the lump in his throat and looked down the table at the arrayed members of the Regis, the small council that aided the king in running the kingdom. His father was dead, having passed away only five days earlier. His funeral that morning had been a small one, much less than King Allar had deserved, but the war made a grand state funeral impractical. Allar was gone, but Larris was not king. No one was king, nor would anyone be, until Lerryn’s status was resolved. Was Lerryn still alive and, if so, where was he?

Mazier, vizier to the late King Allar, cleared his throat. “Your Highness, if you are ready to begin?”

“Of course. I thank you all for being here at this difficult time.” It was perhaps a silly thing to say. They were required to be here, but he saw no harm in a bit of courtesy. He looked around the table at those assembled. To his right sat his uncle Orman; Hugo, a military envoy representing the Galdoran army; and Rayburn, the aging commander of the city watch. On his left were Mazier; Edwin, the Silvermaster, who managed the finances for the crown; and Jowan, Archpriest of the Temple of the Seven. Larris’ gut twisted at the sight of the man. He’d had the restorative Jowan had given King Allar tested, and it was found to be safe, yet he could not escape the feeling that the temple was somehow behind Allar’s rapid decline and death. 

He noted a significant absence. “Why isn’t James here?” James was a saikur who had, for many years, served as a liaison between the Gates and Archstone.

“He is not needed at this time,” Orman said. “The decisions we will make today regarding the future of the kingdom can be made without his input. We all know the situation.”

All around the table, the others nodded in agreement.

“I, for one, feel the Gates exerts too much influence on sovereign nations.” Jowan folded his arms and leaned back in his seat. No one disagreed with him though Hugo shifted uncomfortably.

“Do you have something to say?” Larris asked Hugo. “Please do not stand on ceremony. You have a right to speak.”

“I would simply like to point out that the saikurs are currently negotiating to bring an end to this war. Would it not be prudent to include them in our discussions, as what we do here could impact the negotiations?” 

“I agree,” Rayburn rasped. “If we appear to be distancing ourselves from the Gates, it could make us appear vulnerable. Kyrin must see that we are united with all of our allies.”

“Are we? What have our allies offered us, save platitudes? None have supported us. None!” Hugo pounded his fist on the table for emphasis.

Larris could not disagree. The nations of the north were hesitant to involve themselves in Galdora’s dispute with Kyrin and, and to the south, Diyonus was devoting all of its troops to protecting its own border from the growing army in Kurnsbur. 

“What is the status of the war with Kyrin?” Larris asked.

“If I may, Your Highness. There is a small matter that requires our attention. A formality, really,” Mazier said apologetically. “Until we address the issue of the succession, no one is truly in charge of this body. It would be inappropriate to continue in this manner until the situation has been resolved.”

“It cannot be dealt with at this time,” Larris said. “I have sent men in search of Lerryn, and they have reason to believe he is still alive. Until he is found, I think it most expedient for me to serve in his place.”

Rayburn nodded, but the others exchanged uncomfortable looks. Larris’ heart sank. He knew how this conversation was about to go. He had already had the same discussion with his mother. Determined not to make it easy for them he waited.

“If you will forgive me, Highness, we have discussed this at length,” Mazier said.

“We have?” Larris interrupted, emphasizing the word ‘we.' “Please refresh my memory as I do not recall having had this discussion with anyone in this room.”

“Nor do I.” Rayburn scowled at Mazier.

Mazier could not suppress the frown that flashed across his face, but he was quickly all smiles again. “I should have made myself clear. Some of us,” he glanced from Orman to Jowan, “have had occasion to discuss our current situation. It was not our intention to leave you out of the discussion. We merely found ourselves in the same place at the same time and naturally this is a subject which concerns us greatly. So...” He turned his palms up and shrugged.

“And what fruit was born from this accidental conversation?” Larris hoped he did not sound as sardonic as he felt. Right now, he needed the support of the Regis or at least a majority of it.

“We agree that your brother is still alive,” Jowan began, “and is, therefore, the rightful king. We further agree that someone should serve as regent until he returns.” He paused and glanced at Mazier, who nodded. “It is our opinion that appointing you in that capacity could fracture the kingdom.”

“What do you mean?”

“We do not know how long it will take to find Lerryn.” Jowan’s brow furrowed. “His prolonged absence has not gone unnoticed. Some believe he is dead while others consider him unfit to rule. If you step in as regent, many will begin to think of you as the true king while others would see you as a usurper. This could cause division, and perhaps rebellion.”

“Further rebellion, you mean,” Hugo interjected

“True. We cannot ignore our current situation.” The high priest gave Larris an apologetic smile. “I do hope you understand. This is an uncomfortable conversation and I do not wish you to think we do not value your input. We rejoice that you have returned to us.”

Doubtful, Larris thought.

“Who do you suggest should serve until Prince Lerryn is found?” Edwin asked. His furrowed brow suggested that he too had been excluded from the machinations and was not happy about it.

“We believe that Lord Orman is best suited to serve. His Grace is not in the direct line of succession but is part of the royal family. The court knows and trusts him.” Mazier looked around the table as if challenging anyone to contradict him.

Orman sat looking down at his hands. Finally, he looked up. “I will reluctantly accept this position, but only if I have the support of the Regis.” 

Larris fought the sudden urge to roll his eyes. Orman knew he could not serve without this group’s blessing. His humble words were merely for show.

“Is there any further discussion on the subject?” Mazier asked.

“I support Prince Larris,” Rayburn said, “but I will accede to the wishes of the Regis. We should be united now more than ever.”

Larris’ heart fell. His only hope had been for Hugo, Edwin, and Rayburn to come down on his side, thus splitting the vote.

“My sentiments exactly,” Edwin said. “But I hope that, in the future, we will keep our conversations about such important matters inside the council chamber.” He cast a meaningful look at Mazier, who gave a single nod.

After that, the result was a foregone conclusion. The Regis voted by acclamation to make Orman the new regent. Larris surrendered the seat at the head of the table to his uncle and sat down alongside Rayburn, who gave him an apologetic smile before turning his attention to Orman.

“Now,” Orman began, “as my nephew correctly pointed out, we should discuss the status of the war efforts.” He turned to Hugo.

“We are struggling” Hugo said. “I won’t deny it. Kyrin continues to push us back along the border. We are giving ground slowly, but giving ground all the same.

Orman frowned. “My sources tell me otherwise. It is my understanding that the front has stabilized.”

“As I said, we are giving ground slowly, but I would hardly say the front has stabilized.” Hugo paused, waiting for a reply. When none came, he continued. “The situation in the south is difficult to assess. We have not managed to get a single spy into the lands controlled by Karst. Rather, not a single spy we sent in has returned. For that reason, there is very little we can say for certain about the situation. We know that he now controls the entirety of the former Duchy of Kurnsbur.”

“It is not a former duchy,” Orman said. “It is and will always be a part of Galdora. The rebellion does not change that fact.”

“You are correct, of course.” Hugo made a small nod in Orman’s direction, which Larris’ uncle returned with a smile. “Karst also controls a large portion of Eastern Lothan. The Malgog seem to have given up without a fight. They appear to have abandoned that part of their kingdom.”

“Their civil war has moved east,” Mazier said. “The bulk of their forces now lay siege to Karkwall.”

“They’ll destroy themselves soon enough.” Rayburn shook his head.

“Don’t be so certain,” Larris said softly

“The ambassador from Diyonus is here at the castle,” Mazier said. “He is, needless to say, concerned about our situation, but he was reluctant to discuss the situation on his nation’s border. What, if anything, can you tell us about that?”

“Nothing definite. As far as we know, Karst has not attempted to cross the border into Diyonus, but every sortie by the Diyonan army has been crushed.”

“How can that be?” Jowan asked. “A collection of rebels and stray Lothans against a trained army? I think that demonstrates the value of gossip.”

“We hear the same story from every source.” A note of defensiveness crept into Hugo’s voice. “I cannot speak to the size or strength of Karst’s forces, but it is clear that they are much stronger than we anticipated.”

“That settles it.” Orman rubbed his hands together. “Our first priority is to make our kingdom whole once again.” His eyes locked on Hugo. “A significant number of soldiers have just completed their training, have they not?”

Hugo nodded. “A full legion and two cavalry units.”

“Excellent. That should be more than enough to smash this rebellion in Kurnsbur. Once that has been accomplished, we may turn our full attention to the Kyrinian front.”

“But my Lord, these are green troops. They have never seen battle.” Hugo looked shocked

“And what better way to bloody them then against a collection of rabble? Better they cut their teeth in Kurnsbur than against Kyrinian regulars.”

“We should mix them in with veteran troops,” Hugo stammered. “One does not send such an inexperienced force into battle as a single unit. It simply isn’t done.”

“Good. Karst will not expect it.” He turned to Rayburn. “I will need you to cull the ranks of the city guard of all veterans who are of fighting age. Send them to the Academy for induction.”

“My Lord?” Rayburn gaped at Orman. “What few men I have who fit that description have all completed their terms of service and chosen to leave the army. They have wives and children.”

“A life of leisure is not a luxury Galdora can afford during a time of war. They will serve or they will hang. Am I understood?”

“Yes, my Lord, but you will leave my guard woefully depleted.”

“If we do not win this war, there will be no city for you to guard.”

Hugo cleared his throat. “We have no experienced commanders in the city at this time. I shall have to send word to the front before you can take the troops to Kurnsbur.”

“Nonsense,” Orman said. “I shall command them myself.” 

Silence reigned around the table. Larris found himself at a loss for words. This was an unexpected turn of events to say the least. Just as his uncle had seized power, he was going to leave the city? What was his game? He glanced at Jowan, who, alone among the members of the Regis, appeared unsurprised. Was it Orman’s plan to strip Archstone of its defenses and leave it in so vulnerable a position that the temple could step in and seize power? But why? It made no sense.

“Uncle,” he began, “you are needed here. We have just named you regent. How will it stabilize the kingdom for you to leave immediately, taking all our troops with you?”

Orman dismissed Larris’ question with the wave of his hand. “I will still be regent. The Regis can rule in my stead. Mazier will chair the meetings and Carsus will sit in my place.”

Larris grimaced at the thought of his cousin taking up any sort of a position of authority, but there was nothing he could do about it. “I don’t like it. The idea of you leaving...”

“Please tell me you, of all people, are not about to chastise me for leaving the kingdom in its hour of need.”

Larris felt his cheeks go red. As much as he hated to admit it, his uncle was correct. Both he and Lerryn had done that very thing and not too long ago. What could he say about it?

Taking his silence for acquiescence, Orman rose. “I believe that ends our business for today. Commander Rayburn, I will expect those men in the morning. I plan to leave within the week.” He immediately turned on his heel and strode out of the room.

Larris, Rayburn, and Edwin exchanged glances. Larris sensed he at least had two allies, but what could they do? He needed to understand his uncle’s plan, whatever that was.

He hurried back to his quarters and sent for Allyn, who arrived in short order. 

“There is something you need to know,” Allyn said as soon as the guard closed the door.

“What is that?”

I intercepted a message to Orman from the temple.”

“How did you manage that?” Larris asked

Allyn shrugged. “I followed the messenger and knocked him out before he reached the palace. I lifted his purse so he’ll think he was robbed.” He handed Larris a small sheet of parchment.

The message was brief.

Do not fret. Karst says the time is at hand.

Chapter 29

Shanis closed her eyes and breathed in the silence. No more pounding of siege engines. No more battle cries. For a few hours, all was still.

Inside the command tent, the clan chiefs awaited her. Most still disagreed with her decision to break off the attack for the night, seeing it as a sign of weakness on her part. She still contended that the people of Karkwall were not the enemy, and she wanted to keep as many of them alive as possible until Orbrad was removed from power. And if her plan worked, that would happen tonight.

Ordering Gillen and Granlor to wait outside, she stepped inside the tent. Heztus followed behind her.

The tent was poorly lit and the air thick with smoke and sweat. A small part of her wanted to order them all to bathe, and she smiled at the thought. 

“What were our losses?” she asked, settling down at her place in the circle.

“Minimal,” said Krion. “Most of the defenders broke and ran when the wall went down, so there was little resistance.”

“Good. Now that we have our way in, we can put a stop to this in short order.”

Krion frowned. “What do you mean we have our way in?” 

“We control the outer wall. That means,” she looked at Horgris, “we also control the tunnel through which my friends and I escaped the city.”

Everyone turned to Horgris. 

“What is she talking about?” Krion asked sharply.

Horgris sighed and explained how he and other members of the Order of the Fox had helped Shanis and her companions escape from Orbrad’s dungeon. “I do know where the gate is, but I do not know the way through the tunnels.”

“Martrin does,” Shanis said. “Is he still on our side?”

“I believe so, but we can no reach him,” Horgris replied. “He do be close to Orbrad. It be risky to try and communicate with him.”

“We have to assume that the tunnels will be guarded,” Culmatan said, scratching his beard. “But the idea do be worth exploring. We should send in some men to scout it out.”

“I’ve already done that,” Shanis said. “Many are still exploring, but those who have reported back say the tunnels are lightly guarded. We should be able to get men into the inner keep and open the gates without me blasting them apart. Orbrad would have to surrender.”

“It could work, but it could also be a death trap,” Labar, chieftain of the Mud Snake clan, said.

The chieftains debated the plan for some time, finally agreeing to wait until all the scouts returned before sending in a small group of armed guards.

“All right,” Shanis said, rising to her feet. “I’m going to get some rest. Send Heztus to get me when you’re ready to send men into the city.”

The chieftains stood and bowed respectfully as she departed. Outside, she quickened her pace, forcing Granlor and Gillen to hurry along in order to keep pace. As soon as she was out of sight of the meeting tent, she changed directions and headed out of the camp.

“Wait!” Granlor had the good sense to keep his voice down. He and Gillen ran to catch up with her.

“What are you doing?” Gillen asked.

“I’m not waiting for any scouts,” Shanis said. “I’m putting an end to this tonight.”

Chapter 30

“This pass would make for an excellent ambush site.” Lerryn gazed down at the narrow pass, mentally placing his troops and planning his strategy. They would hit hard and run fast. As long as they didn’t get caught up in hand-to-hand fighting, they should be able to bloody the Kyrinians and get away safely.

It galled him to have to resort to such a strategy. He wanted to stand and fight, but he knew that if he did, his ragtag forces would be crushed. 

His forces. The very thought made him grin ruefully. How had he come to this? After the battle of Galsbur he’d set off on his own without a plan, save to somehow atone for the poor choices he’d made. Soon he’d found himself waging a one-man war against the bandits, mostly deserters from the Galdoran and Kyrinian armies, who marauded across the countryside.

And then he’d met Kelvin. Against his better judgment, he’d permitted the young man to join him. From that point on it seemed he could not go anywhere without gaining followers. The single pebble had started an avalanche.

Now he led a respectable force. Most of them were farmers who had lost their homes and families and whose desire for vengeance outstripped their fighting skills, but the lot was far from hopeless. Many of the men were skilled hunters and he’d put their archery skills to use. He’d also collected a number of veterans who had stepped in as officers, training up his makeshift army.

Soon they’d scoured the western lands of bandits and were now working their way east. As they journeyed, they’d continued to gather volunteers, but also some regulars— men who had become separated from their units, or sometimes the remnants of units that had been decimated. Now he finally had a force that could, if not stand toe-to-toe with a Kyrinian unit of similar size, at least acquit themselves well in a fight, particularly if Lerryn chose the ground and fought on his terms. 

“Do we have enough to defeat them?” Kelvin asked. “We’ve doubled in size over the last two weeks.”

“Of course not.  We can only hope to slow them down until the Galdoran reinforcements arrive.”

“Reinforcements of which there is still no sign.” Kelvin didn’t know Lerryn was or had been, First Prince of Galdora, and Lerryn wondered if the knowledge would change how the young man spoke to him. Probably not.

“They will come. They have to.” Lerryn tried to picture the geography of the region. This pass and the river beyond were the only natural barriers before the invaders would hit rolling, open farmland and have a clear path to Archstone. It was critical that they do what they could to slow these invaders and whittle down their numbers.

“But the soldiers who have joined us...” 

“Are soldiers, and thus not privy to the decisions of kings and generals. Archstone will send out forces to meet this threat.” Privately, he wondered if that were true. He hadn’t a shred of evidence that his father was even aware of this invading force, much less that he was sending troops.

Kelvin grimaced but acquiesced. “Max is coming.”

Max was one of the veterans who had joined them. A skilled cavalryman, he led the unit that had dubbed itself the White Fang, named after Lerryn’s elite squad, all of whom had died in defense of Galsbur. He had considered asking them to choose another name but decided it wasn’t worth the bother.

Max halted a few paces away and made a perfunctory bow. “There is someone here to see you, my Lord.” 

“You know what to do. Assign him to a squad, give him bread and a spear, and hope to the gods he knows how to use the latter.”

“Begging your pardon, but he says he is here to see Lerryn, First Prince of Galdora.”

Lerryn tensed, his heart drumming in his chest. “Then he is in the wrong place.”

Max shrugged. “He described you perfect-like. Says you’ll know his name. It’s Tabars.” 

Despite his annoyance at his identity finally being revealed, Lerryn’s heart leaped. Tabars was alive! 

“Send him to me.”

Max peered at him through narrowed eyes. “So it’s true, then?”

Lerryn nodded. “I was First Prince. Not anymore.” From the corner of his eye, he saw Kelvin gaping at him.

“In that case, I hope you’ll forgive us for treating you like one of us. We didn’t know.”

“I didn’t want you to know, and it was a welcome change to be treated like what I am— just a simple soldier.”

“You’re far more than that.” Max bowed again, this time deeply, and hurried away, returning in short order not only with Tabars, but also with Colin Malan, Edrin, Hair, and Hierm Van Derin. 

Tabars pressed his fist to his heart in salute. “Highness.”

“I no longer hold that title. You know that.”

Tabars looked down at his feet. “I don’t know what else to call you.”

“Call me Lerryn. After all these years, you’ve earned that much and more.” He greeted each in turn and then stood back, arms folded. “I assume you didn’t stumble upon my by accident. What do you want?”

Hierm cleared his throat. “Your brother sent us. Sent me, Hair, and Edrin, that is. We sort of picked up Colin and Tabars along the way.” 

Hierm then launched into a lengthy explanation, by the end of which, Lerryn wondered if perhaps he should start drinking again. Of course, the very thought of strong drink made him want to wretch. Whatever Shanis Malan had done to him, it had worked thoroughly.

He considered all that Hierm had told him: Lerryn’s father was dying, there was no proof of his abdication, the temple appeared to be plotting against the royal family, and Galdora’s forces were stretched to the breaking point.

“You are needed in Archstone, Highness,” Hierm said. 

“Don’t call me that.” Lerryn knew how peevish he must sound, but he didn’t care. “I abdicated, remember?”

“As a matter of fact, I don’t recall anything of the sort.” Tabars grinned wickedly.

“Nor do I.” Hierm scratched his head in mock-thoughtfulness. “Does anyone remember hearing anything about an abdication?” Grinning, the others shook their heads. “Unless you have it in writing...” Hierm shrugged.

“Mind your tongue when speaking to your prince.” The words were out before Lerryn even realized what he was saying. No one replied. There was no need. “I can’t do it,” he said after a long silence. He turned a pleading look to Tabars. “You know what I was like.”

“Yes, I do. On your worst day, you were the finest commander and best fighter I ever knew. No one can lead men like you can.”

Lerryn grimaced. “I drank too much, I trusted the wrong people. I was weak.”

“But that’s not who you are now,” Colin said. “I saw what you did in Galsbur. You were the very picture of what a leader should be. And look at what you’ve done here. You raised an entire army without even intending to if the men I’ve spoken to are to be believed.”

“They follow me because I’m a fighter. That’s all I’m fit for.”

“Begging your pardon,” Max said, “but I’m one of those men and it’s a sight more than that. You command, but you also listen and take counsel. You’re fair in your decisions and in the way you treat us. Besides that, there’s just something about you. You make the people around you braver, you make us believe. I should have seen you for what you were.”

“You are meant to lead,” Tabars said. “You can stay out here leading a small group of men and fighting small skirmishes and tell yourself it’s payment enough, but if you truly want to make amends to Galdora for your past sins, real or imagined, do it by serving her in the greatest capacity possible. Take up the mantle of First Prince and give all you are and all you have to your nation.”

Lerryn felt his resistance crumbling, yet he stubbornly held on to his doubts. 

“I shall consider what you say, but we have more pressing concerns at the moment. Van Derin, I want you, Edrin, and Hair to get to Archstone with all due haste. I’m sure at least one of my men knows the quickest route to get there. Make certain Larris knows there’s a large Kyrinian army coming at them from the northwest. If our forces are concentrated in the northeast, it’s possible they are completely unaware of this particular threat, despite my hopes to the contrary. Tell him I’ll do all I can to slow them down but I can’t hope to defeat them. Unless he can get help, either from our own forces or from our allies, it will be up to him to defend the city. The entire war might depend on him.”

Chapter 31

“You can no go by yourself,” Granlor protested. “This place be far too dangerous.”

They stood inside the dark corridor that ran through Karkwall’s outer walls. It was through this very passageway that Shanis and her friends had escaped their imprisonment in the dungeons beneath the castle.

“You presume to tell me, your queen, what to do?” Shanis felt like a fool saying this, but it gained the desired result.

“No, but I must keep you safe. I did make a vow.” 

She could tell by his resolute stare that he would not be moved. She had half expected that.

“I’m going too.” Gillen’s face was pale, but her tone was firm.

“Fine, you can both go with me, but don’t do anything to draw attention to yourselves.”

“You mean like carrying a giant sword across your back?” Granlor nodded at the hilt of the Silver Serpent that jutted up over her shoulder.

“Right. Well, it can’t be helped. I have to have it with me if I have any hope of succeeding. Besides, if all goes as planned, no one will see us until we’re inside the throne room.”

“We are going inside the castle?”

“How else am I going to kill Orbrad? Devin here will show us the way.” She pointed to the grizzled warrior who had just stepped out of the darkness. He was a member of the Order of the Fox who had made contact with Horgris after the battle. “Now, stop your yammering and come with me.” Before he could argue she started off down the corridor.

“I don’t remember much about my escape from Karkwall,” she said to Devin. “We escaped from the dungeons through a tunnel that led into a stable. From there, Martrin took us into a different passageway and led us through the outer wall where we met Horgris.”

“I know just the way,” he assured her.

As they walked, the silence enveloped her, leaving her alone with her thoughts. Was this the proper course of action? What if she died or was taken prisoner? What then would hold Malgog and Monaghan together? Had she, once again, let her impulsive nature take over? Perhaps, but she could not abide the thought of more lives lost unnecessarily. She had to reach Orbrad and either make him see sense or, if she had to, end his life and, with it, his rule.

Of course, that came with its own set of problems. If it came to killing him, could she even do it? Execute someone? She had to. It would be wrong to make someone else do it for her though the thought turned her stomach.

“What will you do about the princess?” Granlor whispered.

She winced. She still had not made up her mind about Orbrad’s fifteen-year-old daughter.

“If she lives, she will be a threat to your crown.”

“No, she won’t,” Shanis snapped. “My line is from Badla. Orbrad is a pretender. Once he is dethroned, it won’t matter what his child does.”

“She is old enough to marry,” Gillen said. “You could arrange it. But you would have to choose someone you trust. Perhaps a prince from somewhere far away.”

Her stomach fluttered at the words “marry” and “prince.” Thoughts of Larris flooded her mind and she was thankful for the darkness that hid her blushing. If she succeeded, she would be the queen of Lothan— royalty, just the same as Larris. The greatest obstacle standing in their path would be removed.

“The way out is just up ahead.” Devin’s voice jolted her thoughts back to the present. “Let me take a look.”

A sliver of gray light sketched the shape of a door only to be blotted out by his dark frame. “The way is clear at the moment,” he said. “Here is my suggestion. Many in Karkwall believe tonight will be their last night on this world. There has been a fair bit of carousing and wenching. I don’t expect many to be on high alert, no matter what orders the king has given.” He paused. “Stay close to me and Granlor. If we encounter anyone between here and the street, he and I will pretend to be deep in our cups and the two of you will be our...”

“Whores?” Gillen asked. 

Devin coughed into his closed fist. “You’d only be pretending, my lady.”

Gillen chuckled. “It’s fine by me. Let’s go.”

Smiling, Devin pushed the door open, slipped an arm around the witch woman, and stepped outside. Granlor reached for Shanis.

