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Welcome to a fantasy world torn by demons and demigods, where Narina, a sword master of the Bladedancer Temple, is called to join a larger conflict: the rise of the legendary Sword Saint, a warrior with the ability to single-handedly defeat an entire army. 
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	Chapter One






The bladedancer sohns were five days into the mountains when a freak storm hit. Only an hour earlier, Katalinka had removed her slipper-like shoes, rolled up her pant legs, and waded through a mountain stream, delighting in the chill water that cooled her sore, sweating feet. Now, she was drawing her cape against a sudden chill, while dubiously eyeing the fat snowflakes drifting from a sky that had turned leaden.
“Demons and demigods, what the hell is this?” she asked. “It was full-on sun twenty minutes ago.”
Abelard, her companion sohn, looked skyward with a frown tugging at the edge of his mouth. His response came out in a low rumble. “We are higher in the mountains. There are sometimes storms up here, even in the height of summer.” His tone, as usual, was cautious, but he didn’t sound convinced of his own words.
 “It’s not a question of the season. Where the devil did it come from? I’ve still got sweat cooling on my back.”
He gestured to a rugged peak that towered above the northern edge of the canyon wall. “The clouds are coming right over that mountain. Must be a pocket of cold air above the glaciers.”
The mountain in question was one of several massive, snow-crowned peaks that rose triumphantly above their lower cousins. With every passing mile on the post road, the high peaks had grown in prominence, and now they dominated the skyline. Living in the highlands already, it was easy to forget that the center of their homeland was commanded by a range so forbidding that those few who’d climbed its heights claimed you could glimpse the eastern ocean and the Narrow Sea to the west from the same vantage point.
The mountain heights were the domain of the demigod dragons. There were three of them in all. According to the stories, they slept at the bottom of ice-bound lakes, where their dreams raised storms that drifted all the way to the plains. In spring, freak hailstorms could ruin crops and cause misery for thousands. At least once every winter, a massive blizzard fell howling onto the bladedancer temple and buried them in eight feet of snow.
Was this another dream of the demigods? A nightmare, more like, if it could bring snow in the middle of summer.
Even so, Katalinka knew the snow wouldn’t last. The ground was too warm for flakes to stick, and a glance behind showed clear skies below, in the lower reaches where they’d been traveling these past few days. The strange, thickening cloud formation would shortly break apart, and the sun would return for the last two or three hours of their daily exertion. She was already looking forward to bathing, eating, and some light meditating with her swords to calm her mind. One more day, she guessed, and they would reach the firewalker temple.
Katalinka held out her hand and watched a flake land on her palm and melt. A second one drifted toward the first. She reached for its aura.
“Where are you from, little one?” she murmured.
A shock greeted her probing mind. Normally, a snowflake, like a drop of water or a grain of rice, was a blur, an insignificant part of a whole that could better be sensed along with thousands of its companions. She’d only hoped to determine this one’s provenance, to know if it had formed above that high peak, as Abelard speculated, or farther north, in an even colder part of the range, where perhaps it continued to snow throughout the year.
Instead, its aura had purpose. An alignment. Like a single soldier with a spear lowered for battle. A man who knows his place in a vast army.
Katalinka stopped in place, and Abelard turned from ahead and swung his satchel to his other shoulder. They were each carrying a bedroll, food, cookware, and other supplies, in addition to their swords, which made for a heavy and cumbersome burden.
“Something the matter?” he asked.
“It’s. . .I’m not sure. Try it yourself—touch a snowflake, feel its aura.”
He shrugged and gave her a little smile, as if indulging a whim. From anyone else—even her sister, Narina—that look would have annoyed her. But from Abelard it seemed more a commentary about the absurdity of the world than anything personal. It was that light touch that made him such an effective teacher. His students practically worshiped the man.
His smile faded as he captured a snowflake and let it melt on his hand. They were falling faster now, and he caught several more, one after another. His sowen reached out and studied each of their auras in turn. His frown deepened.
“They remind me of grains of raked sand,” he said at last.
“Ah, yes. That’s it.” It was a better analogy than her initial impression of soldier.
Temple fraters collected and cleaned the sand from the training arena at the shrine, then formed it into a large cone. From there, they raked it afresh across the arena. During the cleaning process, when bits of leaves and twigs were picked out, and then the whole mass was baked in the oven to purify it, the sand was nothing but an undifferentiated mass. But once the fraters raked it smooth, formed ridges and grooves and geometric patterns, the sand took on a collective aura.
These snowflakes had been shaped in a similar fashion as the raked sand.
They continued up the road, but Katalinka’s unsettled feeling grew with every passing minute. The snow continued to thicken, and now there was a breeze to accompany it. Clouds continued to overrun them until they darkened the eastern horizon. Gone was any thought this was a passing aberration. Finally, the first flakes began to stick to the ground.
“This must be some dream,” Abelard said.
“It’s more than a dreaming demigod,” she said. “Someone is using their sowen to push a storm down from the peaks.”
“Hmm. Maybe.”
“You don’t believe it?” Katalinka said.
“I couldn’t push a storm, could you?”
“We’re bladedancers. That isn’t our skill. We sense, others shape.”
“Even firewalkers can’t organize the aura of a snowstorm. It would be like our fraters raking smooth an entire beach, but using only ocean waves to do it.”
“And that’s impossible?” she asked.
Abelard raised an eyebrow. “You’ve never been to the ocean, have you?”
“No, have you?”
He smiled, neither answer nor negation. “It’s a favorite activity of children to make castles in the sand, and of the ocean to wipe them out again. Agents of chaos. Storm winds aren’t so different from ocean waves. How would you control them?”
“Someone is aligning the auras,” she said.
“Or something. Might not be a conscious act. Anyway, it’s not aimed at us,” he added. “Not meant as an attack. At least I don’t think so.”
“I hope you’re right. If the snow picks up, we can push it away. Might not keep us warm, but at least we won’t freeze to death.”
“Freeze to death?” Abelard gave an indulgent chuckle. “I’m sure it won’t get to that.”
Katalinka gave a return laugh. Of course it sounded absurd. The sun was almost directly overhead this time of the year, baking the plains, and in the mountains sending wild goats up to cool alpine meadows. No storm could overcome the natural rhythm of the seasons for long.
But the weather continued to deteriorate as the pair continued their gradual ascent. The breeze turned into gusts, and the snow thickened to an almost fog-like consistency as it obscured the road ahead. The snowflakes first had melted instantly, then reluctantly, then stuck. The cobbles grew slick and slushy. Actual snow clung to the boughs of pine trees lining the road, then to the grass and ferns that grew in the cooler, more shady parts of the forest. Finally, the slush on the road began to form a cap.
They came upon a shepherd girl with fifteen or twenty sheep clustered into a knot, a sheepdog pacing about, whining, while the shepherd herself cut pine boughs with a hatchet to make a temporary shelter. The girl gave them a baleful look as they passed, as if they were somehow responsible for the freakish weather.
“Should we stop and help?” Katalinka asked. “She can’t be more than fifteen years old.”
“A shepherd of the high mountains knows a lot more about waiting out storms than we do.”
She nodded. Of course he was right, and the girl was also wise enough to hunker down. Maybe they should consider the same thing. But at the moment, it didn’t seem so bad. Unpleasant, yes, but hardly life-threatening.
“All right,” Abelard said a few minutes later. He sounded tired. “Your turn. Give it a push.”
“That was you pushing?” she said. “My cloak is soaking wet, and my feet are turning numb.”
“Oh, sorry,” he said lightly. “Was I not helping enough? If it’s not doing any good, I may as well let it drop. Well, let’s see if there’s any difference.”
Katalinka had been focused on the weather, and on picking their way along the road, with the graying figures of trees lining their path, boughs dipping under the heavy, wet load, and she hadn’t paid much attention to how he was using his sowen. She noticed at once as he withdrew it.
Suddenly, the wind was whipping in her face, and the snow contained what felt like shards of ice, frozen sleet, and even hailstones that pinged against the hood of her cloak. Demons, this was a real storm. Only Abelard’s efforts had kept them moving.
She gathered her sowen and sent it into the surrounding auras. In spite of her companion’s struggles, she didn’t expect the storm to fight back. It shouldn’t be any different from dispersing smoke in the smithy or bending a light breeze to cool her on a hot day. But when she pushed, the storm pushed back, as if someone were sensing her efforts and responding.
She could hold back the storm, but the effort was tiring, and within ten minutes, her sowen began to flag. A few minutes after that, she gave up the struggle entirely, not ready to concede, but needing to catch her breath and gather her attention.
Katalinka swore at nobody in particular as the wind-driven snow pummeled them once again. “Demons and demigods.”
Abelard said something, but the wind whipped away his words.
“Huh?”
He raised his voice. “Could be precisely that. Demons and demigods.”
She didn’t follow, and shook her head to show her confusion. She wrestled her sowen under control and sent it out to do battle with the storm once more.
“Remember the volcanoes?” Abelard said as the howling wind diminished around them. “Manet Tuzzia, Manet Uz?”
The first of these volcanoes had been erupting when they left the temple. A column of smoke rose high above the plains, and a forest fire was burning lower in the canyon, near the village of Hooffent. Narina, Kozmer, and Gyorgy were traveling that way, and Katalinka and Abelard spent a good deal of time that first day discussing how their companions would be faring. Pushing through regardless, they eventually decided.
The second volcano had caught their eye on the second full day of travel. The volcano itself wasn’t visible to their eye, only the ash cloud, a huge gray shape that blotted the sun, drifting east. But the only volcano in that direction was Manet Uz, and it was a big ash producer relative to Tuzzia, which sent out rivers of lava.
Neither had been known as among the most active or dangerous of the range. That meant there must be some sort of agitation in the underworld, if so many demons were near the surface.
Katalinka didn’t know what to make of this. “Are you saying this storm is caused by dragons? Surely not.”
“I’m not saying they’re awake,” he told her. “But if the demons are active, and the demigods sense them in their sleep, then they could dream up storms to smother the eruptions. You look exhausted—here, let me have a go at the storm.”
“No, it’s still my turn. You carried on a half hour, or longer.”
“But it was easier then. Storm is picking up.” He laid a hand on her arm. “Katalinka. . .”
But she wouldn’t let him, and kept her sowen focused. “Rest and gather your strength.”
The storm was still growing worse. Never mind the freak summer part; the rate of falling snow, together with the gusting winds, was turning this into a full-scale blizzard. How much longer could she carry on? Not long.
When her efforts finally collapsed, the storm fell upon them with a howl and a fury that she wouldn’t have believed possible. Abelard struggled to fight it back, with limited success. He was already tired, and when she threw in her lot with his, even together they were unable to make much headway.
“It’s no good,” she said. “We have to find shelter. There’s some caves near here.”
“Are there? I can’t see a thing. How can you tell?”
Katalinka lifted her voice to be heard above a fresh howling assault. “I’ve been up here. I came through a couple of years ago—the caves are half a mile or so up ahead. I think.”
“You’d better be sure.”
She considered a moment longer. She was relatively sure. “You fight the storm, I’ll lead us to the caves.”
Katalinka eyed gaps in the trees, thinking conditions might be better off the road and among the woods, even if they got dumped on from sagging pine boughs. Before she could make a decision on that score, a crackling, howling sound came from the forest ahead. The trees bent and groaned, and a terrific gale pushed through. She struggled to remain on her feet, felt Abelard’s hand on her shoulder, trying to hold her upright, and then the two went down in a heap. 
Something huge roared overhead. She stared, gaping, into the sky. Ice and hail and snow pummeled her and forced her to lift a forearm in protection. There were endless buckets of it landing on her, filling her mouth and nostrils. Mercifully, it only lasted a moment.
Such had been the ferocity of the attack that it was all she could do to draw another breath and knock away the snow that left her half-buried. It was as if she’d fallen into one of the snow wells that formed around tree trunks during a storm. But the sum total had fallen in an instant.
“It can’t be,” Abelard said. His voice sounded numb with shock at the sight of what had just passed overhead.
Katalinka couldn’t manage a sound. Yet even though his denial was ringing in her own head, she knew it must be true. She’d only caught a glimpse of its massive shadow, yet there could be no doubt.
A dragon demigod had flown overhead.
#
The worst of the blizzard-like conditions faded with the passing of the creature, but by now they were cold, wet, and exhausted, and the task of finding shelter took on a new urgency. The auras of the surrounding forest—trees, rock, snow, wind—were unsettled, vibrating as if expecting the return of the demigod.
Katalinka shivered uncontrollably. The blast of snow had left her temporarily buried to the waist, but more than the cold and wet, her self-control was shattered. Abelard shook his head violently, and snow flew from his hair. His face was pale with shock, and his words slurred.
“It was a demigod. I never. . .did you see it? There was just a shadow. . .a chill. And then. . .”
“Master your sowen,” she told him. “We have to get out of here.”
“Yes. Of course.”
They weren’t students or temple fraters, but full sohns, and even in the dreadful conditions, a few moments of meditation brought their sowen under control.
“Where do we go from here?” Abelard asked. He looked and sounded better. “How do we find the caves?”
She pointed, and they set off.
Bladedancers were nimble on their feet, and able to bend the auras of their surroundings, and so they sprinted over the top of the snow, barely touching between steps, satchels held overhead to reduce the drag. Even so, it was exhausting work. Finally, Katalinka found a gap in the trees that led to the cliff wall.
They pushed their way along the wall for another ten minutes or so, inspecting potential shelters. There were a handful of eroded fissures, but none were deep enough to shelter them from the snow that had blasted in on the wind to fill every crevice. Little protection here should the dragon return; one more pass like that and they might very well find themselves buried alive.
“Here!” Abelard called from somewhere ahead of her. He was a dim shape in the dying light of afternoon, with snow still swirling down from the sky. “It’s a good-sized opening and. . .”
“Abelard?” Katalinka said when he didn’t finish his sentence.
“Come here. Quickly.”
Something in his tone made her stiffen, and as she waded through the snow to his side, her heightened senses felt something shimmering in the auras ahead of them. He’d found a yawning opening in the cliff face, but there was a presence there. And a light—that was curious.
She reached her companion’s side to find him rigid, tension visible in his posture. He’d swung his satchel over his shoulder and tucked his hands into his cloak. They were resting on his sword hilts, she could tell. Her hands immediately went to her own weapons, but she didn’t draw them until she saw what had alarmed him.
This was precisely the shelter she’d been thinking of. There was an opening about twelve feet high and three or four feet wide that widened into a cave maybe twenty feet deep and thirty feet wide, if memory served. Fingers of stone dangled from the ceiling, but they were no longer growing, instead dark with soot as the cave had been used by travelers for generations.
The previous time she’d passed through, some three or four years earlier, a pair of young brigands had been sleeping inside, but had fled in terror when she swept open her cloak and showed her weapons. The villains had lived like animals and soiled the interior with discarded bones, bloodstained rags, and their own human waste.
She’d cleaned it up before spending the night, even knowing her efforts would likely be ignored by the next travelers to come through. How could people live like that? Even the hogs kept by farmers down the canyon knew enough not to foul their own pigsties.
Katalinka half-expected to see the same pair of brigands inside, urinating against the cave wall and roasting a pair of stolen chickens as they counted the loot from some unwary traveler they’d knocked down and left for dead by the side of the road. She and Abelard would put them to flight and clean up their rubbish.
Instead, there was a single man inside, standing near the back, with shadows dancing on the wall behind him from a small campfire, nearly burned down to coals. He’d stripped off his cloak and shirt and stood barefoot next to the flames while he rubbed what looked like ash across his chest. A leather strap slung over one shoulder held a sheathed sword whose hilt poked up past his right shoulder.
After the darkness, the light of the fire was more than enough for the confines of the cave. A small pile of dry wood stacked to one side indicated that the man had been well-established before the demigod broke out of the mountains and raised this unnatural summer blizzard. He’d been in here, staying warm and comfortable, while they fought the weather outside. Look at him standing there, shirtless, while they stood shivering, wet and snow-covered at the entrance.
As they stood staring, the man continued to draw geometric shapes on his skin. Surely he’d noticed them by now. Katalinka tapped Abelard on the shoulder and nodded for him to step farther inside, away from the cold draft at the entrance.
Abelard didn’t move. Instead, he pointed to the fire.
She’d been busy concentrating on the strange man with the sword, sizing up the strength of his sowen, which was occluded from her senses, but clearly had some power behind it. The fire itself hadn’t drawn her attention. Now her eyes widened.
The man wasn’t standing next to the fire. He was standing in it, feet buried in the coals. That explained the sowen and the sword. He was a firewalker.
 
 