“Don’t touch me with any body part you don’t want cut off,” she warned. “I’ll stay close to you,” she added, regretting her shortness with the young man who had done nothing since she met him save try to keep her safe.

“Do you want me to carry your sword?” he asked. “It would look less suspicious if I wore it.”

“No. I want it close at hand should I need it.” The sword was useless to anyone but her. No one else could so much as hold it without experiencing excruciating pain. Granlor was correct, though. If she wore it across her back, no one would believe their ruse. She pulled the scabbard off of her shoulder and leaned on the oversized sword like a walking staff. In the darkness, with Granlor close to her side, it just might work.

It felt odd strolling casually down the street, knowing someone could put a bolt or arrow in her back at any moment. Once again, she questioned the wisdom of her decision.

Gillen seemed to read her thoughts. “Do you wish me to cast the web of protection?”

Shanis considered the question. “Not unless it seems as if we are in immediate danger. Save your strength.”

They strode along through the cold night. Here and there they spotted people moving in the darkness, but no one took notice of them. It felt as if a pall were cast over the city as if all of Karkwall held its collective breath.

“The stable is close by,” Devin said. He quickened his pace and the others hurried to keep up. The stable was in sight when a voice rang out in the darkness, stopping them short.

“Devin, what are you about?” A rangy man in palace livery leaned against the alley wall. He held a mug in both hands but seemed sober.

“Hello, Nigel. We’re just having a bit of fun on the last night of my life.” Devin cast a meaningful glance at Shanis and Gillen.

“It won’t be my last night. If it goes badly, I’ll surrender first thing. They say that girl is a wild one, but she doesn’t sound so bad to me.” 

Shanis gripped her sword but held her tongue.

“Don’t let anyone hear you say that,” Devin warned. “They’ll have you in chains for sure.”

“True enough.” Nigel cocked his head and frowned at Granlor. “I don’t believe I know you.”

Granlor nodded thoughtfully. “I’ve seen you about. I suppose I’m not very memorable.” He covered his Monaghan accent and dialect well.

Nigel nodded slowly. “I’m sure we’ve passed another on the street at some point. Well, I’ll not keep you from your fun. But I don’t think there’s a room available anywhere in the city. The ones that aren’t being used to tend the wounded are filled up with men like yourselves.”

“Oh, I think the stable will do fine for us.” Devin reached out and pinched Gillen on the rump.

As soon as Nigel had wandered out of sight, Gillen drove an elbow into Devin’s ribs. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I had to make it look believable,” he said, rubbing his side.

“Just be glad you didn’t try that with me,” Shanis said. “Now, let’s get inside before any more of your friends arrive.” 

They slipped inside the stable and closed the door behind them. Shanis breathed a sigh of relief. They weren’t out of the woods yet, but it felt good to no longer be out in the open.

“Where’s the trapdoor?” Gillen asked.

‘It’s inside the stall over there.” Devin pointed to the far corner of the stable. “But that’s not where we’re going.”

“What?” Shanis said. She realized Devin had betrayed her. She’d kill him for this! But before she could draw her sword, torches blazed to life all around her.

A dozen grim-faced men armed with crossbows surrounded them. She quickly considered the situation. There was nothing she could do. She could never summon the Silver Serpent’s power before the bolts flew. She’d foolishly walked into a death trap. Perhaps Gillen could call up the shielding spell, but one glance told her that the young bone woman had reached the same conclusion Shanis had— there was no time.

“What is this?” Shanis poured all her rage into the words.

“This, Your Majesty,” a voice said from behind her, “is how this battle ends.”

Chapter 32

Shanis turned and recognized the speaker immediately. Martrin! The man who had helped them escape from Karkwall. But he was a member of the Order of the Fox. Then again, so was Devin. Rage burned inside her. For a moment, she didn’t care if she was killed. She wanted to hurt someone. 

“Traitor!” she hissed.

“No! Wait!” Martrin held up his hands. “You misunderstand. We are here to help you.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“My apologies, Majesty. I should have handled this better, but I’m so accustomed to keeping secrets that Devin didn’t even know the full plan.”

“Why don’t you tell me now?” Devin looked affronted. “You said you knew a better way in, but you didn’t mention surrounding us with armed men.”

“These men are all members of the Order of the Fox, and some of our most loyal. They will take you to Orbrad.”

“Just like that?” Shanis asked. She wanted to believe him.

“Orbrad has locked himself in his throne room and is protected by his most devoted guards. No one can get close to him.”

“So, even if I had come up through the dungeons as I intended, I’d still have to fight my way through the guards to reach him.”

“Exactly, but we have another way. Orbrad is not seeing anyone, but I think he would open his doors if we brought him the leader of the rebellion. He’s dying to put your head on a spike and hang the rest of you from the front gate.”

Granlor took a step forward. “You mean to bring her in chains?”

“I think rope will suffice,” Martrin said. “I’ll slice it almost all the way through so you can snap it at a moment’s notice.” He hesitated. “We will have to take your sword.” He eyed the Silver Serpent nervously.

Shanis considered this. She had no reason to distrust Martrin, but what did she actually know about him? Yes, he had aided her before, but if he had turned his coat, he might be taking her to her death. Then again, if he intended her harm, his men would have opened fire the moment she stepped inside the stable.

“All right,” she said. “But Granlor carries my sword.”

“Very well. He should wear this.” Martrin removed his green cloak and handed it to Granlor, who donned it and then slung the Silver Serpent over his back, being careful not to touch the hilt. “Orbrad doesn’t know my men by sight, so he won’t realize anything is amiss.” He turned to Devin and Gillen. “You two will be prisoners also. I’ll saw through your bindings as well.”

“All right, but what do we do when we get there?” Devin asked.

Martrin smiled. “Just follow my lead.”

Shanis kept her eyes straight ahead as they marched through the streets, into the palace, and up to the throne room. Inside, she was a mass of nerves. Up ahead, the guards whispered amongst themselves. Apparently, word of her supposed capture had spread, and she feared one of them might try something foolish before she could defend herself. But they only cast dark stares in her direction. One man called out something obscene, and Martrin’s men played along, laughing and making jokes about the wild girl who would be queen.

She ignored their taunts. She had more pressing things on her mind. The moment of truth neared. Her plan to kill Orbrad had seemed a simple one when she had conceived it, but the reality was something different. Killing was not entirely foreign to her. Back in Galsbur she’d stabbed to death a man who had tried to assault her, but that had happened in a moment of desperation, she’d fought to defend herself at times, and she knew lives had been lost when she’d destroyed a portion of the city wall earlier in the day, but this was something entirely different. Could she kill a man in cold blood? Could she look him in the eye and run her sword through his heart? Revulsion welled up inside her. She had only consented to unite the clans in order to end the clan wars and save lives. Taking Orbrad’s life ran contrary to what she stood for or tried to stand for.

The guards, apparently mistaking the expression on her face for fear, jeered.

“Not so brave now, are you sweetheart?”

“Didn’t think you’d have to pay for what you did?”

“Come over here and I’ll give you a good spanking!”

“Look at the witch. She’s an ugly one.”

Anger welled up inside her, strengthening her resolve. She raised her chin and swept a baleful gaze across their ranks. They fell silent. Not so brave, after all.

A single guard stepped forward and greeted Martrin with the ritual clenched fist across his heart. Martrin returned the greeting.

“I bring the rebel leader, Shanis Malan, to the king for the dispensation of justice,” Martrin said.

The guard looked Shanis up and down. “So this is her? Why do you need so many guards for one girl?”

“Three prisoners total.” Martrin indicated Devin and Gillen. “Both women are witches, so I thought it prudent to take added precautions.”

“That one looks familiar.” The guard frowned at Devin, trying to place him.

“A traitor. We caught him leading these two into the city.”

“Plenty of traitors about these days. Is it safe to bring them before the king?”

Martrin laughed. “They are witches, not sorcerers. They can’t cast spells if their hands are bound.”

That was patently false, but the guard, obviously not recognizing the absurdity of the statement, nodded sagely. He turned and rapped three times on the door. Moments later, the doors swung open and Martrin took Shanis by the elbow and shoved her roughly inside. 

“Now,” he whispered.

Shanis yanked her wrists apart, snapping the few threads that bound them together. Behind her, crossbow bolts sang through the air and voices cried out in pain and alarm as they found their marks in the bodies of Orbrad’s guards.

“What is this?” a shrill voice cried. Orbrad sat stiffly on his throne, pressing his ample girth backward as if he could vanish inside it. Queen Agnes and Princess Sophie stood to his right, holding one another tight and staring wide-eyed at the intruders. To his left stood a thin man with a pointed nose and silver hair—Bertram. 

Bertram was the king’s steward, but Shanis had observed on her previous visit that the odd man seemed to also have the king’s ear as a royal advisor. He was not a member of the Order of the Fox, but he had previously conspired with Martrin to free Shanis and her party when they’d been imprisoned.

Two guards survived, and they stood flanking the king, swords upraised, looking uncertainly at Martrin.

“This is the end of your rule, Orbrad,” Martrin said. Behind him, Granlor, Shanis, and Devin drew their swords. 

One of the guards took a step forward.

“I wouldn’t try it,” Martrin said to the guards. “This is over. Don’t die for a lost cause.”

“Don’t listen to him. Protect your king!” Orbrad shouted.

Shanis heard Gillen whisper, and then the guards began to sway. In a matter of seconds, both went limp and fell to the ground, their swords clanging uselessly onto the stone floor. 

“Hurry. They won’t be asleep for long,” Gillen said. 

“Witchcraft!” Orbrad’s eyes were like saucers.

Granlor and Devin relieved the guards of their weapons and bound their wrists with rope. By the time they opened their eyes, they lay helpless on the floor.

“How can you do this to me?” Orbrad blathered. “You are a traitor, Martrin.”

“My loyalty is and has always been to a united Lothan. To that end, I support the one person who can heal our wounds— the rightful queen.”

Shanis stepped out from behind Granlor and Devin. Orbrad rose halfway out of his seat but froze. His lips worked furiously, but he managed only choked sounds.

“You are out of options,” she said. “Your forces cannot stand against us, and now you cannot stand against me. Abdicate, and let this all be at an end.”

“I refuse.” Orbrad’s tone was like that of a petulant child. He sat back down on his throne and gripped the seat cushions as if to keep himself from being dislodged.

“You really don’t have a choice. Abdicate, and I will send you and your family into exile with enough gold that you may live out your lives in comfort somewhere far from here.”

Martrin raised an eyebrow at the promise.

“I would sooner die, and so would my wife and daughter. We are the royal family and we will not live out or lives as refugees.”

“Father, please listen to them,” Sophie pleaded. She was a plain-faced girl but didn’t share her parents’ girth. “We don’t have to die.”

“I’ll grant you a new title,” Shanis invented wildly, “and you can make a suitable match for your daughter.”

Orbrad shook his head, making his jowls wobble. “You will have to kill us all.”

Agnes and Sophie began to cry. Orbrad turned and scowled.

“Stop that. We are the royal family of Lothan and we will die bravely. The history books will speak of our courage and devotion to the throne.”

Beside him, Bertram reached inside his robe and drew out a knife. The light glinted along its surface as he pressed the blade to the king’s throat.

“Wait!” Shanis cried, but it was too late. 

With a deft movement, the steward opened Orbrad’s throat and stepped back, watching with grim satisfaction as the surprised monarch clutched his throat, trying in desperation to stanch the flow of blood. Beside him, Agnes and Sophie screamed.

It was over in a matter of seconds, but to Shanis it seemed an eternity, but she forced herself to watch as the king expired. Finally, he slumped down, the front of his doublet soaked in crimson.

Ignoring the wails of the queen and princess, Bertram wiped the blade of his knife on Obrad’s cape, slipped it back inside his robe, and then turned and bowed to her.

“Welcome to Karkwall, Your Majesty.”

Chapter 33

“You are working hard. I only hope that’s work for one of our classes.” Naseeb gave Oskar a disapproving look. “You don’t have time to work on your extra project.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?” Oskar closed his book, stretched, and yawned. Since his elevation to initiate, it seemed like his nose was always in a book. Though they still took the same courses as novits, initiates were given extra assignments to study independently until they were deemed ready for disciple status, at which time they’d be paired with a saikur whom they would shadow and assist, thus gaining real-world experience. For Oskar, that was years away.

“Have you made any progress?” Naseeb asked.

“I don’t think so. I’m gathering all the information I can, but I don’t feel like it’s anything new or helpful—just confirmation of what I already know.”

The collection of papers Oskar called his “book” lay unbound on the desk. Naseeb began absently shuffling through them until he came to the rubbings Oskar had made from the walls in the lost city of Murantha shortly before he and his friends had found the Silver Serpent 

“What are these?”

Oskar frowned. He hadn’t given much thought to the papers. He had wanted to keep them mostly for sentimental reasons, but with all of the resources available at the Gates, they seemed superfluous at best.

“Just some rubbings I made during my travels.”

Naseeb scratched his head. “These glyphs look familiar. I swear I’ve seen their like before, but I can’t say where.”

Dacio joined them and took one of the pages from Naseeb. He held it up to the candlelight and leaned so close that his nose almost touched it. “I’ve been making a study of ancient writing. Would you mind if I borrow these? Perhaps there’s something in the archives that would help me translate them.”

“All right,” Oskar said. He was so distracted by his task that he didn’t really care what Naseeb did with the rubbings. “Just don’t lose them.”

“Where exactly did they come from?” Naseeb asked. “Somewhere pretty old I would imagine.”

“Murantha.”

“What?” Naseeb and Dacio cried in unison. Even Whitt sprang up from his bed and gaped at Oskar.

“You are telling us,” Naseeb said slowly, “that you have been to the lost city of Murantha?”

Oskar realized how surprising, even absurd the statement must sound to his friends. He hadn’t intended to let that bit of information slip. It was one of the many topics Aspin had ordered him not to discuss, but he was tired of keeping so many secrets. He decided that his friends could be trusted. “That’s right. I thought I’d mentioned it.” 

A flood of questions ensued and Oskar spent the better part of an hour recounting the tale of how they had met up with Prince Larris and eventually found the lost city.

“Why didn’t you tell us this before?” Whitt marveled.

“I’m not really supposed to talk about it. I’m relying on you all to keep the secret. Besides, would you have believed me? And even if you thought I was telling the truth, you would probably think I was boasting.”

“I can’t believe this,” Naseeb said. “All this time I thought you were just another country oaf and now I discover you’re, in fact, a hero.” He playfully punched Oskar on the shoulder.

“So the civil war in Lothan is sort of your fault,” Whitt said.

“It’s not his fault. He just helped a little bit.” Naseeb said with a wink.

Oskar managed a shy smile. He hadn’t done anything important in his life until he and his friends had left Galsbur. Receiving praise was still an unusual and uncomfortable experience.

“Oskar, these could be important.” Dacio shook the paper in his hand. “Your research is about the Silver Serpent, which was hidden at Murantha. Until you found it, that is,” he added. “If we can translate these glyphs, there might be valuable information here.”

“Feel free,” Oskar said. “I’m willing to try anything.” He paused. “Just remember—let’s keep this between the four of us, all right?”

“Agreed,” they all said. 

Dacio looked up from the sheaf of papers and frowned.

“What is it?” Oskar asked.

Dacio pointed to the bottom of the door to their room. A shadow was just visible as if someone were standing there. Oskar stood, moved quietly to the door, and threw it open.

Oskar recognized the brown-robed man who stood in the doorway, hand raised as if about to knock. He had escorted Oskar to meet Basilius on Oskar’s first day at the gates. How long had he been standing there and what might he have heard?  

“Initiate Clehn? Proctor Basilius would like to see you.” His face red with embarrassment, the saikur hurried away.

Oskar exchanged glances with his friends. He was certain no good would come of this meeting.

Proctor Basilius waited in his sitting room. He didn’t rise when Oskar entered and bowed respectfully. 

“Initiate Clehn,” he said. “Please sit down.” His firm tone and flinty gaze told Oskar that this was going to be an uncomfortable meeting.

Oskar took the closest chair and waited for Basilius to continue.

“I have heard some things that are of great concern to me,” Basilius began. “I understand you have been keeping company with the wrong sort of people. Or should I say, the wrong sort of person?”

Oskar was not certain where the proctor was going with this though he assumed this was another of the proctor’s attempts to fish for information about Aspin, so he thought it best to remain silent. He did his best to appear politely confused.

They sat in silence until Basilius grew impatient.

“You are aware that we do not allow women at the Gates. And we do not enter into relationships with women?”

Oskar’s stomach fell. Basilius knew about Lizzie. “I’m sorry?” he managed.

Basilius scowled. “Don’t play coy with me, Initiate. I know you have been keeping company with a woman of ill repute.”

Oskar made a small gesture with his open palms but did not reply.

Basilius stared at him from beneath hooded lids until he finally let out his breath in a sharp exhale. “Initiate Clehn do you or do you not know a woman named Elizabeth?”

“It doesn’t sound familiar.” That wasn’t technically a lie. Lizzie had never told him that her name was Elizabeth. “What is her surname?”

“She claims not to have one. But I am sure the constable will extract it from her in short order.” Basilius stared at Oskar, trying to measure the effect of his words.

Oskar somehow managed to remain calm and outwardly relaxed. “I’m sorry Proctor, but I fear I can’t help you. Incidentally, who told you that I know this person?”

“Where a proctor gets his information is not the business of an initiate.”

“I only meant...”

Basilius slapped the arm of his chair. “I don’t care what you meant. You are far too arrogant for a boy of your station and skills. I realize Aspin is Denrill’s favorite, and you are Aspin’s creature, but a prelate’s term of service is not necessarily for life. Sooner or later every man is called to account for his misdeeds. Think upon that.” His face turned beet red. “This meeting is at an end. See yourself out.” 

Oskar stood, bowed, and headed for the door, trying to remain calm. Inside, his nerves were jangled. Confused thoughts whirled through his mind.

“It’s a shame you don’t know the young lady,” Basilius said as Oskar opened the door. “Perhaps you could have given evidence to her good character at the trial.”

It took everything Oskar had, all of his self-control, to not turn around and confront the proctor, but he knew it would not do any good. It would only confirm that he had a relationship with Lizzie. He closed the door gently behind him and did not quicken his pace until he was well out of earshot.

When he returned to his quarters, he threw open the door. His friends looked at him in alarm.

“What’s wrong?” Naseeb asked.

“I need your help.”

Chapter 34

Larris strode along the northern stretch of Archstone’s city walls, looking out into the distance as if he could see the armies that threatened his kingdom. Somewhere in the distance, Galdora’s forces struggled to hold back the armies of Kyrin, and he was powerless to do anything about it. Orman had left three days earlier, taking with him the bulk of the city’s troops. All that remained was a skeleton force guarding the city, plus a handful of the rawest recruits at the academy. The war was far away, yet he keenly felt his city’s vulnerability. A stiff breeze lent a chill to the cold feeling running down his spine. Something bad was about to happen. He was sure of it.

“I still don’t know what my uncle is playing at,” he said to Allyn, who walked beside him. “Assuming the regency and then immediately leaving the city?”

Allyn ran a hand through his hair. “We know he’s in league with the temple. I can only assume there’s some sort of power grab in the works, but for the life of me I can’t see how taking all the troops south fits in.”

Up ahead, two guards, one tall and dark, the other short and fair, lounged against the parapet. As Larris drew closer, they stood at something close to attention.

“What is this?” Allyn barked. “You do not salute your prince?”

With a slowness bordering on insolence, the two men pressed their fists to their hearts and made awkward bows. 

“I’ll have your names,” Allyn said.

“May I ask who you are?” The taller guard’s eyes bored into Allyn. “You aren’t the prince.”

“He’s the man who is going to defenestrate you both if you don’t give him your names,” Larris said, managing to suppress his grin at the sight of the man’s bulging eyes.

The shorter guard spoke up immediately. “It’s Edgar and Marcus. Please forgive me, Highness, but please don’t defenes...whatever that word was. I prefer women, you see.”

Allyn rolled his eyes. “By all the gods. We’re relying on the likes you to protect our city?” He turned to Larris. “We’re doomed.” 

Larris ignored the comment though he thought his friend had a point. He turned to the guards. “When guard changes, report to Commander Rayburn for remedial training.”

“Yes, Highness,” they said in unison. Each bowed again and then snapped to attention.

Larris and Allyn continued their walk. When they were out of earshot, Allyn cocked his head. “Don’t you have to have a window in order to defenestrate someone?”

“I think you’re right, but they didn’t know that.” He stopped, turned, and leaned against the parapet. Dark clouds hung low in the distance. “A storm is coming.”

“In more ways than one,” Allyn agreed.

Larris nodded. 

“I quit.” 

Allyn turned to him and frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I’m finished with this life. I’m going to take Mother, and you if you want to come, and find Shanis. I’ll be her consort, or whatever it is she wants me to be. I deserve to be happy, don’t you think?”

Allyn’s jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious.”

“I’m not. I just wanted to say it aloud to try it on for size. A part of me wants it, but I could never do that.”

Allyn let out a slow breath. “I can’t decide if I’m relieved or not. I would give much to be out on the road again. I can’t breathe in the city.” He tugged absently at his collar. “But I would no sooner leave right now than you would. I’ve been sworn to you and your house for as long as I can remember.” He stiffened, his eye wide.

“What is it?”

“Let’s keep walking.” Not waiting for Larris, he turned and strode away. “I just realized something. I think I’ve seen the dark-haired guard before.”

“Where?”

Allyn fixed him with a long, measured look before answering. “At the temple.”

Larris resisted the urge to look back at the two guards. No need to let the men know they’d drawn undue attention to themselves.  “If the temple is insinuating itself into the city guard, we need to do something about it. Let’s talk to Rayburn.”

They met with the grizzled commander of the guard in Larris’ private chambers. He knew the fact they were meeting here would draw attention, but at least the trusted guards outside his door would make certain that no prying ears would hear their discussion.

“With so many men of fighting age joining the army, the pickings have been slim for the guard. Mazier took it upon himself to bring in a sizable number of new recruits. I can’t say whether or not they have a connection to the temple.” Rayburn frowned down at his scarred hands. “Forgive me, Highness, but I don’t trust Mazier or Jowan.”

“Neither do I.” Larris turned to gaze out the window at the gray day. The pieces were coming together. Orman was in league with the temple, and Mazier had clearly favored Orman for the regency. The Vizier had now taken the unusual step of recruiting men for the city guard. If he were taking it upon himself to filter men loyal to the temple into the guard, could a coup be in the offing? 

Allyn seemed to have come to the same conclusion. “We need to keep you safe, Larris. If we find out that Lerryn is dead, they need only to dispose of you and Orman becomes Jowan’s puppet king. And then how long before the monarchy is set aside in favor of a temple-dominated council?”

“I won’t go into hiding,” Larris said. “I’ll have to rely on you to watch my back.” He turned to Rayburn. “I assume you have a record of which men were brought in by Mazier?”

“Of course.”

“Split them up. Pair as many of them as you can with men whom you know to be loyal and incorruptible, and tell those men to keep an eye on these new recruits. Assign the rest to tasks that won’t afford them opportunities to cause trouble. Keep your ear to the ground for connections any of your men might have to the temple. And turn away any recruits Mazier sends you. Allyn will begin the search for new guards.”

Allyn glanced at him in surprise but did not argue.

“I understand, Highness. I’ll get to it immediately. By your leave?” Rayburn had scarcely risen from his chair when a sharp knock came at the door.

“Enter,” Larris said. 

Theron, a sturdily-built veteran guardsman, opened the door. “Your Highness, Master Hierm Van Derin to see you. He isn’t exactly fit to be received, but he insists you will want to see him immediately.”

Larris’ heart pounded double-time. “He is correct. Send him in.”

Van Derin did look a mess. He was covered in trail dust from head to foot, and the dark pouches under his eyes said he sorely lacked sleep. “Your Highness.” He bowed deeply and his knees buckled. He would have fallen on his face had Allyn not caught him around the middle. “Sorry,” he said as Allyn half-carried him to a chair. “I fear I haven’t taken the best care of myself the past few days. Hair and Edrin are with me and they’re not in much better shape.”

“Send for food and water,” Larris said to Allyn. “And an herb woman,” he added. “I don’t trust the healers. Make sure the other two are cared for as well.” He turned back to Hierm. “Tell me everything. Is Lerryn alive?”

Hierm held up a trembling hand. “Time is of the essence. Unless a miracle has happened in the time since we set out for Archstone, you can expect a Kyrinian army to arrive here in a matter of days.”

“How...” Larris began, but Hierm spoke over him.

“They came from the northwest through farm country. Lerryn has theories about how they managed to slip through largely undetected, but that doesn’t matter now. What is important is that you prepare the city’s defenses.”

“The prince is alive, then?” Rayburn asked.

Hierm nodded. “He started out fighting bandits, deserters mostly. He managed to gather a decent-sized force of fighting men. He will do what he can to slow the Kyrinian advance, but slow it is all he will be able to do. It’s a large army. You’ll need every available soldier to man the walls.”

Larris sank into his chair. “We have no soldiers. My uncle took them from the city three days ago.” He pressed his fingertips to his temples, feeling the beginnings of a headache coming on. “What,” he asked, “are we going to do?”

Chapter 35

“That’s the jail.” Whitt pointed to a low stone building. Dim light flickered through the barred window on the front door. He turned to Oskar. “Are you sure about this?”

Oskar shook his head though hidden as they were in the darkness he doubted they could see him. “Not at all, but I have to get Lizzie out of there.”

“What’s your plan?” Naseeb asked.

“I’m going to blast the door open, find her, and escape. I need you two to cover my back while I do it.” He bit his lip, wondering what dangers he might face one he got inside. Were many jailers on duty? If so, what would he do? He didn’t want to hurt anyone, but they might force his hand. 

Whitt’s jaw dropped. “That is the stupidest plan I’ve ever heard.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Every idea is better than that idea. I thought you knew what you were doing.”

“Seriously,” Naseeb said. “We’d never have left our room if we’d known what you had in mind. Even if you succeed, you’ll be turned out for certain.”

“He’s right,” Dacio said. “We need to think about this.”

“Quiet.” Naseeb raised his hand. “I see Agen. He’s coming this way.” 

Sure enough, Agen was approaching from the opposite direction. The tall youth was trying to keep to the shadows and failing miserably. Oskar and his friends exchanged looks. There was no need to ask why Agen was there. Apparently, he had heard about Lizzie and hoped to catch Oskar outside the city without permission. 

As Oskar watched his nemesis approach, he was struck by an idea. He hastily whispered instructions to his friends, who nodded and smiled.

They all trained their eyes on Agen and Naseeb began to whisper the incantation for somnus, a spell that made its target drowsy. So far, he alone among their class had developed an aptitude for it. Soon, Agen began to blink and rub his eyes. The spell was taking effect. He stumbled forward until he was no more than twenty paces from their hiding place.

Oskar joined in with a spell called caligo, which created a cloud of mist around Agen. As soon as Agen was shrouded in fog, Whitt sprang from their hiding place. He covered the intervening space quickly and silently, slipped up behind Agen, and clubbed him across the back of the head. Agen wobbled and his knees buckled, but Whitt caught him and dragged him into the alley where the others waited.

Oskar turned to Naseeb. “We need ale. Quickly, before he wakes.”

Naseeb held out his hand. “Coin?” Seeing the expression on Oskar’s face, he winked and hurried away, returning in short order with a mug of ale. “I had to pay for the mug too. You owe me.”

“Fine.” Oskar took the mug and sloshed the ale all over the front of Agen’s robes, and then poured the rest down the young man’s throat. Agen gasped and began to choke. Whitt rolled him onto his side and pounded him on the back until Agen’s coughing fit subsided.

“You three hide,” Whitt said. “I know what to do.” The powerful young man hauled Agen to his feet, slipped an arm around his waist, and began singing loudly. Moments later the door to the jail opened and a skinny man with a sour face peered out. 

“What’s with all the noise?” he snarled.

“Sorry,” Whitt said. “I tried to quiet him down, but he’s not himself.”

“It’s late,” the jailer said flatly. 

“I know. I’m just trying to get him back to the Gates. I mean, the city gates.”

“The Gates, you say?” The jailer’s brow furrowed. “Come here.”

“Please, your Honor,” Whitt said. “He got some bad news today and went out on his own. My friends and I have been looking for him all evening.”

Agen began to stir a little. “Where am I?” he mumbled.

The jailer stepped out into the street and hurried toward Whitt and Agen.

As soon as the man reached the middle of the road, Naseeb dashed to the door and slipped inside. 

“You two are too young to be seekers, and I know the rules as well as you do,” the jailer said. “I’m required to report this to your masters.” He stopped in front of the two young men and sniffed the air. “He reeks of ale, but you seem to be all right.”

“He’s never done anything like this before. I’m just trying to get him back so he can sleep it off. Isn’t there anything you can do?” Whitt asked.

The constable hesitated. “There’s nothing I can do for your friend. I’ll let you go this time, but I’ll need your name.”

“It’s Shaw,” Whitt said, providing the name of one of Agen’s closest friends.

“All right. Help me get him inside and then you can go.” The jailer and Whitt dragged Agen toward the front door. 

Oskar watched, heart racing. Naseeb, the quickest of their group and easily the best at hiding, had gone inside to assess the situation, and with luck, find Lizzie. But even if he managed to find her and get her free, they’d never slip past the jailer now. Oskar might have to resort to main force after all. He was about to step out from his hiding place when Naseeb appeared in the doorway.

“Who are you?” the jailer barked.

“His friend.” Naseeb pointed at Agen. “We’ve been looking for him, but I see you’ve found him.”

“I found him and I’m keeping him. I’ll send word to the Gates and let the masters send someone for him. Now the two of you get out of here before I decide to detain you as well.” The jailer hauled Agen through the door and closed it behind him.

Naseeb, grinning, hurried over to Oskar.

“Did you see her?” Oskar demanded.

Naseeb nodded. “Just wait.”

A few minutes later, the door opened again and Lizzie walked out, followed by a tall, oily-looking man with a shaved head. 

Oskar couldn’t contain his surprise. “Lizzie!” he called.

She turned around, spotted him, and broke into a grin. “Give me a minute,” she said to the tall man, who glanced at Oskar and smirked. She hurried over and took his hands in hers. “What are you doing here?”

“I was going to try and break you out.” He felt his cheeks warm as he said it. 

She smiled. “That’s sweet, but there was no need. We have an understanding with the constabulary. I’ll have to repay the guild for the bribe, but I’ll be fine.”

Oskar didn’t know what to make of this bit of information, but Lizzie only laughed at his confusion.

“I’ll explain later. I have to make my apologies to the guild. I’ll meet you tomorrow night.” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and hurried away. 

Whitt gazed admiringly at her receding form. “That,” he said, “is some girl you’ve got.”

Chapter 36

“It’s a slaughter down there!” Kelvin loosed another arrow into the confused ranks of Kyrinians who struggled to fight their way up the steep sides of the pass. The bright sun shone down on the black-and-gold clad Kyrinians, and their cries filled the air on what would have otherwise been a beautiful day. 

“Why don’t they run?”

“They have no choice but to press forward,” Lerryn said. “The bulk of their army is behind them. They can’t go back now.”

The attack had gone off just as he had planned. His forces had remained hidden while the Kyrinians sent advance scouts to probe the pass and had not attacked until the enemy was fully committed. The first riders had spurred their mounts forward and tried to make it through the pass, but the rain of projectiles fired and hurled down on them had brought every man down before he reached the other end. Of course, Lerryn’s men had a few surprises waiting for them on the other side, as well. 

As the bodies began to pile up, the Kyrinians had no choice but to engage with the attackers. Their archers attempted to return fire, but few of their arrows found their marks. Meanwhile, the infantry tried to advance, but they fell before engaging with Lerryn’s troops. 

“How long can we keep this up?” Kelvin asked.

“Until we run out of arrows. Or until they get enough men up the slopes to push us back. We’ll have to retreat before that happens, though.” 

“Oh.” Kelvin sounded disappointed. “I sort of hoped they’d just keep riding through the pass and we’d keep shooting them down.” 

Lerryn laughed. “If only it were that easy.” The Kyrinian’s numbers would soon prove too much for his force, but he was making them bleed, as he had planned.  He watched as his forces repulsed another charge, but another line formed almost immediately and charged again. Each attack made it a little farther up the hill. Lerryn’s forces were already running low on arrows, and now his men were choosing their targets carefully, reluctant to waste a shot.  Gradually, they gave ground. 

“That didn’t last long.” Kelvin was proving to be an astute pupil. “I suppose I should get ready?” At Lerryn’s nod, he took out the battered war horn he’d taken off a dead Kyrinian weeks before, pressed it to his lips, and waited.

Lerryn watched, knowing he had to time this exactly right. He needed the Kyrinian attacks on both sides of the pass to ebb at the same time, giving his own troops the chance to disengage and get clear of what came next. 

“Now!” he shouted.

Kelvin blew two long, loud blasts. All along the pass, their forces unleashed a final torrent of arrows, spears, and rocks and then turned and retreated to the top of the pass. Seeing their enemy in full retreat, a cheer went up among the Kyrinians. They rallied and began to climb the steep hills en masse. Behind them, troops continued to pour into the pass. 

“Wait until they’ve almost reached the top,” Lerryn whispered to himself.  “Now!”

A single sharp blast from the horn, and then an odd moment of almost quiet fell across the battlefield as the Kyrinians looked for an attack that did not come.

And then a deep, hollow rumbling filled the air. Up and down the battle lines, Lerryn’s men tipped boulders over the edge and sent them tumbling down onto the surprised Kyrinians. Confused shouts rang out as men turned and tried to flee downhill, only to run into line after line of their own men who were intent on driving forward.

The boulders did their grisly work, crushing every man who stood in the way. 

“Again!” Lerryn shouted.

Kelvin blew his horn, and rows of archers armed with flaming arrows stood and fired down into piles of dry shrubs, grass, leaves, and sticks Lerryn’s men had planted all over the hillsides. In a matter of minutes, the entire pass was filled with thick white smoke as the gentle breeze that flowed through drew the smoke like a chimney. The Kyrinians would find it hard to see and even harder to breathe. 

At Lerryn’s command, Kelvin sounded the retreat. As they rode away, Lerryn managed a smile. The attack had gone as well as he could have hoped. They’d dealt a blow to the enemy’s morale and reduced their numbers in the bargain.

“Are you sure they won’t come after us?” Kelvin shouted.

“No.” He supposed it was possible the Kyrinians might pursue them, but that would be a victory in itself. They’d have to divide their forces and spread out across the countryside in order to chase down Lerryn’s forces. “I wish they would, but I fear they’ll keep straight on until they reach Archstone.”

The sun was an orange ball on the horizon when they met up with Tabars and the squad of cavalry he now commanded. Lerryn could tell by the look on his old comrade’s face that something was wrong.  

“What is it?” he asked as soon as he reined in at Tabars’ side.

“We routed them. The enemy is in full retreat.”

“But that’s good, isn’t it?” Kelvin asked.

Lerryn shook his head. “It’s not good; it’s impossible.” 

“They tricked us. Somehow they knew we were here, and they sent in just enough men to convince us the army was coming through the pass. Their main force now has at least a day’s march on us, perhaps more.”

Lerryn took a deep, calming breath. The Kyrinians had sacrificed at least a thousand men just to gain a march on him. His only hope had been to slow the enemy down in order to buy time for Larris to prepare Archstone’s defenses.

He had failed.

Chapter 37

Oskar sighed and turned another page. He flipped hastily through the book, scanning the words but not digesting them. He knew what he was looking for, but had not found it yet.

Since being raised to initiate, he had spent as much of his limited free time as possible in the archives. He would have liked to have spent more, but it wouldn’t do to fall behind in his studies immediately after being raised. Especially since Basilius had not supported him. He would do everything in his power to prove the man wrong. Then again, the proctor’s objections to his candidacy had more to do with his connection to Aspin than to any reservations about Oskar as an initiate. Of that he was sure.

He closed the book, set it aside, and picked up another. He had given up searching through volumes of history and now focused on prophecy. It seemed, though, that the weapon was not the subject of a great deal of prophetic lore. He had read and reread what he could find, but it all was familiar to him. For the first time, he considered that he might fail at the task Aspin had set him.

This new book was useless. It was written by a tribesman who lived in the mountains of Riza. Written in verse, it spoke of thieves, princes, and murder. It might have made for an interesting read, but it was not what he needed right now. He set it aside and picked up the last of the books he’d taken from the shelves: a tiny volume the size of his hand. It’s cracked leather cover and yellowed, brittle pages spoke of age. It looked promising, but the spidery script was difficult to read. It would take some time to work his way through it.

“There you are. How did I know I’d find you in the darkest corner of this place?” Dacio pulled up a chair and sat down beside him. “We should go somewhere else and talk.”

Oskar turned and frowned at his friend, whose face was pale. Dacio’s eyes darted to and fro and he tapped his foot with nervous energy.

“What’s wrong?”

“I have something to tell you and I don’t want Agen to hear.”

“Is he around? I’m surprised they let him out of the kitchens.” Oskar grinned. Since his arrest, Agen had been scrubbing pots as a punishment.

“I saw him when I came in. He greeted me in the usual way.” Dacio made an obscene gesture and Oskar laughed. “This is important and I don’t want to be overheard.”

Oskar stood and looked around. No one was in sight. “Just tell me now and say it quietly. We only have a few minutes until mealtime.”

Dacio hesitated. “All right. I’ve been working on translating your glyphs. The rubbings you made captured only bits and pieces of writing. The first one I translated is incomplete, but it paints a compelling picture. I came looking for you as soon as I finished this bit.” He drew a rolled parchment from within his robe and handed it to Oskar.

Oskar looked around again to make sure no one was watching and then opened it. He began to read, slowly at first and then faster.

like a curse upon the nations

feared the world would be torn apart.

gathered in the holy place

I freely give my life

surrendered her life upon the blade

the temple shook as Vesala was drawn into

by the power of ultimate sacrifice

Oskar’s blood turned to ice. Hands trembling, he rolled the parchment up and looked at Dacio. Now he understood why his friend appeared shaken.

“I have not yet translated the other pages, but at a glance it looks like the same story was written over and over on the walls of the city you visited. They aren’t all exactly the same so if I translate them all I might be able to piece most of it together.” From the look on his face that was the last thing Dacio wanted to do.

“Please do.” Oskar’s throat was tight and he could barely speak. “But I think we both know what you will find.”

Muffled cries broke the silence. They both sprang to their feet before realizing that the disturbance came from down below. They heard footsteps and saw that the few men who had been studying on this floor were now hurrying toward the stairs.

“I wonder what’s going on,” Dacio said.

“I don’t know. Let’s find out.” Oskar tucked the book of prophecy into his robe and stood.

“You go. I think I’ll finish up the translation while I’ve got this place to myself. Forgive me, but I’d like to have this out of my hands as quickly as possible.” Dacio took out the remainder of Oskar’s rubbings, laid them on the table, and set to work.

Oskar hurried down the stairs and found the main floor of the archives empty. Whatever was happening, it wasn’t here. Out in the hallway, he met Whitt and Naseeb coming in his direction. Both looked as frightened as Dacio had been.

“What is it?”

Whitt grabbed Oskar by the arm and hauled him back inside the archives. “Something is happening,” he said in a low voice.

“But why do we...”

“Not now!” Naseeb made a slashing gesture with his hand. “Whitt, stand by the door and warn us if anyone comes this way and try not to look suspicious.”

“Yes, Sir. Anything else, Sir?”

Naseeb rolled his eyes. “Please.”

“That’s better.” Whitt sauntered over to the archives entrance, leaned against the wall, and gazed out at the milling throng.

“Something is happening. Something bad. The word is, Basilius is trying to take the prelate’s chair.”

The news hit Oskar like a slap. “How could he? Surely he doesn’t have the support of enough proctors, nor that of the masters.”

“If the rumors are true, he’s not going about it the usual way. No one can say for certain because that entire wing of the Gates has been barricaded.” Naseeb swallowed hard. “By magic.”

“Are you saying he is staging a coup?” Oskar couldn’t believe his ears.

“I’m not saying it, but everyone else is. Oskar,” Naseeb whispered, “everyone is saying Basilius is a coldheart and he’s got a legion of followers inside the Gates. They’re saying the second Frostmarch is beginning.”

Oskar’s head swam. “Once the Silver Serpent was found it was only a matter of time, I suppose. But I still can’t believe Basilius is a follower of the Ice King. He’s a nasty piece of work but he...” Oskar didn’t know how to finish the sentence.

“Whether it’s true or not, you have to get out of here. If Basilius succeeds, he’ll be the most powerful man in the gates and you’ll have no one to protect you from him. If he fails, he and his followers will be desperate. Who knows what they might do?”

“Where would I go?” But as soon as he had asked the question, Oskar knew the answer. “I have to get to Shanis.”

Just then, Whitt hurried to their side. “I overheard two saikurs talking. They say Denrill has been deposed and some of the proctors and masters are dead. Basilius had men planted throughout the Gates waiting for him to give the word. Some are trying to make a fight of it but it isn’t going well. Everyone’s confused and afraid and no one knows who to trust. It’s every bit as bad as we feared.”

“I say we get out of here. We’ll find somewhere safe until things settle down here if they ever do.” Naseeb turned to Oskar. “Have you seen Dacio?”

“He’s upstairs.” Oskar wanted to tell his friends what Dacio had learned, but now was not the time. “Do you think you can make it back to our quarters?” Naseeb nodded. “Good. Get Dacio, go back to the room and gather as many of our things as you can, and meet me in the city just over the wall at the far side of the combat ground.”

“What are you going to do?” Naseeb asked.

“I’m going to find Lizzie.”

Oskar made his way through the crowded hallway, trying not to draw any more notice than necessary, but no one paid him any mind. Everyone seemed to be either exchanging gossip or debating their next move. A few had already gathered their possessions and were headed for the front gate. He wondered if they would be permitted to leave, or if Basilius had taken measures to stop anyone from fleeing. If so, he hoped that he and his friends would be able to get away. Surely the proctor did not have enough men to seal the entire perimeter.

When he made it out the back door, he quickened his pace, breaking into a sprint when he reached the combat ground. He’d scale the wall, head into the city, and search for Lizzie until he found her. He supposed he’d start where he’d seen her before, in the area around the alehouse he and his friends had visited when Dacio had been raised to initiate.

So distracted was he by his plans that he almost failed to notice the flash of movement out of the corner of his eye. He ducked as something flew past his head and clattered against the wall. A knife. Muttering a shielding spell he looked around for his attacker.

“Basilius told me not to kill you, but I’m sure he will understand if it happens by accident.” Agen stepped out from behind a tree, a wicked grin spreading across his face. “I hated you from the start, and then you landed me in jail. It’s time for you to pay.” He made a cupping gesture and flung his empty hand toward Oskar, who stepped out of the way. The ball of energy burst against the wall behind him, spraying shards of stone everywhere.

“You don’t want to kill me,” Oskar said. “If you did you wouldn’t have wasted time with that ridiculous speech. ‘Time to pay?’ You’ve seen one too many mummers’ shows.”

Agen hurled another ball of energy which Oskar easily sidestepped. 

“And you should only use that spell when someone’s back is turned. It’s too easy to see what’s coming.” As he spoke, Oskar moved toward the wall, hoping for an opportunity to get away. “Why don’t you get out of here before you get hurt? Basilius will never know you saw me.”

“He’ll know, farm boy. He’ll know because I’ll show him your body.” Agen began walking forward, eyes alive with malice. “You never belonged here. You’re a country lout who relied on your friends and on the masters who doted on you. But there’s no one here now but you and me. Aaaah!” Agen began batting at the hem of his robes which had suddenly burst into flame.

Oskar turned and dashed for the wall. While Agen made his speech, Oskar had been whispering a fire spell and the fool hadn’t even noticed.

He reached the wall in five strides and began to climb its rough surface. He was almost at the top when something yanked him back. He hit the ground hard, the breath leaving him in a rush. He opened his eyes in time to see Agen raise his booted foot.

He rolled to the side as Agen stamped down where Oskar’s head had been a moment before. Oskar climbed to his hands and knees, trying to focus his will, but Agen’s foot sailed through the air and caught him on the side of the head. Had it been a direct blow Oskar would have been rendered unconscious. Still, it made his ears ring.

He managed to suck in a ragged breath as Agen drew back his foot to kick him again. Oskar hurled himself forward, caught Agen by the leg, and bore him to the ground.

Despite his bookish nature, back in Galsbur Oskar had been a fair wrestler and the training he had received under Master Lang’s tutelage had strengthened his body and honed his skills to a fine edge.

Using his weight to keep Agen down, he rained down punches onto the young man’s face. Agen blocked a few, but most found their target. Agen bucked, twisted, and jerked, trying to dislodge him, but Oskar maintained his balance. In a matter of seconds, Agen’s face was masked in bright red blood.

“You’ll have to kill me,” Agen said through split lips.

“Only if you’re stupid enough to make me.” Oskar rose up and Agen, feeling the absence of weight on his chest, turned over in a flash and tried to crawl away. It was what Oskar was waiting for. He came down on Agen’s back, slipped one arm around his neck, and squeezed. Agen squirmed and clawed at Oskar’s arm, but his grip held fast.

It was over in less than a minute. Agen’s body went limp as he lost consciousness. Exhausted, Oskar wobbled to his feet and looked down at his fallen opponent.

“Are you going to cut his throat or should I?” Oskar whirled about to see Lizzie perched on the wall, grinning like the cat who got the cream. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. If you’d gotten into any serious trouble, I would’ve intervened.” She slid gracefully down off the wall, slinked over to him, and wrapped her arms around his neck. “But you did well. I’m impressed.”

Although his world, or at least this little corner of it, seemed to be falling down around him, Oskar couldn’t help but smile. He slipped an arm around Lizzie’s waist and leaned down to kiss her.

“Hold on.” She pushed him away, turned toward Agen, who was beginning to stir, and kicked him in the temple. Agen flopped back to the ground. “Now, where were we?” She kissed him deeply, but not long enough for his liking.

“What are you doing here? I was coming to find you.”

Lizzie laughed. “Now that would have been something to see. You trying to find me in the city. Nice joke, country boy.” She saw the expression on his face and made a tiny frown. “Don’t look at me like that. You know I’m right. Anyway, the city is abuzz with word of the little... problem you’re having here. I wanted to find you and make sure you’re all right.”

“I am for the moment, but the man who has taken over hates me and he wants to know what I know about Shanis and the Silver Serpent. I’m getting out of here before he catches up with me and I want you to come too.”

Lizzie didn’t hesitate. “Yes.” She kissed him again, this time in a much more satisfactory fashion. They might have stayed like that for hours, but they were soon interrupted by the arrival of Oskar’s friends.

“I might have known. Men are dying, the Gates is falling apart, Basilius is probably after you, and you stand here kissing a girl.” Naseeb looked down at Agen. “What happened to him?”

“He decided to kill me.”

“That didn’t work out for him, did it?” Whitt asked. Agen began to move again and Whitt kicked him in the groin. “Always wanted to do that.” He and Naseeb tied Agen up with his own shoelaces, stuffed a sock in his mouth and hid him beneath some nearby bushes. “That should keep him for a while.”

They divided their possessions and stuffed them into packs they found in the nearby armory.

“I didn’t have time to steal any food,” Naseeb said, “but we have money, so we’ll make do.”

They armed themselves, Whitt and Dacio with swords, Naseeb with a bow and quiver, and Oskar with a staff and belt knife. When they were ready, they all turned Oskar.

“Where to first?” Dacio asked.

Oskar found it odd to be thrust into a position of leadership. He considered the question. He needed to get to Shanis, but he wasn’t certain where she was, or that the five of them alone could make it to her without help.

“Archstone,” he said. “To find Larris.”

Chapter 38

“They will be here within the hour.” Allyn’s blank face matched his emotionless tone. “Our scouts say it’s a sizeable force.”

“We need only to hold them off until help arrives.” Larris hoped he sounded more confident than he felt. He knew the chance was small. Their allies had thus far proved unwilling to offer aid, and even if they did, it would take weeks for help to arrive.

“I’d like to know where that saikur disappeared to,” Allyn said.

Larris had sent for James, the saikur who served as liaison between Archstone and the Gates, hoping he could use the saikurs’ unique form of communication to send for help more quickly, but the man’s quarters were empty and no one knew where he’d gone. Larris feared the worst.

“I can’t imagine he’d flee the city. He’s a saikur,” Larris said.

Allyn barked a bitter laugh. “Why not? Everyone else has.”