	Chapter Two






Katalinka was still staring at the firewalker when he dipped an index finger into the palm of his opposite hand, which was filled with smoking ash. He drew a line from his forehead down the bridge of his nose to the tip. He bent and plucked a live coal from the fire and used it to draw another design along his collarbone. His bare chest was a mass of swirling curlicues that entwined and snaked vine-like across his flesh.
At last he dropped the coal, brushed the ash from his hands, and turned his gaze toward them. “I feel your sowen. Are you bladedancers or warbrands? Come into the light where I can get a closer look at you.”
The man’s strange behavior and Abelard’s own caution had made her wary, and it took some effort to shake it off. This was the point of their trek, was it not? To visit the other temples and discuss the attack of Lord Zoltan’s men on the bladedancer temple. Their first stop was the firewalkers, in fact, the Blade Temple of the Elegant Sword, built into the basalt and obsidian of an ancient caldera.
This man was of that temple; there was no reason to expect trouble. She took a few paces toward the fire. Abelard followed, shaking snow and ice from his cloak.
The man remained standing in the fire as he studied them in turn. “Bladedancers, then. Sohns, from the feel of it. You must be Abelard. And you are. . .Narina? The master sohn’s daughter?”
“Narina is my sister. I’m Katalinka.”
“Ah. Right.” He nodded. “My name is Volfram, third sohn of five. We don’t have a master—we’re all equals.”
“I’m aware of that.” Nevertheless, she hadn’t heard his name before, and wasn’t pleased that he knew more of her than she did of him. “What are you doing in here?”
“I thought it prudent not to stand beneath a demigod while it thundered snow and ice on my head.”
“You’ve been in here a while?” she asked.
“Aye.”
“Given that nobody has seen a dragon break from its frozen lake for hundreds of years, I could ask how you knew it would be active today, but that’s not what I mean. What are you doing? Why are you charring your chest and face with hot ash and live coals?” Katalinka pointed to his feet. “And why are you standing in the fire? Firewalker or not, that’s got to be painful.”
“Hurts like hellfire, in fact.” Volfram bent for a piece of firewood and tossed it onto the fire, where it smoked for a few seconds, then burst into flames. He twisted his feet to bury them deeper in the glowing coals. “You bladedancers meditate to gather sowen—you don’t know how much we envy that at our temple. Unfortunately, it’s pain that clarifies the mind in our sect. And there is no pain as pure as fire.”
Volfram sounded pleasant enough as he relayed these details. He was mid- to late-thirties, roughly halfway between the ages of the two bladedancer sohns. He had curly brown hair, closely cut, and a clean-shaven face, with a self-deprecating smile that belied the fact that his feet must be an agony of pain.
“Come out of there,” Abelard said. His tone was pleasant, conciliatory. “The demigod has passed, and things seem calm enough in here. If there’s need, the three of us can combine our sowen to drive back the cold. Meanwhile, I sure wouldn’t mind getting out of this wet cloak and laying it next to your fire to dry.”
“I’m not worried about the dragon.”
“That’s only because you weren’t outside just now,” Abelard said with a little chuckle. “Believe me, it’s no joke what we saw.”
“I’m sure it’s not. If a dragon were to stick its head into our cave, all our combined sowen wouldn’t last two seconds. But that’s not why I’m gathering my strength.”
Katalinka kept her tone calm, the frown off her face. “Then why?”
Abelard had relaxed his posture and looked like he wanted nothing more than to get that wet cloak off and throw himself down next to the fire, but she noted his posture, still alert. His hands remained near his sword hilts, and she followed his lead.
“The tighter your sowen, the more mastery, the better you fight.” Volfram nodded.
“Of course,” she said.
“But you just came out of the storm, whereas I’ve been here for three days so far, preparing for battle.”
Katalinka glanced behind her, where snow drifted at the opening. Even before the storm, they’d seen very few people on the road the past two days, mostly shepherds, woodcutters with their carts loaded high, trappers, and hunters. The handful of cottages had gardens with turnips and potatoes, but it was too high in the mountains for serious farming.
Surely he wasn’t talking about fighting. . .
“Brigands?” she asked. “Is there some encampment of them nearby? We haven’t heard anything, friend.”
“Brigands, ha. I’d hardly need three days in the fire if I meant to fight brigands,” Volfram said. He let out a long sigh, carried until it ended in a soft hiss. “You see this already, you know the answer. But let’s get it out in the open. I’m afraid that I’ve been preparing for a more serious challenge, and that calls for all the sowen I can manage. You see, my friends, I need to kill two bladedancer sohns.” 
Katalinka’s swords were in her hands with no memory of having drawn them, and at the same time her cloak and satchel fell to her feet. Abelard stood to her right shoulder, his own weapons drawn and his cloak and pack on the ground. His black demon blade nearly touched the white steel of her dragon blade as the two stood side by side.
Standing in the fire about a dozen feet away, Volfram drew his sword in a single, fluid motion. It was nearly twice as long as either of theirs, a two-handed weapon. While it wasn’t so heavy or powerful as one of the falchions carried by the warbrands, its length gave its wielder a significant advantage in reach. Long, lead-colored filigrees crawled across the gleaming surface, matching almost perfectly the designs the man had burned into his flesh with the hot coals.
Volfram didn’t leave the fire, didn’t yet make a move, and that gave Katalinka hope that this disaster could be avoided.
“Put the sword away,” she urged.
“We don’t want this fight,” Abelard added.
“Neither do I. But once the call comes. . .what can any of us do to avoid it?”
“What call?” she asked. “What are you talking about?”
“The same call that brought you up the post road. I felt you leave the temple—your sowen was like stones tossed in a pond. There were ripples in the auras all the way up the canyon and beyond. You’re seeking us out, and I thought it better to be prepared. To fight you on my terms.”
Katalinka shook her head, confused. “Why would you think we’d come to fight? We’re only trying to gather a conclave of elders to discuss a problem of mutual interest. There are troubling matters brewing in the lowlands, and some of that trouble found its way to our temple.”
Volfram’s sword moved, and the bladedancers stiffened, but he was only shifting his weight as Abelard edged further to Katalinka’s right and their opponent’s left.
“Troubling matters—is that what you call the present situation?” Volfram asked.
“They’re going to get more troubling in a hurry if you don’t put that sword away,” she said.
“Your wording is humorous, in a way. Troubling, as if it were news from a distant land, like the swamp folk rising up in the Southlands.” Volfram shook his head. “If only it were that simple.”
He leaped out of the fire. It was a swift move, his sowen focused to a sharpened point, and Katalinka barely had time to lift her blades before her opponent was bearing down on her. His sword was fast, his reach long, and he’d have got through her defenses in the first contact of steel on steel if Abelard hadn’t leaped to her defense. His dragon blade knocked back Volfram’s sword.
Katalinka ducked a second blow, then came up with her swords stinging at the man’s belly and rib cage. He twisted away, and her weapons made a futile slash at the air. Volfram sprang backward and held his sword in front of him while poised to make another charge. He’d placed the fire between him and the bladedancers.
The cave was silent but for light breathing and the crackle of the coals, stirred up by Volfram’s sudden leap clear of the fire. It had all happened so quickly that it felt more like a bladedance at the temple shrine, nothing serious. Nothing real.
“Come, friend,” Abelard said. There was a slight hum of tension in his voice. “Put the sword away. I’ve got a rabbit in my satchel—caught just this morning—and my partner carries a bottle of rice wine. You must have food and drink of your own to share, and your fire has burned down to a nice hot bed of coals. We’ll discuss this over a good meal.”
“The more we share, the more companionship we build,” Volfram said, “the harder to cut each other’s throats after.”
The words were violent, and he’d just proved his intent with a slashing attack, but he sounded calm. Katalinka didn’t understand. Surely there was a way to avoid this fight. Nobody could want it.
“We’re not going to cut anyone’s throats unless you force us into it,” she said. “Why would you do that?”
“It’s almost like you don’t understand,” Volfram said.
“How could we if you don’t explain?” she asked.
“What called you into the mountains, why are you on the road?”
“A crowlord’s men attacked us. They wanted to steal weapons we’d made for Balint Stronghand. He’s the crowlord to the north.”
“I know who Stronghand is. And was anyone harmed? Apart from Balint’s men—I assume you cut them down like sheaves of green rice.”
“Yes. My father. The master sohn. An unfortunate spear thrust caught him unaware.” Her throat tightened. “He didn’t survive.”
“I see. Then what?”
Any talking meant less fighting, so she sketched the details of the raid, how Balint’s captain had lured her sister into discussion while his men set upon her father, Master Joskasef. How Narina set off for Balint to deliver the weapons and later to confront Zoltan.
“Zoltan must be hoping to amass enough weapons to crush his rivals once and for all. It doesn’t matter how he gets them.”
“And what was this captain’s name?”
“Miklos. He carried a falchion made by the warbrands.”
“Miklos?” Volfram let out a bitter laugh. “He’s no crowlord captain. If you recluses got out more, you’d know that. Or maybe Miklos is a captain, but that’s not how he started. That weapon? That’s no mere falchion, it’s a master sword.”
“The warbrands would never sell one of their master weapons to a lowlander,” she protested.
“He’s not a lowlander. Miklos is a warbrand sohn.”
Katalinka frowned. “Impossible.”
“Listen to me, bladedancer. I don’t know why he didn’t behead your sister when he had the chance, but that’s his ultimate goal. First her head, then yours if you somehow best me. Or mine if I best you—which is the most likely outcome, since I’m the stronger fighter.”
“There are two of us,” Abelard said. “Even if your boast were somehow true.”
“It’s not a boast—I felt your sowen just now, and the demigod left it in tatters. In any event, I have no choice. If you don’t die in this fight, if you somehow cut me down, you’ll understand soon enough. We have been called, you and I, and all of us. A champion will rise.”
He made another move, clearing the fire with a single leap. His sword flashed down from behind his shoulder. This time Katalinka was ready. She rolled clear, ducked a second swing, and came about with her swords stabbing. A feint, a thrust, and a slash with the demon blade.
That maneuver and timing had worked on her sister on more than one occasion in the arena, but Volfram moved with impossible speed. He was back at her in an instant, and if Abelard hadn’t been coming in from an angle, the firewalker’s sword would have taken off her head. Instead, Volfram was forced to withdraw.
The bladedancers came at him, one high, one low, with four blades thrusting and slashing. Somehow, their enemy stayed clear. He fought them back, then fought them back a second time when they regrouped.
Volfram’s words hadn’t been a boast, she realized. His sowen was stronger than both of theirs put together. That made him the better fighter, more able to sense and move away from the auras cast by their swords, and with such speed that he seemed almost a blur. It was like the training sessions with her father when she was a girl, when he had showed her maneuvers and they’d been too swift to follow with her undeveloped sowen.
But Katalinka and Abelard had fought in the arena side by side or opposite each other for years. They were moving in concert, with one blocking Volfram’s attacks while the other pressed an attack.
The battle moved the trio against the far wall, then back toward the cave opening, which was almost entirely blocked up with snow. They kicked through the fire, fought through clouds of smoke, and then briefly battled in the midst of flames when someone knocked the gathered firewood into the coals and it caught fire.
Volfram’s weakness, she began to realize, was the length of his sword. In the center of the room, he was too fast, his reach too great, but whenever the fighting pushed near the edges, the narrower confines restricted his range of movement and turned his advantage against him. Rather than try to maneuver around him, to get one bladedancer into position to attack the man from behind, they needed to fight him up against the wall.
She made as if to start another frontal attack, and Abelard darted around in another attempt to get behind their enemy while he responded. Instead of continuing with the two-pronged attack, however, she abandoned the attack and followed her companion around. That compelled Volfram to whirl about, which in turn forced him back against the snow-clogged cave opening. 
“Now!” she cried, hoping Abelard would follow her lead. He did.
The bladedancers charged in, and Volfram, apparently not realizing where he was, tried to use the cave wall to launch himself up and over them. Instead, he fell back into the snow. It enveloped him and smothered his free range of motion. He lifted his sword with a series of desperate thrusts as Katalinka came down upon him.
She couldn’t see at this edge of the cave, with darkness and flying snow and smoke choking her vision. But the aura of her enemy’s sword, together with the feel of his sowen, not so strong as it had been moments earlier, guided her weapons. Her dragon slashed through snow, just missing, but her demon struck, cut. A thigh or hip. Deep enough to do damage.
Katalinka pulled the demon blade free at the same time her dragon came back around. It was meant to be a killing blow, thrusting right into where she thought the man’s belly was. Right up under the rib cage to puncture his lungs and pierce his heart.
At that moment she realized the horror of it, the fact that she was about to kill a rival sohn she’d only hoped to speak with. To share a calm discussion about their shared troubles. She pulled back her strength at the last moment, and only the tip penetrated the man’s belly. He cried out in pain.
“Stop!” she cried.
Volfram scooted back into the snowbank. She sheathed her dragon blade and grabbed for his foot, but he kicked her in the jaw and drove her away. Her hand came back slick with the man’s blood. He kept squirming away, and was going to escape into the snow.
“Abelard. Help me!”
A groan answered. She turned to find Abelard lying on his back. He was barely visible in the smoky darkness, little but a shadowy outline at her feet, but she could feel his sowen. It was a mess, as if someone had reached a hand into his chest and torn out a fistful of his soul.
And when she fell to his side and sensed the blood, she thought he must be dying. Volfram, in that final thrusting attack, had hit her friend and companion with all his force and with the power of a master weapon forged in the Blade Temple of the Elegant Sword. The horror of it left her stunned. She let out a shuddering gasp that almost turned into a sob.
Abelard grabbed her hand and gripped it with surprising strength. “No, don’t. I’ll be all right. Only help me onto my side. I need to let the blood out.”
“But your sowen. . .”
“I can master it. Help me. No, not like that. Other side.”
Even as she got him rolled over, she felt him regaining control. Or so she thought, at first. There was something strange in his sowen.
It must have been the demigod, she told herself. The chaos left in its wake, combined with the wound, had made the destruction of Abelard’s sowen seem greater than it was. What she was seeing wasn’t so much battered sowen, but the torn auras all around them. Now he would gather his sowen and heal himself, and they would shortly be discussing whether or not to go after Volfram.
Yet as Abelard pulled his sowen back together, an unusual discordant note entered. It was tight enough, yet the shape was different, and there were strange marks that felt like scabbed-over wounds that would shortly turn into unsightly scars.
“There,” he said. There was a pale quality to his voice, but it didn’t tremble. “The bleeding has stopped.”
“Are you really going to be fine?” she asked. His sowen was still churning.
“I’m not sure, but. . .yes, I think so. The bleeding is stopped, I’m feeling better.”
Katalinka decided not to mention his sowen. He was still trying to gather those tangles, all spilling in different directions, and he would sense her prodding at it. Let him figure out the flaws and bring them together without her meddling. Instead, she got up and gathered Volfram’s wood, scattered in the fight, and banked the fire. Soon, there was more light and heat.
“Did you kill him?” Abelard asked. He propped himself on one elbow as she stretched their cloaks next to the fire to dry.
“No.”
“Your blades touched him. Twice.”
“Not enough to stop him escaping. And firewalkers are great healers.”
He shifted again and winced. “Aren’t they supposed to fight to the death? That’s their reputation.”
It wasn’t fighting to the death, precisely. Not as Katalinka understood it. More that their resistance to pain and wounds kept them in the action long after another opponent would have withdrawn. Firewalkers would fight on in a relaxed, careless state, often too long. Often until it was no longer possible to disengage from an otherwise survivable fight. That’s what her father had told her, anyway. Nobody had put that theory to the test during her lifetime, at least.
“The weather will complicate his recovery,” she decided at last. “He won’t heal so easily out there in the cold and snow.”
“I’ll count myself lucky to be inside, then,” Abelard said. He leaned back with a wince. “Some food would help. How about you roast that rabbit and see what you can plunder from that bastard’s supplies?”
The tone was more demanding than Katalinka was used to, but she was glad to help. And relieved that he was giving himself time to heal. Abelard could be stubborn sometimes, and likely to drag himself about, seeing to his own needs and delaying his recovery.
She spitted the rabbit with a whittled branch taken from the kindling. Once the animal was roasting, she turned her attention to the firewalker’s bag. Here she found cooked beans, which she put in a tin bowl along with some snow, and she warmed them at the edge of the fire. She brought Abelard the bottle of rice wine from her own satchel and watched as he drank it from the jug. He was a careful drinker, and his pain seemed to be passing, so she expected him to take a few sips and put it down.
Instead, he drained the entire bottle in long chugs while she looked on, astonished. When he was finished, he tossed the jug to one side. She went to pick it up, and again resisted asking him about the strange churning in his sowen. Was he angry? Maybe ashamed at having been bested? Whatever, it was affecting his recovery. Better to get him thinking about practical matters.
“What now?” she asked. “Back home or on to the firewalkers anyway? Or if that’s too dangerous, we could bypass them entirely and see if the warbrands are more reasonable. What did you make of that story about Miklos, anyway? Was he really a sohn? He fooled Narina, that’s for sure.”
“Forget Miklos and the warbrands for now. After what Volfram pulled, we’ve got to confront the firewalkers.”
“Why would one of their sohns attack us anyway?” she asked. “They’d better have an answer.”
“I’m not interested in talking.” Abelard glanced at the fire. “Bring me those beans—I’m too hungry to wait for the damn rabbit.”
She brought them over and watched as he ate them with his fingers. He finished them off and glanced down at the empty bowl with an irritated expression.
Katalinka couldn’t hold back any longer. “Are you sure you’re all right? You’re acting funny.”
“No, I’m not all right. Another inch deeper and that ugly brigand of a firewalker would have run his sword right through to my spine. If you think I’m sitting down for a little chat with that brute. you’re mistaken. I’m going to cut off his ugly head, wipe that leering smile off his face.”
She was still dealing with this unpleasant turn of phrase when he pointed at the rabbit, whose skin was starting to turn golden as she turned it on its stick, but was far from crispy.
“Stop messing around with that thing and bring it here,” Abelard said.
“It’s not done yet.”
“I don’t care if it’s raw and bloody inside. I’m starving, and you’re sitting there gaping at me. Hurry up, will you.”
Katalinka obeyed, giving him the rabbit on the stick, and he tore into it.
She opened her mouth to snap something at him. Remind him that whatever he was dealing with in the aftermath of the battle, he needed to get command of it in a hurry. Clean up his sowen and find some bit of calm so he’d stop acting like an idiot. Oh, and if the raw rabbit gave him worms, it would serve him right.
But even as she thought this, she felt his sowen. It was intact now. The scarring was mostly gone. Yet there, at the center, was a thread she’d never felt before. Long and thick, it coiled tightly in on itself like a snake crushing a mouse in its coils. She had no idea what it was, or what aura it belonged to.
But it wasn’t Abelard’s.
 
 

	Chapter Three






The thin man introduced himself as Pongur, captain of the Transriver Third Spears. Lord Balint, it seemed, had named his invasion force for the territory he meant to conquer from his southern rival.
This might have seemed aspirational, as to Narina’s eyes the crowlord had barely managed to seize a thin strip of land on the south bank of the Vestonovul, and was still ferrying troops, horses, and supplies across the river in a makeshift flotilla of rafts and barges. But Narina herself had killed Lord Zoltan, and there would be little to prevent Balint from devouring the man’s fiefdom in chunks until his army met Lady Damanja’s army somewhere to the south.
Don’t worry about that. Deliver the weapons, find Andras to give him his dog, and get out of here.
She’d be sorry to see Skinny Lad go. He had a starved look about him, and if she’d come across the dog in the hill country, she would have thought him the canine equivalent of a brigand. The sort who’d bitten his master and run off to live a semi-wild life preying on the weak. But in reality, the dog was well-behaved, seemed attuned to their commands, and was wise enough to stay clear of Brutus’s horns and hooves. When Gyorgy wasn’t tugging at the goat’s rope to keep him moving, the boy tossed sticks to burn off Skinny Lad’s endless energy and scratched at the dog’s ears while they walked.
Pongur and his riders escorted the trio of bladedancers east along the riverbank, where they caught sight of burning villages, smoldering watchtowers, and the ruins of a great stone bridge. The bridge foundations on either bank were still intact, but the center had fallen into the swift current, leaving only the pillars behind. 
Narina didn’t know who had destroyed it, but she couldn’t help but think of the towns on opposite banks, each of which had relied on trade across the river. That bridge wouldn’t be repaired anytime soon—not in a fiefdom torn by war—and its loss, even more than the fighting, would surely lead to the abandonment of both towns.
This wasn’t the first time war had touched the south bank, either. The land they were traveling through was a mixture of higher hillocks and waterlogged terrain between. There was evidence of ditches and other efforts to drain the land, and the ruins of abandoned farmhouses rising from the mire attested to previous success, but any reclaimed farmland had been largely abandoned. It was given over these days to rushes and reeds and clouds of mosquitoes and biting gnats.
“These fiefdoms could be rich beyond measure,” she told Kozmer. “Well-watered, with two navigable rivers. Stone quarries, mines. Access to the sea. The crowlords could earn more from taxes than plunder. Why not settle their differences and let their subjects farm, fish, weave, and trade?”
“It’s not about wealth,” the old man said. “It’s about power. These crowlords are mad for it.”
Pongur, riding as close as he could without Brutus spooking his horse, turned in the saddle and glared. Kozmer returned the glare.
“Something to say, Captain?” Kozmer said. “Some justification for this pointless war?”
“We’ve been repeatedly provoked.” Pongur’s tone was stiff. “Nobody wants war, but Zoltan left us no choice.”
Kozmer grunted. “Damn fools, all of you. The crowlords for starting these wars, and the rest of you for following them blindly to your doom.”
The elder sohn had been growing increasingly grumpy with the pace demanded by Captain Pongur and his riders, who seemed anxious to get them to Lord Balint’s camp before nightfall. Pongur claimed they were expecting a counterattack from Zoltan’s forces, but that seemed an excuse. Based on low-level chatter between the other riders, Pongur’s men were hoping for recompense for escorting the bladedancers to their lord. And with them, the cache of temple-made weapons.
Gyorgy and Narina had no trouble keeping the pace, but Kozmer was leaning more heavily on his walking staff with every passing mile, and he struggled up and down even the gentlest of the hills lining the river. Brutus grumbled to be fed and swung his horns at Gyorgy every time the boy gave a little tug at the rope tied around the goat’s neck.
When they passed foot soldiers marching in the other direction, Pongur’s warning went unheeded, and several men poked spear butts at Brutus as they passed. Bored or malicious, Narina didn’t know. The goat bellowed, swung his head about, and sent a man flying with a single butt of the head. The unfortunate fool was still lying there, no doubt with a cracked rib cage, when several of his companions came at the goat with their spears, looking for revenge.
Skinny Lad bared his teeth, growled, and moved to Brutus’s side. He was a loyal beast, that one. A faithful defender was more than the ornery old goat deserved.
Narina and Gyorgy had their swords out, ready to defend the company—even the animal members counted more than these villains—when cooler heads prevailed. Pongur and the commander of the footmen shouted choice curses at each other, then the two sides separated. The injured man staggered off with the aid of his companions, giving Brutus a wary look as he departed. No real harm had come of the incident, but Narina was growing tired and short of temper. 
“Time to bed down for the day,” she told the captain. “We’ll continue on to Riverrun in the morning.”
“You can’t stop here. We’re very close,” Pongur said. He sounded anxious. “It’s just around the next river bend.”
“We’re tired. My friend is footsore. The goat needs to eat. And I don’t want to stumble into more of your master’s troops in the dark—there will be another incident, and it might not turn out so well next time.”
“It’s no more than a mile. Honestly. Half an hour to the crossing. Maybe if the old man were to ride in the cart. . .”
“The ground is too marshy,” Kozmer said. “The cart wheels are already sticking in the mud without my weight in it.”
“What if he were to ride behind me in the saddle?” the captain asked, speaking directly to Narina.
Narina frowned at this and glanced at Kozmer, who nodded. “I’ll ride. I’m not too proud.”
He tossed his walking staff into the cart and let them hoist him into the saddle behind the captain, whom he gripped with bony hands. Kozmer closed his eyes, but it wasn’t to sleep; Narina felt him concentrating his sowen, gathering from the surrounding auras of the plants, the road, and even the riders and their horses.
Shortly after, they crested another slight rise and came down onto an even swampier stretch crossed by a raised berm. Balint’s armies had laid out straw and bundles of rushes to keep the road from being churned into an impassable muck. In the lowest stretches, cut logs sat on top of the straw and rushes. The horses picked their way across. The cart rattled, and Brutus grumbled. 
Captain Pongur hadn’t lied. The large town of Riverrun was soon visible on the opposite bank. The river widened here, and at first glance it didn’t seem a good place for a city. The near bank, at least, was damp and unhealthy, and the mosquitoes that Narina had been slapping at for the last two hours descended in a cloud.
But Riverrun itself was built on a bluff, perhaps a hundred feet above the river. A stone wall lined the bank below, with staircases climbing from the river to pass between towers and enter the town. A stone breakwater, with a tower on its point, shielded a small harbor at the base of the bluff. On the opposite hillside, only the tops of the steeples of the demon and dragon shrines lifted above Riverrun’s upper wall, together with a bell tower, but it was clear that an impressive town lay behind it.
There was no permanent bridge across the Vestanovul to the swampy southern bank, but Balint’s engineers had laid out a pontoon bridge of rafts lashed together and connected to piles driven into the river mud. They’d secured the bridge to Riverrun’s breakwater with chains, and lashed it to buried tree trunks on the south bank. Men, horses, and carts moved south across the river from the town, part of an invasion army that was still hauling itself across for what looked to be a major campaign.
The makeshift bridge was only wide enough for single-file travel, and the traffic was all southbound, so Captain Pongur rode ahead to clear the way for Brutus to pull the cart across the river against the flow. Kozmer insisted he be let down from the man’s horse first, and he groaned as his feet touched ground, one hand on his lower back, the other gesturing for Gyorgy to bring him his staff.
As Pongur reached the riverbank, the rest of his riders took position in front of the bladedancers and their cart. This forced the crossing army units to leave the road and enter the swamp if they wanted to continue east along the riverbank. The marching soldiers made no attempt to hold back their anger, but the Transriver Third Spears stood their ground.
Meanwhile, Pongur rode up to the pontoon bridge and started arguing with whoever was organizing the crossing. He gestured back at the cart, while his opposite number stood with hands on his hips, looking unmoved and unmovable. There was too much noise from the river, the horses, and the marching men to be able to hear what Pongur was saying, or why the other man was being so stubborn.
Narina gave Kozmer a nod of acknowledgment as the old man made his way to her side. “Sooner we cross and get rid of this stuff,” she said, “the sooner we can return to the highlands and leave these fools to their killing.”
“Yes, well.” Kozmer poked the butt of his staff between the logs on the road and twisted it in the mud beneath. “I’m not sure it will be that easy. Not if the rival sohn has anything to say about it.”
“What rival sohn? Are you still going on about this sword saint nonsense? I don’t want any part of it. I want to get home, see what Katalinka and Abelard have to say about their meetings with the other temples.”
“And then what?”
“As far as I’m concerned, we hunker down and wait for whatever it is to burn itself out before we set another foot outside the temple grounds.”
“Oh, there will be plenty of burning,” Kozmer said. “That’s one thing we can be sure of.”
“You know what I mean.”
Gyorgy stood a few paces off, rubbing at Skinny Lad’s ears while listening to the sohns. After Narina’s latest comment, he looked back to Kozmer with a frown, waiting for the elder’s response.
“This isn’t general advice about sohns and sword saints and fighting,” Kozmer said. “It’s specific. I’m talking about a disturbance in the auras across the river. Can’t you feel it?”
“Of course I can feel it,” Narina said. “There must be five hundred men on each side of the bridge, queuing or already across. How many more are in Riverrun, waiting their turn? They’re all thinking about marching, about battle, about killing. The whole army is a disturbance—that’s its entire point of being.”
“So you haven’t felt it.” Kozmer glanced toward the captain, who was still arguing to get them past the bridge master. “Go ahead and take a look, but be quick about it. Reach beyond the men and horse, past the walls and into the town.”
She closed her eyes and sifted through her surroundings. The chaotic auras on the near bank and in the middle of the river were hard to fight her way past, but once she’d done so, she was through the town walls and into the city. Here she expected more of the same as she’d felt on the outside, together with the usual jumble of town life. Like Hooffent, but with ten times as many villagers.
Instead, her attention was drawn to a single point cutting through the noise. Standing in the midst of the surrounding auras, it felt like a spear planted in the ground with its tip thrusting skyward. This wasn’t a mere aura, but the sowen of a master sohn from one of the sword temples.
Narina withdrew her own sowen, afraid that continued prodding would get her noticed. When she’d returned her consciousness to her own surroundings, she stared across the river, thinking matters through.
Gyorgy gave her a worried look. “Did you feel someone?” He looked to Kozmer when she didn’t answer right away. “Who is it?”
“No way to know,” the elder said, “but there’s a conflict waiting if we cross.”
“And should we do it?” Gyorgy asked. “Or should we stay on this side?”
Kozmer licked his lips and stared at Narina while addressing the boy’s question. “That’s for your teacher to decide.”
“You sound nervous,” she said to the elder.
“I don’t know who it is,” Kozmer replied, “but they’re. . .well, they’re stronger than I expected. So early in the fight, but so strong already. What is your sowen telling you?”
“My sowen says that if I go, if I fight, one of us will die. Either the rival sohn, or me. I’m not keen on either option, to be honest. I don’t plan to die, and the blood of a crowlord already stains my blades. I don’t need any more killing.”
Talk of a stain wasn’t metaphor. . .not entirely, anyway. She felt it marring the aura of her dragon sword when she picked it up, a weight of death that belied its polished white gleam. One of those deaths stood out from the others. The dragon had gone through Lord Zoltan’s belly, pierced through to his back, and gutted him as she pulled it out again.
Her blades had killed dozens of others in the battle at the farmhouse compound, but it was Zoltan’s death that would see his fiefdom ripped apart as his enemies feasted on the corpse. Untold misery would follow.
Captain Pongur came riding back at last. “The bridge master is an idiot. Whatever orders he has, they’re nothing to delivering these goods to Stronghand.”
“So he won’t let us cross?” Narina asked. Could this be the delay that gave her a chance to collect her thoughts?
Pongur hissed between closed teeth. “Oh, he’ll let us cross. But I had to tell the villain what we were carrying, and others heard. Blasted news is going to get back to Balint before I have a chance to deliver the goods in person.”
“You’ll get your moment of glory.” She made a sudden decision and turned to her companions. “Unhitch the wagon. We’ll be leaving it here.”
“What?” Pongur said. “No. Keep your wagon. Deliver the goods in person and collect your coin.”
“We’ve already been paid. And you can count the wagon as a bonus. Brutus will be happy to trot home unencumbered. We might even be able to pry off those metal shoes he despises so much. Goats don’t like to be shod, as you can imagine.”
Pongur sucked in his cheeks, which gave his thin face an even more gaunt expression. “Lord Balint will want to see you all the same. Verify from your ears it’s all there. That nothing has been stolen or swapped out. And what about the dog? Your servant was telling my men that you wanted to return the beast to its rightful owner. Isn’t that right, boy?”
The captain gestured a gloved hand at Gyorgy, who stood with a hand resting on Skinny Lad’s back. Gyorgy didn’t answer.
“Would you take responsibility for the ratter’s dog?” Narina asked the man.
“Demon’s blood, no. What if the ratter isn’t in the city? What would I do with this flea-bitten cur, then?”
“A fair point. So we’ll keep the animal for now,” she said with a shrug. “Andras knows where to find us when he wants his dog back.”
“Just come into the city,” the captain pleaded. “Come, do your duty—my lord won’t hold you against your will once it’s done. He wouldn’t do that.”
Pongur started his horse toward her as Gyorgy and Kozmer continued their work unhitching the wagon, while the goat tossed its head, anxious to be free of his burden.
Narina changed her stance, swept back the edge of her cloak, and rested her hands on her sword hilts. “I would not advise that,” she said coldly.
“Dammit, I won’t let you leave until I’ve done my duty.”
“You won’t even see the swords before they cut you in two. And anyone else who lifts a hand against me will follow you to the grave.”
Pongur backed his horse up with a string of curses. He stared at her with a clenched jaw, then cursed again. At last he started shouting at nearby men, ordering them to get in there, form a team to grab the cart, and haul it to the floating bridge and across to Riverrun.
“One last thing before you take it,” Narina said as soldiers moved to obey. She went behind the cart and pulled back the tarp. “There are a few things in here you didn’t pay for.”
She grabbed Zoltan’s battle-axe, a skillfully wrought weapon made by warbrands, equal or greater than any of the arms the bladedancers had made for Lord Balint. The weapon had a heft to it; it could sever heads with the blade or crush skulls with the spike on the back side, yet it rested lightly in her hand, and she could feel her arm tensing to swing it, as if called to action by the weapon itself. Few crowlords had ever wielded its equal.
“Gyorgy, get the other temple weapons we captured at the farm compound.”
Narina trudged through the muck toward the riverbank, while Pongur yelled after her to stop, yelled at Kozmer to intervene. Gyorgy followed, carrying a pair of broken spears and the sword taken after the fight with Lord Zoltan and his riders. Dozens of men stopped what they were doing to watch.
“Throw them in,” she told her student. Gyorgy obeyed.
When they were gone, Narina gripped the axe handle with both hands, twisted her body, and flung the battle-axe into the river. It fell into the churning water and disappeared without a trace.
 