“That’s unfair. Where would we be without those who remained?” Desperate for bodies to man the city walls, Larris had sent agents out amongst the masses of refugees, signing on any man with fighting experience or who looked like he could handle a weapon. They were a weak lot, to be sure, but better than nothing. “If nothing else, the city will appear well-defended. And I can’t blame the rest for fleeing. I only wish we could have taken them all inside the walls.”

“If the Kyrinians breach our defenses, those who fled to the countryside will be better off than those of us inside.” Allyn bared his teeth in a wolfish grin. “But I plan on taking out my share long before that happens.”

“Let us hope it doesn’t come to that.” Larris and his friend exchanged a long look and clasped hands. 

“Don’t get sentimental on me.” Allyn looked out at the horizon and frowned. “Riders approaching.” 

Indeed, a small contingent of men riding under a banner of truce, no more than a dozen, were galloping hard for the city. They reined in just beyond the range of the archers on the wall. At this distance, Larris could easily make out their black and gold uniforms.

“Kyrinians,” he said. “I wonder what they want.” 

“They want us to surrender.” Allyn scowled in the Kyrinians’ direction. “They wouldn’t come all this way just to ask for a cessation of hostilities.”

A sudden, reckless urge came over Larris. “Let’s go. I’ll ride out to meet with them.”

“You’re an ice-blighted fool if you think you’re going to expose yourself to enemy fire no matter how small a force.”

“I’m not letting the council negotiate on the city’s behalf. For all we know, the temple is in league with Kyrin. I need to get out there before Jowan and Mazier open the gates to them.”

“That won’t happen,” Allyn said. “I took the liberty of sequestering the non-military members of the Regis inside the council chamber for the duration of the battle. I knew you wouldn’t approve, at least not officially, so I didn’t tell you.”

Larris smiled for the first time all day. “Nicely done. Now, we need to decide who we can trust to meet with the Kyrinians.”

“I don’t think that will be necessary. They’re coming closer.” 

Sure enough, the Kyrinians were slowly riding toward the city gate.

“Brave or foolish,” Larris said.

“Expendable, more like.” When the men were within hailing distance, Allyn called down to them. “That’s close enough. What do you want?”

“We want to speak to King Allar Van Altman.” The speaker was a wiry man with thinning, blond hair and a hawkish nose.

The mention of his father’s name was like a punch to Larris’ gut. Of course, this army that had been traveling in near-secret across the countryside would not be privy to recent events.

“I am afraid you are too late,” Larris said. “He went to be with the gods several days ago. I am Larris Van Altman and I speak for Archstone and for all of Galdora.”

“My sympathies, Highness.” The man made a quick bow of his head, and his companions followed suit. “I will make this brief. We have a force sufficient to overwhelm your city, but would prefer to spare both sides unnecessary casualties. Kyrin’s terms are simple. Galdora returns to us our ancestral lands north of the Whiterush River. Lands which we, incidentally, hold right now.”

Since Galdora had been carved out of Kyrin and Lothan to serve as a buffer between the two nations, and as a refuge for the hard-put members of Kyrinian society, Kyrin had coveted the strip of fertile farmland in northern Galdora and had tried on more than one occasion to reclaim it by force. 

“No.” Larris was not about to surrender land for which so many Galdorans had sacrificed their lives to defend.

“Forgive me, Highness, but your position is untenable. Your forces are spread out all over your kingdom and no allies are coming to your aid.” He said the last in a loud voice intended to travel as far up and down the wall as possible. Larris heard muttering among the guards as they considered the man’s words. “We will give you until morning to consider our offer. Discuss it with your Regis. I am sure they will see that none of the brave men of this city need die for the sake of a parcel of land hundreds of leagues away. Land you no longer control.”

Larris was about to reply that his answer would be unchanged on the morrow, but Allyn nudged him. 

“We need every second we can get to prepare our defenses,” he whispered.

Larris grimaced. Allyn was right. “Very well. But do not expect my answer to change. We are more than prepared to repel any attack you send against us. A Galdoran man fears no yellow-haired northerner.”

At these words, a ragged cheer rose up among the defenders who stood within earshot.

The Kyrinian smirked. “As you wish. If you see reason by sunrise, lower your flags and open your gates. If not, we attack.” He bowed, wheeled his horse, and rode away.

“Well then,” Allyn said. “That bought us a little time.”

“I only hope we can do something useful with it.” Deep down, Larris knew it was a faint hope. They needed a miracle.

Chapter 39

I don’t think we can hold them much longer.” Sweat soaked Allyn’s blonde hair, but he appeared unharmed. That alone seemed a miracle in the midst of the pitched battle. As promised, the Kyrinians had attacked at dawn and had not relented since.

Larris looked across the battlefield at the enemy forces which were already rallying for another charge. Just beyond their ranks, siege towers were being wheeled into place. A bad situation was about to get worse. 

The Galdorans had fought bravely, bleeding the Kyrinians in every clash. The veterans they had culled from the ranks of refugees provided solid leadership, strengthening the resolve of their less-experienced comrades. They used their defenses to good effect, but their own losses were taking their toll. A few of the enemy, carrying scaling ladders, had actually surmounted the walls on the last attack. If they came again in force, he doubted the defenders could hold them back this time.

“I want the catapults firing for all they’re worth as soon as the siege engines are in range. We have got to bring them down,” he ordered.

“They will go for the gates at the same time—both the main and the postern.” Rayburn cleared his throat and spat over the wall. “They’ll spread us thin and look for any opportunity to break through. Once they get a toehold in the city...” He didn’t need to finish his sentence. Without the walls for protection they would quickly succumb to Kyrinian’s superior numbers.

Larris looked up and down the ramparts, appreciating for the first time how severely their ranks had been depleted. New faces had appeared to take up the defense of the city: old men, young boys, and women. None of them should have been needed to fight, but everyone seemed to understand this was their last chance. He had been pleasantly surprised to find virtually no dissension in the ranks. Given their present circumstances, he had expected more people to advocate surrender. The Galdorans’ deep-seated hatred and distrust of the Kyrinians appeared to have won out.

No sooner had that thought passed through his mind than a loud voice rang out from somewhere close by.

“We must surrender! Surrender or we will surely die!” 

Larris looked around and saw a man in Temple robes walking along the battlements. The defenders watched him go by and Larris could tell by the expressions on their faces that some of them were close to following his instructions. 

“Someone needs to close his mouth,” Larris said. His patience with the Temple was at an end.

Allyn drew his bow and took aim at the priest.

“Not like that.” Larris pushed the bow down. “Not everything I say is a direct order.”

“I’ll remember that.” Allyn lowered his bow.

Larris managed a smile and shook his head

The priest’s gaze fell upon Larris and his eyes widened. He pointed a bony finger in the prince’s direction. 

“You! What have you done with the archpriest? Where is he?”

“The archpriest is performing his duties as a member of the Regis,” Allen shouted. “You should be about your duties as well. There are wounded who need your care.” The temple priests had been helping to care for the wounded.

“There would be no wounded if you would see reason. We cannot fight so many. Your hubris will kill us all.”

“You want to surrender?” Larris asked. “Very well.” He turned to Rayburn. “Put him in a catapult and send him to the Kyrinians so that he may negotiate surrender terms.” The priest blanched, turned, and ran. Larris laughed, but he had no time to savor his small victory.

“Everyone down!” Rayburn shouted.

The Kyrinian’s war machines had opened fire again. Huge boulders hurtled through the air, crashing against the city walls. One struck close to where Larris stood. He felt the ground quake beneath his feet and shards of broken stone flew through the air, peppering him with tiny, sharp fragments. Under cover of the attack, the siege engines rolled forward, supported by the mass of Kyrinian troops.

“Archers hold your fire!” Rayburn shouted as a few nervous defenders released arrows that fell well short of their intended targets. “Wait until they are in range. I will give the order.” 

The Galdorans catapults opened up. One managed to find its target, smashing a siege engine. A cry of alarm went up from the Kyrinian ranks as the siege engine toppled into their tightly-packed ranks. The other catapults missed their targets but the boulders they hurled tore holes in the Kyrinian line, holes that were immediately filled by more soldiers. As the siege engines drew within bow range, the defenders sent flaming arrows at their targets. Some found purchase in the wooden towers and began to smolder. 

In response, the Kyrinian archers raked the wall with their own hail of arrows. Cries of pain up and down the line told Larris that some had found their marks. With a roar, the front ranks of the Kyrinian troops charged forward. Though the enemy archers continued to fire, the defenders stood bravely, giving back as good as they got. All along the line, Kyrinian soldiers fell. Larris grimaced at the bloody work. 

“Ladders!” Someone shouted

The first rank of Kyrinians had reached the wall and were throwing up siege ladders. The defenders immediately responded. Women and children tossed stones and any other heavy objects they could find down onto the attackers while men used long poles to push the ladders away from the walls. Larris saw a young woman raise a burning oil lamp above her head, ready to fling it down onto the enemy when an arrow took her in the throat. She collapsed without making a sound, a look of surprise filling her dying eyes. The lamp shattered, spilling burning oil all-around. Larris turned away, wincing. It was not the first tragic death he had seen during the battle, nor would it be the last

Though none of the soldiers bearing ladders had breached the walls, they had served their purpose, occupying the defenders so that the siege towers could be rolled into place. Three towers had made it across the battlefield intact and now their doors fell open, forming drawbridges that led onto the city walls. The sounds of hand-to-hand fighting rose up all around as defenders were forced to abandon their posts in order to meet this new threat. Down below, a thunderous crash told Larris that the enemy was also battering at the front gates. They wouldn’t last much longer

“Your Highness!” A young man in the uniform of a city guard ran up to him, made a hasty bow, and dropped to one knee.

“There’s no time for that! What is it?”

“The enemy broke through the postern gate. We drove them back and got it closed again.”

“Then why are you telling me? We have a battle to fight.”

“The enemy didn’t actually break through. Some of our own opened the gate for them. They were men from the temple.” He paused and drew in a long, ragged breath. “They were shouting something about it being time for the Seven to give way to the One.”

Larris didn’t have time to suss out exactly what that meant. Save for the fact that he now had proof that the Temple was on the Kyrinian side.

“Our officers are dead and the one they call “Hair” is in charge. He wants to know your orders.”  

“Tell him to hold a few of the temple men for questioning, and kill anyone else who even looks like he is attempting to aid the enemy. Take no further prisoners.”

The youth gave a single nod, hopped up, and dashed away.

“Not that it will matter,” Larris muttered. He could no longer deny it. The battle was almost over, and they had lost.

Somewhere in the distance a horn sounded its tinny note. Probably Kyrinian reinforcements. He looked around at the defenders who now fought with desperation against the men who had breached the walls. He saw Hierm run a man through, kick the body off of his sword, and turn to face two more Kyrinians. Beside him, Rinala, clad in her Monaghan garb, fought with two long knives. 

He had led them all to their deaths. Had the priest been right? Was it his hubris that had brought them to this end? Should he have agreed to the enemy’s terms? He supposed it didn’t matter now. Tightening his grip on his sword, he strode into the thick of the fight. If he was to die, he would take as many Kyrinians with him as he could

The horn sounded again, this time closer. Someone grabbed his shoulder and spun him around. It was Allyn. His friend was shouting something, but Larris could not make it out, so great was his rage and battle lust. He shook his head and tried to focus.

“What do you say?”

This time, Allyn’s words swam through the fog in Larris’ mind.

“It’s Lerryn!”  

Larris looked in the direction Allyn pointed and let out a triumphant shout. A new army had appeared on the horizon, and though he could not see the face of its leader, he could make out the banner of the White Fang, Lerryn’s elite unit.

“Van Derin told us that Lerryn had gathered only a modest force, a ragtag one at that,” Allyn said. “But those are regular troops, and plenty of them. How is it possible?

“I don’t care. What matters now is that we hold the city. We can’t give up now.” As loudly as he could, he cried out, “Prince Lerryn has arrived! We are saved! Fight! Fight for your prince and rightful king!” Sword held aloft, he ran along the walls shouting words of encouragement. Behind him, he could hear Allyn doing the same. Soon the defenders echoed his cries and the message ran along the walls ahead of him until he no longer needed to spread the word himself.

Heartened by this stroke of good fortune, the defenders struck back with vigor. The attack began to falter. Down below, the Kyrinians heard the war horns and were now aware of a new army at their backs. Larris watched as their officers attempt to rally the troops to meet this new threat.

The newly-arrived Galdoran army closed in. Arrows flew and black and gold-clad men fell. The two forces closed in on one another, and as the Galdoran foot soldiers charged into the ranks of Kyrinian’s, a contingent of cavalry broke away, circled the Kyrinian flank and swept along the wall, driving the attackers away from the front gate. Another unit veered off in the opposite direction, most likely heading for the postern gate. 

Their main force now caught between the city walls and a superior force of Galdorans, the Kyrinians, who had seemed on the verge of taking the city, began to drop their weapons and call for surrender. A tumult arose along the city walls as the defenders rejoiced. Larris caught Allyn up in a rough embrace, and then turned to clasp hands with Rayburn, who scrubbed his teary eyes with a bloody sleeve. He saw Hierm and Rinala embrace, and relief flooded him that his friends have survived. He hoped Hair and Edrin had survived the fight at the rear gate.

Down below, he spotted Lerryn looking up at the walls and when their eyes met his brother grinned and raised his sword in salute. The defenders began to shout Lerryn’s name, singing the praises of the prince who had rescued them in their direst hour. Larris smiled. His brother would be a beloved king.

The tenor of the chant began to change. Larris felt hands grabbing him, and then he was hoisted up into the air. He realized that the people who are no longer calling Lerryn’s name, but his own.

“Come on, Larris,” Allyn chided. “At least give them one smile.”

Relief flooding through him, Larris raised his fists above his head and cried out in exultation. They had done it!

Chapter 40

Larris met his brother at the gate. Despite the dirt, sweat, and blood that marred Lerryn’s face, the first prince looked vigorous. Whatever changes his time away had wrought, they had been for the better.  

Smiling, Lerryn slid down off his horse and embraced his brother. 

“I am so happy to see you,” Larris said. “I had heard you were still alive, but I dared not believe it.”

“I’ve never felt more alive.” Lerryn didn’t elaborate, but Larris took his brother’s meaning. “There is someone you should meet.” He gave a mysterious grin and motioned to a man who had just dismounted. “This is Colin Malan.”

It took a moment for the name to register with Larris. “You’re Shanis’ father.” 

“That I am.” Colin Malan was a veritable bear of a man: large, dark, and powerfully built. But his smile was genuine, and his dark eyes friendly. “I understand you and my daughter are friends.”

“Yes sir, we are.” 

Colin laughed. “A prince calling me ‘sir.’ Now that is not something that happens every day.  It is a pleasure to meet you, Highness.” 

“Please, call me Larris.” He offered his hand and tried not to wince at Colin’s powerful grip. “After all, you are the father of a queen.”

Colin’s eyes widened. “I had not heard.”

“I don’t know all the details, but sources tell me Shanis has taken the throne of Lothan.”

“That is good. I hope I will be able to see her soon.” He glanced at Lerryn, whose expression had turned grave.

“We have much to discuss,” Lerryn said.

“Indeed we do,” Larris agreed. “Let us speak alone for a moment.” He and his brother drew away and Larris broke the news of their father’s death. Lerryn’s expression did not change, but Larris could see the hurt in his brother’s eyes. 

“I wish he had lived long enough to see that I’ve changed. There is much about my past I’m ashamed of.”

“He never stopped loving you,” Larris said. “There is more I need to tell you, much more, but we can talk as we walk.”

Escorted by a contingent of city guard, Larris, Lerryn, Colin, Hierm, Rinala, a young man named Kelvin, who seemed to be Lerryn’s ward of sorts, and Tabars, whom Larris learned was the only remaining member of the original White Fang, made their way to the palace. Along the way, Larris filled his brother in on the situation with the temple, the letter of abdication, and the status of the regency. Once inside the palace, they spoke briefly in private.  By the time they left the room, they had formulated a plan.

Jowan sprang to his feet as soon as Larris opened the door of the chamber where the Regis was being held.

“You have held us prisoner here long enough! I will...” His words died in his throat when his eyes fell on Lerryn. 

“Your Highness, it is a great relief to see you alive.” Mazier rose from his seat and bowed deeply.

Jowan recovered himself quickly. “Indeed it is. Forgive me, but your brother’s behavior has been most unseemly.  He has imprisoned us here with no news of what transpires outside these walls.”

“Imprisoned?” Lerryn glanced at Larris before turning back to the men at the table. “That is a serious accusation you have leveled against my brother.”

“We are here, aren’t we? You can see with your own eyes.”

“What I see is that my brother has taken steps to keep the members of the Regis safe while he lays his life on the line to defend this city. And since you are all still alive, it would appear that his efforts have been successful.”

Jowan gaped at Lerryn. “Highness, I assure you, our incarceration here was not voluntary.”

“I am certain what the archpriest means to say is that we were reluctant to remain here where we felt we were of no use,” Edwin said smoothly. “But we see the wisdom in his decision.”

Larris suppressed a smile. The silvermaster was one of the few whom he knew he could trust.

“I know we are all wondering,” Edwin continued, “how goes the battle?”

Lerryn and Larris exchanged glances. “You tell them,” Lerryn said.

“We won,” Larris said. “My brother and his army arrived just in time.”

“We were only in time because Prince Larris skillfully defended the city, keeping the enemy at bay until we arrived.”

Larris managed to maintain his dignity, but only just. Lerryn had never paid him a compliment about his leadership skills. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, how did you come by an army? The last we heard you had only a modest force at your disposal.”

“We should sit.” Lerryn motioned to the table. Not waiting for the others, he took the seat at the head and the others joined him. When they were all seated, he began. “Unfortunately, Rayburn and Hugo will not be joining us as they have duties to which to attend. The situation has changed dramatically. Kyrin has withdrawn its forces from our territory. I found myself at the head of an army only because we crossed paths as they made their way back to the city.”

“Why has Kyrin withdrawn and why have we not heard about it?” Mazier asked.

“You would have heard about it upon the army’s return. It is a new development.” Lerryn paused, his face grave. “As to why the enemy has given up the fight it is because they are now facing an invasion on their western frontier much like the one we faced a short while ago. In fact, Riza and Halvala are also fighting invaders, and I would not be surprised if forces are once again threatening the western borders of our nation and that of Lothan.”

“In that case it is essential that you assume the crown as quickly as possible,” Edwin said. “Ordinarily we would treat the occasion with greater fanfare and grant you the honors you richly deserve, but circumstances demand otherwise.”

Lerryn made a dismissive gesture. “It is not important. We have the defense of our nation to think of.”

Jowan cleared his throat and looked around nervously. “Highness, there is a small matter which must be resolved. A rumor is going about that you abdicated your position as heir to the throne.”

Lerryn looks surprised. “Who would spread such a rumor? Have they any proof?”

“We heard a rumor that there is a document, signed by you and witnessed by others.”

“Forging a document is a serious offense,” Lerryn said. “Forging a royal seal is punishable by death. If such a document exists, I should love to see it. I would take a personal interest in tracking down the forger.”

Jowan and Mazier exchanged glances. Larris wanted to laugh as he watched realization dawn on their faces. If they produced the document now, they would not only have to explain how they came by it, but defend themselves against an accusation of forgery.

Jowan was not yet ready to surrender. “Your brother witnessed your abdication, as did his manservant, the entirety of White Fang, and at least one other. You surrendered your position before you went west to fight the invaders.”

Lerryn slowly turned his head, eyebrows raised and gazed at the archpriest, who quickly withered under the Prince’s stare.

“At least, that is the rumor,” he added weakly.

“A rumor that can easily be put to rest.” Lerryn slapped his palms on the table. “Brother, did you witness me abdicate my position as First Prince?”

“I did not.” It was a lie, and it pained Larris to tell it, but he knew it was the right thing to do. Lerryn was the man to lead Galdora. His brother had changed for the better.

“I regret to say that only one member of the White Fang survived the battle in the west. He has taken it upon himself to guard my person and is standing outside right now.”

Larris went to the door and summoned Tabars. The grizzled veteran looked out of place here, but he faced the Regis with the same confidence he displayed in battle.

“Ask him,” Lerryn said to Mazier.

The vizier cleared his throat. “Did you witness His Highness abdicate his position as First Prince of Galdoran?”

Tabars shook his head. 

“On your honor!” Jowan said shrilly.

For a moment, Larris feared they were sunk. Tabars was nothing if not honorable, but he was also more devoted to Lerryn than any other man alive. Furthermore, he had agreed with the rest of them: Lerryn should be King. The kingdom could not be divided, and that is exactly what would happen if the succession were thrown into dispute.

“I will thank the priest not to question my honor,” Tabars said. “You serve the gods, but I serve this nation. I have bled for it. And I say His Highness did not abdicate and I will cross swords with any man who says otherwise.”

“I believe that settles it.” Edwin grinned. “Unless one of you is in the mood for a duel.”

No one spoke. After a long silence, Tabars bowed himself out.

“Very well. I trust that the Regis will make the necessary arrangements for my coronation at the earliest possible convenience.” Lerryn stood. “Because, gentlemen, in case you fail to reach the conclusion for yourselves, a new Frostmarch is upon us.”




Part 2- Frostmarch

Chapter 41

He still remembered his name. Whatever else Pedric Karst might have forgotten, his name remained. Pedric Karst, king of the new nation of Kurnsbur. Oddly, it seemed he could remember little else. Where had he lived and what had he done before he came to this place? He concentrated, bringing all his faculties to bear on the subject. Flashes returned to him: childhood memories, his mother’s face, learning to fight with the sword, and an image of a beautiful yet terrible red-haired girl. He couldn’t remember who she was or how he knew her, but the very thought of her set his teeth on edge and his heart racing. Who was she?

Several times he had considered asking someone, but that would mean admitting to the gaping holes in his memory. In fact, so much was missing that he couldn’t properly call them holes. It seemed that little of himself remained anymore. The only thing he could focus on was the mission. Kurnsbur would conquer all of Gameryah for their new God.

A knock came at the door and he rose quickly, smoothing his robes and running his fingers through his hair. He didn’t feel like a king. In fact, he couldn’t remember a time that he ever felt like royalty though he must have at some point, else he wouldn’t be in the position he was today. But until he recaptured those memories, he needed to look the part.

“Enter!”

Padin, the prodigal son of a Mud Snake clan chief, and one of his self-appointed bodyguards, stuck his head inside.

“My Lord, an army is coming. Your father says you are needed at once.”

His father. Rimmic Karst was the true leader here, unless you counted the priests of the temple, whom he suspected were pulling his father’s strings.

“Very well.” Karst strapped on his sword and followed Padin out into the bright morning sun. As they strode through the dirt streets, people stopped and bowed to him. Karst scarcely noticed. When he did meet someone’s eye, he often imagined that he could see within them the same mottled thoughts which plagued him. Of course, that was impossible. Confusion was hardly a disease that could be passed from person to person. All around them were signs that Salgo prepared for war. Groups of men, some little more than boys, drilled with spears or practice swords. Others practiced archery. Most of the women he saw worked at practical tasks often reserved for men, hammering out spearheads in the smithy or working as fletchers. Very little of what would be considered normal activity in a city took place here. Everyone worked with a unified sense of purpose. So unified, in fact, that it felt mildly disconcerting. Karst contemplated this for a moment, but the thought seem to slip away as quickly as it had come.

“Here he is. Welcome, Majesty.” Rimmic Karst’s bow was respectful and his tone sincere. For whatever reason, he continued to maintain the fiction that Pedric was in charge.

“I understand an army approaches. Why have we not put men on the walls?” Their capital city of Salgo was protected only by a wooden stockade, but in the face of the enemy it was far better than nothing.

“I fear His Majesty has been misinformed,” Rimmic said. “An army approaches, but they are not the enemy.”

“Who are they, then?”

“Allies from Galdora. Just arrived from Archstone.” The speaker was an officer whose name Pedric could not quite recall.

“I didn’t realize we had allies in Galdora, and certainly not in Archstone.” He grimaced. He hoped this was not another thing he had forgotten

“We do indeed,” Rimmic said. “We should open the gates and welcome them.”

Karst knew this was not a suggestion, but he pretended that it was. He paused as if considering his father’s words and gave the order. Without hesitation, the soldiers unbarred the gates and swung them open. As they parted, he saw in the distance a mass of troops moving their way. Some small part of him protested. The Galdorans viewed him and his followers as rebels. Where was the wisdom in allowing them to walk inside without resistance? But this thought, like so many others, faded as soon as it appeared.