 

	Chapter Four






Lord Balint clapped a hand on Andras’s shoulder, and the ratter couldn’t help but wince in discomfort. That hand was meaty and powerful, and seemed to not know its own strength. Balint could have subdued Andras with his grip alone, no doubt.
A few days had passed since their initial meeting on the other side of the river, and this time the ratter had been summoned to the great hall of Riverrun’s imposing castle. It was lit with torches, with old, smoke-stained tapestries around the walls that seemed to be a relic of some peaceful era, now forgotten. Like most crowlords, Balint seemed to live half his life in the saddle and had little use for luxuries. Hunting, brawling, drinking, and war making were his primary leisure activities.
“Where is your son?” Balint asked. “Where is the little ratter?”
“He’s staying outside of town with the dogs, my lord.”
“Ah, that’s good. I was worried something had happened to the little one.” Balint’s eyes softened, and he chuckled. “I’ll wager the boy is filthy and in need of a bath by now.”
“He surely is. The dogs don’t belong in here, anyway. Neither does Ruven.”
“Ruven, yes! I was trying to remember the boy’s name.” He waved a hand. “Nonsense. I have dogs about—look at those lazy fellows, just lying around—and one of my own sons could have shown your boy the stables.”
One of Balint’s sons had already shown Ruven around a couple of months back, and that was precisely why Andras hadn’t brought the child into the castle, but turned him back when the time came to climb the steps to the gates. Sent him off with two moons to pay for a room in a scruffy inn north of Riverrun where they’d stayed on several other occasions. The innkeeper’s wife would be sure to give the boy a good scrubbing with soap and a brush made of boar bristles until he was pink and shiny. Wash the dogs, too.
The only other time Andras had entered the great hall, then to report Zoltan’s defensive fortifications south toward the delta, two boys had led Ruven off to show him around. One was Balint’s son, a boy of about twelve who was a good head taller than Ruven, and the other looked to be the son of a steward or head servant. This second boy seemed to exist primarily to be bossed around by Balint’s son.
Andras had watched them go with misgivings, and wasn’t surprised to hear later that the older boys had taunted the young ratter and pretended they’d smother him in the haystacks for sport. It could have been worse. Still, he wasn’t about to make that mistake again. He owed Balint for saving Ruven from the brigands and avenging Terezia’s murder, but letting his son be bullied by his betters wasn’t part of Andras’s responsibilities.
There were two dogs lying beneath the table where Balint had been meeting with his captains over maps and mugs of beer, and they lifted their heads as if taking interest in the conversation. Old hunters, from the look of it, with grizzled jaws and a sleepy air. Didn’t mean they wouldn’t get in trouble with Andras’s dogs, an encounter that also had the potential to go badly. 
Andras was nearly as protective of his dogs as he was his son. He’d already lost a terrier, seen a second wounded, and sent off one of the lurchers to who knew where. He trusted that Narina would keep Skinny Lad from harm, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t worrying all the same.
“Is there a reason you called me back, my lord?” he asked.
Balint gave Andras’s shoulder a final shake—friendly, but jarring all the same—and then gestured for the ratter to sit at his table. There was a man sitting there already, his back to them. Andras hadn’t paid much attention upon entering the great hall. Now he saw with surprise that it was the firewalker he’d met on the south bank of the Vestanovul a few days earlier.
The man had taken off the red-and-black cape and silver gorget. Instead, he’d dressed in the gray of Balint’s personal guard. There was no sign of his long, slender sword, either. If not for the high cheekbones and sandy brown hair, Andras might not have recognized him; these soldiers, captains, and the like often looked the same to him.
After sharing news of Narina’s arrival, Andras had realized with horror that this firewalker meant to attack and kill her. Possibly kill Gyorgy and Kozmer, too. He’d wanted to rush out to find them on the road and warn them. But his responsibility was to Lord Balint, the man who’d saved Ruven from brigands and avenged the death of Andras’s wife. He’d obeyed Balint’s command to enter Riverrun and await orders. Now those orders had come.
What had happened these last few days since they’d last met? Had this firewalker killed the bladedancers? Demons and demigods, he hoped not. But the man’s presence, unharmed and with a careless arrogance to his posture, was a bad sign. As Andras sat as far from the firewalker as possible, it occurred to him that he had a way to find out without coming right out and asking.
“My lord, has there been any word of my missing dog?”
“That bony thing you left with the bladedancers?” Balint asked.
“Aye. I only have two lurchers, and I’m already down a dog. One of my terriers fell to Damanja’s spearmen.”
Balint’s face turned red. “The vermin, killing a helpless dog. I’ll get you another terrier, friend. We’ve got several on my estate outside of town, and you’re welcome to your pick of them.”
“Thank you, my lord.”
But no thank you, all the same. The last thing Andras wanted was one of Balint’s untrained dogs. You had to raise a ratter from a pup, and even then, plenty of dogs weren’t made for it. Good breeding also counted. That gave them the instincts, the inexhaustible love of the hunt. As for whatever terrier or terrier-like dog Balint foisted off on him, he’d be stuck with it. He couldn’t give away the dog, because no doubt the crowlord would ask about it later. Andras’s best hope was that Balint would forget having made the offer in the first place.
The crowlord cast a look to the firewalker, who nodded an answer to some unspoken question. “You should have had your dog by now,” Balint said. “Should have taken the beast here at Riverrun, in fact. It should have come across with the woman when she delivered the temple weapons. But the bladedancer balked—she didn’t cross the river. Delivered the goods to my soldiers, then ran off.”
So the bladedancers were still alive. Thank God. Andras had stayed loyal to Balint instead of warning them, and fortunately, that loyalty hadn’t led to their death.
He risked a small question. “Why wouldn’t she have crossed, my lord?”
“Never mind your questions. Impertinent and unnecessary.”
“Sorry, my lord.”
“I have another small task for you, or rather my lieutenant does.”
Andras looked around the room, taking in the pair of men who’d been standing quietly at the two entrances to the great hall, thinking Balint meant one of them. The crowlord liked his closest guards to be either lieutenants or captains in the army, men who’d proven their bravery on the battlefield and their loyalty through years of service. Many crowlords met their end in war, but not a few had been cut down by underpaid castle guards who’d turned on their masters when offered silver coin stamped with the stern faces of enemy lords and ladies.
But neither of the men at the doors reacted to Balint’s words, and Andras realized with surprise that the crowlord could only mean the firewalker, who now rose and stepped forward.
Andras was quite sure the man hadn’t been present in Riverrun or anywhere in the fiefdom when he’d left several weeks earlier. So why had Balint brought the man so quickly into his confidence?
The firewalker gave him a hard stare. “So.”
His gaze held Andras with such intensity that the ratter felt he’d been speared to the wall, unable to move or even drop his eyes.
“My lord,” he managed.
“I am no lord. My name is Sohn Tankred, and I trained in the Blade Temple of the Elegant Sword.”
Something in the way he said this made it sound like he no longer belonged to the temple. In any event, this was a designation that Andras hadn’t heard before, and his eyes dropped to the man’s bare feet, blackened with some sort of scarring tattoos.
“That’s right, a firewalker to you lesser sorts,” Tankred said.
“I meant no disrespect, my. . .sohn.” Andras glanced at Balint, who crossed his powerful arms and gave a stern nod, as if saying he should obey every word of this man. Andras turned back to Tankred. “You have a task for me?”
“I need to find these bladedancers, but they don’t want to be discovered. They’ve crept across the countryside, wary because of certain events—this battle with Zoltan, and perhaps other encounters. Frightened of rumors and suggestions recently put into their minds. They’re hiding by day and traveling cautiously by night.”
“And you want me to find them somehow? But I don’t. . .my lord, they didn’t share their plans with me.”
“You have a connection to your dog.” It was not a question, nor had Tankred seemed to consider Andras’s objection. “The beast has been traveling with the bladedancers, and the woman has created her own link with the animal, binding her sowen to the creature’s aura so that the two may find each other. She should have disposed of the dog when it was no longer of use, but she seems to have kept it with her. You can find your animal, and therefore find the bladedancers.”
“Yes, hmm. About this connection. I can’t feel Skinny Lad—I really don’t know if he’s alive or dead. I’m not even sure what you people mean when you talk about auras.”
“You will once I’ve touched you with my sowen. You’ll feel the dog’s aura and follow its trail. They’ll be traveling slowly, and I expect you to catch up with them within a few days. When you’ve found the bladedancers, I’ll be able to follow you in turn.”
Balint grunted. “You can’t simply follow the ratter as he travels?”
Tankred shook his head. “I won’t see Narina until your man makes contact. And if I creep along too close behind, she’ll feel me coming and make another run for it. We’ll have the same result as last time. Also, as soon as I cross into Zoltan’s lands there are other enemies to worry about. I’m not ready to face them.” 
“And once you’ve taken care of the woman?”
“Yes, after. Then I’ll be ready. And don’t forget her companions. She’s not traveling alone. They must be dealt with, too.”
Balint let out a scoffing sound. “Companions? It’s an old man and a boy not much older than this ratter’s son.”
“In single combat, that so-called boy would cut down the greatest warrior in your army. I won’t dismiss the old man, either.”
“If you say so.” The crowlord didn’t sound convinced.
Andras found this talk alarming. Was Tankred plotting to kill Narina, Kozmer, and Gyorgy? Why? A lot of people seemed to wish them dead lately, but he’d never heard of fighting between the sword temples.
Narina or Kozmer must have sensed it already, felt Tankred lurking in the city, waiting to fall upon them, which is why they’d traveled so far, only to hand off the temple weapons at the last minute instead of crossing to Riverrun to meet with Balint. A personal delivery had been Narina’s plan, he knew, and she wouldn’t have changed that without good reason.
Andras made an attempt to appeal to Balint and deflect his master onto a different path. “But my lord, even if I can find my dog’s aura, it will take time to catch up to the bladedancers—perhaps days—and then more time as they continue on their way with the firewalker in pursuit. They might be in the mountains by then. All the way to Hooffent, maybe. Then they’ll go to their temple—what harm can they do then? What about Zoltan and Damanja? Shouldn’t we be fighting them instead of worrying about the bladedancers?”
Balint’s jaw clenched. “I fight the war, ratter. You bring me information, understood?” There was a blunt force in his voice, as hard as the steel of a war hammer.
“Yes, my lord. I am truly sorry, my lord.”
Balint’s tone softened, and he once more clamped his hand onto Andras’s shoulders. “You’ll get your dog back. Won’t your boy—Ruven, I mean—be relieved? He must be sick with worry to see the beast run off with someone else.”
“Very true,” Andras admitted.
Balint nodded and slowly removed his hand. “Tankred, give him your sowen, or whatever it is you do. The ratter is right about one thing—the longer we wait, the longer your chase will be, and I need you back here before we face Zoltan’s idiots in battle.”
The crowlord stepped back and rubbed at the stubble on his chin while the firewalker approached the ratter. For a moment it seemed as though something was shimmering in front of Tankred’s face, and when he reached out with both hands, Andras felt something warm emanating from them. He tried not to flinch as the firewalker placed his fingertips on his temples. Tankred closed his eyes. Not knowing what else to do, Andras followed his lead.
Ratter. Rat man.
Andras stiffened. It felt like something was in his head, a rat, in fact, scratching and trying to escape. He shuddered and tried to pull away, but couldn’t move, as if something had taken control of his limbs.
Find your dog.
The scratching faded. An image of Skinny Lad appeared in his head, tongue lolling. The lurcher drew in his tongue, cocked his head, and sniffed at the air. Andras couldn’t hear the animal, but saw from the little movement in the dog’s head and throat that he was whining. Then Skinny Lad turned toward someone—another dog? a person?—who was to one side, just out of view, as if for comfort. 
The vision faded, and Balint’s great hall came back into view. The two old hunting dogs sleeping beneath the table had lifted their heads and were staring at him through watery eyes, their ears cocked, alert. Slowly, they lowered back to the ground with long sighs and closed their eyes.
Tankred slowly withdrew his fingers. “Which direction is your dog?”
Andras rubbed at his temples. His pulse throbbed in his head, and there was a strange metallic taste in his mouth that made him want to spit to get it out. In fact, he had the urge to bathe in the river. No, better yet, find the town baths and pay good coin to wash with hot water and soap, an indulgence he rarely engaged in. He felt dirty somehow.
“I don’t know that,” he said. “I only—”
He stopped, as something tugged on the edge of his consciousness. Turning slowly around, he stopped when he faced the far corner of the great hall, where torches sat unlit in wall sconces. Something was stirring in that direction.
“It’s that way, isn’t it? I can feel him. Like hearing him on the other side of the wall and yet. . .well, not so close.”
Balint grunted with something that sounded like surprise, but Tankred only nodded. He stared over Andras’s shoulder, as if his thoughts had already skipped away.
“So all I have to do is follow that feeling, travel in that direction until I find him?” Andras asked. “And then what?”
“Then you present yourself, your boy, your dogs,” Tankred said. “Make up some story about running into them or hearing a dog bark or some such.”
“Ha!” Balint cut in. “They’ll never believe it. It’s a big land, and a chance meeting is preposterous. The bladedancers are trying to hide—the ratter would never stumble into them like that. Tell the bladedancers you were sent to find them. Then you were put on their trail by outriders who caught sight of the goat.”
“That will make them suspicious,” Tankred said. “Put them on alert for these supposed outriders.”
“They’re already on alert, you dolt. That’s the whole point.”
The firewalker’s face flushed with anger, then quickly smoothed out again. “Yes, of course. So, then. . .what is the story? Why was your ratter sent to find them?”
“Does it matter? Because I want more weapons. Because I want to know why they ran. Obvious stuff. In fact, it’s better if the ratter admits that he was my agent and spy all along. Give them something, throw them off the scent. A little truth to disguise the lie.”
It seemed that Balint had a more devious mind than the firewalker sohn, no doubt honed from a lifetime of mutual backstabbing with his fellow crowlords. Balint looked at Andras expectantly.
Andras took a deep breath. “Narina will be angry when she learns I was spying on her.”
“Not spying,” Balint said. “You won’t put it like that, exactly. Watching to make sure enemies weren’t trying to steal weapons. Which they were. Will the woman run you off when she finds out—that’s the question.”
Andras thought of Ruven, and the boy’s connection with the bladedancer sohn. She’d looked after him, and he’d practically worshiped her in return. A twinge of guilt twisted low in his belly.
He had been trying not to think too hard about what Tankred intended, but it was impossible now. He meant to murder all three. Was there a way he could slip Narina a warning of some kind without betraying his oath to Balint?
“I don’t think she’ll run me off. You want me to travel with them, then? Until your lieutenant can catch up and then. . .well, whatever he’s planning to do.”
Tankred sighed as if this had been a stupid question. “How would that help? If they keep traveling, if they’re moving quickly once they reach the foothills, they’ll be in the mountains before I catch up.”
Obviously, Andras thought, dangerously, although thankfully he stopped just short of voicing this aloud. That’s what I already said, you idiot.
The firewalker rose and reached into a pocket on the lining of his coat. He fished out an object about the size of a quail egg and handed it to Andras, who turned it over with a frown. It looked and felt like a hardened clump of hay, ground up, pressed together with some paste, and formed into a ball.
“For the goat,” Tankred said.
“I don’t understand.”
“Feed it to the goat. The animal will get sick. Slowly, but inexorably. It might take two days, maybe three, but the beast will eventually die. The bladedancers will waste time caring for it, trying remedies. It will stop them in their tracks.”
“What if Brutus doesn’t eat it?”
Tankred snorted. “Please, have you ever known a goat that wouldn’t eat whatever was put in front of it?”
“True.” Andras turned to Balint, who stood at his other shoulder, looking down at the poisoned pellet. “And this is your wish, my lord?”
Balint shared a glance with Tankred, who returned a curt nod. “Do this, do it well, and you’ll be well rewarded, my friend.”
 
 

	Chapter Five






The first night in the hill country, Narina had a nightmare. In the dream, she’d returned to the temple to find the surrounding forest on fire. Flames were devouring the mill and armory, and when she reached the smithy, a fire demon worked the bellows while another forged an enormous metal trident from a single piece of molten steel. She fled before they could spot her, and arrived at the shrine to find Katalinka and Abelard sparring.
She shouted at them to stop training and help her drive off the demons, but they paid her no attention. To her shock, both of them were armed with their master blades, going at each other for real. Katalinka had a deep wound across her chest, and Abelard had suffered cuts to his right shoulder and left thigh.
There was another wound, this one in his belly, but Narina knew somehow that her sister hadn’t caused it. It was partially healed, for one, twisted into scar tissue that seemed to run like a rope toward his heart. For another, it seemed to have bound itself into Abelard’s sowen.
Even as this thought occurred to her, the pair of sohns spotted her. They stopped fighting, shifted their posture and swords, and charged her with bloodcurdling shouts. She made to draw her swords, but the sheaths were empty.
You don’t have swords. Only your father’s, and he took them back.
Narina woke in a sweat, her heart pounding. Her hands were at her side, still groping for her weapons, even as she realized it had only been a nightmare, and she was in a small tent with her companions, tucked into a notch between a pair of hills where their campfire wouldn’t be spotted. She fought to control her sowen, which was a sloppy mess.
Kozmer lay on one side of her, a light wheeze in his breathing, while Gyorgy murmured in his sleep on her other. The boy mumbled something about holding his sowen; her student was dreaming of his training, apparently.
She needed air, and made for the tent flap. Brutus barely stirred as she stepped outside, but Skinny Lad sprang to his feet and whined. She hushed him and called him away from the tent so he wouldn’t wake the others.
As she led the dog across the rough, pebbled ground, the ugly sensation of her nightmare began to fade. The slivered moon overhead gave just enough light to see the humped shadow of the hill ahead of her, which in the evening had blocked a view of the plains below.
Not a bad thing, honestly. The whole eastern horizon had been aglow after dusk, and she hadn’t been able to avoid thinking of all the villages and farms burning as Lord Zoltan’s army fought its death throes against Lady Damanja’s continued push from the south.
She’d expected to see people fleeing north, but word seemed to have reached people of Balint’s invasion across the fiefdom’s northern frontier. Pinned between two invading armies, there was nowhere safe to go. Many peasants had fled into the hill country, and the bladedancers had met others hiding among the valleys and crevices, taking refuge in the brush, but the reputation of the brigands was sufficient to stop most of them from going higher. Instead, they were simply fleeing from one area of conflict to another.
Skinny Lad whined again. Narina rested a hand on his neck, trying to comfort the dog, but he only turned his muzzle and shoved anxiously at her hand.
“Do you smell smoke? Is that it? Or are you worried about your master and the other dogs? About the boy? You are, aren’t you? They’ll be on the other side of the river. Safe with Balint.” This brought another whine, and she wondered how much the dog understood. “You’ll see them again, I promise.”
Skinny Lad kept whining and nuzzling her hand. Brutus was stirring behind them. If the goat woke up and wanted to be fed or something, Kozmer and Gyorgy would soon be awake, too, and then the night’s rest would be done for. There were still a good two hours or more until dawn.
So she continued away from camp by starlight until she’d led the dog out of the hollow. The glow to the east had diminished somewhat, as fires had burned down during the night. It had possibly rained, as well, as leaden clouds had been gathering most of the day in the direction of the sea.
On the other hand, the glow to the southeast was stronger than it had been. Of a deeper, duller red than the man-made fires, these glows showed that several of the volcanoes of the lower range were erupting. That had probably triggered the early part of her nightmare—the bit about demons at the temple forge—but she didn’t know what to make of Katalinka and Abelard fighting, the man’s strange wound, or the way they’d tried to kill her.
Skinny Lad lifted his head and barked.
Narina gave him a light slap on the rump. “Shh, you silly thing. There are bandits around, and—”
An answering bark sounded from the darkness, about a quarter mile away. Skinny Lad stood still and rigid next to her.
There were wolves in the hill country, and stray dogs wouldn’t last long, which meant the answering dog must belong to someone. If brigands, she’d better fetch her swords and wake her companions, as they were likely to come looking for Skinny Lad, having come to similar conclusions about barking dogs. But first, she wanted to know who they were dealing with.
Her sowen was still shaky after her dream, and it took several minutes to locate the barker and its companions. Two people, five dogs. They were coming straight this way. Very close.
“Andras?” she said as a man emerged from the gloom.
The ratter had been holding back, but now let out a low whistle, and several dogs came bounding forward, whining and sniffing and licking Skinny Lad’s muzzle. The boy appeared, and rushed forward.
“Narina!” Ruven cried. He threw his arms around her, unabashed in his greeting. He pulled her down and kissed her cheeks. “Where’s Gyorgy and Kozmer and Brutus?”
“Shh—keep it down. They’re in the tent sleeping. Well, not the goat, the others.” She gestured over her shoulder, then eyed the boy’s father, whose face was unreadable in the darkness.
“I should be happy to see you,” she said. “And I am. . .to an extent. Thank the demigods you’re alive. But it’s a little. . .strange to see you walk out of the darkness like that. How did you possibly find us?”
“Riders spotted you two days ago and pointed the way for us to follow. From there, a little guesswork. It seemed obvious you were east of the post road, so I followed what paths I could find, asking all the way. Yesterday, we came across some peasants huddled in the ruins of a village you’d passed through, who mentioned a goat and three foreigners. They pointed me toward the hills. And here you are.” 
Ruven looked up from wrestling Skinny Lad away from the other dogs so he could hug him. “We kept looking ’cause we wanted our dog back!”
Narina wasn’t entirely convinced. Andras’s aura was disturbed, rumpled with exhaustion and worry—typical of anyone she’d spotted over the last couple of weeks, even soldiers—but there was something else there, as well. A knot of internal conflict.
Not that she doubted his tale of asking after them. Ruven seemed to confirm that part, at least. But that wasn’t the entire story.
“Go find the camp,” she told Ruven. “Stay in the gully, keeping the hill on your right, and you’ll stumble right into it. But keep the dogs quiet, will you? And watch out for Brutus—he won’t like being disturbed, either.” When the boy was gone, she said, “So let me get this straight. You decided to travel through brigand-infested territory in the dark?”
“It’s because of the brigands that we’re moving at night,” Andras said. “I’ve had some ugly experiences in these parts.”
“Then why risk it in the first place? It’s not just Skinny Lad, is it? There’s something else that brought you back.”
“No, it’s not.” Andras hesitated and glanced after his son. “Lord Balint sent me, gave me help tracking you down. Those riders had been looking for you, and sought me out to share their information.”
“We’re done with Stronghand. If he thinks I’ll give him more weapons—”
“No, it’s not that. He only wants information. I’m supposed to find out why you didn’t cross into Riverrun.”
Narina let her skepticism sound in her voice. “He either knows already, or he’s a fool. Tell me exactly what he said.”
“Could we talk in the morning? I’ll tell you everything, and I want to hear what happened with Lord Zoltan’s riders, but I’m exhausted and ready to collapse, and need to see to my son and the dogs before we bed down.”
“All right,” she said. “Go on, then. I’ll be there in a minute.”
Andras followed the others, who were making a good deal of noise in spite of her exhortation. She heard the goat grunting a cranky greeting, then Gyorgy’s sleepy voice, asking what was going on. Finally, Kozmer irritably telling them all to pipe down.
Narina ignored the others and worked on gathering her sowen. She didn’t like hearing that Andras was reporting to Lord Balint, but was relieved to have Ruven safely in her presence. It wasn’t only soldiers dying in this war; she’d seen crows picking over the corpses of numerous innocents, including children, these past few days. The boy wouldn’t be one of them, she vowed.
But what about that dream? A lot of it seemed nonsense, but the part where she’d found her sheaths empty was obvious enough. She was still carrying her father’s swords. It was time to leave aside her failed attempts, she decided, and forge her own.
It was the first thing she’d do when she returned to the temple.
#
“I still don’t understand how you found us,” Narina told Andras the next morning after they’d eaten breakfast, broken camp, and set out.
“But I told you—”
“I don’t mean Balint’s riders or the peasants from the village. It’s those last couple of miles—you’d have had a hard time finding us in full daylight, but somehow you stumbled into us in the middle of the night?”
They’d got a late start, thanks to Brutus balking when it came time to leave. The goat didn’t have a cart to pull, had been traveling at a slower pace these past days, and was well-fed, but this was the day he’d apparently decided to be stubborn. He was still acting grumpy a half hour later, although he picked up the pace when they regained the dirt trail they’d been following since leaving the plains. The road would carry them south toward the juncture with the post road, which they could follow west into the mountains and toward the temple.
“It was Skinny Lad,” Andras said. “When you gave him a connection to your sowen, it must have worked the other way, too. I felt him out there when we got close. From there, I just followed him in.”
“It doesn’t work that way,” Kozmer said. The old man left Gyorgy with Brutus and pushed forward to join the pair out front. The dogs were ten or fifteen feet ahead, scouting the trail. Probably looking for squirrels to chase down and eat, too. “Narina created a connection with your dog, nothing more or less. You wouldn’t have felt that.”
“And the effect has worn thin by now anyway,” Narina said.
The trail was rising, and Kozmer wheezed as he levered himself along. “That’s right. If Skinny Lad had run off in the night, and we’d set off without him, he’d have had no way to sense his way back except his nose and what little common sense rests in that thick skull of his.”
At that very moment, Skinny Lad was sniffing the backside of one of the terriers. It was Notch, who seemed to be the leader of the entire pack. It wasn’t until that morning that Narina had realized one of the terriers was missing. She’d already asked about and learned of its fate.
Damanja’s soldiers had killed the terrier on a whim, at which point only a lucky intervention by Zoltan’s soldiers had saved the ratters and the rest of their dogs. That was when Andras had learned that Zoltan meant to hunt down the bladedancers, rob them, and kill them. He’d sent Skinny Lad off to warn them.
 After that, Andras and the rest had continued north to Riverrun. When the ratters reached the town, Lord Balint had summoned Andras and forced him to confess that he’d met the bladedancers.
Narina in turn had told of their own adventures. Skinny Lad had arrived just in time to warn against an attack. Holed up in a walled farm compound, she’d killed dozens of Lord Zoltan’s soldiers as they came over the wall and battered down the gates. She’d fought and killed the crowlord himself.
She told him everything that had happened up until they reached the banks of the Vestanovul, at which point she held back. Until she was more certain of Andras’s story, she didn’t want to talk about the strange presence she’d felt across the river, as if waiting in ambush, or about the decision to deliver the weapons to Balint’s lieutenant instead of handing them over in person.
“I’m not sure what to tell you,” Andras said. “Only when I close my eyes I can feel Skinny Lad.”
“What about the other dogs?” she asked. “Do you have the same connection with them?”
“No, only Skinny Lad.”
“Hmm.”
She was about to press for more, maybe even propose a test to see if it were true, when Brutus let out a loud groaning bellow. He came to a complete stop and tossed his head in a stubborn gesture that she recognized all too well. Gyorgy grabbed one horn and tried to drag the goat forward, with little effect.
“Come on, you stubborn fool,” the boy urged.
Brutus gave another bellow and threw the boy loose with a vigorous shake of the head. While Kozmer fell back to see if he could help, Narina took the opportunity to study their surroundings. They’d descended somewhat during the morning, and the higher hills were to their right. The canyons, gulches, and wooded promontories above seemed like ideal hideouts for bandits of all kinds, and it was a wonder they hadn’t yet been set upon. But she supposed there were plenty of desperate sorts fleeing through the area, and those intent on robbery had ample targets to choose from. Wisely, they have decided to let the bladedancers pass unmolested.
“Brutus is sick,” Kozmer announced.
“What’s wrong with him?” Gyorgy asked.
“His aura should be evidence enough. Can’t you feel it? No? Well, then look at his tongue. What have you been eating?” Kozmer added as he moved around back to prod at Brutus’s belly.
Something had occurred to Narina. “So,” she told Andras, “you’re expected to go back to Balint and report?”
“He only wants to know why you didn’t cross the river. Why didn’t you? That was your plan, wasn’t it?”
“I sensed something on the other side I didn’t like. And the plains are torn with war—it didn’t seem the place to linger. There’s not much more to it than that. Not much reason, in fact, for you to go back and risk your life, either. Why don’t you stay with us until Hooffent, at least?”
Andras’s brow furrowed. “I have my duty.”
“Your duty is to Ruven and your dogs, not to some crowlord. Balint is used to throwing away lives—he’ll throw yours away, too, and it won’t cause him a moment of self-doubt or guilt.”
“He’s not like that, not like the others. He’s loyal to his people. When there were brigands. . .” Andras’s voice trailed off. “It doesn’t matter. Look, I don’t like how we’re dangling out here. Shouldn’t we find somewhere safer, less. . .I don’t know?”
“More defensible?”
“Yeah, less exposed.”
“We’ve got too far to go before nightfall to retrace our steps.”
“What about the sick goat?”
Narina dismissed this with a shrug. “Brutus ate something funny. Some poisonous weed or other—he does it often enough. He’ll groan and complain for a while, but he’ll keep going. By night, he’ll be feeling better. Anyway, this place is defensible enough if it comes to it. A few brigands aren’t going to hurt us.”
The ratter looked troubled. “Oh.”
“If you’re ready to run back to your master, go ahead. But if I were you, I’d stick around and keep you and yours safe. Whose land is south of Damanja’s? If Hooffent’s no good, maybe you could rat down there for a while until this war plays out.”
Without warning, Brutus flopped down to the ground with a groan. When Gyorgy and Kozmer tried to get him upright, he kicked his hooves and caught the older man in the thigh. Kozmer cursed and gave Brutus a thump on the head with his staff.
“Get up, you miserable, worthless piece of—” He bent over, wincing, and rubbed at his leg. “When did my reflexes get so slow? Damn near broke a bone.”
Working together, elder and student finally got Brutus back on his feet. He stumbled forward, protesting every step. His tongue hung out, and it had turned a deep shade of purple Narina didn’t much care for. Something looked wrong with his eyes, too. Soon, he was swaying, and his angry grunts had turned into feeble protests. When he plopped down a second time, nearly falling this time, Narina gave up.
No going forward, that much was clear. But if anything, they were more exposed now, on a grassy hill next to a broken, abandoned cart. Horse bones lay bleaching in the sun, together with smashed crockery, partly buried in the soil. A few feet away lay a human mandible.
It really was a terrible place to stop, but Narina didn’t see a choice. In any event, she wasn’t particularly worried about Brutus. The goat had eaten strange things in the past, things that would have killed a human, but he had a strong stomach and would soon pass whatever had laid him low.
It wouldn’t be long, she was sure.
 
 

	Chapter Six






Miklos had expected the fight to go out of Zoltan’s fiefdom with the crowlord’s death. And yet several thousand men had broken off from Miklos’s command and maintained their defiance of Lady Damanja’s invasion. Two thousand of Zoltan’s loyalists took refuge in the delta, where they pinned down a third of Damanja’s army. Three hundred riders abandoned the northern front, rode south, and looted a supply caravan. Another force even crossed the swamplands and burned several villages in Damanja’s territory.
Most worrying of all, the garrison at Belingus continued to defy calls to lay down arms, and the town kept the River Lornar open, which allowed the interior to be supplied with men and supplies sufficient to keep up the fight.
But why?
Not only was the crowlord himself dead, but Miklos had sent assassins to the coast, where they murdered Zoltan’s wife, killed his sons, and sent Zoltan’s cousin fleeing the fiefdom; he’d slipped away on a merchant ship sailing south for the Azure Islands. Hard to say if he’d fled into permanent exile or meant to work mischief from abroad.
Several of the crowlord’s most able captains had fallen in battle already, and Miklos himself had killed Captain Rokus, who tried to thwart plans to throw the battle in Damanja’s favor. So it was a surprise that so many of Zoltan’s leaders remained to make a fight of it.
After Miklos’s pact with Lady Damanja, he’d intended to lead her troops north to push Lord Balint’s invading army into the river. Make a jump over the Vestanovul and assault Riverrun itself. By the end of the month he’d have subdued a second fiefdom, and the real battle could commence.
Instead, Lord Balint remained unopposed in the north, where he was no doubt strengthening his army with the bladedancer weapons. Most likely, he had a sizable force on the south bank of the Vestanovul already. He’d be difficult to dislodge.
Thankfully, Damanja didn’t panic at these unfortunate developments. She moved cautiously to bring engineers down the Lornar to the delta, where the Zoltan loyalists still held fortifications wherever there was high ground.
Most of her force then marched south beneath a cloud of screaming crows to tighten the siege of Belingus. Miklos soon joined her, within sight of the city walls.
It was morning, and he’d been summoned to a rendezvous with Damanja and her lieutenants. He was picking his way through the camp, trying to work out how to get his war plan back on track, when a pain stabbed into his chest like an invisible spear. He fell to his knees and tore at the straps holding his sword in place. It fell away, and he thrust a hand into his tunic and clutched at his chest.
The flesh beneath felt like ice. Like a corpse. No, colder. Demons, was he dying?
“General?” came a worried voice from behind him.
It sounded distant, weak. A woman’s voice, but not Lady Damanja’s. One of her female lieutenants, then, of which she had several. He tried to answer, but it felt as though an icy saw were cutting through his heart and lungs. He couldn’t catch his breath through the terrific pain. He coughed, and his mouth was filled with blood and ice.
Demons and demigods, this is the end for me. I’m not the sword saint, only one of the failed sohns. I’m going to die.
Anger rose within, a bitter regret and hatred that almost rose above the pain and fear. And then, just when he felt himself losing consciousness, the pain on his chest eased. His skin was still icy cold, though, and something moved beneath the flesh.
He stared down at his chest, dumbfounded. Something that looked like a shard of blue ice burst through the skin, trailing blood. Long and slender and delicate, it eased out and fell to the ground in front of him, where it gleamed faintly with its own light. The light gradually faded. With it, Miklos’s pain disappeared as well. He reached out a finger to touch the thing. 
It was a dragon feather.
#
Three months earlier, Miklos and his cousin had made a pilgrimage to Drake Lagoon, up beyond the twin peaks of Manet Siv. It was already spring at the Temple of Righteous Fury, the time of year when orange and gold tulips budded in the terraced gardens, and warbrand initiates delivered hammer blows to each other’s chests to test how their sowen had grown throughout the year. The ringing of tools in the forge rose above the waterfall that thundered with spring meltoff.
It may have been spring at the temple, but snow had still covered the trail over the high passes, and the pair covered the last fifteen miles to the lake with snowshoes made of ash laced with rawhide.
Normally, Miklos made the trek alone, preferring solitude as he walked onto the frozen lake to pray. There were no trees, no vegetation surrounding Drake Lagoon, only heavy snow in the dales, bare, windswept stone adorned with sheets of ice, and the lake itself. The lake was never silent, always heaving and groaning from the shifting dreams of the monster sleeping in its depth.
But his cousin Gizella no longer trusted herself to make the trek alone. She was the eldest daughter of Miklos’s father’s older sister, and weighed down with twenty more years of life than he was. What’s more, she’d suffered wounds as a girl in the great upheaval that had briefly pitted the temples against each other and against the crowlords of the plains. She’d suffered deep wounds to bone and tendon and organ that even Gizella’s ferocious sowen hadn’t fully healed.
The previous two years she hadn’t made her pilgrimage at all, but now, feeling stronger, had asked if she could accompany her younger cousin, a sohn at the height of his powers. He could shield her from unexpected storms, the greatest threat in the high mountains.
Miklos had agreed, and never doubted bringing Gizella, though she slowed his pace. It left him more time to gather his thoughts, to consider Lord Zoltan’s request. The crowlord wanted weapons—as many as he could get—claiming that the bladedancers were supplying his rival, and that his fiefdom wouldn’t survive without aid from one of the other two temples.
If Zoltan were telling the truth, Sohn Joskasef of the Divine School of the Twinned Blades had sold halberds, maces, spears, and swords to Lord Balint. A terrific hoard of them. If true, Zoltan’s concerns were warranted.
The first step would be to travel down the post road to the bladedancer temple to meet with Joskasef and verify. Find out why. Then make his own determination. It wasn’t a thought that filled him with joy. He’d never visited the bladedancers, and it had been decades since one of them had approached the warbrands. They remained unknown to him, and he doubted they’d heard of him in turn. The whole situation would be awkward.
He had visited the firewalkers once, as an initiate, but found their habits strange, even distasteful. Their temple in its volcanic fortress was certainly striking, with its terraced gardens among the basalt, and a shrine that seemed to be made of gleaming obsidian, but it was a strange, alien beauty. The place had left him unsettled.
And their habits, more so. Firewalker students swallowed live coals to gain mastery, and those who failed their training or left the temple for any reason had their palms burned severely so they could never again wield a sword.
Miklos had certainly never visited the plains, and never intended to do so. During the upheavals of his father’s generation, sohns from each of the three schools had died, and a permanent mistrust had grown between them, but it was dwarfed by the hatred warbrands felt for the crowlords and their pointless wars. Unfortunately, the people of the plains produced necessary goods, and the temples needed their coin. That meant selling them weapons from time to time.
Manet Siv was the most impressive peak rising above Drake Lagoon, but all the mountains looked especially forbidding this year as the two sohns—one active, one an elder—removed their snowshoes and picked their way down a staircase cut into the bare stone to reach the bowl-like lake. Ice coated the stone stairs, and sometimes had to be chipped away with a pick he’d brought for that purpose before they could pass. 
His cousin moved with extreme caution from step to step, soon falling behind. Once, he had to hike back up to get her down a particularly treacherous stretch, and when he took her arm, she was trembling violently and complaining that her hands were numb. Miklos removed each of their wool gloves and rubbed her hands vigorously for several minutes to bring circulation back to them.
“It’s going to be the devil getting out of the caldera,” Gizella said. “The air is so thin—I can barely catch my breath.”
“I’ll help you up, don’t worry.”
“If it snows, we might have trouble.”
“The sky is clear—it won’t snow.”
“It’s clear now,” she said, “but the dragon is dreaming. Can you feel it?”
He couldn’t, not at first, but when they reached the bottom, with drifts of snow they had to push through before reaching the bare ice of the lake itself, he had a different impression. The ground was vibrating, and though there was no breeze, the air seemed to hum. Miklos’s heart kicked, and it wasn’t only the altitude.
The lake was the home of the Great Drake, the largest of the three demigods who slept in the mountains. A dragon’s dreams were enough to pummel the mountains with snowstorms, and when they stirred, earthquakes shook the land. In reaction, demons woke beneath the earth and spewed lava and ash into the sky.
“Not today,” Miklos said as they strapped their snowshoes back on to cross the final stretch.
Gizella frowned. “What?”
“People always think the demigods are waking, but they never do. Generations and generations, and still they sleep.”
“They’ve been awake in my own lifetime,” she said. “What do you think started the upheavals?”
“One stirred, and its head broke the surface, which is hardly the same thing as flying down from the mountains to ravish the countryside. One broken lake, and the temples flew into a panic and started killing each other. It wasn’t even the Great Drake, it was the Blue.”
“The White Drake, actually.” Gizella rose to her feet and stomped her snowshoes. “I was there, I remember. Anyway, you think it was a panic that caused the troubles?”
“Wasn’t it, though? If not a panic, why would an old legend about a waking dragon set everyone to killing?”
“Someone was called, and he—or she—set off the struggle.” 
“Called to start a bloody conflict. Who was this fool?” When she didn’t answer, Miklos added, “If it were me, I’d have ignored it. If I’m called, you won’t find me starting anything at all.”
“If you’re called, you won’t have a choice,” Gizella said. “You’ll start the fight, and most likely you’ll finish it, too. In the old stories, the one who is called begins the killing, and frequently stands atop the heap when it is all finished.”
“And why a sword saint? How can you be called a saint when you leave a trail of bodies behind you? Why not a sword devil?”
“You wouldn’t be jesting if you’d lived through the troubles.”
“Fair enough,” he conceded. “It won’t happen today, that’s all I’m saying.”
They reached the edge of the lake, which was anything but a smooth, unbroken surface. Instead, great blocks of ice had been thrust skyward over the years by the creature shifting beneath the surface. Snow had gathered in the hollows, while the wind had stripped the wider corridors. The sky was clear overhead, but a breeze stirred up a fine mist of ice particles that shimmered in the sunlight. 
“Do you want to go first?” he asked.
“Go on. I need to catch my breath, and I’m going to wrap myself in my blanket and see if I can get the blood flowing again.”
Miklos unslung his sword and took off his satchel. It felt good to get out from underneath the weight. Gizella carried her own bedding and a handful of supplies, but he’d carried any group items, plus his weapon, and while the altitude wasn’t beating him down like it was his cousin, he was still exhausted. A few minutes meditating on the lake above the sleeping demigod should replenish his sowen.
He left his possessions with Gizella and picked his way onto the ice. It groaned and heaved beneath his feet, and he could feel the demigod’s aura beneath him. Not awake, but stirring in unsettled dreams. He hadn’t yet started to gather the creature’s aura, but could feel its strength already.
When he found a sheltered spot between towering pillars of ice, he sat down and opened his sowen. The aura of a demigod was like a crashing storm, a thunder of ice and snow, and all he had to do was gather a fragment, and his sowen would fill. He would leave strong and powerful. The trip out of the caldera and back down the mountain would feel like dancing across clouds.
He’d been to this lake more than twenty times, visiting every year since he was an initiate. A master sohn, in this case his father’s former pupil, had taught him how to collect the Great Drake’s aura without being overwhelmed. And yet he was unprepared for what came next. 
The moment he opened himself, the dragon’s aura blasted across him in a cold, howling wind. It filled his sowen, then thrashed at the ends, tearing it like a battered tent in a gale. He fought desperately for control, but before he could achieve it, the ice heaved beneath him. He went flailing, and when he fell, he lost control of his sowen entirely in the shock of it. He felt the Great Drake all around him, over him, through him. His sowen, even his own aura, was torn away and scattered.
Terrible cracking noises filled the air. The ice ruptured in front of him. Something sprayed into the air, which he realized with shock was water bursting forth from some place deep in the lake. It showered him with a stinging, icy blast that left him gasping. He tried to crawl away, but without his sowen, he was no stronger than any common person, and couldn’t seem to catch his breath. The lake ice was breaking apart all around him, and he thought it would open entirely and swallow him.
And then a massive shape exploded into the sky. He stared up in shock and horror as a blue-green figure blotted the sky. Its head was knobby with icy horns, each the size of a bull elephant’s tusk. Its icy scales glittered like gemstones. Each wing was a hundred feet in length and covered with feathers that looked like knives of ice. Its head alone was the size of a house. 
The dragon opened its mouth, and out came a whirlwind of snow and ice. The sky overhead turned instantly dark, with leaden clouds appearing from nothing. A wind howled off the surrounding peaks.
Miklos lifted his forearm to shield his face from the stinging blast of snow and sleet and hail that suddenly pummeled him. And then the creature, the great flying demigod dragon, turned a single blue eye toward him and swung around in midair.
He fell onto his back, mouth open in a wordless scream. Terror had seized his limbs, and he could not move. The Great Drake swooped overhead, but instead of devouring him or blasting him with a cone of ice, it gave its wings a shake as it flew over. 
Shards of ice came flying down from the sky like a thousand glittering darts. They struck him, pierced his skin, and pinned him to the ground. When the beast had passed, he freed himself from the ice and rolled over with a groan, his trembling fingers touching at the objects that had torn through his cloak and shirt and ripped into his skin. They weren’t ice or shards of glass.
They were feathers of the dragon demigod. Clear as glass and hard as diamonds, and each one so cold it burned. They’d buried themselves in at the quill, and came out only with a terrific, searing pain as he tugged them loose, one by one. When he’d got them out, he could only lay there groaning while the snow continued to fall. It threatened to bury him, but he couldn’t move.
“Miklos!” Gizella called. The wind swept up her voice and drove it away. “Where are you?”
If he didn’t get up he was going to die, buried and suffocated by the snow. He staggered to his feet and groped for Gizella’s sowen, which would be easier to follow than her voice. It was out there, but as he touched it with his own, he felt her flinch. He touched at his chest; it was as cold and hard as ice. Something felt like it was tearing at his insides. Demons and demigods, what was happening to him?
The wind was already dying, and the clouds clearing as he reached the edge of the lake. Gizella stood there, as close to the edge of the lake as possible without stepping onto the ice. She’d swept back her hood, and worry lined her aged face. She spotted him, and her gaze hardened as he approached.
“What happened to you?”
“The Great Drake.”
“I saw the dragon. I’m talking about you. Your sowen. . .it’s wounded.” Gizella felt for him, and he recoiled, shading his sowen from her touch.
“I’m all right. I just need to catch my breath.”
“Don’t hide from me,” she said. “You have something—let me see.”
“Hand me my sword,” Miklos said.
His cousin frowned. “Whatever for?”
“To help me gather my sowen.”
“It’s plenty strong already. It just feels wrong. Wounded, almost. No, not that.”
“I can’t concentrate until I have it in my hands.” Miklos snapped his fingers. “Come on, where did you leave it?”
Gizella turned around, still frowning. She kicked through the piles of snow until her foot struck something, then bent to dig out his sword. She was still brushing snow from the sheath as he came up, impatient to have it in his hand.
“Hold on,” she said. “I’m getting to it.”
Gizella turned, and her eyes narrowed as she seemed to spot something in his expression. He made a grab for the sword, and she jerked away. He grabbed her hands and struggled to get the sword away from her.
“No, Miklos! Wait. You’ve got”—she panted as she wrestled him for the weapon—“something wrong. Don’t—”
He wrenched the sword free of her grasp with a cry and dragged it from the sheath. He almost cut her with the mere act of drawing the weapon, and she jerked back. He was burning with anger at her stubborn refusal to comply, and without thinking of it, had the two-handed sword drawn behind his shoulder, ready to strike her down, even as a small part of him was begging him to stop, to throw it down, to think. Gizella sprang away, but she was old and slow, and his sowen was swirling about him with power. He easily blocked her path.
She threw up her arms and her eyes widened in terror. “Miklos!”
He swung the sword with all his strength.
 