A small cluster of riders broke away from the main force. Four guards and a bannerman escorted a tall blond man of middle years. They rode inside, stopped at a respectable distance, and dismounted. The blond man came forward and bowed deeply.

“My lords, I am Orman Van Altman.”

“You are welcome in Salgo, Lord Van Altman,” Karst said. Van Altman. Why did he know that name? “I must confess I am surprised to see you here. My advisors have not apprised me of our alliance.” A flicker of annoyance flashed through his mind and for a moment, his resolve strengthened. “Perhaps you could explain to me how a Galdoran army has come to support me?”

Everyone within earshot looked around nervously, but Orman merely smiled.

“Loyalty to one’s king and country is a fine thing,” he said. “But loyalty to one’s god is paramount, would you not agree?”

“Indeed I would. Nevertheless, what assurances have I that your army shares your loyalties? Surely you cannot have converted all of your troops to the worship of our new god in so short a time.” No sooner had he spoken the words than he felt as if a great weight were pressing down on him, seeking to crush his spirits and muddy his thoughts. He fought against it with the greatest of efforts.

“You are a wise man, Majesty,” Orman said. “My men do not worship our god, that is true. In fact, they believe we are here to fight you and that I have come into the city to negotiate the terms of your surrender.” Orman and Rimmic seemed to think this was a great joke, but Pedric was not amused.

“They will not find us easy meat,” he snapped. “Your numbers are respectable, but ours are greater by far.”

It was the truth. Ever since the construction of the temple, men had flocked to Salgo to follow him. First a trickle, then a flood. They came from all over, though the core of his army was still comprised of his father’s loyal subjects from Kurnsbur, and the disenchanted Lothans who supported Pedric. What was it they were disenchanted with? He still could not remember though it seemed important.

“You are correct. And together our armies will be formidable indeed.” Orman smiled as if that were a sufficient answer.

“You need not worry.” Rimmic put an arm around Pedric in a fatherly manner. “We have a plan.” He turned to Orman. “Lord Orman, would you care to visit the temple and pay your respects to our god?”

“I would indeed.” 

They turned and headed toward the center of the city. No one asked Pedric to join them, but he assumed it would be expected. Inwardly fuming, he quickened his pace and fell in alongside his father.

“What is this plan?” He said in a voice so soft that no one but Rimmic would hear.

“Simple,” he said in an equally quiet voice. “We pretend to surrender the city. As soon as his troops are inside, our god will bend their wills to his. In a few days’ time, he will be ready to move. Our god’s plans are already in motion all over Gameryah, but ours is the battle that matters the most to him. When all is done, we will be exalted above all others.”

There were so many questions Pedric wanted to ask, but he found himself unable to voice them. In fact, with every step, his mind grew cloudier. By the time, they reach the temple, he once again knew little more than his own name.

They ignored the guards as they entered the temple. As always, he felt the overwhelming presence of their nascent god. Approaching the altar felt like walking through deep, shifting sand. With each step, he felt as if he were sinking deeper and deeper.

Blood drenched the altar, the remnants of the sacrifices the priests now performed around-the-clock. Their god had grown stronger, and his form seemed to have solidified though it was difficult to tell for certain beneath the hooded robe he wore. Two things Karst could not fail to notice: their god was powerful, broader of shoulder and taller by a head than the largest man he had ever seen, and his skin shone with icy blue light.

They all dropped to their knees and began their whispered prayers. Time passed. He could not say how much, for such things couldn’t be measured in the presence of a deity. One by one, each man stood and left the temple, stumbling as if in a trance, until only Pedric remained.

And then, for the first time, his God spoke to him.

Do you serve me?

“Yes. Yes I do,” he stammered. Despite his occasional misgivings and the many questions that troubled him, right now he wanted nothing more than to serve his God. The divine presence filled him with a joy bordering on ecstasy.

You are king, and thus the first among my followers.

“I am. I shall lead your army to victory.”

The god’s laugh was sharp, like the sound of breaking ice.

I have many who can command an army. You I have chosen for a special task.

Karst’s heart raced. He wanted nothing more than to complete this task for his god, though he did not know what it was. He didn’t care. He only wished to serve.

Do you remember this girl?

The image of a tall girl with red hair filled his mind. It was the girl from his memories, and he suddenly remembered who she was.

“Yes, I do. I remember,” he panted like a dog. “I hate her!” He couldn’t remember why he hated the girl, but he didn’t care.

You have been told I am the god of the hunt. Perhaps I am in a way because I am sending you out as my faithful hound. Find her, kill her, and bring me her sword.

And now he could sense her presence. She was far away, but he somehow knew exactly where she was. The urge to go after her was so strong that he wanted to turn and run, but something held him in place. The tiniest bit of doubt flickered in his mind. Was this the god of the hunt?

The god laughed again.

You are not wrong. I am not the god of the hunt. Open your eyes, faithful hound, and be the first to look upon my face. Then you shall know who I truly am.

He looked up at the glowing figure. With shining, blue-white hands, the god pushed back his hood.

Pedric Karst screamed.

Chapter 42

“Your Majesty, may I have a word?” Bertram did not wait for permission before entering the room. She didn’t mind. The man knew more about ruling a kingdom than she ever would and she was grateful he had consented to stay on as her advisor. Of course, there was that pesky matter of him having murdered the previous ruler, but he had done it for her, and it wasn’t the first time he had saved her. Still she was grateful that Heztus, Granlor, and Gillen were close at hand just in case.

“Of course you may.” She sat up straighter in her chair and smoothed her dress. She hated the thing, but she was expected to dress a certain way in public. Of course, this place was not exactly public. She spent most of her time in this small room adjacent to the throne room. It was decorated with simple yet comfortable furnishings and the single window offered a view of a walled garden just outside. As was often the case, Heztus kept her entertained. The dwarf was a delight, full of funny stories and inappropriate jokes, but he was also intelligent and she trusted his judgment.

Bertram dropped to one knee before her.

“Stop that this instant,” she snapped. “It’s bad enough that people bow to me out there.” She gestured toward the throne room. “I won’t have it in private, at least not when there are none but friends present.”

“Am I a friend, Majesty?” Bertram asked.

“I don’t know what you are, but you’ve behaved as a friend to me so the term suits you as well as any. What is it you’d like to talk about, and don’t say a word about choosing a husband and producing an heir.”

“It is not that, I assure you. I fear I have grave news.”

“Is there any other kind these days?” Heztus asked.

Indeed, since she had ascended the throne, the news had gotten progressively worse. One of the bone women in her service was familiar with the seekers’ odd method of communication and had, after much effort, made a connection with a seeker in Archstone. Since then, news of the world had poured in. 

The war between Kyrin and Galdora had ended, but only because the second Frostmarch had begun. All along the western border war had broken out. The worst of the fighting seemed to be happening in the north, where vast hordes of wild men invaded from the mountains. Lothan, however, had not been spared. Word had come to her from the clans who had returned to their lands of raids by ice cats and shifters, the fiercest of the Ice King’s minions. 

Meanwhile, the eastern nations were busy quelling revolts of coldhearts within their own ranks. Somehow, she knew this was only the beginning.

“As a matter of fact, I do have some good news too. Which would you like first?”

“Let’s have the good news first for a change.”

“Prince Lerryn has returned to Archstone. He and his brother Larris managed to defeat the invading Kyrinian force.”

Shanis’ heart skipped a beat at the mention of Larris’ name.

“Prince Lerryn has assumed the throne and is marshaling his remaining forces for war. Or should I say, for the next war?” Bertram managed a small smile.

“Is the fighting in western Galdora not so severe?” Shanis asked.

Their situation is similar to ours. Some minor skirmishes along the border.” Bertram shrugged. “Are you ready for the bad news?”

“No, but you’re going to tell me anyway.”

This time, Bertram did not smile. “This has not yet been confirmed, but I have it from reliable sources that the order of the saikurs is broken.”

She clutched the arms of her chair and leaned forward slightly. “What does that mean, exactly?” 

“There has been a revolt. Prelate Denrill has been overthrown and the survivors who were loyal to him have fled or have been imprisoned. The rumor is, the man who now leads there is a coldheart.”

“Coldhearts among the seekers?” Heztus sprang to his feet. It was not an impressive sight given the dwarf’s lack of stature. “How can that be?”

“I would assume that any man, or woman,” Bertram added, his eyes flitting toward Shanis, “can fall under the Ice King’s sway. It is our ill fortune that the most powerful group of magicians and sorcerers in Gameryah seems to be under his control. Of course, we do not know how many remain. With luck, it is only a small contingent who have given themselves over to that particular vileness. In any case, that is another problem for the government of Cardith to deal with.” He grimaced. “And now for the worst of it.”

“There’s something worse?” Shanis asked.

“I’m afraid so. Spies have returned from Salgo. Karst has amassed a sizable army and has joined forces with a contingent of Galdoran troops. They intend to march on us any day.”

“That makes no sense,” Heztus said. “Karst is a Galdoran rebel. How could such an alliance have formed?”

“The Galdoran force is led by Orman Van Altman. King Lerryn’s uncle. He is a coldheart.” Bertram fixed Shanis with a level stare. “The temple in Salgo, using dark magic and the power of human sacrifice, has raised a god. They spread rumors that they were raising a minor, almost forgotten god, but the truth is much more terrible.”

Shanis sank back in her chair. She thought she was going to be sick. “Tichris.”

Everyone reacted immediately. Heztus cursed, Gillen gasped, and Granlor drew his sword and looked around as if the Ice King were somewhere in the room. 

“The Ice King is close to his full power and he can bend men to his will. He now has a massive army under his sway and they will fight with a mindless unity of purpose. We must assume they will neither succumb to fear nor fatigue. We will have to kill them to the last man in order to defeat them.”

Shanis placed a hand on the hilt of the Silver Serpent, which rested against her chair. She looked down at it, a grim sense of determination filling her.

“Or I will have to kill him,” she whispered.

“You can no do that, can you?” Granlor asked. “I mean, it do be a god.”

“Do you have a better idea?” She asked. “He was beaten once before. He can be beaten again.” She stood and began pacing back and forth.

“If I may,” Heztus began, “we should go out to meet him. If we hide behind these walls, his armies will ravage our lands and then lay siege to our city. If we meet them in the swamps in the east, we have the advantage. The Malgog know that place better than anyone, save those of their own who have turned their coats. We will make them bleed.” He uttered the last declaration with cold ferocity.

“I agree.” Bertram nodded. “Recall the clansmen who have returned to their homes and meet them with our full might on the ground of our choosing.”

Shanis nodded. “Send word to King Lerryn and tell him the battle for which he has been preparing will be fought in Lothan. Ask him to come to our aid. I don’t suppose we can expect much help from the other nations?”

Bertram shook his head. “Not while they are all on the defensive and not knowing where the next coldheart rebellion will spring up.”

“I’ll bet that was the Ice King’s plan all along.” Heztus pounded a fist into his palm. “Keep the nations of the north occupied while he wreaks havoc in the south.”

“But why the south? What makes us so special?” Shanis asked.

Bertram fixed her with an incredulous look. “You are special. You are the bearer of the Silver Serpent. He will see you as the greatest threat in the world, perhaps the only threat.”

“Well then, if he’s coming after me, I guess I’d better be ready. Summon the Council. Tell them we are going to war.”

Chapter 43

“I can see the city from here,” Naseeb called down from his perch high in a chanbor tree. “We’re almost there.”

“Thank the gods. My backside hasn’t hurt this much since the time the city guardsman caught me cutting his purse,” Lizzie grumbled.

“He didn’t have your arrested?” Whitt asked.

“I was only a little girl. I cried and pouted and managed to convince him I was a desperate, hungry orphan. He decided to teach me a lesson before letting me go. Of course, I think he enjoyed it. That spanking went on and on.”

Oskar cleared his throat, interrupting this latest of Lizzie’s uncomfortably honest tales.

“I think we should wear our cloaks. We might find it easier to get to Larris if we look like saikurs.”

“I hate to break it to you,” Dacio said, “but none of us fit the bill. At best we look like what we are—young men trying to pass as seekers.”

“We are more than that. We have trained and, if need be, we could show them a thing or two to prove ourselves.” Naseeb swung down from the tree and landed nimbly on his feet. “In any case, I think Oskar’s idea is a sound one. It can’t hurt.”

As they approach the city they could see the signs of a recent battle: trampled earth, craters caused by war machines, broken arrows and spear shafts, and the occasional body that had been overlooked. It was a grim sight, but Oskar knew things would only be worse during the Frostmarch.

The travelers they had encountered along the way had all told differing stories, but with a few common threads. Everyone agreed that the Kyrinians had nearly overrun the city but Prince Lerryn, now King Lerryn, had arrived in time to save the day. The Kyrinian force had withdrawn and the refugees who had swamped the city during the war were gradually returning to their homes.

A line of people waited at the city gates, but Oskar steered his horse around them and rode to the front of the line.

“What are you doing? The line ends back there.” Dacio pointed back behind them.

“Real saikurs would not wait in line and neither will we.”

“Oskar, I think I am finally rubbing off on you,” Lizzie said approvingly.

Oskar grinned but quickly set his jaw and adopted the expression of serenity that he had seen on so many faces inside the Gates. He reined in before a stuffy-looking soldier whose silver armband indicated he was an officer. The man’s sharp eyes fell on Oskar. He prepared himself for the inevitable argument, but to his surprise, the officer nodded and waved them through.

“You’re all gathering at the palace,” he said. “The guards there will tell you where, exactly.” He returned to his business, leaving the surprised group to ride on through.

“That was easy,” Whitt said when they were out of earshot of the guards. “I wonder what he meant by ‘you’re all gathering at the palace’?”

“I’m not sure,” Oskar said.

“Just when I pay you a compliment you go and say something like that.” Lizzie shook her head.

“What you talking about?”

“Think about it. The only thing he knows about us is that the three of you are wearing brown robes. Obviously, all the men wearing brown robes are gathering in the palace.” She paused, staring at Oskar. “Please don’t make me explain it any further. I might have to reconsider my feelings for you if you do.”

“No, I understand. It should have been obvious.”

“The saikurs who fled are gathering here,” Naseeb said. “That could be interesting.”

Whitt cocked his head and frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, are we still part of the gates? Are we under their authority? Will they treat us like the novits and initiates that we are?”

“I don’t care how they treat me as long as they don’t try to stop me from seeing Larris,” Oskar said.

Lizzie grinned. “You know, I wasn’t sure I believed your stories about being friends with a prince. I guess I’m about to find out whether or not you’re full of wind.”

“You thought I was lying? Why didn’t you say something?”

“It didn’t really matter to me. Everyone in my line of work lies all the time. I enjoyed your stories and that’s what mattered. If it turns out you are telling the truth, I’m going to have to find a way to make amends for my lack of trust.” The smile she directed his way made him warm under the collar and he decided to let the subject drop.

It was a long ride through crowded streets to the palace gates. Here the guards were better dressed and more attentive to their duties.

“I’ll need your names, ranks, and where each of you is from. The seekers will send someone to verify your identities,” a guard outside the palace gates explained.

“I need to get a message to Prince Larris,” Oskar said. “He will want to see me as soon as possible.”

The guard looked as if he were about to laugh, but his smile faded quickly. “Your leaders have been meeting regularly with King Lerryn and the Regis. If you have a message for someone in the royal family, send it through them.”

Oskar gritted his teeth. It seemed that getting to Larris was going to be harder than he had hoped. He was considering just riding on through when a voice rang out from the crowd behind him.

“Oskar! Is it really you?” He turned and saw a tall, fair-haired young man pushing his way through the crowd toward him.

“Hierm!” He slid down off his horse and hurried to meet his old friend. Oskar introduced Hierm to his friends. He saved Lizzie for last and Hierm flashed a knowing grin at him. 

“What are you doing here?” Hierm asked.

“There was an insurrection at the Gates. We managed to get away.”

“I heard. Seekers have been arriving in the city for a few days now. I guess you’ve come to meet up with them?”

“Actually I need to see Larris as soon as possible.” He lowered his voice. “It has to do with Shanis.”

Hierm’s face darkened. “I can get word to Larris. I’m known to most of the people in the palace. It’s a long story,” he added. “Why don’t you wait for him at our house? We have plenty of room and I could introduce you to my son.”

Oskar could not suppress the feeling of trepidation that came over him as he stepped into the Van Derins’ home. When he had last seen Mistress Faun, he was nothing but a simple farm boy who worked for her husband mostly in order to sneak books out of his personal library. Faun had always looked down her nose at him and had treated him like a simpleton, a fiction he maintained so she would not suspect his actual motive for working there.

It was to his great surprise that, upon seeing him, she hurried over to him and caught him up in a tearful embrace. Awkwardly, he patted her on the back.

“I was sorry to hear about Lord Hiram,” he managed.

“Thank you,” Faun said pulling away and dabbing her eyes with the hem of her apron. She looked up at him and smiled. “Just look at you. You are no longer the boy who left Galsbur. Your parents would be proud to see what a fine young man you’ve grown into, and a seeker at that!”

For a moment, Oskar considered explaining to her that he was not yet a full-fledged saikur, but that didn’t seem important right now. He introduced Lizzie, whom Faun also embraced. Whitt, Naseeb, and Dacio had decided to join the rest of the seekers in the palace.

“You are most welcome,” Faun said. “Now come, there is someone you’ll want to see.” She took him by the hand and led him and Lizzie through the house to a back garden. Stunned by Faun’s transformation, Oskar followed along a bemused grin on his face.

Outside, he found Rinala holding her baby and chatting with two men. One was Hierm’s brother Laman. The other was a dark haired brute of a man.

“Colin!” he exclaimed.

Shanis’ father threw back his head and laughed when he saw Oskar.

“Who is this man in the brown robe? He looks like Oskar Clehn, but Oskar was a shy fat boy. This one looks like he can handle himself.” He closed the distance between them in two strides and caught him and Lizzie up in a crushing embrace. “I hoped you were still alive. After what happened at the Gates we couldn’t be sure.”

“It was a close thing, but I managed to get away in time. Hierm tells me that Shanis has done well for herself.”

“Indeed. She has finally claimed her rightful crown.”

“Did you know all along? About the prophecy, I mean?” Oskar asked.

Colin nodded. “I knew she was descended from Badla on her mother’s side, and that it was possible she could be the one. I hoped that by giving her a normal life in Galsbur she might avoid that fate, but I suppose it was meant to be.”

“Is that why you let her learn the sword when it was something no other girl ever did?”

“She had to be ready, just in case.”

“I imagine there is going to be a great deal of reminiscing tonight,” Laman interrupted. “I’ll pour us some drinks.”

By the time evening fell, Oskar had washed off the trail dust, changed into clean clothes, and spent the day playing with the baby, whom they had named Hiram after Hierm’s deceased father, and catching up with his old friends. Faun had actually coaxed Lizzie into a dress, which was cut so low in the front that Oskar couldn’t look at her without blushing. They had spent the day eating, drinking, laughing, and forgetting about the world for a few hours. For her part, Lizzie went out of her way to draw forth as many embarrassing stories of Oskar’s youth as she could, and the other Galsburans were happy to comply.

More than once he reflected on how much things had changed. They were equals now, no more lords and commoners. And the change that had come over Faun was nothing short of remarkable. He supposed it was a combination of the death of her husband and the birth of her grandson that had done the trick. Whatever the reason, he was glad of it. He almost felt like he was home again.

It was near dark when Larris and Allyn arrived, bringing Aspin along with them. Like the others, they teased Oskar about the changes that travel and his time at the Gates had wrought in him, and they enjoyed drinks and laughter until it was time to get down to serious business.

“Things are coming to a head,” Aspin said without preamble. “The Ice King has risen once more. He has raised an army and intends to begin his conquest in the south. We don’t know if he is on the move yet, but if not, he will be soon.”

“Do you think he is going after Shanis?” Oskar asked

Aspin nodded. “We believe he sees her as his only real threat.”

“Does she know?”

“Yes. As you are aware, we have means of communication far superior to messengers on horseback, and far quicker too. We are in contact with her. She is gathering her forces and intends to ride out and meet him.”

“She will not be alone,” Larris said. “Lerryn has decreed that Galdora stands with her. Our troops march in the morning.”

“And what of the other nations? Will they support her?” Oskar asked.

“We are doing our best to convince them that this is the battle that truly matters,” Aspin said. “But it is difficult when they are under attack as well. I have at least managed to convince all the saikurs who have gathered in Archstone to join us. Also, Shanis founded a school of magic in Calmut, mostly witches, but those who have the skill will fight for us as well.” He took a deep breath. “Can I dare hope that you were successful in the task to which I set you?”

“I have had some success, but I don’t know how much it helps us.” Oskar described what he had learned about the nature of the Silver Serpent. Next, he produced Dacio’s translation of the rubbings he’d made of the walls in Murantha. His friend had pieced it all together during their travels. Oskar read aloud.

“And the gods whom we worshiped had become like a curse upon the nations. They warred over petty causes until we feared the world would be torn apart. And the kings and queens of Gameryah gathered in the holy place. Before the sword, they stood and spoke the words, I freely give my life. Sarala spoke the words and surrendered her life upon the blade of the sword, and in the moment of her noble sacrifice she reached out to Vesala. And the temple shook as Vesala was drawn into the sword, for only by the power of ultimate sacrifice could a human impose his will upon a god...”

“It goes on like that, listing the monarchs who gave up their lives in order to draw the gods into the sword.” He paused. “In the chamber where we found the Silver Serpent, we also found the tombs of all the Kings of Gameryah who are mentioned here. So, the Silver Serpent was not a weapon used in the Godwars. Its creation is what ended the Godwars.”

“And I’ll bet the absence of the gods is what opened the door for the Ice King,” Larris said. “The first Frostmarch happened right on the heels of the end of the Godwars. But does this knowledge bring us any closer to defeating the Ice King?”

They all exchanged dark looks and a brooding silence fell upon the group. Finally, Aspin stood.

“I have always believed in the prophecy and that things happen in the way they are intended for reasons that we do not understand. Therefore, I believe that this knowledge came to you because it was intended to, and for that reason, I think it will help us.”

“We should all get some rest,” Larris said. “We have a long road ahead of us.”

Chapter 44

Everywhere he went men stood in his path. Karst wanted to pull his hair out in frustration. As soon as The Ice King had issued his command, Karst had left to fulfill his mission. Perhaps he should have taken the time to plan, but the compulsion to kill Shanis Malan overwhelmed him. He could think of little else. Even the simplest things, like eating or stopping to rest, were far from his thoughts and required a supreme effort of will to perform.

Though he had hoped to complete the mission immediately, his best efforts had been stymied. The roads leading to the west were regularly patrolled by the enemy so he had been forced to take to the woods. The forest had soon given way to swamps. Not knowing the way through, he resorted to making a beeline toward that distant place where he somehow knew Shanis was. This had led him through some of the worst foulness he had ever encountered.

He had lost his horse in a pool of quakewater and barely escaped with his life. He been stung, bitten, and his skin was afire with nasty rashes from the myriad of plants he brushed up against. He’d never known such misery, but the will of his god drove him forward.

It had not been long before his own army had overtaken and passed him. The soldiers did not know that of course. He kept to the shadows whenever he crossed their path. He had enough left of his own mind to know that in his current appearance they would never believe that he was their king. Perhaps that ought to have bothered him. He vaguely remembered a time in his life when he desired nothing more than to be a leader of men, a ruler. Those things no longer seem to matter. The sheer ecstasy of being the chosen of the Ice King was all he cared about.

He caught a whiff of smoke and the aroma of cooking meat. He didn’t know how far away the fire was. His senses seem to have heightened in the time since he had received his charge. He considered that, day by day, he was becoming less like a man and more like an animal, and his joy at being the chosen one could not completely dampen the feeling of unease this gave him.

He slowed his pace, not wanting to stumble into a precarious situation. Whether the men up ahead where his or the enemy’s, he knew they would not welcome him.

Summoning all the will he still possessed, he forced down the urge to rush forward toward his goal. Instead, he crept along, careful not to make a sound. Soon he heard voices and loud cries. He closed the distance slowly until the swamp opened up into a large clearing. He ducked underneath the cover of the thick foliage and crawled on his belly until he could observe the scene unnoticed.

Close by, a group of men sat around a small fire. Beyond them lay many more campfires and a few tents. In the distance, he could make out tiny flickers that told him this was where the army, what was once his army, had chosen to make camp for the night.