 

	Chapter Seven






Three months had passed since murdering his cousin, and now Miklos was thinking on that day as he knelt gasping for air with the dragon feather glittering in the mud in front of him. The cursed thing must have entered his chest that day on the lake, when the demigod had pierced him with feathers. That fateful day had set him down the path of war, of spreading his curse to the other sword temples. 
Miklos shuddered with the memory of it. He’d entered the caldera helping Gizella down an icy staircase, stopping only to rub warmth into her arthritic old hands. Nothing but sympathy in his heart. Minutes later, he’d cut her in two unprovoked. He’d left with bloodlust singing in his veins, already plotting to destroy other sohns. 
Miklos had been on his way to the command tents to meet with Lady Damanja and her lieutenants when the fit came over him. Several people had now gathered around, including a woman with a green cape—a full captain—who’d been the one to speak to him as he fell into his fit.
“Someone fetch the healer,” she said.
Miklos held up a hand. “No, I’m all right. I’m getting up.”
He wrapped his other hand around the dragon feather still lying in the mud and used his bent torso to shield it as he rose. The feather wasn’t cold, as he’d expected, but cool and inert, like a shard of crystal. He tucked it into his cloak.
Miklos pushed aside other offers of assistance and made his way through the camp. Damanja’s forces were more organized than Zoltan’s had been, with trim, clean tents in rows, sergeants keeping foot soldiers in line, and engineers bringing up siege weapons and directing work crews of men with shovels. The crews dug mines and protective trenches, while cavalry, quartermasters, fletchers, and others built their own sections of camp to the rear. Damanja’s vaunted corps of female archers had set up practice ranges and were busy drilling, as were companies of spearmen. 
At the same time, there was a lack of the energy and excitement that had attended Lord Zoltan’s forces at all times. Depending on the whims of fortune, Damanja’s rival crowlord had been capable of stunning victories and crushing defeats, whereas she was cool and calculating. Damanja rarely lost battles, but at the same time opportunities occasionally slipped through her fingers for want of action.
Damanja’s tent commanded a hill overlooking the Lornar River as it gently curved through a verdant patchwork of rice farms. The ruins of a castle crowned the hill behind them, little more than foundation stones after the hill defenses had been abandoned when the river meandered away and rendered the fortifications unnecessary. The city had migrated along with the changing course of the river, and whatever town had once bordered its old course was now lost to grassland and rice fields. The castle ruins were a good watch point, and a defensible place to site Damanja’s army. Too far to threaten the city walls, but well-placed to intercept reinforcements before they could reach Belingus.
The crowlord’s tent was open to the military encampment on one side, and toward the river on the other. It had been raining earlier, but the air had grown still and hot, and the double opening allowed a slight breeze to stir the interior. Damanja’s lieutenants—three men and two women—were offering opinions on the siege when Miklos entered, while the crowlord sat on a small wooden stool, patiently listening.
Damanja wore trousers and boots, with a polished leather belt over a padded surplice that itself was above a military cassock that descended to the knee. She wore her falchion strapped to her back; the weapon was the temple-forged sword that Miklos had given her. Damanja truly looked the crowlord, ready to stride into battle at a moment’s notice.
The pain had passed in Miklos’s chest, but he remained too unsettled to take command of the meeting, so he stood to one side, unremarked upon for the moment. The talk bored him, so he glanced out of the tent and down at the town. It was tucked into a bend in the river, occupying ground some forty or fifty feet above the bank. The whole of Belingus was a walled fortification, but it was stronger on the landward side, the narrow neck that left it open to the plains. In part that was because there was no bridge across the Lornar, but the town also had its own ships that could be sent out to attack enemies attempting to invade from the river itself.
 There had been a secondary village outside the town, beyond the neck formed by the bend in the river, as the town had outgrown its confinement, but defenders had burned these outbuildings so as to leave the ground clear up to the city walls and gatehouse towers. A force of several hundred of Damanja’s men had plugged the bend, but weren’t currently moving against the town itself.
Even if the people of Belingus felt secure behind their walls and the protection of the river, the flock of crows wheeling and cawing over their heads surely gave them pause. Among the dozens of birds were a number of the large, nearly raven-sized crows that had once belonged to their master. Zoltan was dead, and the crows seemed to know that others ruled the fiefdom now.
“There are only a few hundred defenders in the city,” one of the women was saying. “We could take the walls with a direct assault once we’ve got siege engines in place.”
“And how long will that take?” Damanja asked.
“Five days, maybe six.”
“And our losses in a direct assault?”
“Our losses, my lord, would be heavy,” the other woman said. “Even with the walls breached, the defenders would have the advantage. Three of ours would fall for every defender killed.” 
“Against three months for a siege,” Damanja said. Her gaze drifted down to Belingus. “Assuming we can shut down the river to enemy traffic.” 
“If you close the river upstream,” said a younger man, “I guarantee I can choke it off to the sea. It’ll take nothing more than stringing chains and then holding the riverbanks on either side. After that, it’s a simple matter of starving ’em out.”
His tone was brash—this was one of the men Miklos had brought over from Zoltan’s surviving forces. The lieutenant had already proven his worth by capturing several villages along the river some twenty to thirty miles east of Belingus. Most of those villages had been wiped clean, their people killed and scattered, their crops abandoned, and their livestock slaughtered to feed Damanja’s army. The man and the others Miklos had commanded to bend a knee to the Lady Damanja were practicing the same brutal tactics they’d have used against Balint or Damanja, only now in their former lands.
Miklos had started this war, or at least had turned it into something beyond border skirmishes and occasional raids. He was struggling now to remember why.
He rubbed at his chest. There was a dull ache there, but the pain had almost entirely gone. 
After killing his cousin, he’d traveled to the firewalker temple, hid next to the road at night with his sowen masked, and ambushed one of them on the road and killed her. Only one of their initiates, but it had set the game into motion. Two other firewalkers had run him down on the post road as he fled—sohns named Tankred and Volfram, who swore they would spill his blood in revenge for the murder. They’d fought, exchanging wounds, and Miklos had escaped.
That battle convinced him that he wasn’t yet strong enough. Not to openly declare himself sword saint and challenge sohns, confident he could defeat them one by one. So instead of attacking them directly, he’d returned to his own temple in the warbrands long enough to make off with several weapons. From there, he’d conceived of his idea to seize control of the three fiefdoms of the central plains. Zoltan would be the first to fall. It had been a good plan. 
Was that really your plan? Or did someone else plant it in your mind?
He shrugged off the thought. Of course it was. If not his plan, then whose?
Yet here, standing on the hillside overlooking Belingus, he couldn’t help but think of the hundreds who’d already died in this war, and the tens, even hundreds of thousands who would surely perish before he stood on a pile of bodies with his sword held overhead. None of that had concerned him before, but now his mind seemed clear in a way that it hadn’t been before. Questions rose that he hadn’t considered.
The dragon feather is out of your heart, that is why.
Yes, his mind was clear. Clearer than it had been for months. It was like waking from a dream, except he could remember every detail of what had happened while asleep. All the brutal things he’d done. Something like a bloodlust had tormented him since that day on the frozen lake, and he’d been incapable of turning aside.
Demons scald me, I killed Gizella.
He could still hear the crunch of her collarbone as his sword swept in for the killing blow. His cousin had fallen facedown in the snow with a look of horrified understanding on her face as she died.
It may have been the feathers piercing him that had pushed him to it, but that was a small consolation. As soon as they’d struck him, he’d become an agent of chaos, an agent somehow in the war between the demigods and the demons who formed their eternal enemies. Now that the feather had fallen out, he’d regained control of his sowen.
So what now? He couldn’t unravel what he’d started, could he? Firewalkers had heard the call; one was already roaming through Balint’s land unless he was mistaken. Most likely Tankred or Volfram, or perhaps both. Narina from the bladedancers hadn’t felt his blade, but she’d joined the fight all the same. There was no way backward, only forward.
The only way to bring peace is to defeat them.
And that put Miklos back to standing on a pile of bodies with his sword held high. Only then would there be an end to the madness he’d started. He felt calmer knowing what had to be done.
“Well?” Lady Damanja was demanding.
Miklos gathered his thoughts and tried to recall what she’d been saying. She’d asked him a question, something about troops sacking Belingus, letting them loot freely as reward for their loyalty. Or would it be better to capture the town intact?
“You’ll need a river port if you plan to control this land after the war,” he said. “That means salvaging something of Belingus.”
“I’m inclined to let this land go,” she said. “Find a distant heir of Zoltan’s and give him the crows. Someone compliant, who will tear down the border castles and rid the hill country of brigands. He can buffer us against Stronghand, and I’ll only have to worry about those villains to the south.” 
That struck Miklos as naive. One couldn’t be a crowlord without feeding the crows. Any replacement for Lord Zoltan would either fill the man’s boots eventually, becoming equally rapacious, or be overthrown by someone more deserving. For now that meant either Damanja herself or Balint Stronghand. If Stronghand, she’d suffer a stronger, more powerful enemy to her north than ever.
“But something bigger seems to be stirring,” Damanja continued, which erased the impression of naivety. “A larger war. We’ll hold whatever we can, keep it out of Stronghand’s grasp.”
“I agree, my lord,” one of the lieutenants said. Miklos found himself nodding along with the others.
“All the same, I can’t afford a lengthy siege, even if that means destroying the only real port on the Lornar. Even if it means heavy losses to our own forces. Belingus gets an ultimatum. The war is over—their lord has lost. His body was eaten by his own crows.” Her voice hardened. “If the garrison refuses to surrender and join us, we’ll tear down the walls and sack the town in the most brutal way imaginable.”
Lady Damanja spent a few minutes giving instructions to her lieutenants, presenting a general outline for how she’d like to see the attack change from a slow siege to a brutal assault. It was the difference between suffocating an enemy and cutting off his head. Her comments showed a solid understanding of the tactical situation, and a realistic approach to defeating a weaker, but heavily defended enemy in as short a period of time as possible.
The questions asked by her officers showed that they were capable and well selected, even—or perhaps especially—the women. While some of the crowlords of the south employed female officers, this far north, war was almost entirely a male domain. Men were seen as stronger, more brutal, and better able to suffer wounds and other physical deprivations, at least in the popular imagination of crowlords like Balint, Zoltan, and even female crowlords like Lady Yesmin, whose fiefdom lay where the post road dropped out of the mountains onto the northern peninsula.
Damanja, on the other hand, employed female officers, engineers, quartermasters, and even lancers. And of course her famous companies of archers. Miklos thought this flexibility gave her an advantage, but of course he’d been raised in the warbrand temple, where physical strength was the least of a sohn’s abilities. Training, flexibility, and sharp reflexes combined with a mastery of one’s sowen determined the quality of a warrior. The other temples—the bladedancers and firewalkers—operated in much the same way, though each temple had its unique training, weapons, and techniques.
Damanja rested a hand on Miklos’s forearm when she seemed satisfied with the preparation. “You stay here. The rest of you can go.”
The others departed with murmurs of assent, striding off with purpose in their step, while Miklos waited. He expected her to demand his plans for subduing the Zoltan rebels causing trouble to the north and east. She fixed him with a hard gaze, and he met it with difficulty.
“I received reports from my scouts,” she said.
“I suppose you have.”
“I don’t like what I’m hearing. It makes me question your commitment. It makes me think maybe you threw your lot in with me through some ulterior motive.”
“I was open enough about my desires,” Miklos said. “To command your troops in your absence, to rule the lands you seize from Lord Zoltan’s realm. All in your faithful service, of course.”
“Then what am I to make of what I’ve been hearing?”
Maybe yesterday he would have shrugged off her concerns. He might have even decided the time had come to do to Lady Damanja what he’d done to Lord Zoltan. First, he’d have to take Davian and the other men who’d played the role of brigands to provoke this war, sweep through the crowlord’s lieutenants to eliminate their threat, and then kill Damanja herself. From there, consolidate his power over her armies. 
But with the departure of the dragon feather, and the clearing of his thoughts, he realized just how weak he was tactically compared to Damanja and her lieutenants. It filled him with doubts. If he hadn’t succeeded in taking command of Zoltan’s forces as expected, how would he subdue a second fiefdom, one he’d only visited as a cloak-changing brigand?
“I didn’t expect so much resistance,” he admitted. “There’s no one left to lead Zoltan’s remnants, for one. Nobody capable, that is.”
Damanja frowned. “Is that what you think I meant by. . .? Never mind. Yes, about that. There’s always another leader. A cousin, a second cousin. A captain who was passed over for promotion, and who commands his own loyal troops eager to prove their worth. Villages and farmlands who felt oppressed by taxes and take advantage of the death of their crowlord to rise up. It was never going to be as easy as you claimed. There was always going to be hard fighting to consolidate.”
“This wasn’t about that, was it?” he asked. “You meant something else.”
“No, it wasn’t. But it’s nice to know your thoughts. Your insecurities.”
You have no idea, he thought. He resisted putting a hand over his heart, which still ached from the departure of the dragon feather.
“I’m talking about my scouts in the foothills. Riders on the old post road. Skirmishes with Balint’s troops captured prisoners, and they talk.” Damanja tapped at her chin while continuing to hold his gaze. “Strange news out there. Odd happenings.”
“Like what?”
“Oh, I think you know. Or have a good idea. Why don’t you tell me what you think I mean.”
“I hesitate to guess, my lord.”
“Guess, damn you. And do it quickly.”
It would be an easy matter, he thought, to draw his falchion. He’d cut her in two before she even saw him move. Certainly before she had a chance to draw her own sword. And even if she did get it free, her sword may be a superior weapon forged in the Temple of Righteous Fury—most of the work done by Miklos’s own hand—but it was no match for his own master sword. And her skill with the sword, though it was rumored to be considerable, could never match up with his own.
But then what? That’s what stopped him.
“What are you suggesting? Are there others on the move?” he began cautiously. “Others like me?”
Damanja’s eyes narrowed. “Indeed, there seem to be.”
He didn’t know how much she knew, so he started with the most likely. “There’s a bladedancer, I believe. He was delivering weapons to Lord Balint. Or maybe she, I’m not sure who it is. There was some trouble in the mountains.”
That trouble had been his own attack on the bladedancer temple. A test, a way to put his rivals into the game. The reasons for doing so baffled him now, but even though the madness had passed, what was done was done.
“I’ve been aware of the bladedancers for several days,” she said. “A woman, a young man, and an old fellow with a walking stick. A giant goat of the mountains pulling a cart.”
It was precise information, and no doubt accurate. He nodded. “My scouts mentioned them, too, though not so detailed.”
“That you didn’t see fit to mention it makes me doubt your loyalty,” Damanja said. “More than I already did.”
“I didn’t know if I should trust the reports. Anyway, why would the bladedancers figure into matters? We wouldn’t expect them to intervene.”
Her eyebrows rose. “Of course not. Why would the sword temples intervene in our wars? How strange it would be to see one of their fighters appear on the plains, wouldn’t you agree?” 
This seemed a rhetorical question, and he didn’t answer. In fact he wasn’t sure he had an answer.
After a long, hard stare, she continued. “Now there’s another one. Riding with a hundred men wearing the colors of Lord Balint through the hill country. Barefoot, his feet marked with black lines and scars.”
Miklos’s mouth went dry. He thought of his fight against Tankred and Volfram. Which one would it be? The one he’d sensed earlier, or the other? Perhaps both together. Were they pursuing Narina? If so, the woman was in trouble. He’d felt her sowen that day at the temple. She was strong, but for a master sohn, not strong enough. She hadn’t managed to penetrate his disguise, nor discern that his weapon was more than it had appeared.
Yes, he decided. The firewalker must be after the woman. If the man killed Narina, he could turn on Miklos, strengthened by victory, and force him into a fight.
“And what about your companion from the temple?” Damanja asked.
“My companion?”
“Are you trying to pretend you’re not a warbrand? One of their masters or fraters or whatever they’re called?”
“Fraters are the bladedancers,” Miklos said. “Ours are called initiates. And I am not an initiate.”
Lady Damanja gave him a narrow sort of smile, lacking humor. “And your companion? What would a second warbrand be doing on the plains?”
“I have no idea who you’re talking about.” This time, he was telling the truth. “Is it a man or a woman? Where was this person spotted?”
She sized him up for a moment, then shook her head. “We’ll worry about that later. For now, go west into the hill country and find out what this firewalker intends, if he means to join the bladedancer or what. I’d expected the woman to return to the mountains with her companions, but now I’m not so sure. There seem to be a fair number of your type about.”
Whatever was happening, Miklos was quite certain that the firewalker or firewalkers did not intend to have a friendly chat with Narina and her companions, at which point the lot of them would set off on some noble quest.
His original plan had been to stay with Damanja as long as possible, to consolidate his role at her side and eliminate rivals when the opportunity presented. Finally, when the situation grew untenable, to eliminate the woman herself. But now he was thinking about his true rivals, the other sohns he would have to face sooner or later. Could he reach Narina before an enemy found her? He’d like to observe the battle, to see which of his enemies emerged.
Miklos nodded. “I’ll go.”
“Of course you will—I just commanded it.”
His face flushed. “I was only confirming your orders, my lord.”
“Good, because it sounded like you had given thought to refusing me. Oh,” Damanja added, “and you’ll ride alone. I have need of Davian and those other ruffians who make up your personal guard. For the assault on Belingus, of course. But also, if you have a small army on hand, you might be tempted to start some mischief.”
“Mischief? What do you mean by that?”
“Oh, I don’t know, say pretending to be brigands to provoke a war. That sort of thing.” She gave a sarcastic-looking shrug. “No, of course you wouldn’t. What a ridiculous thought, am I right?”
Lady Damanja gestured toward the open flap of the tent, and with that, he was dismissed.
 
 