The men closest to him were roasting frogs over the fire. He had always hated frog, but right now his hunger was so great that it seemed like a sumptuous feast. He recognized one of the men immediately—Paden, one of his most devout supporters. Perhaps Paden would share his food?

The invisible hand that drove his actions crushed that thought in an instant. No one could know of his mission. It was his alone. One of them might try to usurp his place and he couldn’t have that.

But he was so hungry and, oddly enough, he realized that he longed for human interaction. He was not suited for solitary life, and he was not a hunting dog, no matter what the Ice King said. No sooner had that thought entered his mind than his head began to scream in agony. He felt as if powerful hands were crushing his skull. Fighting the urge to sick up, he squeezed his eyes closed and focused on his mission. Soon, the pain abated.

He laid there, eyes closed, until the sound of approaching footsteps on the soft ground drew his attention. He opened his eyes to see two temple priests, escorted by a dozen guards, approached the campfire where Paden sat.

“Your god requires your service,” one of the priests said to Paden.

Paden’s face went pale. “Requires me for what?”

“Come with us,” the second priest said.

Paden’s eyes widened in abject terror. He put his hand on the hilt of his sword. It was a measure of his fear that he could summon such resistance when the entire army seemed to have been bent to the will of the Ice King.

“Not me. Find someone else.”

“You have been chosen,” the first priest said flatly.

“But I do not worship your god. I am only here because I hate...” He couldn’t finish the sentence. He pressed his hands to his temples and cried out in pain.

One of the priests nodded and a pair of guards rushed forward. They quickly disarmed Paden, bound his hands behind his back, and hauled him away.

The others nearby looked on with disinterest. Not a one of them raised an objection. As Paden’s protests faded in the distance, they returned to their cook fire.

Something deep inside Karst wanted to object. For the briefest of instants, he thought about grabbing a sword and rescuing his friend. It was the right thing to do wasn’t it? What sort of God killed his own followers?

Once again, the crushing pain filled his head. He fought it, but not for long. Moments later, he was once again a dog on the hunt.

Chapter 45

“We must retreat, Majesty.” Blood streaked Krion’s face and spattered his leather armor, but none of it appeared to be his own. 

“Again?” Shanis snapped. “They’ve been pushing us back at every turn. I thought we’d have the advantage in the swamps.” She pulled her cloak tightly around her. Winter had come early, and she had no doubt about the reason.

“We do. We have killed twice our number, perhaps more, but they have many more soldiers than we, and the Malgog among them know the swamps.”

“I would no call them soldiers,” Horgris said. The big clan chief had just entered the command tent. “They fight like they have a mind for nothing but war. They do ignore wounds that would fell an ordinary man. Or woman,” he added quickly. “They fight on until they can no fight anymore.”

“I should enter the battle, then. I’ll make sure plenty of them won’t be able to fight.” Shanis grasped the hilt of the Silver Serpent, eager to draw on its power and wreak havoc among the Ice King’s forces.

“You know we cannot risk that,” Heztus said gently. “You are the only one who can fight the Ice King. If you are struck by a stray arrow...”

“Yes, yes, I know. You’ve told me this many times.”

“And it appears we have to continue telling you, granddaughter.” Krion folded his arms and gave her a reproving look. “Even without fighting, your contributions are invaluable. No one else can do what you can.”

Shanis wanted to argue, but she knew it was a waste of time. Since the fighting had begun, she had been using her powers to heal the wounded. While her army had many who could tend to the injured, only she could perform miracles if that’s what you called them. While the others tended to ordinary wounds, she saw to those with grievous injuries. She helped the most hopeless cases, bringing them back from the edge of death until she was spent. She knew her efforts made a difference. Many soldiers lived to fight on, thanks to her.

She thought about the first person she had ever healed and remembered that it was her urge to heal not only a few people, but an entire nation, that had led her to unite the clans. Now she was leading them into the worst sort of carnage. She knew that wasn’t entirely accurate. The Ice King had given them no choice. They had no alternative but to fight. Still, she wished it were otherwise.

“Has there been any sign of him?” She didn’t need to say whom she meant.

Krion shook his head. “It could be that he remains in Salgo. We do not know the extent of his power, but it is no great stretch to think his will would extend this far. He seems to dominate the minds of his soldiers. Even our people feel some hesitation when we face them.”

“And as things stand now, I have no hope of getting to him. We would have to drive his army back before I could do that.” A thought struck her.

“I see that look on your face. Don’t even think about it.” Heztus said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied.

“You’re wondering if you can sneak past their lines and make it all the way to Salgo without being found out.”

“Are you a mind reader now?”

“No, but I can read you.”

“It do be out of the question. It would be a much greater risk than you going into battle,” Horgris said.

“I know,” Shanis grumbled. “But I don’t have to like it.” She sighed and looked at her grandfather. “All right, give the order to fall back.”

Chapter 46

“It’s getting late and you need your rest.” Lizzie slipped beneath Oskar’s blanket and snuggled up against him. She laid her head on his chest and let out a small sigh. “Do you remember when I told you that I wanted to see the world?”

Oskar nodded.

“I was wrong. This is the most boring thing I’ve ever done.”

Oskar chuckled. “Perhaps you should have been more specific about the sort of travel you were interested in.”

Lizzie giggled. “I thought it went without saying that I didn’t want to wander through the wilderness for days and weeks on end.”

“You know me. You have to spell things out for me or I’ll never understand.” He slid an arm around Lizzie’s shoulders and pulled her close. He still didn’t see how so beautiful a girl could have any interest in him, but he had stopped trying to figure it out and simply enjoyed it. He hated the idea of taking her into a war zone, but he knew she would not be left behind. Besides, if they failed, nowhere in the world would be safe. This was a battle everyone would fight sooner or later.

“What are you reading?”

“The only book I thought to bring with me.” He held up the small volume he had taken from the archives at the Gates just before he fled.

“Is it interesting?” she asked drowsily.

“No, but it’s better than doing nothing.” He angled the book to catch the firelight and turned to the next page.

“Doing nothing? If you think there’s nothing to do at night under the blankets, you are in sore need of education.” Lizzie ran her hand across his chest, rose up, and kissed him on the neck.

“Not with everyone around,” he whispered.

“We’re practically alone.” She kissed him again.

They were hardly alone. Aspin, Colin, Larris, and Allyn slept nearby, as did Hair, Edrin, and Hierm, who had, after much shouting, convinced Rinala to stay behind with baby Hiram. A squad of soldiers ringed their camp, guarding the prince. Whitt, Naseeb, and Dacio were traveling along with the other saikurs, who were moving with the main force of the army. Despite their lack of privacy, Oskar was seriously considering giving in when he turned to the last page of the book and gasped.

“Did I nibble too hard on your ear?” Lizzie teased.

“It’s not that. I have to talk to Aspin.” He slid out from under the blanket leaving a surprised Lizzie staring daggers at him.

“Fine. He can kiss you on the neck tonight for all I care.” She curled up on her side and pulled the blanket up over her head.

Oskar didn’t give her a second thought. He could only focus on what he had discovered.

Aspin was still awake and he sat talking with Colin. They broke off their conversation when Oskar approached. 

“What is it?” Aspin asked.

“I found something in this book of prophecy. I had so little success that I gave up on finding anything useful, but then I stumbled across this.” His hand trembling, he passed the book to Aspin, whose eyes widened when he saw what was written there.

“What is it?” Larris asked. Apparently no one in the camp was asleep. Even Lizzie crawled out from under the blanket and joined them.

“It’s a prophecy about a meeting of the bearer of the Silver Serpent and the Ice King.”

“Is that a big deal? I mean, aren’t there plenty of prophecies about that?” Lizzie asked.

“Every prophecy I have ever read says that the bearer will meet the Ice King at the final Frostmarch. What does this one say?” Larris sat rigid, his voice tight. Oskar knew why. Larris was in love with Shanis. He would not like what this prophecy had to say.

Aspin read aloud.

“The Lord of ice shall rise up and all shall fall before him. The bearer shall meet him in the mists in the place of earth and water and there shall the choice be made. The ultimate sacrifice or eternal winter.”

He closed the book. “The mists in the place of earth and water.”

“Calmut?” Oskar asked.

Aspin nodded. “I think so. It fits, and at the rate Shanis’ army is falling back, they will be in Calmut by the time we meet up with them.”

“We’ll be there in two days. Does that mean it’s almost over?” Hierm asked.

“Possibly.” Aspin rose and tugged on his robe. “I need to speak to King Lerryn. He should know what to expect.”

“I’ll go with you,” Colin said weakly. He quickly turned his back on the others.

“What does the other part mean?” Lizzie asked. “What is the ultimate sacrifice? Does it have something to do with the glyphs Dacio translated for you?”

All eyes turned to Larris whose face was a mask of agony. The prince closed his eyes and pressed a fist to his forehead. 

“We can’t say for sure.” Oskar scarcely managed to speak the words. All of this time he had envisioned Shanis emerging triumphant from a battle with the Ice King, but if this prophecy were to be believed, it would not be the sort of triumph he had imagined.

“That’s true,” Allyn said. “Prophecies are rarely what they seem.”

“I don’t care what any prophecy says. We’re going to fight,” Hierm said without conviction.

“And were going to win,” Allyn added. “We always do.”

Lizzie looked up at Oskar and her gaze softened when she saw the pain in his eyes. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled his head down to rest on her shoulder. “It will be all right.”

Oskar drew her close and held on tightly. He wished he could believe her.

Chapter 47

Shanis was surprised at the changes in Calmut since she’d left there months before. It no longer looked like a lost city that had been devoured by the jungle. The streets and alleyways had been cleared of undergrowth and rubble, and the crumbling buildings that had not yet been repaired were at least free of foliage and detritus. All the rubble had been repurposed for the rebuilding of the city wall, which stood about twice her height. It was nothing compared to the defenses of a city like Karkwall, but it would have to serve.

The biggest change was the expansion of the school of magic. It no longer occupied a single building but had expanded to incorporate an entire street. Hundreds of women of all ages, and a surprising number of men had flocked to Calmut to join the school. Shanis didn’t know how the word of the school had spread so far. She supposed it had something to do with the ability of magicians to communicate, something along the lines of how seekers communicated with one another. Gillen had recently mastered the skill and been exchanging messages with Aspin on Shanis’ behalf for some time now.

“Most of the students are novices,” Gillen explained, “and of those who are not, most have devoted their study to the healing arts.”

“How many will be useful in a fight?” Shanis asked.

“About four dozen. Some of the elders could also fight in a pinch, but they primarily serve as instructors and leaders.”

“Tell them, ask them, I mean, to begin teaching every combat skill they possess to as many students as possible. At minimum, perhaps some can learn the shielding spells that you use to protect me. Healing is important, but it might be that we will need every man and woman to fight.”

Gillen nodded. She had been at Shanis’ side since the siege of Karkwall and she knew what they faced. “I’ll send word immediately.” She flagged down a young woman who was on her way into the house of healing, spoke to her quietly, and sent the girl on her way at a fast walk. “Should we go inside?” Gillen glanced toward the house of healing.

Shanis suppressed a grimace. It galled her to cower inside while all around her, others were giving their lives to defend her. “Not just yet. I should at least see to the defenses.”

“Horgris and your grandfather have that task well in hand,” Heztus said. “If you like, I will make the rounds on your behalf and report back to you, but your safety is paramount. Right now, you are perhaps the most important person in the world.”

“I can at least wait until the battle begins,” she said. “There’s no point in hiding until it’s absolutely necessary. Just then, warning shouts arose from the city walls and her heart sank.

Heztus gave a wry smile. “It sounds like the time has come.”

Shanis removed her hand from the soldier’s forehead. She stood and wobbled a little on her tired legs. Healing was exhausting work, even with the power being drawn from the Silver Serpent.

“No matter how many times I see you do that, I never cease to be amazed.” Hyda shook her head. The old woman whom Shanis had met so long ago had joined the school and risen to a position of prominence, and taken charge of the center of healing. “It be so much more than any of us can do. You healed a wound that would have claimed his life by daybreak.”

“It isn’t my doing. It’s the sword.” She staggered again, but it was not due to fatigue. Lately, the sword had been increasingly difficult to manage. It sometimes resisted her attempts to channel power from it and at night she was plagued by vivid dreams of the sword plunging into the hearts of robed and crowned men and women. She reflected that she was now queen and wondered if the sword hungered to plunge itself into her heart as well.

“Shanis! I mean, Your Majesty. You are needed.”

She turned to see Heztus wending his way through the maze of injured warriors who lay in rows on the floor.

“What is it?”

“We are losing,” he said flatly. “If help does not arrive soon, the city will fall. We can’t retreat, as there is no defensible position for leagues to the west. If there is anything you can do to hold them back, now is the time.”

“I’m coming.” She hurried after the dwarf, leaving her ever-present pair of bodyguards to catch up. “Any word from Aspin?” she said over her shoulder to Gillen, who had snatched up her skirts and was rushing to keep up, with Granlor following close behind.

“Not since last night. He said they expected to be here sometime today. King Lerryn intended to march through the night.”

“Good on him since the enemy has been fighting through the night.” 

Heztus led her up to the top floor of an ancient building just inside the city’s eastern wall. From here, in the gray light of dawn, she could see most of the battle line without exposing herself to enemy fire. Up and down the line, the Ice King’s forces were pressing the defenders hard. In some places, they even managed to surmount the wall, though they were quickly forced back or killed. Oddly, the enemy had neither encircled them nor attacked the western wall, but she didn’t have time to speculate on the reason.

While Gillen summoned the protective shield, Shanis closed her eyes and reached out to the sword. Once again, it fought her. It felt as if it had its own will and it seemed to struggle to escape her control. Perhaps it could sense the presence of the Ice King. She concentrated hard and visualized what she wanted it to do. The same images that haunted her dreams flickered through her mind so fast she could scarcely recognize them. Figures whom she was now certain were ancient kings and queens died again and again, impaled upon the blade. She pushed them aside and concentrated.

“Any time now,” Heztus said.

With supreme effort, she drew the power of the sword into her and hurled it out into the battle. A barrage of lightning bolts rained down from the sky, exploding through the ranks of the enemy forces. As if from a great distance, she heard Granlor retch at the site of scorched, broken bodies flying through the air.

She opened her eyes as a wave of fatigue swept over her. She dropped to one knee and rested against the windowsill. Down below, the defenders of Calmut had taken advantage of the enemy’s surprise and indecision and were quickly sweeping the walls clean. Though some of the Ice King’s forces continue to fight, the sudden carnage seemed to have overcome their will to fight. They began to draw back, some breaking into full flight.

“Are you all right?” Heztus hurried to her side and laid a hand on her shoulder.

She nodded. “I was already tired from healing, and that,” she gestured toward the battlefield, “was almost more than I could manage.”

“Let me help,” Gillen said. “Draw some force from me. I will be all right.”

“I can’t.” Shanis didn’t elaborate. She thought it a bad idea to tell them that her grip on the Silver Serpent was so tenuous at the moment that she feared she would lose control of it entirely if she did not focus on keeping it in check. If she began to take even a trickle of life force from the young bone woman and the sword took over, Gillen might be consumed.

“Rest then,” Gillen said. “The enemy is in retreat.”

“Actually, they are not,” Heztus said. 

He was correct. Already the fleeing troops had rallied and were once again marching slowly toward the wall. Though they lacked the zeal of their earlier attacks, they nevertheless moved inexorably forward.

She watched as a hail of arrows cut through the first ranks. She wondered how soon before the archers ran out of shafts. There had been no respite from the fighting since the attack began, and she knew that soon they would have to resort to firing the enemy’s spent arrows back at them. Even now, she could see that the volume and rate of fire had decreased noticeably since the beginning of the battle. Some of her warriors were now using crude slings to hurl rocks at the attackers. Interspersed amongst the soldiers, the magicians and sorcerers from the school, those who still had the energy to fight, hurled fireballs into the ranks of the Ice King’s forces. Even these attacks were paltry compared to what they had been earlier.

“We should pull the magicians off the wall before they burn themselves out,” she said.

“I suspect they realize that burning themselves out is nothing compared to what the minions of the Ice King will do to them if we lose the city,” Heztus said.

Shanis watched as, despite the defenders’ best efforts, the enemy continued to move forward. Once again, they seem to have lost any semblance of will and moved forward in a fearless, mindless wave.

“What be driving them?” Granlor had recovered his wits and stood alongside her, watching the battle unfold.

“That.” Horgris pointed into the throng.

Shanis’ heart fell. From somewhere within the heart of the enemy ranks, a figure had risen up. He stood head and shoulders above the rest and he glowed with a faint blue light.

The Ice King had come.

Chapter 48

Shanis sprang to her feet, all of her fatigue forgotten. Adrenaline coursing through her, she dashed down the stairs, out onto the street, and toward the city wall. The others kept pace with her, shouting warnings and urging caution, but she scarcely heard them. This was the moment she had been destined for and she would face it head on and without fear.

She clambered up onto the wall and looked out. The Ice King strode forward, radiating blue light and exuding power. No one could stand close to him. It was as if an invisible force pushed everyone away, or perhaps even his own people found his presence repelling. He raised his hand and pointed toward the city. As one, his minions surged forward once again and renewed their attack, weapons and voices raised. 

Meanwhile, Shanis’ own forces quailed. Weapons slid from numb fingers. Men fell to their knees. She had to do something. She glanced at Gillen, who seemed to know what she was thinking immediately.

“Stand and fight!” her magically amplified voice boomed. “I am with you, and we will not fail!”

Her words seemed to hearten her forces and once again, missiles flew into the enemy ranks, but the Ice King kept coming. She knew no one else could stop him.  It had to be her.

“Can you cushion my fall?” she asked Gillen.

The young bone woman blanched and gave a single nod. 

“Tell me when.” Shanis’ heart was in her throat as she heard Gillen whisper a spell. 

“Now,” Gillen said.

Shanis leaped off the wall. She felt the brief sensation of falling and then she slowed as if she’d plunged into deep water. Her feet touched the ground and she charged forward. She was aware of Granlor, Heztus, and Gillen leaping down off the wall behind her, and she cursed them for their foolishness. 

The attackers parted before her until nothing stood between her and the Ice King. She looked upon him and revulsion welled within her.

He looked almost human. His hooded cloak had fallen back, revealing a hairless head and burning red eyes. Cracks ran through his pale blue skin and he gleamed like moonlight shining on snow. Waves of cold seem to roll off of him and she began to shiver uncontrollably. The Silver Serpent came alive in her hand. It jerked, trying to get to the Ice King. Suddenly aware of the danger she and everyone else was in, Shanis concentrated, trying to gain control of the sword’s power.

Before she could make a move, Granlor cried out in defiance and charged forward to meet the Ice King’s attack.

“Granlor, no!” She cried

It was too late. The Ice King didn’t even raise his sword. With a dismissive swipe of his hand, he sent Granlor flying backward. The young Monaghan warrior smashed into the city wall with a sickening thud and fell to the ground.

Rage coursed through Shanis and with it came the power of the sword. The serpent mark on her chest burned. She sprang down off the wall and hurled all her power at the glowing figure.

The Ice King raised his own sword and sent a burst of power back at her. The sorcerous blasts, if that is what they were, met with an unearthly force. White-hot light met cold blue flame in the air between them. A crackle like lightning filled the air and the forces shattered like glass. The explosion tore through those closest to the Ice King and knocked others off their feet for a distance of twenty paces or more, but neither Shanis nor her enemy even felt it.

In two strides, she closed the gap between them and lashed out with all her might, pouring her will and her power into her sword stroke. The Ice King parried her stroke and the sound of their blades meeting shattered the air like the sound of a thousand panes of glass breaking.

The Silver Serpent was alive in her hands as she slashed, thrust, and parried. But no matter her efforts, the blade never came close to her enemy. As she fought, a powerful sense of hopelessness rose within her, and a voice whispered inside her mind.

You cannot defeat me. Many have tried and all have failed

“You were beaten before. By this weapon.” She struck again with all her might. The Ice King laughed, a cold, hard sound, as he once again parried her stroke.

Is that what you have been told? Your ancestors poured all the powers of the gods into your sword, yet here I am.

He swung his sword again and Shanis scarcely managed to duck beneath the blade. She felt the cool breeze as it whistled inches above her.

“You were defeated!” She grunted, thrusting at him and dancing away.

I was delayed, but you cannot deny that I now stand before you, stronger than ever. Blood sacrifice has given me power beyond measure.

He swung his sword again, this time with such force that Shanis felt the blow all the way down to her ankles when she parried it.

She fell back, uncertain. Could she hope to defeat him? He was not wrong – whatever the legends claimed, he had not been defeated, at least not entirely. Furthermore, she still knew so little about the sword. She wielded it, yes, but she knew neither its limitations nor the full extent of its power. What a fool she had been to think she could stop the Frostmarch. Who was she, after all, but a spoiled, temperamental farm girl?

The Ice King read her thoughts.

You are beginning to understand. Surrender and you may live. You may all serve me. There is no use in fighting. Too many have already died for your folly.

Shanis winced and felt her will to resist waver. Something deep inside her wanted to obey. After all, many would die if she continued to fight, but if she surrendered...

Perhaps you are not as foolish as I had believed. Drop your sword and kneel before the Ice King.

Her resolve crumbling, she lowered her sword.

Chapter 49

“The battle is well underway, Majesty, and it is not going well.” The look on Tabars’ face was one of grave concern mixed with the same determination he’d always had even in the direst of circumstances.

Lerryn looked down from the small rise from which they could see the battlefield through the edge of the tangled forest. The Ice King’s forces were concentrated along the north and west sides of the city. He could not see all the way to the south wall, but he could tell for certain that they were not attacking from the west.

“Why don’t they have the city surrounded?” Larris asked.

“The Ice King is leaving them a path to retreat. The lands west of here provide few defensible positions until you reach Karkwall. If they abandon the city, they will be slaughtered.” His mind racing, Lerryn assessed the situation in a glance. “Archers forward! Spears in support! 

His commands were quickly passed through the lines and his troops formed up in solid rows. At Lerryn’s command, Kelvin blew his war horn and a hail of arrows rained down on the surprised forces of the Ice King. Cries of pain and sharp commands rose up above the din of battle as their right flank turned to meet the new threat. 

Lerryn looked at Aspin. “I need you and the seekers inside the city to help bolster the defenses. If you go in from the west, you should be able to enter unmolested. They’ve left that wall open.”

Aspin nodded and began shouting instructions to the mounted throng of brown-robed men who waited nearby.

“Have our reserves form a wall and protect them,” he said to Tabars. “Once the seekers are inside, the reserves should join them and aid in the city’s defenses.” The reserve force was comprised of the youngest and greenest troops. He expected little from them, but they would be better suited to fighting from behind a wall than out in the open. “You and the White Fang,” he continued, “form a rear guard. When everyone is inside the city, sweep around to the south and take them in the flank. Slash and run but don’t fully engage unless the situation dictates it. I want to give them lots to think about.”

Tabars wheeled his horse about and gave the orders. Moments later, the reserves marched forward at double time. They were so young, Lerryn thought, some barely old enough to shave, and he was sending them to their deaths. Of course, he reminded himself if they did not prevail, their lives would be forfeit anyway.

“They will be all right,” Aspin said. “We can provide some protection until they are in the city. After that...” He shrugged.

Lerryn nodded. He watched as the young men continued to file past. One fell to his knees and vomited loudly. Others looked so pale that he thought they might collapse there and then, but despite their fear, not one of them turned and ran. Soon they had formed a double wall of spears, with two rows of archers behind. The seekers swept around behind them, spurring their horses as fast as they could go, followed by Tabars and the White Fang.

Their presence went unnoticed by the main force of the attacking army, but a small contingent broke off and charged toward them. A few nervous archers released far too soon in the arrows fell uselessly to the ground.

“Hold!” Their commanding officer called. “Loose on my command!”

Lerryn tensed as the Ice King’s forces released their own volley. Arrows whistled through the air toward his young troops.

“Shields!” The officer shouted.

But before his men could even assume a defensive posture, Aspin stuck out his hand and shouted a single word. The arrows bounced back as if striking an invisible wall and fell to the ground. The attackers saw this and hesitated, but then they charged again.

Another seeker had joined Aspin and the two of them hurled balls of fire into their ranks. Lerryn’s men added another volley of arrows, and he was pleased to see that most found their marks. But despite the carnage, the remaining men continued to charge forward while the injured crawled as if driven by an unseen force. Lerryn returned his attention to the battle, confident that the seekers and his own troops would easily dispatch the remaining attackers.