	Chapter Eight






The auras on the hillside were confused, and hinted of past violence. And it wasn’t just the human and animal bones lying scattered on the surface that Narina was sensing, although that was part of it. A bloody battle had been fought here in the distant past, and the dead had been heaped upon each other in a mass grave that lay beneath their feet.
Given Narina’s unsettled feeling, combined with the open grassland that left them exposed to watchful eyes, this was the last place she would have chosen to set up camp while there was still light enough to choose a better location, but there would be no more continuing today.
Brutus had refused to go any farther, and was now lying on his side, groaning, while Kozmer forced a hand into the goat’s mouth to examine its tongue and check for strange plant matter that might give an indication of what he’d eaten. Whatever it was had laid the beast low, and Narina began to worry for the first time that Brutus was in real trouble.
Gyorgy paced back and forth until Narina finally told him to sit down, close his eyes, and meditate with his swords on his lap. He did so, but from what she could sense, the boy’s sowen was still distracted. He needed the hammers and the forge, she thought. Too bad the temple was eighty or a hundred miles away, still. 
Meanwhile, Andras had taken his dogs fifteen or twenty paces away and was discussing some matter with his son in low, urgent tones. Narina resisted using her superior hearing to listen in. Ruven crossed his arms, looking stubborn, and shook his head in response to whatever his father was saying. The dogs were growing restless and started to wander, which prompted a whistle from Andras to make them lie down.
Narina called over to the ratters. “Why don’t you two see about breaking that old cart down?” She gestured to a broken, partially rotted wagon or cart of some kind. “We’re going to be here a while, and you could use the boards and wheels to fashion a kennel of sorts. That will be easier than whistling at the dogs every five minutes to call them back.”
Andras cleared his throat. “Actually, I was thinking we’d leave you to yourself.”
“What? You’d set off alone now?”
The ratter rubbed his hands together and glanced at Ruven, who was still scowling with his arms crossed. “The thing is, it doesn’t feel safe out here.”
“Which is exactly why you’d be a fool to set off on your own. These hills are filled with lawless sorts, and the two of you—dogs or no dogs—are going to be easy prey.”
Andras returned a grim look. “I know it. It wasn’t far north of here where they took my wife and Ruven. That’s why we can’t sit on this hill waiting for an ambush. We’re going back to the plains.”
“As if you’ll be safe down there, either. You’re better off in the company of bladedancers, Andras. You know that.”
“The brigands might not know you’re bladedancers.” Andras wrung his hands. “What if there’s an ambush?”
It was such a foolhardy statement for the usually sensible ratter to make that Narina couldn’t help the snort that came out. “Zoltan attacked with two hundred trained cavalry. I did explain what happened to him, right? And you think we’ll be at danger from a few brigands? Come on, think that through.”
“All the same, I figure we’ll take our chances below.”
“Go on then, if you want. Run off to your death. You’re not taking the boy, though. Ruven stays with us until we’re safely through.”
Narina’s words weren’t entirely sincere, and she hoped Andras wouldn’t call her bluff. She didn’t have any intention of sending the man off without his son, only getting through whatever had him spooked so he’d come to his senses. Whatever Brutus had eaten could have him laid up for a day or longer, and she wanted all of them to stay put until he was better.
“My da can help Brutus,” Ruven blurted. “He just doesn’t want to.”
“Ruven!”
“Go on, Da,” Ruven said. “You can cure him.”
“I really can’t.”
Narina frowned, eyeing the ratter suspiciously. “Why does the boy think you can?”
Andras squirmed. “I have a potion for the dogs—every once in a while one of ’em snarfs up rat poison a careless farmer left lying around—but it wouldn’t do any good for Brutus. He must weigh, what? Fifty stone?”
“What does this medicine do?”
“Makes the fool dog throw it up again,” Andras said. “Purges him. Or her—even Notch isn’t so clever as to not eat something nasty from time to time. It’s a concoction of bitter herbs that turns their stomach.”
Given that the dogs’ diet seemed largely made up of rats and other vermin run down and gobbled up, and that Notch was the most aggressive of the terriers and lurchers on the hunt, Narina had no trouble believing that even she would eat something bad from time to time. 
“But all the purging herbs in my bag wouldn’t have an effect on your goat. Not enough for an animal that big.”
“Actually,” Kozmer said, looking up from where he was prodding at the goat’s belly, “Brutus has a delicate stomach for bitter herbs. It’s his natural defense against his appetite. He’ll eat, throw up, and move on without a second thought. You might give it a try.”
Andras looked torn. He glanced at the trail from which they’d come, then looked around at the surrounding hillside and down into the forest, as if half-expecting brigands to come bursting out at any moment. Was he still thinking of running off from the safety of the group, or was he more concerned about preserving the stock of medications he kept for his dogs?  
Finally, the ratter sighed and went for his satchel, which he hauled over to Brutus. The goat had softened his aggressive behavior toward the ratters and their dogs since their first encounter, but some of his old grumpiness returned and he twisted his head with a jerk as the man approached. He nearly caught Andras’s leg with one of his horns. Only the ratter’s quick reflexes got him clear in time. Brutus brayed and showed his teeth, but Andras wisely stayed out of reach, and the goat was too sick to stand and chase him off.
Kozmer had risen creakily from his knees with the help of his staff, and now gave Brutus a rap on the forehead. “Now then, you fool thing. You try that again, and I’ll give you a good thumping. You want to get better? Then you’d better lie down and keep your peace.”
Brutus, even in his sickened state, kept Andras fixed with a baleful glare as the man fished out a small flask of fired clay and worked free the stopper.
Brutus’s aura wasn’t the most sophisticated, even for an animal; the sharp, curious minds of Andras’s dogs provided an obvious contrast to the goat’s plodding, grumpy interaction with his surroundings. There was no love in the goat for anyone, and only a bare, grudging respect for Gyorgy, who was the one who kept him fed and groomed. Still, the open hostility toward Andras was unexpected. Was Brutus sensing somehow that the man was about to give him something nasty to make him throw up?
“Gyorgy, come over here,” Narina said. “Better let the boy do it,” she told Andras, “or Brutus will never stop blaming you.”
Andras nodded and backed away. His own aura was in a jumble, and he seemed all too glad to hand over the flask to Gyorgy. The boy approached, only to have the goat bray and attempt another swing with his horns.
“Hold on,” Narina said when Gyorgy made another attempt. “Let’s do this together.”
Brutus was having none of the treatment, and Narina didn’t want to waste a drop, worried that Andras was right, and there wouldn’t be enough to induce vomiting. She and Kozmer held the goat by its horns, while Gyorgy worked its mouth open.
“Shove your hand right in there or he’s going to spit it right back out. I’m warning you,” Narina told Brutus, “you give Gyorgy a bite and we’ll leave your stinky old carcass for the wolves.”
Somehow Gyorgy got the flask emptied into Brutus’s throat with only a few drops dripping out of the side of his mouth. Brutus let out something between a groan and a belch and sank his head back to the ground. Another groan, and the goat tried in vain to spit it up, but the bitter concoction was safely down.
Within moments, there was an audible gurgling sound coming from the animal’s belly. Brutus opened his mouth, stuck out his tongue, and bellowed. He looked and sounded like he was on the verge of death, and they were all crowding in for a closer look when suddenly the goat raised halfway to his knees, opened his mouth, and spewed vomit. 
Narina and Kozmer both darted out of its path, the latter moving with all the speed of a sohn in battle, belying his slow, creaky movements of the past few weeks. That left Gyorgy in the direct path of Brutus’s spew, and the student was not quick enough to dodge. Goat vomit drenched him in a wide spray.
“Demons take me!” Gyorgy cried as he fell back, sputtering and wiping at his face.
Narina didn’t have time to see to her student, as Brutus was trying to climb to his feet even as more vomit came out. It was a mixture of half-digested weeds, thorns, a strip of blackened cloth that she’d seen him munching on several days ago when they were in the farm compound and must have been festering in there ever since, as well as other unidentified matter, vegetable and otherwise. Andras went over and prodded through it with a stick, as if trying to identify whatever foul weed the goat must have eaten.
Narina looked down at Brutus and shook her head. “No wonder you got sick, you silly thing.”
“This is disgusting,” Gyorgy said. “I’ve got to get cleaned up.”
“We crossed a stream a few hundred yards back,” Narina said. “Grab your spare clothes and wash. And don’t forget your meditations—if your sowen had been in better shape, you’d have jumped clear in time. Oh, and take your swords, too. This is brigand country, after all.”
Gyorgy made more disgusted sounds as he wiped his hands on the grass and fumbled through the pack for his change of clothes. He was soon trudging back down the hill.
“To be fair to the boy,” Narina observed, watching him go, “that was some determined spewing. If I hadn’t been expecting it, I’d have been cut down without mercy. You moved pretty fast there, old man.”
“I was highly motivated,” Kozmer said.
After a brief moment of repose, Brutus once again refused to stay down. Narina wrestled with his head, and Kozmer tried to knock out his legs with his staff. Even Andras came in, but that proved the wrong move. Brutus swung his head from side to side in an attempt to get at the ratter. Narina flipped backward to avoid one horn, and another horn bashed Kozmer on the shoulder and drove him back with a curse. Freed from the bladedancers, Brutus made a lunge for Andras, mouth open.
“Watch out, Da!” Ruven cried, quite unnecessarily.
Brutus would have bit the ratter if he’d been able to keep his balance. Instead, he stumbled and fell. There he lay, groaning, still trying to get at Andras.
“He knows,” Narina said with a shake of her head. “Somehow he pegged you as the one to make him throw up.”
“The man did more than that,” Kozmer said. There was something curious in his voice, and he directed an intense gaze at Andras. “Look at him. Look at his aura.”
Narina did, and saw threads in it that she didn’t like. Guilt and evasiveness, and a desire to flee. She fixed him with her own hard stare.
“What was in that flask?” she asked.
“Just what I said. A mixture of bitter herbs. To purge the beast.”
“Is that right, Ruven?” she asked without looking toward Andras’s son, instead keeping her gaze fixed on the ratter himself. “Has he used it that way with the dogs?”
“Ay, my da gives it to ’em whenever they eat something nasty.”
“Then it’s something else upsetting you,” she told Andras, who shook his head in a not very convincing denial. A thought occurred to her. “When did Brutus get sick, anyway? It was shortly after you returned, wasn’t it? And now that I think about it, the goat wasn’t really foraging at the time, just munching regular grass along the trail.”
“Brutus knew,” Kozmer said. “That’s why he’s going after the man.”
“What did you feed him?” Narina asked.
“Nothing, I—”
“I can feel it on you. You’re radiating guilt.”
“No, nothing.”
Narina pulled back her cloak and rested a hand on the hilt of her demon blade. “I’m warning you, ratter.”
Andras paled. Finally, his head dropped. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t. . .I had to do it.”
“Dammit,” she said. She’d hoped she was wrong, that there was some other explanation.
“Da? What’s the matter? What is Narina talking about?”
Andras didn’t look at his son, but an intense flush of shame came over his face. Narina had never seen a human’s aura in such disarray outside of heavy wounds or the loss of a loved one. That he felt guilty about it didn’t ease her anger, however, which was rising to a boil. 
“I’m only going to ask you this once,” she said. “And then I’ll tear your aura apart and leave you weeping in a puddle of your own piss as we take the boy away. Why did you poison my goat?”
“It was Lord Balint,” Andras said without hesitation. “He wanted me to slow you down on the road, and he gave me something to feed to the animal.”
“Meant to kill him?”
More intense shame crossed his face, and his head hung even lower. “Yes.” 
“And will the purging save his life, or was that another trick?”
“It wasn’t a trick, I swear it. But. . .I don’t know. The poison was in his belly for a long time.”
Narina paced, rubbing her hands together. She glanced back at Brutus every few moments. The goat had given up all attempts to make another charge, and was lying weakly on the ground. But his chest was still rising and falling evenly, and he wasn’t so sick that his eyes didn’t follow her movements. He would, she thought, recover. No thanks to Andras. 
She made a decision. “You will leave now. Head into the hills, go back to the plains—it doesn’t matter so long as I never see you again. I’ll keep your boy and your dogs—they shouldn’t suffer for your treachery.”
Andras made a strangled sound, and Ruven whimpered and looked suddenly much younger than his ten years. He hurried to his father’s side and threw his arms around the man’s waist.
Kozmer gave a shake of his head. “Have you thought this through, Narina?”
“What is there to think? Wouldn’t Ruven be better off with us than living the ratter’s life? Not to mention facing brigands, crowlord wars, and the lot? What kind of life is that for a child?”
“Don’t be absurd,” Kozmer said.
“I’ll take him to the temple and train him—or better yet, he can apprentice for a few years, then be Gyorgy’s first student.”
Ruven’s eyes welled up. “Don’t make me leave my da.”
“Narina, no. You can’t take the man’s son. You can’t take his dogs, either. They’re his livelihood, and he’ll starve without them.”
“Let him starve, then. What’s it to me?” She cast a furious glance at Andras, who looked stricken, even as he clung to his son. Finally, she waved her hand. “Fine, go, all of you. Boy, dogs, everything. But I won’t see you again. If you run into trouble, if some stupid soldier uses your animals for spear practice, remember that you did it to yourself.”
Andras turned without a word, took Ruven by the hand, and whistled for the dogs. He and the boy took up their bags, hoisted them over their shoulders, and set off down the road in the same direction the group had been traveling before, right into brigand country. Before Brutus took sick and ruined everything. 
Sick was the wrong word. Brutus was not sick, he was poisoned. A different thing entirely.
After the last terrier disappeared down the trail, she turned her attention back to the goat. It wasn’t hot on the hillside, nor did it look to be cold that evening. The sky was clear, so no rain, either. But somehow it felt wrong to leave him lying there in the midst of the bones, the broken pottery, and the wrecked cart. It was a place to die, not recuperate.
“We’ll do some scouting as soon as Gyorgy returns from his wash,” she said. “See if we can’t find a better spot and get Brutus there somehow.”
“You never asked him why,” Kozmer said.
“Huh? You mean the ratter?” She refused to say his name. “Because he’s a lowborn, traitorous worm, that’s why. I assume he did it for a little coin—what else motivates someone like that?”
“He’s none of those things. Well, maybe lowborn, but what does that matter? You were all too happy to take on Ruven as your student not five minutes ago.”
“What do you call what just happened, if not treachery? We protected them, broke bread with them.”
“And he sent his dog to warn us. This time, unfortunately, Andras had a greater loyalty. Balint saved the boy from brigands and killed the ones who murdered his wife.”
“How do you know that?” she asked.
“Ruven and I had a talk before we left Hooffent. The boy told me a good deal. The point is, Andras had to do what Balint commanded. I can’t imagine it was easy.”
“Now what? Do you think we’re about to be attacked again? Is that why he poisoned Brutus, so we’d be forced to stop?”
“How would I know that? You sent Andras off without bothering to ask.”
“You didn’t ask, either. Or make any such suggestion that I do so.”
Kozmer sighed. “To be honest, I was taken aback. It was all too much, too fast. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”
“I guess I wasn’t, either. I still don’t know what to think. It’s all this sword saint business that’s got me on edge. So much killing already.” Narina glanced up the road to where Andras and the rest had disappeared. “Stay here with Brutus, and I’ll run after them and see what else I can learn. But they’re not coming back with us—that part I meant. I’ll never trust Andras again.”
Before she could make a move, Gyorgy came running up the hillside from the opposite direction. His hair was wet, and he was bare chested and barefoot. He’d pulled on his leggings, which flapped loose and unbound, but carried the rest of his clothes in his hand, with his sheathed swords propped on top of it all.
“Riders!” he cried as he stumbled to a halt, out of breath. In spite of Narina’s instructions, his sowen was still ragged and barely contained. “Forty, fifty men. Not brigands, either. Regular cavalry from the plains.”
 
 

	Chapter Nine






Katalinka was relieved when she caught her first glimpse of the firewalker temple. The post road had humped over the highest passes, and they’d been forced to wade through melting slush left by the snowstorm. It was exhausting, even dangerous at times, and there was also the fear of the demigod’s return. The great dragon had nearly buried them alive in snow and ice, and it was impossible to say if it had returned to its frozen lake to sleep or was still awake and wreaking havoc. 
Neither the inconvenience of travel nor the demigod had been her principal worry before she first spotted clearings in the pine forest and the black outcrops of volcanic rock that marked the edge of firewalker territory. Her biggest worry had become Abelard. She was now relieved to have something else to occupy her mind.
Abelard kept walking several paces while she stopped to take in the view, and when he finally seemed to realize she had come to a halt, he didn’t turn back, but stepped to the side of the road and leaned a forearm against a tree with his head bowed.
“Feeling all right?” she asked.
“No.”
“Need a break?” Katalinka glanced across the bowl-like valley to estimate the distance to the volcanic flow. The distances up here between the high peaks could be deceiving. “Looks like we’re still an hour away, maybe longer. We could eat the rest of our food—no need to save it anymore.”
“Just get on with it, will you? The sooner we get there, the better.”
Abelard’s tone stung. In fact, he’d stung her repeatedly these past few days with sarcastic remarks and brusque words that dismissed almost any suggestion she made. Instead of chatting companionably, as had been his habit during the first few days after leaving home, he’d stayed several paces ahead, where he muttered to himself in a low voice. Hopefully, he’d snap out of it once they could meet with the firewalkers, but she wasn’t sure. She was no longer sure of anything.
Studying him now, there was still a twisting, chaotic thread in his sowen. He’d been shielding it from her earlier, but now it lay exposed. Could it be that Volfram’s blow—a sharp thrust to the belly—had left an unhealed wound? The flaws in his sowen might be nothing more than unresolved pain.
Better to ignore his sour mood. With any luck, the firewalkers would be able to explain more. Provide some cure for the physical and spiritual wounds left by one of their weapons, and explain why one of their own had assaulted the bladedancers.
“Still,” Katalinka said in a low voice, “I’d rather not stumble in there unaware. We don’t know them, they don’t know us.”
If Abelard heard this, he gave no sign. Instead, he mumbled once more to himself, something she couldn’t pick up, something about fire demons. Maybe just a curse.
They continued in silence, dipping in and out of the forest with increasingly wide vistas in the clearings. They were on the far side of the range now, as mountains rolled down toward the Narrow Sea to the west. The highest peaks stretched to the north, but even the lesser mountains to the south wore crowns of snow throughout the year. A great mountainous forest filled the valleys among the lower peaks, and there was the evidence of old volcanoes in outcrops of black volcanic rock.
The firewalkers had carved their temple atop the largest of these, and as they drew closer, its outlines came into sharper view. Over the years the firewalkers had chiseled at the rock until it had become a fortress-like array of towers and columns that seemed to grow mushroom-like from the stone. Some of these were surprisingly delicate: onion domes with thread-like spires at the top, a gossamer bridge that crossed between towers, and, in the interior, the gleaming obsidian of their central shrine.
To get to the temple, one left the post road, crossed a short stretch of forest, and followed a white ribbon leading out of the trees that crossed several hundred feet of bare volcanic stone until it reached the temple gates. From here that trail looked like pure white sand, but she knew it was quartz gravel laid down by firewalker initiates over the generations.
A few hundred feet down the slope from their shrine, the firewalkers had carved several terraces for vegetable gardens, with their smithies, training grounds, and mill tucked into the woods in a series of tiny clearings. There were surprisingly few of these clearings in the forest; for a temple that honored fire, they were reticent to burn the trees closest to their home, and must be carrying their wood from farther away. 
They soon arrived at the final approach. Katalinka’s first inclination was to march down the hillside, cross the white road, and enter their temple grounds with swords drawn, demanding answers. Where was Volfram? Who would answer for his crimes?  
Under normal circumstances this was the point where Abelard would have urged caution. What if Volfram hadn’t gone rogue on his own? What if instead the entire firewalker temple had gone mad and declared war on their fellow temples? These thoughts had been lingering in her head the last few days, once the shock of the demigod sighting and the fight in the cave had passed, but now they came to the forefront.
She was trying to figure a good approach to the firewalkers when she glanced over to see Abelard moving off without her. He’d thrown his cloak over his shoulders and dropped his pack, together with the bedroll, cooking pots, and spare clothing he’d been carrying since leaving home. She was still carrying her own pack, and was annoyed as she grabbed his and slung it over the shoulder by one strap.
“Hey!” she called out. “We’re going to need this stuff, you know. Slow down, what are you doing?”
He didn’t answer, but kept striding ahead. His pace of the last few days, shuffling along, muttering and grumbling like Kozmer or one of the other elders of the temple, had been shrugged off. Forced to carry both of their packs, she found herself losing ground. She barely caught sight of him leaving the post road and disappearing into the forest. If she hadn’t, she might have missed the path toward the firewalker temple entirely.
“Dammit, Abelard! Will you stop?”
He didn’t, and she was furious. Let him stumble forward, make a mess of things with the firewalkers if he wanted. She was going to sit here on the post road until either he returned or one of their sohns came out to inform her that he’d offended some arcane rule and would now spend the next three years chained to the basalt, chipping away a new terrace for their gardens.
But reason came over her. Something was wrong with him, that much was certain. Something seriously, horribly wrong. Whether it had been caused by the dragon, the fight with Volfram, or something else didn’t matter. His sowen was damaged. She couldn’t simply let him blunder in there by himself or he could wreck everything.
The forest was quiet, with the pines sighing in a breeze that stirred their crowns. Most of the forest floor was covered with a springy bed of pine needles, but here and there sat slushy piles of snow that seemed to have fallen from branches, landed in the deepest shadow, and then melted slowly. The demigod must have flown this way, too—evidence of its passing remained.
By the time she left the forest and reached the narrow path of crushed quartz that stretched across the sterile expanse of basalt, Abelard was far ahead and crossing through a fissure chiseled into the stone, already beneath the outer spires of the firewalker temple. A pair of faces peered down from one of the towers, and a deep gong sounded from within. It began as a low hum and built in crescendo as its ringer kept at the mallets. By the time she passed through the fissure herself, it carried in a long, deep boom.
The outer towers atop the volcanic hill had partially blocked her view of the interior, and the lush colors inside were a shock to her eyes after nothing but a white path across black stone. The inner side of the hill had been turned into terraced gardens covered with a riot of red, orange, and yellow flowering vines, around which dozens of honey bees buzzed, along with other insects and hummingbirds taking advantage of the flowering bounty.
To the right lay the firewalker training grounds, a smoothly raked patch of red sand. Obsidian pillars marked the corners. Standing barefoot in the sand among the pillars were two women wielding the long, elegant swords of the firewalker temple. The swords were bound in cloth, and the women had evidently been training, but now they stopped to stare at the newcomers.
Behind the training women lay a bed of smoldering coals. Young, barefooted initiates walked across coals, their eyes blindfolded, while a pair of firewalker elders observed.
Unlike the warbrands, who worshiped the demigods, the firewalkers focused on the fire demons, and so it wasn’t a surprise to see that the temple gong—a large round sheet of hammered metal—had been painted with red and orange demons dancing, brawling, and cavorting across its surface. But what did surprise her was the way the still-vibrating gong seemed to make the painted demons shimmer as if alive. A young woman with bandaged hands and a shaved head still held the mallets she’d been hammering at the gong with.
The gong hung from a curved beam of painted yellow wood that stood atop a raised platform of basalt. Behind the woman and the gong sat the small shrine for which the Blade Temple of the Elegant Sword was known. It appeared to be made of paper-thin obsidian, through which Katalinka could see figures moving on the interior. The entrance was on the right, and on the left-facing wall, water spilled down its surface, pumped out of spigots at the roof. The water ran in a sheet down the wall to a channel below, and the sun caught the fine mist in a rainbow that was all the more beautiful for being set against the gleaming obsidian.
Katalinka couldn’t help but catch her breath at the overall impression. The firewalkers were the most isolated of the three temples, with their nearest neighbors being the fishing villages that clung to the wind-blasted western coast, and as firewalkers never married, they relied on recruits to replenish their numbers, which would seem to be a challenge. Seeing their temple for the first time, she understood how they managed. What boy or girl wouldn’t be impressed?
She spotted fourteen or fifteen firewalkers in total—initiates, sohns, and elders—and all were staring at Abelard and Katalinka. Even the handful pacing the burning coals now seemed to sense that something was amiss. They peeled off their blindfolds and gasped in pain as their sowen slipped and the fire burned them. They jumped out of the coals and stood wincing, shifting from foot to foot, but never taking their eyes from the strangers.
Suddenly, Abelard drew his swords. His demon glinted in his left hand, his demigod in his right. Black and white. He shifted into a fighting stance. Katalinka stared in alarm. What the hell was he doing?
She dropped the two packs she’d been laboring under since leaving the post road ten or fifteen minutes earlier, hurried up to him, and grabbed his shoulders.
“Stop this!” she hissed.
“Draw your weapons,” he said calmly. “There is going to be a fight.”
“Are you mad? This isn’t why we came here.”
“Isn’t it?” Abelard’s sowen still felt wrong, and in fact, the strange, twisting current at its heart had grown. But it didn’t feel out of control. “We were attacked by a firewalker who almost murdered us. It’s time for retribution.”
The two women who had been sparring on the red sand stepped toward the bladedancers. The younger of the pair had red hair, nearly as bright as the sand itself, cropped close to the skull. The other was taller, more muscular at the arms and shoulders, and with black curly hair pulled into a tight knot behind her head. She looked about thirty-five, and Katalinka instantly sensed from her sowen that she was a sohn to be reckoned with.
The younger woman with the red hair didn’t seem quite as strong—if the tightness of her sowen was anything to go by—but neither was she a mere initiate. She’d be a formidable opponent in her own right. Both women held swords, although they were still wrapped in cloth bound with cords.
Katalinka left her swords in their sheaths, stepped in front of Abelard with her back to him, and held out her hands. “Wait! Something is wrong.”
“We can see that,” the darker of the two women said. “Your companion apparently wants to die.”
“Step aside, Katalinka,” Abelard commanded. “If you won’t draw your weapons, you can at least keep out of my way.”
His voice was low and menacing, and the firewalker sowen was humming all around them. The younger of the two women made as if to remove the cloth and thongs binding her weapon, but her dark-haired companion swept out her sword to block her path. “Not yet, Lujza.”
“There’s no need at all,” Katalinka said. “I’m sure we can we resolve this.” She made a guess, based on what her father had told her about the firewalker temple. “You must be Master Sarika.”
The dark-haired woman gave a short nod that Katalinka took as acknowledgment. “You can resolve this by sheathing your swords and walking back the way you came.”
Sarika continued to block the path of the one she’d called Lujza, while Katalinka kept herself in front of Abelard.
“We’re bladedancer sohns,” Katalinka said. “We were traveling peacefully through the mountains when one of your own attacked us. This was when the demigod passed over. I don’t know if the two things are related.”
The two firewalkers exchanged glances, but they didn’t speak. Neither did they make any moves. There was hope still to resolve this.
“Unfortunately, we had trouble at our temple, and we were coming to discuss it,” Katalinka continued. “There was no other reason for our visit, and no reason for your sohn to attack us.”
None of the others spoke up, and Katalinka pressed on. She’d planned to sit down and have a reasonable discussion, laying out everything that had happened since Captain Miklos’s men murdered her father. But with Abelard’s ill-advised charge into the firewalker temple, and with the two women—not to mention all the other observers—ready to fight, she only wanted to get her story out as quickly as possible.
“I don’t think she knows,” Lujza said when she’d finished. “Or else she’s lying.”
Sarita gestured over Katalinka’s shoulder at Abelard. “No, but he does. Don’t you, bladedancer?”
Katalinka glanced back at Abelard, who wore a dark expression. His swords were still in hand. She looked back at the firewalkers. “Know what?”
“This Captain Miklos,” Sarita said, “was he a tall man, broad-shouldered, with a warbrand falchion?
“I never saw him—it was my sister Narina who confronted him. But yes, she said he had one of their weapons. Why?”
“Think about it,” Lujza said sarcastically.
“The man had a falchion from the warbrands,” Sarita said. Unlike her companion, her tone remained calm and conciliatory. “And he somehow escaped when most of the rest had been cut down. Did he fight with it? I don’t think he did, or you’d surely understand.”
Katalinka frowned. “Are you implying that Miklos is a warbrand sohn? It wasn’t a master sword, though. My sister was clear on that part.”
“It didn’t appear to be a master sword,” Sarita said. “That isn’t necessarily the same thing. There are ways to disguise its aura, and if nobody actually fought the man. . .”
“Apparently bladedancers are unable to see through obvious deceptions,” Lujza said. This was ostensibly to her older companion, but there was a sarcastic note in her voice that brought heat to Katalinka’s face.
She forced herself not to snap back an angry retort. “What are you saying?”
“This Miklos is surely the same man who attacked our temple,” Sarita said. “We drove him off—he wasn’t strong enough to take us—but not before he did damage.” Here there were grim looks among all of the gathered firewalkers. “We lost two sohns that day—Tankred and Volfram.”
“Volfram isn’t dead,” Katalinka protested. “He’s the villain who set upon us in the cave.”
“I didn’t say he was dead. I said we lost him. Like you lost this one.” She pointed with her sword tip at Abelard. “It’s the same curse.”
“Move aside,” Abelard said in a low voice. “I’ll teach these two a lesson.”
“I don’t know what’s gotten into you,” Katalinka told him, “but we can cure it. I’ll take you home. You can bathe in the sacred springs. We’ll meditate together until we find whatever is corrupting your sowen and draw it out.”
“We tried that already,” Sarita said. “Tankred swallowed a burning brand. Volfram lay down on the fire while we heaped coals over him. Later, when he felt the curse coming on, he stuck his right hand into the smithy’s fire while we pumped the bellows. Even a firewalker can’t stand that kind of heat. We meant to burn it out of him—it didn’t work.”
“No effect?”
“None whatsoever. The curse only grew worse until it had taken him entirely. The same thing seems to have happened to your companion.”
The two women were unbinding their swords and casting aside the cords and cloths. Their swords were narrower, more elegant in appearance than the heavy, crushing falchions of the warbrands. The center of the blades gleamed with polished steel, but the edges themselves were smooth and black, and gleamed like obsidian as they turned in the sunlight. Katalinka had caught glimpses of Volfram’s similar sword during the fight in the cave, but here, in the open light of day, the effect was glorious.
Even more than the exposing of the weapons, it was the murmur that went through the initiates and elder sohns that told her that Sarita and Lujza meant to attack. Katalinka unclasped her cape and let it fall to the ground. She put her hands on her sword hilts, but didn’t draw them yet, desperate to make one final attempt to stop this.
Against the bright, hard sowen of the firewalker sohns, she could feel Abelard’s churning behind her. He was struggling. Whatever internal battle he was fighting hadn’t yet been lost. She had to believe that or she would give in to despair.
“Please, I’m begging you. We don’t have to do this.” She said this as much to her companion as to the two women. “Just help me get him out of here. I’ll take him home—once I’ve seen him safely to the temple I’ll return and we can discuss this reasonably. If there’s some conflict spilling up from the plains, something that is putting the temples at war, we can resolve it. It’s not too late.”
“It’s too late to stop it for any of us,” Sarita said. “The demigods are awake in the mountains. I can feel demons rumbling beneath the surface—they’re tearing up the auras of the rocks, soil, and roots. Every volcano in the land will soon erupt. First the conflict will be between temples, then within the temples. Eventually, there will be only one champion. It will come to the point where you’ll fight your own sister, if either of you are still alive.”
“Wait, are you talking about the sword saint?” Katalinka asked. “Is that what this is? I can’t believe that.” She spoke to Abelard, who was crowding her. “Please, just back up. Leave, go back to the woods. I’ll follow you out and guard your back.”
But at that moment, the conflict started. To her surprise, it wasn’t Abelard who did it, nor was it Sarita, who had seemed to be in command of the temple. Instead, the younger woman with the red hair—Lujza—gave a mighty leap toward them. She was six feet in the air before Katalinka had time to register that the fight had started.
As Lujza jumped, she lifted her sword overhead and brought it down at Katalinka’s head with a mighty swing.
 
 

	Chapter Ten






Narina held out her hand to stop Gyorgy, who was huffing for air, his arms a heap of clothes and weapons as he approached at a run.
“Narina!”
“No, stop. The first thing you need to do is calm yourself.”
He dumped his load and grabbed for his pant legs, gasping. “But the riders—”
“I heard what you said the first time, there’s no need to repeat yourself. I can feel them now. They’re some distance off yet. We have time. Don’t panic—that’s the worst thing you could do.”
“Not as far. . .as they seem,” he said. He drew in a deep breath. “They’re disguising their auras somehow. Don’t know how.”
“There’s a sohn in their midst,” Narina said. “Probably the one we felt in Riverrun. Some of them have the ability to disguise auras.”
“By all the fiery demons of the underworld,” Gyorgy cursed.
“We still have a few minutes.” She took him by the shoulders with a firm grip. “Look at Kozmer. Is he panicking? No, he is not. Neither am I, and neither will you. Now listen to me. We fought already, and we won. There were two hundred men at the farmhouse, and we emerged practically unscathed.”
“That’s true,” Gyorgy said.
“Although the farmhouse walls were a better defensive position than this bare hill,” Kozmer said dryly. “And Lord Zoltan was no master sohn from a rival temple. I think we’re in a fair bit more trouble than we were that time.”
“You’re not helping, you know,” she told him.
“I was only observing the situation as it faces us.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You know what would have helped? If you’d bothered to either bring or acquire weapons.”
“I’m an old man, Narina.”
“An old man who suspected all along that we would stumble into danger. That matters on the plains were spiraling out of control. But since you aren’t armed, maybe you could trouble yourself to assist those who will be shortly fighting for their lives.”
Kozmer looked more solemn, and twisted his walking staff in hand. “Right. What would you like me to do?”
“Take my student and get him ready. I need Gyorgy dressed. I need Gyorgy armed. I need Gyorgy’s sowen under control so he’s ready to stand by my side and face whoever it is coming up that hillside. I’m going to see if I can have a look at them before they’re on top of us.”
Narina made her way to the far edge of the hill. There, the trail had been partially blocked by a fallen tree. The tree’s dislodged root had left a hollow at its base. In the hollow lay two weathered horse skulls, a broken spear, and a rusting, half-buried helmet with a wide visor and a crest. More evidence of the ancient battle that had left this hill’s auras permanently disturbed. She stood behind the trunk of the fallen tree, using it for shelter, and looked down the hillside.
The men coming up the trail in single file were riding harder than advisable given the precipitous terrain. There were forty or fifty in all, still a mile or so away, but the horses were trotting at a pace that would leave them exhausted by the time they reached the hilltop. Whoever was down there driving them hoped to catch her unawares, that much was clear. 
Good thing Andras had departed in the opposite direction. In spite of her still-simmering anger, she was glad he wouldn’t face the consequences of his treachery. His loyalty to Lord Balint wouldn’t get him anywhere when those riders came charging up the hillside with swords and spears at the ready. And if not for Andras’s sake, then for Ruven’s. 
Now, how about the situation at hand? The hard-riding horses was good. They’d arrive on the hilltop too exhausted to charge her, cavalry-style. The fallen tree could be used for defensive purposes. It would make it hard for her enemies to surround her.
The problem was that blasted sohn. He’d surely felt the bladedancer sowen by now, and had a good idea of what he’d be facing.
She observed carefully until the riders were three or four minutes distant, then sat down cross-legged with her back to the fallen tree. She untied the thongs around her leggings and retied them with a fresh, tighter binding. She drew her swords and crossed them on her lap, with the demon blade on the bottom and the dragon blade on top, then closed her eyes. 
She imagined herself in the sacred springs above the temple shrine. She pictured washing her body with a brush and a hard bar of soap. Finally, she imagined dunking her head in the water, and could almost feel the cold shock. Once she’d taken a dreamlike bath, she emerged from the short meditation. Eyes still closed, she felt the auras radiating from her surroundings: the grassy hill, the fallen tree, the breeze, even the dead men and horses buried in the hillside.
Finally, she remembered her father. Remembered how he’d trained her, and how he’d placed a hand on her wrist to guide its position as she turned a sword this way or that. She heard his voice in her head.
You are the sum of your training, your own physical and mental gifts, and your sowen. Master them all and you cannot be defeated.
Narina waited until the sound of pounding hooves grew too much to ignore before rising slowly to her feet. Sometime during her brief meditation, she’d felt Gyorgy coming up beside her, and was not surprised to open her eyes and see the boy standing by her side with swords in hand. He’d pulled his hair into a short ponytail, and his amber-colored eyes reflected hints of gold where they caught the afternoon sun. His face was pale and very serious looking.
“How does your sowen feel?” she asked.
“As good as can be expected.”
She reached for it, felt the edges, and was satisfied with what she discovered. “That will do fine.”
Narina glanced over the trunk of the fallen tree. The riders had disappeared out of view as the trail curved around the hillside, but would be reappearing in thirty or forty seconds as they reached the tree and were forced to detour around it.
“The horses will be too tired to charge, so the enemy only has two choices if they wish to attack. Either they will stay mounted, and move on us in a ragged line, or they’ll dismount and fight on foot. We’ll use the fallen tree as defense, but be careful not to get pinned against the trunk.”
“Understood,” Gyorgy said.
“I want you positioned behind my left shoulder, when possible.”
 He looked nervously past her. “Why?”
“Because you’re more skilled with the demon blade, so I’ll let enemies through on that side whenever they get too much for me. No more than you can handle—at least, that’s my plan. But our first blow comes from atop the tree trunk itself. You understand why?”
Gyorgy scrunched his brow, then nodded. “Yes.”
The horses had been growing louder, until even their snorts and wheezes could be heard. Suddenly, they slowed, and Narina gave the signal. Together, the bladedancers jumped onto the trunk of the fallen tree. Ahead of them, the horses were spilling off the trail onto the open hillside while their riders slid from the saddles, weapons in hand. 
And here Narina was forced to confront the first change to her battle plan. She’d assumed it would go much like the battle in the farm compound, with men either on foot or leaning from saddles to slash at her while she used her superior speed and reflexes to prevent them from massing. She would control the flow of battle, cut down enemies as they threatened. Her sowen would refresh her stamina and heal minor wounds, while her enemies grew more tired and discouraged with every passing minute.
But none of these men carried swords. They were spearmen, and as they dismounted, they quickly formed ranks to present a wall of six-foot shafts tipped with sharpened steel. If they came at her in a disciplined charge, with a second rank backing the first, she’d be hard pressed to get under, over, or through their spears.
And with a shock she felt the aura coming off their spears and realized that Lord Balint was using her own weapons against her. These were the very points forged in the Divine School of the Twinned Blades. She’d made several of them herself, and folded them with auras, using all the mastery endowed in her from years of training under her father’s tutelage.
Should one of the spear points penetrate her flesh, it would slide through, destroying muscle, bone, organs. And the one wielding such a weapon would be quicker, stronger, and more sure in his aim than almost any of the men she’d fought at the farmhouse.
A familiar figure with a thin face and a commanding voice stood at the head of the spearmen, shouting his men into ranks. It was Captain Pongur of the Transriver Third Spears, the elite force that Balint Stronghand had sent across the Vestanovul to secure the south bank for his invasion. The same man she’d delivered the weapons to in the first place.
Alone among his men, Pongur did not carry a spear, but instead a shield and a straight, one-handed sword. Also weapons that she’d hand delivered. In fact, she’d made that sword herself. It was no master blade, but it was a damn fine weapon, and more than capable of cutting through a chain hauberk with a single blow. Pongur used the weapon to gesture as he shouted commands. Already, nearly half of his men were on the ground and in position.
“Hold here,” she told Gyorgy, and tensed her muscles to jump.
No more than two seconds had passed from the moment she and her student had scaled the tree trunk to the moment when she made the decision to leap into battle. She’d used her sowen to blur the bladedancer auras and buy an additional moment of advantage that mere speed could not provide. Yet as she made her move, someone spotted her and let out a cry.
Narina’s jump took her halfway to the gathering spearmen. A second leap carried her into their midst. Captain Pongur turned, alarmed, and lifted his bladedancer-forged sword while he tried to pull his shield around and position his body to throw her back.
But he was slow. Like oozing pine sap. Such was the power of her sowen. His eyes blinked slowly, while his mouth began an exaggerated movement to form a shout. The first stirring of sound moved in his vocal cords.
Narina brushed aside the sword with her dragon blade, while her demon stabbed over Pongur’s slowly rising shield. She shoved the tip in with a thrust. The point of the demon blade tore through his chain mail like it was made of rotting linen, split through his collarbone, and rammed deep into his chest. His body gave a shuddering jerk as the sword clove his heart in two. The cry died on his lips, and his eyes rolled back. She let him slide to the ground, drew her sword clear, and stood astride his corpse.
The loss of their captain while half the riders were still trying to dismount and form ranks sent a shock wave of moans and gasps through the Transriver Third Spears. As ranks faltered and spears lowered, she saw an opportunity that had not been present when sketching a battle plan for Gyorgy. A chance to shatter the enemy in a single, brutal attack. 
Two men, more alert and quick to recover than the others, thrust at her from opposite sides. The spears came sliding in, too slow to hit her. She danced backward from one man, hacked at a second, and then gave another skyward leap when he lowered his spear point and tried to hook her leg and throw her from her feet. 
Narina’s jump carried her to the man’s lowered shoulder, which she used to launch herself over the first rank. She came down behind them with a triumphant shout, slashing and whirling. Two men fell with her blades thrust through their backs, then two more who tried to get their unwieldy spears turned about.
Her attack was indiscriminate: calves, thighs, arms, shoulders, chest, back, neck, head. Anywhere her blades found an opening. Some died instantly, while others fell clutching severed arms or opened bellies. She clove helmets and shattered shields. More men were arriving every moment, but they were slow. They died as they dismounted, died in the saddle, died beneath their dying horses.
And then a figure appeared behind the ranks of the spearmen. As men and horses moved about her in slow, exaggerated movements, he alone seemed to be striding forward at a normal speed. He wore no shoes, and black streaks of charcoal marked his face. In his hands lay a long, slender, two-handed sword, elegant in its lines from the sword point to the hilt, with black curlicues along its edge. The edge radiated a keen, deadly aura.
A firewalker sohn.
The man fixed Narina with a hard look, his mouth a grim line. His sowen was a powerful, radiating force, and it divided the struggling men in front of him, who opened a path for him without seeming to understand what they were doing. Instead, the spearmen kept fighting her, thrusting with spears and trying to dodge the blades that fell upon them like lashes from a deadly whip.
Narina looked up from her fight to hold the firewalker’s gaze. “Stop this!”
The firewalker ignored her cry, bobbed slightly to avoid a spearman staggering backward with blood spurting from his throat, and lifted his sword to strike, though he was still a dozen feet away. And then, in an instant, he was on top of her. She hadn’t seen him move.
She fell into a roll. The man’s sword whistled past her ear. She changed directions in her roll and came up with the intention of skewing him through the groin with a double attack from below. It might have worked if spears hadn’t been poking at her from her right and left. From above and behind.
Narina had to fend them off, and by the time she got her bearings, the firewalker was coming at her again, this time with massive, sweeping blows. She ducked and weaved and rolled to get beneath his swings, but the spearmen, no longer facing her furious attack, were regaining confidence and discipline. They had her surrounded, and she caught a grazing blow to the shoulder that would have penetrated deeper if her sowen hadn’t instinctively sent her twisting away.
Just when she thought she’d be overwhelmed by either the firewalker’s assault or the stinging, wasp-like attack of three dozen jabbing spears, men began to drop on her left side. It was Gyorgy, who came with scythe-like blows against Narina’s tormentors. Many of them had not yet realized they were in danger from the rear, even as their companions were already falling.
Finally, they began to turn to face him, but Narina’s student was a swiftly moving force of death against their unprotected flank, and within moments the threat was gone from her left side. As Gyorgy moved around to his master’s right, his weaker dragon blade became the primary attacking weapon, and this, combined with a recognition by the spearmen of a new enemy in their midst, slowed the boy’s assault.
But meanwhile, Narina was free to concentrate on her fight with the firewalker. Her enemy was strong and swift, and his sowen was a raging maelstrom clawing at hers, trying to break it apart. If her own sowen collapsed, she’d lose her concentration, stamina, and speed. She beat back the sowen attack even as her blades continued to knock aside blows from his sword.
Moments later, she felt, rather than saw, a chance for a true counterattack. As his sword fell, slicing harmlessly past her shoulder, she jumped backward over a fallen horse. His blade sliced into the rib cage of the already-dying animal instead of striking her, and before he could pull it free, she leaped back across the downed horse and came in from the side with her swords flashing.
Her dragon struck first, aimed not at the firewalker, but at his sword. The white blade pinned its blackened edge in place while her demon swept in an arc at his neck. He spotted the blade coming at his throat and twisted away from it, but not in time. It glanced off the back of his neck and bit into his shoulder muscle.
The firewalker cried out in pain. There was shock on his face, and his sowen faltered. He got his sword free and fell back, even as her blades darted in and out, seeking another opening. Before she could break through, more spear attacks forced her to respond. While her attention was thus diverted, the firewalker gained separation and reached back to the wound at his shoulder. His hand came away drenched in blood. The man grimaced, got control of his sowen, and staunched the bleeding. An opportunity had slipped away from her. 
Narina cut down more spearmen and spared a glance for her student. Gyorgy had his back to the fallen tree, and nearly a dozen men came at him with their spears. From their determined charges and thrusts it was clear they thought they had their tormentor pinned. Time to skewer the boy and return to the fight against the bladedancer sohn.
Gyorgy, however, had gained confidence, if the strength of his sowen was anything to go by. He was untouched so far, and had left a trail of dead and wounded. If he kept his wits about him, he could get on top of or over the trunk to safety should the fight turn against him.
Narina returned her gaze to her enemy, even as she danced away from another spear attack. “Who the devil are you, and what do you want?”
“Sohn Tankred of the Blade Temple of the Elegant Sword. I’m here to cut you down and add your sowen to my own.”
She scoffed. “You think you can steal my sowen? Or is that a metaphor?” They closed briefly, fought to a stalemate, and withdrew. “Stop this at once. Your men are dying—do you care so little that you’d throw their lives away?”
“They are insects to us. Only your death or mine matters. Sohn Narina, is it?” he added after another flurry, one that saw her wound a spearman who thought he’d stick her while she was fighting the firewalker. “You’re better than I thought. It was the other two bladedancer sohns who had me worried. You, I thought would be good training before the real fighting began. And yet here you are, still standing.”
“Seems like you made a mistake.”
She pressed another attack, but he got away from her. By now, the spearmen were thinning. She and Gyorgy had killed or wounded dozens, but the battlefield still seemed less crowded than she’d expected. She supposed that some of the men had broken ranks and fled in a panic. So much for Captain Pongur’s vaunted Third Transriver Spears.
“You’ve trained your student well,” Tankred said. “I was counting on those spearmen to wear you down during the fight, but the boy has acquitted himself well. A pity he has to die, like the rest of you.”
He charged Narina again, and this time he gave a twist to his blade as it darted past her rib cage. It sliced through her tunic and she felt a sharp sting. When she looked down, there was blood. It wasn’t deep, but it was shocking all the same. When flailing spearmen drove the two sides apart again, she glanced up to see Tankred grinning.
“There, now we’ve both suffered a bloodletting,” he said. “Now we’re the same, you and I.”
All of this talk was only buying the man time to heal his more serious wounds and regroup behind his sowen. It was clear he wasn’t going to accept a truce, and Narina knew she had to press the attack. Her own sowen was already fraying around the edges, and if she took a serious wound it might not hold up for a longer fight.
A clump of spearmen—all of them with broken, exhausted auras, and several injured as well—made for a final charge from her left flank. Narina made as if to engage them, but whirled at the last minute to concentrate her entire attack on Tankred. Before the spearmen could press their attack into her unprotected back, she had her true enemy on his heels and was spinning him around.
“Gyorgy!” she cried.
He heard her call and fought his way through his remaining spearmen to join her in an attack. Gyorgy’s motions were fluid and swift, but his skills were nothing compared to Tankred’s. If she brought her student into the fight, one good attack from the firewalker sohn would cut him down as surely as the boy was cutting through spearmen.
But his charge into the battlefield forced Tankred to position his body to respond. As he drew his sword into a neutral position, ready to beat back Gyorgy’s blades, Narina ducked low and drove forward in a thrusting motion with both of her blades. At the last moment, she twisted them under the firewalker’s sword.
Her demon blade hacked off the firewalker’s left hand at the wrist. He cried out and tried to bring up the weapon with his right hand only. Narina shoved her dragon at his belly, caught him under the rib cage, and lifted him completely off the ground as the blade pierced through his back. She threw him down, blade gliding neatly free.
Tankred’s head tilted back as he landed, and his mouth opened as his eyes rolled back. Blood streamed out of his mouth, and his sowen dissolved like a clod of dirt thrown into a bucket of water, swirling for a moment before it dissipated. His eyes glazed, and the spark of life seemed to fade as she watched. Narina stared, stunned and unable to move. 
By the time she recovered, she expected to turn and find spearmen surrounding them, and a final struggle before they won the battle. Instead, the handful of survivors were trying to grab for horses that hadn’t either died or fled so they could ride to safety.
Something twinged in her side. She looked down at where Tankred had cut her, at the long, thin line of blood seeping through. She sheathed her swords and felt at it. Nothing serious; firewalker wound or not, her sowen would close the wound shortly. In fact, it was already working to heal her.
The battlefield was a mass of dead and dying, but at a glance, it seemed there were twenty or more of Tankred and Pongur’s men unaccounted for, apart from those killed and those who’d escaped.
“Where are the rest of them?”
Panting and sweating, Gyorgy pointed a sword across the tree trunk they’d used for defense as he gasped for air. “Other side of the hill. Dead.”
“You killed them all? I didn’t even see you go back there.”
“It wasn’t the boy,” came another voice, heavy with age. “I did it.”
The voice belonged to Kozmer. Somehow she hadn’t seen him standing by himself among the bare branches of the fallen tree. He’d been partially shielded by several of the remaining horses, which now drifted away, confused and nervous.
The elder limped toward them, staff abandoned, and in his hands were the sword and shield Pongur had been carrying when she cut him down. It was a sword she’d made herself. Other, similarly made weapons lay strewn about the battlefield. Turned out they’d done Lord Balint’s captain no good at all, and found their way back into the hands of the bladedancers. 
A sly smile crinkled Kozmer’s eyes and mouth. “I meant to hide until the battle was won, but matters sounded rather. . .thrilling. I figured I’d lend you a hand so you didn’t give me grief like last time.”
Narina wiped her blades with a cloth and sheathed them. “You cunning old goat. You were using your sowen to hide.”
“That and some horses that were otherwise unoccupied. I called them in, and they shielded me until I was armed and ready to fight. I’m not the warrior I was twenty years ago, or hell, ten years ago—deception is all I’ve got left.”
“You were good enough, old man.”
“Speaking of old goats,” Kozmer added, “Brutus is trying to get to his feet. Whatever else Andras did, his bitter herbs seem to have brought that beast back to life. Do you suppose we could get off this cursed hillside?”
Narina wasn’t ready to think about that yet. She clamped a hand on Gyorgy’s shoulder. The boy still held his weapons in hand. “You did well, too. It’s time to train you to the next level.”
Gyorgy cast his eyes around the battlefield. “Master, I don’t think we’re going to be doing much training anymore. Not until all of this is resolved.”
At his words, Narina took in the battlefield herself, and couldn’t help but groan to see so many wasted lives. They had no time to deal with the dead, but she’d better figure out a way to haul away the bladedancer weapons. Couldn’t leave all those spearheads abandoned on the hillside, but Narina and her companions no longer had a cart, and there were too many to bundle on the goat’s back.
They talked about fashioning a sling of sorts, to drag them behind, but in the end decided to wrap the temple-made weapons and the firebrand sword and bury them in the hollow of the fallen tree. There was a chance that someone would come along who could sense their presence, but with the already unsettled auras on the hillside even more chaotic after the slaughter of Tankred and his men, she thought this unlikely.
Kozmer gathered the weapons and a couple of cloaks of fallen soldiers to wrap them in while Narina and Gyorgy used lowland spears and swords to dig. Narina softened the soil with her sowen, and it came up easily, along with bones and rusting armor from the ancient battle. Once they had a small hollow excavated, they filled it in again, tamped down the dirt, and dragged over the body of a horse to lay on top of it so nobody would see the disturbed soil.
Some twenty minutes had passed since the battle ended, and Brutus bellowed impatiently from the opposite side of the fallen tree trunk where Kozmer had left him. 
“So, off the hillside. Then what?” Narina asked Kozmer.
He leaned against his staff and lifted a shaggy eyebrow. “You want my advice?”
“Do I want it? Not really, no.” She sighed. “But you’ve been right so far. I may as well start listening.”
“I might otherwise have suggested we return to the temple,” Kozmer said. “But you sent people to the firewalker temple. This sohn you killed was one of them. What if the whole temple was waiting to ambush Abelard and Katalinka?”
It was a chilling thought. Hopefully, they were all right.
“What do you mean, otherwise?”
“There’s the small matter of Manet Tuzzia.”
“What about it?” she asked.
“I guess you haven’t noticed. Might want to take a glance to the south.”
Earlier in the day, when Brutus had taken ill, the mountain sitting at the mouth of the canyon leading up to the temple had been sending up a steady plume of smoke. It had seemed to be quieting from its fiery eruption. That would be a relief for the people of Hooffent, who’d faced the risk of fire, and must have grown tired of working with rags tied around their mouths and of sweeping away ash every morning.
But now the entire southern sky was black, as if the world’s darkest storm had rolled down from the highest peaks. Except it wasn’t clouds blotting the sky, but rather a massive column of ash and soot that rose from the crown of Manet Tuzzia. Whatever had poured out of the volcano on their descent was dwarfed by the scale of the current eruption. 
Tuzzia had never been known as particularly active. The very name meant “sleepy mountain” in the old tongue. Yet she’d never seen an eruption as powerful and relentless as what she was staring at now. Most likely the eruption had blocked the post road and closed any hope of returning home. The sky was clear overhead, but the way that black cloud was drifting, she imagined it wouldn’t be long before it brought an early twilight.
“This isn’t just an eruption, is it?” she asked.
“No. I don’t think so.”
“And it isn’t just a battle for dominance among the sword temples.”
“I agree,” Kozmer said.
Narina felt for the wound at her side, which chose that moment to throb, but didn’t take her gaze from the spreading blackness. “What it feels like is the end of the world.”
 