Down below the battle raged. The arrival of his forces had caught the Ice King’s troops unawares, but their sheer numbers and apparent mindless determination had helped them rally almost immediately. A large detachment had broken off and charged his position on the high ground. His archers were no longer firing in waves but released as quickly as they could nock, draw, and fire. The ranks of attackers fell like wheat before the scythe, but still they came, every fallen man replaced by two more. Lerryn drew his sword. It was time for him to enter the fray.

“Don’t do it, Lerryn,” Larris said. “I can lead the charge. You are the king. You are needed to command.”

Lerryn looked at the faces of those around him: Larris, Allyn, Colin Malan, Hierm van Derin, Hair, Edrin, Kelvin, Oskar Clehn, his fierce-looking female companion, and the three young Seekers who had joined him. All nodded their agreement. He was about to acquiesce when he looked out and spotted a familiar face in the midst of the battle.

“I’m a fighter,” he said. He reached out and squeezed Larris’ shoulder. “The gods be with you, brother.”

Larris nodded. “And also with you.”

“If you will all excuse me,” Lerryn said, “courtesy demands that I pay my respects to our uncle.” He raised his sword, put his heels to the flanks of Kreege, his faithful warhorse, and shouted, “Cavalry, charge!”

“What do we do?” Allyn asked. “Should we get inside the city and try to find Shanis?”

It appeared to take a moment before his words registered with Larris, who was staring at the back of the charging cavalry as it plowed into the Ice King’s forces. He shook his head as if coming awake. “I suppose we should.”

Oskar shifted in his saddle, ready to ride when something caught his attention. In the midst of the battle, a circle had opened in the ranks of soldiers and a pale blue glow emanated from a massive figure that stood locked in battle with a tall, red-haired girl.

“There she is!” He pointed at the combatants. 

Larris spotted them immediately. “We have to get to her!” He gave no orders, but kicked his horse and charged down the hill and into the fray with Colin close behind.

Cursing, Allyn galloped forward, trying to catch up with Larris.

Oskar turned to Lizzie. “You should be able to get into the city if you swing around west like the seekers did. I’ll find you when this is over.”

“No,” she said flatly. “I stay with you.”

Oskar knew a lost cause when he saw one. “Stay between us, then. We can shield you.”

Lizzie laughed and shook her head. Here, in the midst of battle, with the Ice King in their sights and men and women dying all around, she showed no fear. “It will be as you say.” She winked at him.

“Let’s go.” As one, they charge down the hill, following in Larris’ wake. Up ahead, they saw him hacking his way through the confused tangle of battling warriors. Beside him, Colin was laying about with the ferocity of a wild beast. Allyn had dismounted and was firing off arrows with almost inhuman speed and accuracy. With no regard for his own safety, he took down every warrior who threatened Larris from behind. Hierm forged ahead, reaching Allyn just in time to ride down an enemy poised to thrust a spear through the young man’s unprotected back.

As they rode, Oskar, Whitt, Naseeb, and Dacio began to hurl spells into the fray. It was a difficult task to accomplish from horseback, but they managed to blast a path for Larris to follow as the prince continued to fight his way toward Shanis.

Oskar stood in his stirrups, but he could no longer see her in the midst of the battle. Otherworldly noises, cracks like shattering ice, rang out across the battlefield and he knew she was still fighting.

“Look out!” Dacio shouted. He waved his hand and the force of his will sent an arrow flying off course.

“Nice one,” Whitt said. “I wish I could...” The words died in his throat as a feathered shaft took him in the heart. His eyes widened as life fled from him and he slid off the saddle to the ground.

“Whitt!” Oskar cried. He wheeled his horse and tried to return to his friend’s side. Another arrow flew, whizzing past his ear. He spotted the archer immediately— a man in a crimson Galdoran uniform perched high in a tree. Rage burned inside him and he remembered a place far away and a moment that seemed a lifetime ago when he had called down the lightning upon the golorak. He stretched out his hand and felt the power surge through him.

With a blinding flash, a great bolt of lightning struck the tree. It exploded with a deafening roar, sending earth, stone, and bodies flying in all directions. Oskar closed his eyes and when he opened them again, a smoking crater the size of a small house stood where the tree had been. Bodies, rather, body parts, lay all about and he smiled with grim satisfaction at the knowledge that his friend’s killer was dead.

“No!” Something flew through the air at the corner of his vision and he wheeled to see Lizzie spring down off her horse onto the back of the silvery, catlike creature. The beast’s claws whistled through the air, inches from Oskar, just as Lizzie opened its throat with one of her wicked looking knives. She hit the ground, rolled away from the thrashing beast. No sooner had the ice cat regained its feet then an arrow blossomed in its eye socket. Oskar knew it had to have been Allyn who made that shot. 

He was about to look for his friend when Lizzie hurled another of her knives right at Oskar.

He had no time to react before the knife flew past him and struck a mounted warrior in the eye. Oskar gaped as the man fell to the ground.

“You can’t expect me to have your back all the time. You’ve got to pay attention!” Lizzie yanked her knife from the dead man’s skull and clambered back up onto her horse. “Now, keep your eyes open. Go!”

Lerryn was eager to fight but had no occasion to bloody his sword as he charged toward Orman. His cavalry encircled him, carving a path through the enemy ranks. He kept his eyes trained on Orman’s blond head. His uncle sat astride his horse, shouting orders and flailing about with his sword.

As they drew closer, their progress slowed. The mass of soldiers, though none of them a match individually for his men, nonetheless proved a formidable obstacle due to their sheer numbers. Their charge slowed and up ahead, he saw the flow of the battle carry Orman off in the opposite direction.

Lerryn’s heart raced. He had to get to Orman before someone else did. He wanted to be the one to finish the coldheart traitor. He urged his horse forward and began slicing his own path through the melee. His sword bit deeply into mail and flesh as he cut down every man in his way. He was aware that many of those he faced wore the uniform of Galdora. These were the rebel troops Orman had spirited away. He wondered if they were, in fact, rebels, or merely pawns under the Ice King’s powerful sway. It did not matter. They were trying to kill him, and neither empathy nor sympathy would protect him.

He continued to battle, but no matter how hard he fought, Orman seemed to drift farther away from him. Would he ever get there?

No sooner had the thought passed through his mind than a bolt of lightning sliced through the air and erupted in a flash of light up ahead of him. He ducked his head and shielded his eyes from the flying debris. When he opened them again, he saw before him a large patch of burnt ground, and beyond it, his uncle.

Their eyes locked and Larris charged. Orman hesitated for only a second and then he too drove his mount forward.

They met in the center of the charred circle of earth. Their swords clashed and then they were past one another. Lerryn wheeled his mount and came forward again. He struck at Orman, who turned the blow and then the world narrowed to a single flurry of blades. Sparks flew and the sharp clang of steel on steel rang in his ears.

Orman’s face was a mask of determination or was he under the same spell as his soldiers? His strokes were almost mechanical in their precision. He was an accomplished swordsman and had won many a duel.

“Hello nephew,” Orman rasped as he struck out with his sword. “I understand you have usurped my position.”

“No, I have merely claimed my throne,” Lerryn said through gritted teeth as their swords clanged together again. “You shouldn’t have left your son behind, you know. My dear cousin now rots in the dungeon along with your cohorts.”

“It makes no difference. The Ice King has promised me the throne when the Frostmarch is over. My son and my loyal companions will be freed and we will rule while you and everyone you love lie beneath the ground.”

Their swords came together again. Lerryn deflected the blow and thrust, opening a cut on Orman’s shoulder, but his uncle didn’t flinch. Orman struck again and once again Lerryn’s counter-stroke found its target. But the wounds he inflicted were shallow and Orman continued to fight.

“Did I forget to mention?” Lerryn asked. “They are in the dungeon now, but they go before the headsman at sunrise tomorrow. You’ll be hard-pressed to win this battle and reach Archstone in time. Sorry about that.”

It was a lie, but it had the desired effect. The news of his son’s impending demise cut through the force that dominated Orman’s mind. Teeth bared, he roared and attacked with reckless abandon. Calmly, like a blacksmith at work, Lerryn turned each blow and gave back with vicious thrusts that left his uncle bleeding until, chest heaving and shoulders sagging, Orman managed one final swing that Lerryn easily ducked.

Smiling coldly, he drove his sword into Orman’s throat just above his gorget. His uncle had only a second to open his mouth in surprise before blood poured forth, his eyes rolled back, and he fell lifeless to the ground.

The world around him seemed to return to Lerryn in a flash and he was aware of silver shapes coming at him from all sides. Ice cats! He had scarcely raised his blade when powerful claws tore into his flesh.

Chapter 50

As if in a daze, Shanis watched as the Ice King approached, his sword raised. The force of his will was so powerful, so utterly dominant, that only the tiniest part of her reacted. He had promised to spare her. Why was he going to kill her now?

Somewhere within her a tiny voice cried out. There was no life in surrender. What good was it to surrender if it meant subjugation? Death on the altar?

Surrender or I will kill you like I killed your friend.

A spark blazed deep inside her, and she felt that familiar, welcome anger burn inside her again. He had killed Granlor. She could not let him kill anyone else. Her strength returning, she gripped her sword and rose unsteadily to her feet. The Ice King roared, the sound like a winter wind inside her mind, and he came forward.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw something flash through the air. Heztus had charged into the battle, and hurled a knife at the Ice King’s head. On her other side, Gillen ran forward, flinging balls of fire.

The Ice King brushed both attacks away as if swatting flies. A mere flick of his finger sent the two tumbling to the ground.

And then the world exploded.

Somewhere nearby, a bolt of lightning burst from the clear sky, striking a tree and sending charred wood, scorched-earth, and the soldiers unfortunate enough to be standing in its vicinity, flying through the air.

It was all the distraction she needed. Shanis sprang forward, the power of the Silver Serpent once again coursing through her. For the first time, the Ice King fell back before the force of her onslaught.

Shanis fell into the familiar forms of swordplay she had studied all her life. She struck again and again, and now the Ice King was on the defensive. A strange sense of calm came over her. The sword had been a part of her for as long as she could remember and as she fought, she forgot the world around her. No longer did the Ice King’s will batter at her resolve. No longer did she hear his voice inside her head.

She struck at him again and again, her blade coming closer and closer as he struggled to parry her strokes.

“You will never...” 

Their swords met and blue and white sparks flew

“hurt my friends...”

Her vicious downstroke knocked his sword to the ground.

“Again!”

She thrust the Silver Serpent through his chest.

White fire burned where the sword pierced the Ice King’s body. Ice shot along her arms and she wrenched her blade free and staggered backward. Cracks formed in the god’s blue flesh, radiating outward from the burning wound.

Before her eyes, the Ice King threw back his head and cried out in pain and rage as his body shattered into shards of blue ice.

Shanis fell to her knees, barely able to keep her head up. A mournful cry rose above the battlefield and she saw the enemy forces fall back and then break into full retreat. Bolts of lightning and balls of fire chased them back into the forest.

Shanis glanced back and saw to her surprise a line of men in brown robes standing atop the battlements. Seekers? All around them, men clad in crimson Galdoran uniforms had joined the defenders. Help had finally arrived.

She scanned the battlefield. A few of the Ice King’s soldiers continued to fight, but many had dropped their weapons and stood with their hands above their heads, their eyes wide with confusion as if they had awakened from a terrible dream. 

Or, perhaps it was she who was dreaming. In the midst of the retreating forces, she saw Prince Lerryn, make that King Lerryn, lop the head off of an ice cat. And to her left, was that Larris riding toward her? 

She wanted to call out to him, but then something whispered her name. Something dark and sinister. She slowly turned her head toward the sound.

Vapor rose from the melting pile of ice that had been the Ice King. Instead of dissipating, it formed the shape of her vanquished foe and stood over her.

It laughed.

You think you have won? You did not defeat me. You fought a mere shadow of me. Look.

Shanis’ blood seemed to turn to ice. Where the shattered remains of the Ice King had lain there now lay the body of a man. She recognized him at once.  It was Arlus, one of the clanless who had refused to accept her leadership, and had gone to follow Pedric Karst.

My servant, the voice hissed. Possessed by a mere shadow of my true self.

Shanis wanted to cry out in frustration, but she lacked the strength. It could not be. She had thought she faced the Ice King but this... this specter had nearly beaten her. Hopelessness welled inside her, threatening to overcome her.

I am coming, and all shall despair 

The final word echoed in her mind.

Despair

She tried to stand, but a wave of dizziness brought her back to her knees. As darkness slowly closed in on her, she saw a dark shape moving toward her. A bear of a man, his shaggy black hair drenched with sweat, rivulets of blood running down the blade of his sword. It should have been a fearsome sight but not to Shanis.

“Papa?”

Her consciousness fled as Colin Malan swept his daughter up in his arms.

Chapter 51

“My name is Pedric Karst.” For the first time in weeks, Pedric Karst remembered everything. His memories had returned in a painful rush the moment Shanis Malan had driven her sword into the Ice King’s heart. At least, he had thought it was the Ice King. Even now, he sensed the god’s presence, distant yet still powerful. And though his hold on Karst had weakened, the icy hand still clutched his heart. He sensed Shanis Malan somewhere behind the city walls and the desire to drive his blade through her still burned inside him.

But he remembered.

He remembered with striking clarity his mother who had died so many years ago. He remembered her face and he thought that perhaps he had been a different person while she lived. He remembered the first time his father had put a sword in his hands and warned him of a world filled with people who wanted his blood. He remembered how he strove to please the man who grew more distant every day. And then other memories intruded. He remembered Calmut, Shanis Malan, and humiliation. He should kill her. Not for the Ice King, but for himself. For revenge.

He donned the cloak he had stolen from a dead Galdoran officer, pulled up the hood to shield his face, and stepped out of the shadows. The army, his army as he still thought of it, had retreated from battle, but already they were making preparations to resume the attack. The blank stares on the faces of the men he passed bore mute testimony to the return of the Ice King’s sway. He had not been killed, nor even defeated, only stymied. Karst knew that wouldn’t last.

No one paid him any mind as he strolled through the encampment. The men huddled around fires, tended the wounded, or sat staring off into space. As he moved among them, the presence in his mind grew stronger and along with it the urge to complete his task.

Angry words drew his attention and he ducked behind the cover of a nearby tree.

“You cannot do this to me!”

Karst knew that voice.

“I am the leader! You serve me!” Rimmic Karst, hands bound behind his back, stumbled past the spot where Pedric hid. He was escorted by a dozen warriors and behind them trailed a priest.

“We all serve our god,” the priest said. “He has decided that this is how you will best serve him.”

Pedric’s hand went to the knife at his belt. They were taking his father to be sacrificed. He should do something. The thought brought another wave of excruciating pain shooting through his head. He clamped his jaw shut and suppressed the wail of anguish that threatened to give away his position. It was not his place to interfere. He had his own task to complete.

But it’s my father.

Despite the agony, despite the compulsion to leave this place and go after Shanis Malan, he staggered to his feet and crept along behind the small group.

They laid Rimmic Karst on the stone altar and a group of priests circled around and began to whisper their prayers.

“But you promised me,” Rimmic groaned, his resolve breaking. “You promised me I would see my wife again. I have done everything you asked.”

“You will see your wife again. In the next life,” the priest said.

“But I did all that you asked.”

“You have been a faithful servant.” The priest laid his hand on Rimmic’s head and spoke in a soothing tone. “You must understand there is no greater power than that of sacrifice. The life of an ordinary person is worth very little. Aside from your son, yours is the greatest sacrifice that can be given to our god. Your spirit will be added to his and multiplied many times over.”

“Not my son,” Rimmic whimpered. “This is not his fault.”

“You made him our king, and therefore as our god’s highest adherent, his would be the greatest sacrifice of all.” The priest produced a knife and held it high above his head. The moonlight glinted on its blade. “But take heart. If your gift to our god is sufficient, we will not need him at all. In a way, you are saving his life.”

The blade flashed down. Rimmic Karst screamed. And then silence.

Pedric drew his knife and rose to his feet, but he got no further. The moment his father’s life fled from his body the power of the Ice King returned. He felt it envelope him, surge through him, and with it a renewed, unwavering sense of purpose.

He must kill Shanis Malan.

Chapter 52

It should have been a joyful reunion. In fact, it had been, for a while. Shanis had awakened in a small room inside the house of healing to the sight of her father seated on one side of her bed and Larris on the other. She had cried more tears than she cared to admit, but she blamed it on fatigue and the death of Granlor. To her relief, Heztus and Gillen had been rescued by Oskar’s friends, Dacio and Naseeb, and had suffered only minor injuries.

Over the next hour, while Hyda forced a series of bitter restorative potions down her throat, she enjoyed the company of her old friends. Hierm was now a father, and Oskar was barely recognizable with his seeker robe and a lovely girl seemingly attached at his hip. Allyn was still Allyn—dry and sarcastic. 

And then there was Larris. The young prince refused to leave her side and he kept gazing at her so intently that she finally had to threaten him in order to get him to stop.

It had been delightful for as long as it lasted.

Now she sat clinging to Larris’ hand as Aspin and Oskar explained to her that she must die.

That wasn’t exactly the words they used, but it was a simple conclusion to draw.

“The Silver Serpent was not made as a weapon to fight the Ice King,” Aspin explained. “It was in fact made to defend us against the gods.”

“I don’t understand,” Shanis said.

“The wars between the gods nearly destroyed Gameryah. The gods didn’t care how many mere mortals they trampled underfoot as they did battle. Finally, the nations came upon a solution.” Aspen paused, cleared his throat, and glanced at Larris before continuing. “There is no greater power than sacrifice. The gods feed upon it.”

“Doesn’t sacrifice add to a god’s power? That is how Karst and his followers brought the Ice King back, is it not?” Shanis asked.

“Yes and no. The taking of a life in the name of a god gives that god power. How much depends upon the person who was sacrificed. The greater, the nobler, the more faithful the sacrifice, the more powerful, but a sacrifice made willingly is the most powerful of all.”

Shanis’ throat clenched. The meaning was clear. She squeezed Larris’ hand tighter.

“There is an ancient magic,” Oskar said, taking up the explanation. “The greatest sacrifice of all is that of a king or queen. That person is a god’s paramount subject. None stands higher. Therefore, no power can match the willing sacrifice of royalty.” He shifted uncomfortably and looked down at his hands. “The rulers of every nation of Gameryah gathered together and, one by one, willingly gave their lives, and in the moment of their deaths they turned that power, the greatest power there is, against their gods.” Tears welled in his eyes and he turned away.

“The Silver Serpent is not a weapon. It is a prison.” Aspin looked into her eyes and she saw deep sorrow there. “It has power because the gods are trapped inside it.”

“So that is why I can use it to heal. It’s not merely a vessel of life force, but a source of magic, since magic comes from the gods.” The pieces were beginning to fall into place. “And that is why I can do things without knowing what I’m doing or how to do it. The gods are reaching through the sword and touching my mind, taking hold of it.”

Aspin nodded.

“Then she should be able to defeat the Ice King with it,” Larris said. “The power of all the gods combined is greater than that of the Ice King. It has to be.”

“It isn’t strong enough,” Shanis said. “It wasn’t enough to destroy him during the first Frostmarch, and today I fought a mere shadow and nearly died.”

Aspin sighed. The seeker looked wearier than she had ever seen him. “It seems the gods can only touch the world in a limited way. Look at the way their absence affected things. Magic and sorcery are mere shadows of what they were when the gods walked the earth.”

“Then we must destroy the sword.” Larris let go of her hand and rose. “It’s the only way to bring the full power of the gods to bear against the Ice King.”

“No.” Shanis’ mouth was so dry, her throat so tight with fear, that she was surprised she was able to speak. “A battle between the gods and the Ice King would destroy the world. Besides, you know what the prophecy says.  ‘The ultimate sacrifice or eternal winter.’ What greater sacrifice could there be than the bearer of the Silver Serpent?” She was proud that she managed not to choke on the words though every part of her body resisted.

“The snows take your prophecy!” Larris clenched his fists, looking as if he were about to fall upon Aspin. “A few lines in a single book that Oskar found tucked away on a shelf. How do we know that the writer even knew what he was talking about?”

“It all fits,” Aspin said softly. “I am sorry.”

Shanis took Larris’ hand. “Remember when this all started? Lerryn thought he could bend the prophecy to his will, but you knew otherwise. No matter what any of us did, the prophecy took control and things happened the way they were intended to. How long did that book sit on a shelf waiting to be discovered yet it was overlooked until the time of the Frostmarch? Oskar found it exactly when he was supposed to.”

“I won’t let you do it,” Larris said through a curtain of unshed tears. 

Shanis pushed back the threadbare blanket that lay over her legs and climbed to her feet. Oskar and Aspin politely looked away as she wrapped her arms around Larris and laid her head on his shoulder.

“There is no other way,” she whispered.

Larris stood ramrod straight, and then his resolve broke. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “But what if you’re wrong?” he choked, the tears flowing freely.

“The prophecy won’t let it happen any way other than how it is intended. There’s still hope.” After a long moment, she drew away from him. “Who else knows about this?”

“Allyn, Hierm, Lizzie, Lerryn, Hair, Edrin, and your father,” Oskar said.

“Papa knows?”

“He thinks we should destroy the sword. They all do,” Oskar said.

“Then what that’s what we shall tell them we intend to do. No one else needs to know the real plan. They might try to stop me.”

“I think...” Oskar broke off, tears streaming down his face. He looked at her and nodded.

“That is the wise course,” Aspin finished.

The Silver Serpent stood in the corner. Shanis picked it up and slung it over her shoulder. “We should do it right away.”

“Now?” Larris asked. “Shouldn’t you at least wait until morning?”

“They will attack again before morning. The sooner we bring this to an end the more lives we will save. Now, everyone wipe their eyes and put on a brave face.”

Oskar mopped his eyes, took a moment to straighten his robes and stood. “We will give you two a moment alone,” he said. 

When the door had closed behind Oskar and Aspin, Larris seized her by the wrists. “Marry me first,” he said.

“What?”

“Marry me right now, before we go. We’ll find someone to do the ceremony.” He hurried on. “I’m a prince and now you’re a queen. That’s what was stopping us before.”

She reached out and brushed her fingers across his cheek. If she had ever known pain before it was nothing like what she felt now. The one thing she wanted, above all else, was within her grasp and she could not seize it.

“I will not leave you a widower. I know what it did to my father and I won’t do it to you.” She knew it would spare him no pain. If the shoe were on the other foot, her grief would be no less than if they were married, but it was all she could give him.

“I love you,” he whispered.

“I love you.” They stood there gazing into one another’s eyes until she knew that if she didn’t do it now, she never would. “You should probably stay here. I don’t want you to see me...”

He gently pressed his finger to her lips. “I will stay with you until the very end.”

Chapter 53

They moved quietly through the streets of Calmut. Everywhere they looked, soldiers stood guard but no one questioned them or tried to bar their way. After all, who would stand in the way of the Queen of Lothan, the Prince of Galdora, and four seekers, not to mention their armed escort?

The sacred grove where she had once submitted herself to the Keeper of the Mists lay just beyond the walls west of the city. Though the Ice King’s forces had stayed clear of this area, they remained on their guard. When they reached the clearing where the standing stones framed the path beneath the sacred tree, they stopped and Aspin addressed the group.

“When we begin the ceremony, we must assume that the Ice King will sense it and will do everything in his power to stop us from destroying the sword.” The others nodded, all apparently believing that was what Shanis intended to do. “King Lerryn’s elite guard is on patrol a short distance from here and all of his forces are on high alert. Oskar and Larris will come with us. I will need their help in completing the ritual. I am relying on the rest of you to guard our backs. You are our last line of defense. If anyone, or anything, slips past the king’s forces, it will be up to you to stop them. The fate of the world may rest upon it.”

Shanis looked around at the others, all standing in a semicircle facing her. She took in each face, even the ones she barely knew. Her father, so ferocious yet so kind; Hierm, her best friend; Krion, the grandfather she had scarcely gotten to know; Allyn, so steadfast; Naseeb and Dacio, who were as loyal to Oskar as Allyn was to Larris; Lizzie, who clearly loved Oskar much more than the big oaf realized; Hair and Edrin, who had been there when all of this started; and Gillen and Heztus, whose loyalty to her never wavered.

“Thank you all,” she whispered. “I can never repay you.”

Colin and Krion came forward and the three shared a long embrace.

“You will be fine, my girl,” Colin whispered. “Don’t you worry about a thing. We’ll see you when it’s over.”

Shanis managed a tight smile and turned away before her face betrayed her secret. Drawing her sword, she led the way into the mists.

The mist wrapped around Pedric Karst like a shroud, hiding him in plain sight. He had crept into the city, his Galdoran cloak sufficient disguise to avoid rousing the suspicions of the defenders. The ferocity of the day’s battle seemed to have left everyone exhausted, with little energy left to question a solitary man walking down the street. Or perhaps it was something else. 

He seemed to have become a creature of the shadows. He could slide into the darkness and no one even knew he was there. Was he still completely human? He didn’t know.

He had followed the call, that strange presence inside his mind, which told him where Shanis Malan was. He had been unable to get to her—her room was too closely guarded. But he had hidden in the shadows outside her window and he had listened.

Upon learning her plan, he ran ahead and now lurked here in a place he knew all too well. The place where he had been disgraced. He would lie in wait for her and he would do his god’s bidding.

He heard soft footsteps and he saw the faint outline of four figures moving through the mist. He drew his knife and tensed, ready to spring. When she came within his reach, he would plunge the knife into her heart and then his god’s will would be done. He, the chosen one of the Ice King, would be exalted above all others. He would have the favor of his god. 

His god...

The god for whom his friend had been sacrificed.

The god for whom his father’s life had been taken.

The god for whom countless innocents had died on the altar.

Once again, the blinding pain threatened to crush his skull. His head swam and his knees buckled. He caught himself against the slimy wall and leaned there breathing heavily. When he could stand again, the girl was gone.

It didn’t matter. He always knew where she was. Keeping his knife at the ready, he crept along behind them

Oskar didn’t know whether it was the chill mist or his own nerves that made him shiver. Under a different set of circumstances, he would have been fascinated by his surroundings, overwhelmed by this fabled place of the mists. But not tonight. Tonight he was leading his friend to her death. Grief welled up inside him and he shunted it aside. If he dwelled upon it, he would give in, and all might be lost.

The ground beneath their feet was soft and steady as if they walked on a cloud. He lost all sense of time and distance as they moved forward through the swirl of white. Finally, without warning, the mists vanished and they stood in a clearing beneath a gray sky. Before them, a pool of quakewater encircled a small island upon which stood the largest tree he had ever seen. Ten men, arms spread wide, standing fingertip to fingertip could not have ringed it.  Its height was beyond measure, its broad branches disappearing into the gray clouds high above. Strange, but familiar symbols were carved into its surface.

“It’s a god’s tree,” Aspin said. “There are only a few like it in the world. This has to be the place.”

“I’ve seen symbols like that before,” Oskar said. He frowned, trying to remember, and then it came to him. “There is one on our village green. In fact, Colin told me that the Ice King’s forces tried to destroy it when they attacked Galsbur.”

“Perhaps the power of the god’s tree is needed to perform the ritual. If that is the case, then it would serve him to destroy as many of these trees as possible.”

“This is all very interesting, but can we please get on with it?” Shanis said.

Oskar almost managed a smile. Almost.

Stone steps led across the quakewater and onto the island. Shanis led the way, and Oskar brought up the rear. He noticed that the mist followed them across and, by the time he reached the other side, it had closed around the island like a curtain.

“I suppose we should begin,” Aspin said. “Shanis, give Oskar your sword.”

“That isn’t going to work,” she said. “No one can hold it but me, remember?”

Aspin nodded and scratched his chin. He looked around and his eyes widened. “Here.” He pointed to the trunk of the tree where an oddly-shaped hole was... not carved into the surface, precisely. It was as if the tree had grown around an invisible sword hilt.

“It’s like it was meant to be,” Shanis whispered. She drew the Silver Serpent, reversed it, and slid the hilt into the hole. The sword locked into place. The blade now jutted out at a slight upward angle, its tip level with her stomach.

Tears streamed down Larris’ face. He grabbed Shanis, kissed her hard, and then stepped away, his hands tucked into his armpits as if trying to prevent himself from interfering.

“Oskar, when I begin the ritual, direct your life force into the tree. Focus on the symbols.”

Oskar nodded, unable to speak

“Shanis, when we reach your part of the ceremony, you’ll repeat after me. And when we reach the end...”

“Yes, yes, I know what to do.” If she were afraid, it did not show. Her face was a mask of determination.

Aspin took a deep breath and began the ritual.

Chapter 54

Knife in hand, Pedric Karst crept toward the sound of the seeker’s voice. The mist grew thicker until he could scarcely see the ground beneath his feet. Cautiously, he moved forward until he found himself at the edge of a pool of quakewater. He hesitated. Had he gone in the wrong direction? The voice sounded so close. He must be in the right place.

As he strained to see through the dense curtain of fog, a light began to glow. Brighter and brighter it shone as the seeker’s voice rose along with it. He could see faint shapes beyond the mist. One of them was Shanis Malan. He could feel her presence so close.

The light revealed a stepping stone in the quakewater. This was the path she had taken. Moving on silent feet, he continued on. Finally, as if looking through frost-covered glass, he saw them.

The Galdoran prince stood directly in front of him, facing in the opposite direction. To his left stood the seeker. The man was now deep into his ritual and his words had taken on the melodic tone of a chant. To his right, the younger seeker knelt staring at the sword, the hilt of which had been thrust into the tree. It was the sword that now shown with intense light. 

And in front of it stood Shanis Malan.

In an instant, he understood. The conversation he had heard while eavesdropping on the house of healing made sense. She was the sacrifice! She was going to hurl herself onto the point of the sword. He could not let that happen. Killing her was his task. Gripping his knife tightly, he tensed, ready to attack.

Wait.

The Ice King’s voice echoed in his mind. It was muffled and seemed to come from a great distance away as if this place somehow served as a buffer between him and the power that drove him forward.

You want me to kill her, he thought.

No. Let her do our work for us.

And the Ice King began to laugh.

Karst stood frozen in place at the edge of the mist. He had come all this way and now his god did not want him to finish the task? It could not be.

But the sacrifice...

Her sacrifice means nothing to me. She is not the ruler of my nation. You are. She does not know that she is about to die for nothing. All of their work has been for naught. They are about to give me what I want.

The Ice King laughed again, and the sound froze Karst’s marrow. In his mind’s eye, he caught a tiny glimpse of the Ice King’s thoughts.

The seeker was wrong. The gods had been trapped inside the Silver Serpent because the greatest among their own worshipers had lain down their lives in sacrifice. When the girl threw herself onto the sword, she would accomplish one thing— she would remove the only remaining obstacle that stood in the Ice King’s way.

Images flashed before his eyes: the Ice King’s power extending across Gameryah and beyond. Lines of people marched to the temple like lambs to slaughter, all for the sake of extending his power. They would die like Karst’s father had. He would move across the Sun Sands to the lands of the Far West, and then across the oceans. He would crush every nation beneath his feet. All would despair at his name.

I did this, Karst thought. This is all my fault.

The Ice King’s laughter stopped

Come away from there. 

It was a command, but the Ice King’s words no longer held the powerful sway that it once had. The power of this place and the horror of his realization had restored Karst’s mind.

Come away now!

Karst teetered and almost fell off of the stepping stone. The power of the Ice King battled with his own overwhelming desire to stop this abomination he had created. He felt as if he were being torn in two. 

Come away or I shall come for you myself. I shall... The Ice King continued to speak, but his words grew fainter until Karst could not hear them in all.

The future he had witnessed was beyond imagining, and he was the author of the destruction.

My name is Pedric Karst, he thought. My father was Rimmic Karst.

He remembered his father, saw again his death upon the altar of the Ice King. His father hadn’t believed in their horrible god. He had merely wanted to bring back his wife, Karst’s mother.

His mother. And then another memory came to him the one memory of his mother that was stronger than all others. 

He was young, exactly how young he could not say, but he recalled with vivid clarity, sitting on his mother’s lap. Her arms around him holding him tight. She looked down at him, smiled, and kissed him on the forehead.

“You are a good boy.”

I am good.

And then a powerful force like a physical blow drove him to his knees. 

The Ice King was no longer far away. 

He had come.

“Why are they attacking the city?” Tabars asked. He gazed off in the direction of Calmut as if he could see through the gathering fog and the thick walls to the battle that had resumed on the far side of the city. They could hear the sounds of battle and see the flashes of light from the balls of fire hurled by the defenders.  “I thought they would come for us.”

“So did I.” Lerryn watched the sky with an unsettled feeling rising in his gut. Part of him felt he should be there, commanding his forces in the defense of the city, but he could not bring himself to cower behind the walls when here would be the battle that truly mattered. This was where he belonged. “Perhaps...” He broke off as shapes appeared in the mist. As they drew closer, he could make out their forms—ice cats. 

“The attack is intended to be a distraction. They believed if they could draw all our defenders to the walls, the way to the sacred grove would be open.”

“I guess we showed them.” Tabars said.

Lerryn glanced at Kelvin, whose face was white as milk. He had ordered the young man to join the defense of the city, but Kelvin had ignored his command. It looked as though he was regretting his rash decision. It was too late now. The ice cats stood between them and the city.

Lerryn drew his sword and raised it high. 

“This is the moment!” he called out. “Do not let them pass!”

A ragged cheer arose from the White Fang. 

“Sound the horn, Kelvin.”

A short blast and the men of the White Fang rode forward to meet the enemy. They were young and inexperienced, Lerryn mused, hardly the measure of the veterans of the original White Fang that had followed him into so many battles, but they were good men who had served him well. He hoped at least a few survived this day.

Bestial roars arose from the throng of ice cats. Frightened horses shied and whinnied while their riders shouted their battle cries as the two lines came together.

Lerryn’s sword flashed and bit deeply into the nearest creature. All around him he saw ice cats fall, but he also saw soldiers pulled from their saddles and torn apart. There was nothing he could do for them except continue to fight. The battle raged on. Fur and blood flew. Shrieks and curses rent the night air. All around him ice cats and soldiers lay dying, but many fought on.

“Some of them have broken through!” Tabars shouted

“There’s nothing we can do. We have enough to deal with here.” Lerryn hacked the paw off an attacking ice cat, drew back, and thrust his sword through the beast’s throat. The remaining ice cats scattered and his men gave chase, hoping to run them down before they reached the grove.

Larris wheeled his horse but stopped when a pale blue light shone in the distance.

“What is that?” Tabars gasped.

Time seemed to freeze. In an instant, Lerryn took in the terrible sight. If the shadow of the Ice King with which they had done battle earlier had been fearsome, it was nothing compared to the reality of the towering figure that strode toward them. Where his shade had glowed, the Ice King burned with angry blue fire and wherever he stepped frost spread across the ground. His very presence was so powerful that Lerryn could scarcely look at him, but he forced himself to meet the god’s fearsome gaze.

“That,” he said, “is how I will die.” He kicked his heels into Kreege’s flanks and rode out to meet the Ice King.

Hierm heard a roar in the distance as if thousands of voices were lifted as one. Sweat dripped down the back of his neck and he clutched the hilt of his sword for comfort. “I guess they’re coming.”

To his right, Dacio laughed ruefully. “I’m wishing I had paid more attention in sorcery and less in history.”

“You’ll be all right,” Naseeb said. “You are the best in all of our studies.” He made a thoughtful frown and then shook his head. “All right, not all of them but I still think you’ll be all right. We are, after all, students of the Gates.”

“I’ll wager you a flagon of ale,” Allyn said, "that I kill more them than both of you combined.” He nocked an arrow and stared out into the fog with a sly grin on his face.

“Will the three of you shut your mouths? I’m trying to listen,” Krion barked.

“Peace father,” Colin said. “They are nervous. We all are.”

Hierm glanced at Lizzie. The young thief clutched a knife in each hand and was trembling from head to toe. “You don’t have to do this,” he whispered. Take shelter in the trees until it’s over.”

She turned her pallid face toward him. “Oskar is in there.” As if that ended the discussion she turned to stare off in the direction from which the cries had come. 

“Here they come,” Colin said. “Ice cats.”

Closing on them fast, a line of the vicious creatures charged forward. Hierm had forgotten how fast they were. He couldn’t help but marvel at the speed with which they chewed up the ground between them.

Allyn stepped forward and began firing. Again and again his arrows found their marks but a single shaft would not bring the beasts down unless it was perfectly placed. Just like the Ice King’s warriors that fought through until the bitter end, the will of their master drove the beasts forward.

Gillen, Naseeb, and Dacio began flinging fireballs at the cats. They erupted in gouts of orange flame and the creatures squealed with feral rage, but still they came. Finally, one of the creatures fell, and then another. And then the cats were upon them.

All was chaos. Hierm thrust his sword at the nearest cat, driving his blade deep into its flank. It roared and lashed out, slashing him across the chest. He fell back and then Lizzie and Heztus leaped upon the beast, gashing it with their knives until it lay in a bloody, twitching heap.

Hierm whirled about, sword upraised. He saw Colin drive his sword into the heart of one of the beasts. Nearby, Krion was locked in battle with another.

Dacio went down beneath one of the massive creatures. Hierm ran to the young man’s aid. He raised his sword and brought it down with all his might on the unprotected base of the ice cat’s neck. He felt his blade cut through flesh and bone, and spurts of icy cold blood splashed his face.  He stabbed again and again until it no longer moved. He threw his shoulder into its bloody side and rolled it off of Dacio and his heart fell at the sight. There was no hope for the young seeker. There was also no time to mourn.

Another cat flung itself at him, but it was taken down in midair by the twin spells hurled by Gillen and Naseeb.

Lizzie screamed and Hierm whirled about to see her desperately fending off another cat. She drove a dagger into its throat and his claws raked her face. Heztus ran forward, rolled beneath the beast, thrust two daggers up into its unprotected belly, and rolled free of its slashing claws. Hierm ran forward and finished the cat with a deft stroke of his sword.

The cats continued to try to break through their line, desperate to get inside the grove and into the passageway between the standing stones. Colin and Krion fought like wild men. Naseeb and Gillen hurled spells in every direction. Hierm chopped and hacked at every flash of gray he saw.

A cat sprang seemingly out of nowhere and caught Allyn from behind. The young archer went down and did not rise.

“We can’t hold on much longer!” Heztus snarled.

A cold feeling of doom rose up inside Hierm. Perhaps this was the end.

Chapter 55

Shanis stood stock still. Cold sweat dripped down her face, and she repeated the words of the ritual as if in a trance. Beneath her feet the island on which she stood had begun to swirl and pulsate with the same bluish light that had filled the cavern beneath Murantha when she’d first found the Silver Serpent.  

Before her eyes, the sword burned like a tiny sun, blotting Oskar and Aspin from sight. It was a good thing. If she had looked at either of their faces, her resolve might have crumbled.

She was desperately afraid, not of the pain, but of what lay beyond. What if death was a cold, empty place? What if there was nothing at all?

It made no difference. She had but one choice if she were to save everyone she cared about.

As if from far away Aspin spoke the final words.

“I freely give my life.”

“I...”

“I freely give my life!” A voice behind her shrieked. She whirled about to see a tall, thin figure burst through the curtain of mist. She saw Larris reach out to grab the intruder. Steel flashed and Larris fell back, a knife hilt protruding from his stomach.

She had only the time to shriek “No!” and then the newcomer was upon her.

But he was not coming after her. He shouldered her aside and hurled himself onto the blade of the Silver Serpent.

Everything seemed to freeze as she tried to comprehend what had just happened.

And then the ground shook so violently that she was knocked off her feet. Oskar fell back, staring at the stranger who had, unbidden, given up his life in her place. Who was he?

But Shanis had no time to wonder. She hurried to Larris’ side. The prince lay clutching the wound in his stomach. Blood soaked his tunic. The bloody dagger that had done the work lay discarded nearby

“Larris. Oh no.” Tears streaming down her face she pressed her hands to his wound and tried to hold in his lifeblood, but she knew he was dying. Her life had been saved, and his taken from him.

Lerryn knew he stood no chance against the Ice King. The god could crush him with a wave of his hand, yet still he rode. For months now, he had sought to atone for his past transgressions. Finally, he had his chance. He knew he would die, but before he perished he would cast his defiance in the face of the Ice King. And he would die with his sword in his hand.

The Ice King held out his hand and Lerryn’s horse skidded to a halt. The frightened beast began to buck and Lerryn jumped free. He hit the ground hard but regained his feet immediately. He raised his sword and began to walk slowly toward the terrible glowing figure before him.

The Ice King raised his sword...and froze.

The burning blue light that shone from his body flickered, and began to die. The frosty ground beneath his feet thawed and the Ice King let out a mournful wail that boomed like thunder in the night.

Lerryn didn’t know what was happening, but he could recognize when the enemy was vulnerable. Fear coursing through every vein, he sprinted forward. He felt as though he were moving in a dream, scarcely able to lift his feet. In six strides, he reached the Ice King, raised his sword, and drove it into his heart.

A cold so intense that it burned shot up his arm and coursed through his body. Every muscle jerked spasmodically, but he could not let go of his sword.

Before him, the Ice King fell to his knees. Lerryn’s blade shattered and he stumbled backward, his eyes still locked on the trembling god, whose unearthly glow was dying like a guttering candle. With an ear-splitting roar the Ice King fell face-first onto the ground.

And then he was gone. 

Lerryn dropped to the ground, powerful shudders racking his body, but somewhere deep inside he felt warm.

“It’s Pedric Karst!” Oskar shouted.

Shanis turned and gaped. Through a curtain of tears, she saw Oskar lean down and haul the young man’s body free of the blade. As his lifeless form dropped to the ground, his hood fell back and Shanis recognized the familiar lean face and dark hair of the young man she had hated for so long. The young man who had died in her place.

“Where did he come from?” Oskar asked.

“Oskar, get away from there!” Aspin grabbed Oskar by the arm and pulled him away. “Look at the sword.”

The Silver Serpent now pulsed with alternating blue and white light. It began to vibrate and then jerk back and forth as if trying to work free from the tree, and Shanis somehow knew that it was the movement of this sword that shook the world.

“What’s happening?” Oskar said

“Karst is the King of Kurnsbur,” Aspin said. “His sacrifice drew the Ice King into the sword, just like the rulers did when they formed it.”

The blade emitted a high-pitched whine that rose above the rumbling of the earth. 

“They’re battling inside the sword.” Shanis didn’t know where the thought had come from, but she knew it was true. “The gods are fighting the Ice King.”

As they gazed at the blade, which now writhed like its namesake serpent, cracks began to form across its surface.

“We should get out of here,” Aspin said. “We don’t know what might happen.”

“No, wait!” Oskar shouted. “Shanis, you can heal him with the sword. Quick, before it’s too late!” He grabbed Larris under the arms and dragged him closer to the sword.

Shanis could scarcely think, so great was her grief, but she was willing to try. Still nearly blinded by tears, she took Larris’ hand and reached out for the sword with her other hand. Her hand closed on the point and she felt it pierce the flesh of her palm.

“Please,” she whispered. “My life or his. My life or his. I freely give my life.” 

For the final time, she felt the power of the Silver Serpent flow into her, filling her, and then she poured it into Larris.

The power waned as the light from the sword dimmed. The force drained from her and her eyes grew heavy.

She was vaguely aware of blinding flash and a loud crack as the Silver Serpent flew apart.

And then all went black.

Epilogue

“Are you really going to wear a dress tomorrow, or will you wear your usual getup?” Hierm lounged against the low wall that enclosed the private garden just off the throne room at the palace in Karkwall. “You know we’re all dying to see you dressed like a girl.”

“I think a hunting shirt and breeches would look grand,” Oskar said. “She wouldn’t look out of place at all.”

Shanis rolled her eyes. “I am a queen, and apparently a queen is expected to wear a dress at her wedding. Not that I’m happy about it.” From her seat on the soft grass, she shot a dark look at Larris who raised his hands in mock protest.

“It’s not my fault. It was the custom long before either of us came along.” He dropped down to the ground beside her, laid his head in her lap and gazed up at the night sky.” Besides, Lothan is your country. If you want to change tradition, that’s up to you.”

“This time tomorrow it will be your country too. I suppose I can wear a dress for one day,” she sighed. “Besides, Mistress Faun spent years trying to get me into a dress. Considering she traveled all the way here to attend our wedding, it’s the least that I can do.” She absently stroked Larris’ hair and gazed up at the stars. 

It was late at night. All the evening’s obligations had been met. She’d greeted more self-important nobles than she could count, eaten far too much food, and smiled until her jaws hurt. It was, as Bertram had reminded her, all part of being queen. She was still amazed that royals from all over Gameryah had come to Lothan for her wedding. She supposed she shouldn’t be too surprised, though. Since the Battle of Calmut, as it was being called, her story had apparently spread far and wide. Now everyone wanted to meet the farm girl who saved the world. She didn’t believe she deserved such accolades, but there was nothing to be done about it. For now, she put those thoughts aside and simply enjoyed being with her friends.

“I still can’t believe Mother made the journey,” Hierm said. “But it will be her last chance to see me, Rinala, and the baby for a while.”

“So you’re really going through with it?” Oskar asked. “You’re going to live among the clans?”

Hierm nodded. “Rinala is the daughter of a clan chief and she feels it’s her responsibility to help them rebuild their home. Besides, Lothan should be as safe a place to live now as any. No more clan war.”

“Never again if I have anything to say about it,” Shanis said. She turned to Oskar. “How about you? Once our wedding is over will it be time to start planning another?”

Oskar choked on his wine. “What’s that?” he blustered. “No, Lizzie isn’t exactly the marrying type. At least that’s what she tells me. She says I promised to travel the world with her and she won’t marry me until I’ve proven myself to be a man of my word.”

“You’re not going back to the Gates then?” Hierm asked.

Oskar shook his head. “I’m going to stay in Lothan for a while. I’ll spend some time in Calmut at the magic school, and then Lizzie and I will decide where to go from there. Besides, Aspin says, even though the Gates has been reclaimed from the coldhearts it will be a long time before its reputation is restored.

“Does Naseeb ever plan on going back?” Larris asked.

Oskar grinned. “Naseeb will go wherever Gillen goes. The two have been inseparable since the battle.” 

Larris looked up at Shanis. “Perhaps there’s a match to be made there if you’re so eager to attend another wedding. Of course, I expect Lerryn to marry soon.  He needs to get busy producing heirs to the throne. His only problem now is choosing between the suitors who all want to marry the man who killed the Ice King.”

“Pedric Karst killed the Ice King,” Shanis whispered.

Larris took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I know. We’ll make sure his story is told. He did some terrible things, but in the end he was a hero.”

“We lost a lot of heroes.” Oskar gazed down into his cup.

Sadness welled up inside Shanis. The pain of losing so many who were dear to her still cut deeply.

Larris sat up, filled an empty cup, and stood. “Let us drink to fallen friends.”

The others rose and formed a circle.

Oskar raised his cup. “Whitt and Dacio.” 

“Granlor,” Shanis said.

“Khalyndryn,” Hierm added.

Larris smiled sadly. “Allyn.” 

Shanis knew that the loss of his friend would haunt Larris for years to come

“They will not be forgotten,” she said.

“They will not be forgotten,” the others repeated.

They drained their cups and then stood in silence, listening to the whisper of the wind.

Finally, Larris sighed. “Now that I’ve dampened everyone’s spirits I should be away to bed. It’s almost midnight and it’s bad luck for me to see the bride on our wedding day.” He leaned down and kissed Shanis on the forehead. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“And every day after that,” she said.

After Larris had left, she, Hierm, and Oskar sat there for a long time. None of them seemed to know what to say, but neither did they want to leave. It felt right that they should be here together again.

Finally, Oskar chuckled. “Do you remember the fight we had when Shanis and I decided to leave Galsbur?”

Hierm nodded. “You were going to travel to some place over the sea where women could be soldiers.”

“Hallind. You know what I found out while I was studying at the Gates? It isn’t even a real place. Your father’s book had it wrong.”

They all laughed. It felt to Shanis like her first real laugh since the war had ended, and for a moment she was transported back to Galsbur. They were simple townspeople again, youngsters with daydreams and small problems that seemed huge.

“Well, it sort of worked out,” Hierm said. “Shanis got to be a soldier and you got to see some of the world.”

“Do you ever wish we had just stayed home?” Oskar asked, his eyes fixed on some point in the distance.

“I don’t think we had a choice,” Shanis said. “The gods, or the universe, or the prophecy had bigger plans for us all.” She reached out and took their hands. “But I’m glad that, at least for tonight, we’re together again.”

-End of The Absent Gods-

If you enjoyed The Absent Gods, try Neptune’s Key!
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