 

	Chapter Eleven






It was all Katalinka could do to resist the initial, furious attack by the rival sohn. Lujza was quicker than seemed possible, wielding such a large, heavy two-handed sword, and her blows fell with the fury of a mountain hailstorm. The slender redheaded woman pushed Katalinka backward, got her spun around, and drove her onto the fine red sand where Lujza and Sarika had been sparring when the two bladedancers arrived.
Sarika made to join her fellow firewalker in a combined assault, but Abelard had already rushed into the attack, and the two of them were quickly locked into a deadly embrace of their own.
To Katalinka’s surprise, the sand of the training pitch was hot. Not merely baking-in-the-sun hot, but as if they’d spread it over a bed of coals. Heat radiated through the thin, slipper-like shoes Katalinka was wearing and burned the bottom of her feet. Meanwhile, Lujza came onto it barefoot, and seemed untroubled. In fact, the heat seemed to strengthen her.
Realizing this, Katalinka leaped from the sand and forced her opponent to follow her up the basalt steps to the edge of the shrine. She got to the top, whirled to deflect an attack, and soon found her back against the shrine’s polished obsidian surface. She let Lujza press the attack, let her think she’d pinned the bladedancer in place, unable to escape. 
And then Katalinka made her move.
Of the three bladedancer sohns, Katalinka had always been the most agile in the arena. Her sister Narina was clever, skilled. Give her an opening, reveal a weakness, and she’d pounce. Abelard had stamina that would eventually wear down his opponents if they didn’t put him away in a hurry. But Katalinka had an unequaled ability to jump between the standing stones, to slide beneath the opened legs of an opponent, and to twist away from blades that seemed like they would strike her head only to whistle harmlessly past her ear.
She placed the sole of her left foot against the stone wall and launched into a leap. It somersaulted her over her enemy’s head. She slashed downward as she passed, met only steel with her blades, and landed at Lujza’s back, still swinging. Her opponent was already whirling about with her sword sweeping in front of her, point down, to block additional thrusts from the demon and dragon blades.
A lethal double-stab had been Katalinka’s plan when she made the leap. The skillful parry of her flying attack changed her strategy. Instead, she feinted with the blades and swept out her left leg. Lujza leaped backward, but not in time.
Katalinka’s leg sweep caught the young woman’s heel. That in turn forced an awkward landing on the woman’s back foot, and when the bladedancer rained down more blows, the off-balance firewalker tripped and fell. Katalinka was on her in an instant.
Lujza, lying on her back, somehow got her sword up and expertly parried Katalinka’s blows. But a twist of the wrist, a jump over the top of the woman, and a downward thrust with the dragon got past the defense. Lujza cried out as the tip penetrated her breast.
Katalinka had to roll away as a determined punch from the woman’s sword hilt caught her in the belly. Lujza got to her feet with a grimace. Her sowen was wavering. The woman was desperately trying to staunch a wound that seemed to have broken through a rib and sliced into a lung.
It was not a fatal wound, not for a sohn, assuming she could get clear of the battle. But it left her critically weakened, whereas Katalinka felt herself strengthening as the fight continued. Another flurry of blows kept Lujza completely on the defensive and flagging. Only a matter of time, now.
“Katalinka!”
It was Abelard, shouting for her help. While Katalinka and the younger firewalker sohn battled on the steps of the shrine, several initiates had gathered weapons and joined the fight against the second bladedancer, who’d already had his hands full with the older firewalker master.
Compared to the quicksilver movements of the sohns, the initiate attacks were clumsy and easily parried. None of them carried master swords. One young man, sixteen or seventeen years old, had only a blunted training weapon, its aura so weak that one of Abelard’s blades severed it like a broom handle.
But there were too many initiates, and they forced his response, which allowed Sarika to come at him without fear of counterattack. What’s more, Abelard’s superior stamina was flagging, and Katalinka saw Sarika had driven him onto the scorching sands and pinned him there with her initiates.
Up at the shrine, Lujza was faltering and ready to fall. A few more moments would do it. But Katalinka had to get to Abelard. Had to get him out of there. She launched a final, ferocious assault. The attack failed, but Katalinka managed to drive Lujza back up the stairs long enough to allow her to disengage. She charged for her companion’s side. 
Katalinka blasted into the initiates. One turned, and she shattered the man’s blade with a twin strike. A woman thrust at her belly from the other side, and Katalinka whirled with her blades flashing. The demon blade drove into the woman’s kidney, and the dragon cut her throat. The rest of the initiates fell away from her.
A wise move. They would have died.
Katalinka got to the burning sands just as Abelard dropped his demon sword to one side. Someone, most likely Sarika, had cut his left bicep. The woman ducked away from Abelard’s dragon blade, lifted her sword, and brought it down in a wide arc. Abelard tried to lift the demon with his wounded arm, but couldn’t get it up in time.
Sarika’s sword fell. It split the bladedancer’s collarbone and dropped him to the ground. Initiates rushed him and pinned him to the ground with their blade tips before he could get clear. He threw back his head and let out an animal howl as their sword tips punctured him. His swords fell harmlessly away.
Katalinka let out a cry of anguish and rage. She paid the burning sands no heed as she fell on Sarika. It was all the firewalker could do to resist wilting under the ferocious initial attack. Another attack followed, but Katalinka couldn’t get enough strength into it.
The blasted sand was sapping her energy. That was it. She tried to break free, failed.
The initiates were skillfully pinning her in place while staying clear of another attack that would cut down more of their numbers. That left it a one-on-one fight between Katalinka and Sarika, a battle that the latter would win if the former couldn’t get clear. Something was strengthening Katalinka’s enemies while draining her own sowen. She looked wildly about her.
The culprit was an elderly man standing to one side. He wasn’t armed, but directed the attackers while using his sowen to batter her.
“Hold her there,” the elder said. “Karoly, move right. Ili, get behind her. Lujza, bring your sowen under control and get back into the fight.”
Lujza had come down the stairs, but was holding her two-handed weapon in her left hand while she fisted her right hand against the wound on her chest, wincing. She was no challenge at the moment, but her sowen was hard at work cleansing her aura and binding the wound. She’d reenter the battle weakened, but with her fighting at Sarika’s side, they would be more than Katalinka could fend off. 
Assuming the fight lasted long enough for Lujza to make a difference. Katalinka’s fury at seeing Abelard die had spent itself. Now there was only fear and a gradual draining of her strength from the scalding sand and the elder’s sowen attack. She made another attempt to get through her enemy’s defenses. It failed. She braced herself for a deadly counterstroke.
Without warning, Sarika lifted her sword high. “Stop fighting!”
Katalinka didn’t know if this was directed toward her, or at the others. It didn’t matter; it was hope. She pulled back, moving into a defensive posture.
“Gladly. I don’t want this fight.”
She tried to break free of the sand, but the others closed ranks and blocked her path. She didn’t try to force her way through. The pain at her feet was intense and eroded her sowen.
“You should have never come here,” Sarika said.
Katalinka’s eyes strayed to where Abelard lay on his back with his head slumped to one side and his gaze blank and staring. Blood trickled from a dozen wounds and smoked where it hit the sand. An acrid smell filled the air.
“Hanni is dead,” Lujza said from behind her. The younger sohn’s voice sounded pale, in near shock. “This woman killed her.”
“You killed my companion in turn,” Katalinka said.
“Put down by your own stupidity,” Lujza spat.
Sarika studied Katalinka with her dark eyes glittering. The older woman looked angry and dangerous, but seemed under control at the same time. “Let her off the burning sands,” she said.
“Keep her on the damn burning sands,” Lujza said. “Finish her off.”
“No, this isn’t her fault. It isn’t even his fault,” she added, pointing her sword at Abelard’s body. “May as well blame Volfram and Tankred.”
“I’ll blame them, too,” Lujza said. “Call or no call, none of them had to answer it.”
“What call? What do you mean?” Katalinka asked.
“Get off the sand, or die fighting,” Sarika said. “It’s your choice.”
Katalinka, knowing she was dead if they renewed the attack, crouched carefully, wiped her blades on the sand, and sheathed them. She moved off the sand, and the cool stone on the other side was a relief. Sarika gestured again with her sword, and the initiates pulled back to give her room. Many of them moved to gather around the young woman Katalinka had killed. 
The initiate’s blood had drained in great quantities to pool on the black stone. One hand still clenched at her side, where the first sword had penetrated. Her mouth hung open in the position it had assumed during her final, futile gasp of air. Staring at her handiwork made Katalinka sick to her stomach. But what choice had she had?
Lujza sat down on the lowest step of the shrine with a groan. The woman was still in turmoil, it seemed. Her sowen swirled about, gathering, then fell apart again. The wound was deep, but not mortal, and Katalinka was curious to see how the young woman would heal herself. A capacity to absorb wounds was a hallmark of the firewalker temple; perhaps Katalinka could learn something. 
And then, to her horror, she sensed a familiar thread, twisted and gray, entering the woman’s sowen, even as her punctured lung closed and began to fill once more with air.
“Someone get me some water,” Lujza snapped at the initiates and elders who gathered around the dead initiate with their backs to her. “I’m dying of thirst.”
Katalinka stood next to Sarika as two initiates ran off, and others moved to help Lujza. “It’s got her sowen,” Katalinka said in a low voice. “It’s the same thing that took hold of my friend after Volfram struck him in the cave.”
Sarika answered in a grim tone. “I sense it, too.”
“What the devil are you muttering over there?” Lujza demanded. “Don’t talk to that woman—she’s our enemy. Make her pay, cut her down. By all the demons! Why is this rock so hot?”
“Someone help her into the shrine,” Sarika said. “She seems feverish.”
“What are you talking about? I’m not fev—don’t touch me!” Lujza slapped at the hands trying to help her to her feet.
Katalinka needed to get Abelard’s body out of here, retreat to the woods, and gain some space to think matters through. Let the firewalkers work through their own issues in their own time.
She was trying to puzzle this out when the ground vibrated beneath her feet like the beginning of an earthquake. She held out her arms for balance as a rumble sounded below her. The shaking grew, until suddenly the ground was heaving and buckling, as if waves were passing through the stone beneath the temple.
Katalinka tried not to panic. “Does this happen often?” she asked Sarika.
“Never!”
There was a cracking sound, and a fissure formed in the basalt ledge on which they’d built the shrine. The crack became a terrific splitting sound, and a sliver of rock ten feet long and three feet wide fell from the ledge and broke into pieces when it struck. A crack formed in the gleaming face of the shrine itself, which brought cries of fear and alarm from the firewalkers.
Lujza let out a high, cackling laugh. “Look what you’ve done, bladedancer. Look at this woman. Look at her! She brought this. All of this is her fault!”
If Lujza hoped to convince her companions to renew the attack against the surviving bladedancer, she failed. They cast about with terror-stricken looks, and the younger ones begged the older to know what was happening. Nobody seemed to have an answer except Lujza, who kept ranting that somehow the bladedancers had caused the earthquake.
Katalinka’s sowen was shaking along with the ground, breaking apart as the earthquake gained in strength. It was the hot ground that clarified her thoughts. Her feet were burning again, though she’d moved away from the scorching sands. The air over the training ground itself shimmered with heat. With terror, Katalinka realized this was not simply an earthquake. 
The leaves of the vines and other plants growing on the terraces on the inner wall began to curl as if they’d been tossed on a fire. Flowers wilted. The gong, with its red and orange demons cavorting on the surface, fell from its stand and rolled down the steps from the shrine where it landed with a clank.
At that moment, the wall of the firewalker shrine split in two with a sound like a sheet of glass struck with a hammer. People lifted arms to shield themselves from flying obsidian shards. When Katalinka looked up again, she watched in fascinated terror as the shrine split in two, with the near half crumbling into a pit that opened at its base.
She thought suddenly of the volcanoes erupting on the edge of the mountain range to the east, and of the dragon that had flown overhead, and she guessed at what was going to happen.
“We’ve got to get out of here,” she told Sarika. “All of us, now!”
“Are you mad? It’s an earthquake, it will pass.” To her companions, Sarika cried, “Stand back from the walls. No, don’t go inside there.”
“But our library!” someone protested. “All our lore is inside.”
“We’ll pull the scrolls out of the rubble when the earthquake stops.”
“It won’t stop,” Katalinka insisted. “It’s not an earthquake.”
What was left of the shrine continued to break apart, and then a blast of steam and sulfurous smoke erupted from the ground. It roared twenty, thirty feet into the air, then collapsed into a spreading, stinking cloud as the fissure continued to open wider.
A glowing hand thrust out of the hole. Its fingernails were claws, and its flesh seemed to be made of fire. A head popped out, with fiery horns and black eyes and nose slits set in a face made of molten rock. It was a demon, clawing itself from the underworld. The monster made a sound like hissing steam as it escaped. More blasts of steam and smoke jetted from other pits opening across the temple grounds and throughout the gardens.
Other fire demons came clawing and scratching their way out of holes, even as the ground continued to send up more and more geysers of smoke and steam. Lava bubbled after the creatures, flowing down stairs and hillsides and collecting into pools. All the while the ground continued to shake and rumble.
Katalinka no longer cared what the firewalkers intended to do. She turned and fled for her life. 
 
 

	Chapter Twelve 






After Narina drove him from the camp, Andras led Ruven and the dogs down the hillside trail a half-mile or so until he found a good place to leave them. It was a brush-clogged ravine on the edge of a larger hill, watered by a thin muddy stream. The bushes had thorns, and had grown together and choked the entrance to a small, tight refuge. It felt too close to the main trail for a proper hideaway in these brigand-infested hills. Too easily spotted.
But it would have to do for now. He crawled in on his hands and knees to make sure it was empty, not only of people, but of snakes, wildcats, and other dangers, then used his knife to cut away branches to make a little hollow. He whistled for the dogs, who came squirming in beneath branches. One of the terriers got his fur caught in the thorns, and he had to do a little more cutting to free it.
He left the dogs inside and emerged to where his son was waiting. He told the boy to haul their satchels inside and keep the dogs quiet. Don’t make any noise, and don’t respond to any sounds or cries. He’d be back as soon as he could. He thought about taking his spade for protection, but figured that would be more likely to get him killed than if he were unarmed and inoffensive in appearance.
“Where are you going, Da?”
“Back to watch the fight.”
“You think the bladedancers are going to be attacked?”
“I’m sure of it.”
“Oh.” Ruven’s face fell. “I was hoping Narina was wrong. Or you were wrong. Or something. I was hoping that you. . .”
“Hoping I’d what?”
“Nothing.”
There was something in the boy’s voice that Andras couldn’t remember hearing before. Something that sounded like disappointment. Andras burned with shame and looked away rather than stare into the boy’s earnest face.
This wasn’t the first time he’d been humiliated in front of his son. He was a ratter; he was used to insults from strangers, from the way a woman wrinkled her nose when father, son, and dogs passed through her village. Used to being denied the use of public baths, used to people trying to cheat him out of his hard-earned coin. Soldiers had ignored him, treated him like a part of the scenery, or worse, skewered his dogs for sport. 
But he’d never before lost his son’s respect. It delivered a fresh kind of pain.
He couldn’t explain why it had been necessary to betray the bladedancers. Not in a way Ruven would understand. And now he struggled to explain why he needed to go back and see what became of them.
Ruven had backed him into a corner, and he’d given the goat a bitter concoction to make it throw up the poison. Now, the guilt was crippling him, and he needed to know if the animal had survived. He needed to know if Narina could defeat the firewalker and his army.
What if she didn’t defeat him, what then? What if Sohn Tankred killed her? How could Andras go back and serve Lord Balint again? For that matter, how could he serve the man even if Narina won? He couldn’t, that was the answer.
No more. I paid my debt.
He had worked his way cautiously back up toward the grassy hill, covering perhaps half the distance again, when he heard the sound of stomping horses, men shouting, and the clash of steel. Narina’s battle cry rose above the din. 
A horse charged down the hillside toward Andras, and he threw himself from the path and scrambled up the loose dirt and rock to one side, terrified. But the horse held no rider, and was tossing its head with eyes rolled back as it galloped precariously down the steep trail. One false step and it would go over the edge and half slide, half fall forty or fifty feet until the ground leveled. It pounded past Andras without slowing.
The riderless horse reminded Andras of just how exposed he was. Should riders come up from the other direction, or should they finish off Narina, Gyorgy, and Kozmer and continue this way, they would catch him in the open. He might manage to convince them that he was Balint’s servant before they cut him down in their bloodlust. Or he might not.
Andras hurried forward until he found a boulder at the edge of the hill that he’d spotted on his way down. He crouched on the leeward side, trying to work up the courage to peer around the rock to watch. The fight was raging now, and several more horses rode past on their way from the battlefield. One poor beast had been opened at the belly, and dragged its intestines through the dirt as it galloped off to die.
It was all Andras could do not to share the horses’ terror and run after them. Instead, he stayed low, listening. There was too much shouting to figure out what was happening, but the fight continued, which must mean that Narina was still alive. Surely she would be facing off against Tankred by now. How would she hold her own with so many other enemies in the fight? At any moment Andras expected to hear a triumphant shout from the attackers as the bladedancer sohn fell.
“Gyorgy!” It was Narina’s voice. A command, not a cry of despair.
Two of them, at least, were still alive. Presumably the elder sohn, as well. Hope rose in Andras’s chest. The sound of fighting grew even more ferocious.
And then it ended. Two men staggered past, faces covered with blood, one clutching his shoulder, the other still carrying a spear. Other survivors, presumably, had run back the way they’d come. If there were others, that is.
Andras stayed hidden until he heard Narina’s voice, now calmer, speaking words that he couldn’t quite pick up. She’d not only survived, she had won. His treachery hadn’t cost Narina her life. By all the demigods, that was a relief.
He was anxious to tell Ruven what had happened. Would it ease the disappointment in the boy’s face when he looked at his father? Please, let it.
He was cautiously descending the hill to where he’d left the boy and the dogs when he came across one of the two escaping men from Sohn Tankred’s attacking force. The man lay sprawled across the path, motionless.
Andras naturally thought it was the injured one of the pair, who’d succumbed to his wounds and been abandoned by his companion. But it was the other man, the one with the spear who’d been leading the way. In fact, his right hand still clenched the weapon. Someone had cut the man’s throat and left him to spill his lifeblood onto the dusty path.
A few steps beyond lay the second man. What was left of him. His body had been severed in two at the waist, with the legs slightly lower on the trail than the torso, as if they’d kept running for two or three steps after being separated from the rest of the body. Between legs and torso lay a mass of spilled organs.
Andras’s heart pounded with terror, and he wanted to turn and run. Had he been alone, he’d have done just that, going back to Narina to throw himself on her mercy. But he was horrified to have the killer between himself and Ruven, and wouldn’t rest until he’d climbed in with the boy and the dogs to hole up until the safety of nightfall.
As he rounded the bend, he came to a dead stop. His mouth fell open in fear. A tall, broad-shouldered man stood with his back to Andras. He held a massive two-handed sword lightly in his left hand while his right parted the thorny brush, right where Andras had left Ruven and the dogs.
“I know you’re in there,” the man said. “Come out where I can see you.”
There was a low, familiar growl in the man’s voice, though Andras couldn’t immediately place where he’d heard it before. Nor did he spot familiar colors in the man’s tunic, only saw that the man seemed to be a soldier from his boots and hauberk. A horse pawed impatiently a few feet away. It wasn’t one of the animals who’d fled the battlefield, which meant that the man had ridden in from elsewhere. Who was this lone rider, and what kind of a warrior must he be to cleave a fleeing man in two with a single sweep of the blade? 
“You’ll either come out, or I’ll hack this bush apart and find you myself.” When there was no response, the man drew back his sword and swept it across the front of the brush, which fell away like stalks of rice before a scythe.
To this point, Andras had felt rooted to the spot, paralyzed like a rat cornered in a barn. But the warrior’s attack on the brush was a slap in the face. Two more swipes and the bush would be gone, and Ruven and the dogs would be exposed in their hiding place.
He waved his hands. “Wait!”
The man turned, a startled look on his face. Perhaps caught unawares, he nevertheless recovered in an instant. There was a blur, and suddenly Andras found himself dangling off the edge of the man’s fist, which seized him about the throat. The man held his massive sword in the other hand, drawn back and ready to skewer the ratter.
“What’s this?” the man said. “A peasant?” He let Andras fall to the ground.
Andras scrambled backward in a crab walk. His heart was thudding in his temples, his throat aching from the man’s grip. At the same time, the attention was on himself, not on the brush where he’d left Ruven.
At that moment, he recognized the man. It was Miklos, the leader of the horsemen who had attacked the bladedancer temple in an attempt to steal Balint Stronghand’s weapons for Lord Zoltan. A foolish move, it had ended in disaster. Narina’s father had cut the men down by the dozen, with Miklos himself one of the few who hadn’t suffered injury.
Andras’s first thought was that he’d come for revenge. Word must be out that Narina had killed Lord Zoltan. One of his lieutenants, burning with indignation, had set out to assassinate her. Though how would he think such a thing possible, when the bladedancers had already fought off multiple attacks?
No. There was something different about the situation, starting with Miklos’s blurred-motion pivot from the swiping at the bush to seizing Andras by the throat.
Miklos’s eyes narrowed. “You’re no peasant. You’re that ratter from the mountains.”
And you’re no common soldier, Andras thought.
“I healed your men, my lord. Gave them balms, remember? Please don’t kill me.”
“Who is in there, your son?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“What are you doing here? And stand up when I talk to you.”
Andras climbed shakily to his feet. “There’s war on the plains. And volcanoes erupting in the mountains. It’s safer up here, even with all the brigands.”
“Sounds like a lie, to me. Call the whelp out here. Now.”
“Please, have mercy. He’s only a child.”
Miklos glanced up the trail, then swung his sword over his shoulder and sheathed it. “I won’t kill him. Not if you speak true.”
“It’s all right,” Andras said into the brush. His voice trembled. “You can come out now. And bring the dogs. Ruven?”
There was a rustling, and the boy’s face appeared among the branches. Andras gave him an encouraging smile—what he hoped was encouraging, anyway, though he was trembling all over—and gestured for him to stand at his side. Ruven emerged the rest of the way, and together they whistled for the dogs to follow. 
Miklos scowled. “I’d forgotten about the beasts. Keep them under control if you want them to live. I can move faster than any dog. I can kill them if I choose, or I can rip apart their auras and turn them as mad as rabid curs.”
“They will behave themselves,” Andras promised.
A few weeks ago, he wouldn’t have understood what this was about, but so much had happened that he’d begun to get a clear picture. This man was no cavalry captain—or at least, he wasn’t merely that. He carried the same authoritative air as Narina and Tankred. And the two-handed sword—was that a falchion? It must be. This man must be a warbrand.
Miklos fixed him with a penetrating gaze until he was forced to look away. “You sense it, don’t you? You feel what I’m carrying. Sohn Narina didn’t—I managed to hide my sowen from her and disguise the aura of my sword. But not from you. You’re a sharp one, you know who I am.” 
“I don’t sense anything, my lord. I don’t know what that means—the sowen—only that people like you have a control or, um, a mastery of your surroundings. I’ve only been thinking matters through in my slow way, figuring things out on my own.”
“Ah, yes. You are clearly a spy for them—they will have told you things.”
“I’m not a spy for the bladedancers.” He held up his hand in fear as the man leaned forward with anger flashing at what he clearly thought was a lie. “No, my lord. Please. I am a servant—I have my loyalties. That’s why the bladedancers threw me out.”
“Who do you work for, then?”
There was no reason to keep it secret. “Lord Balint.”
“Hmm.” Miklos rubbed a thumb and forefinger at a pendant hanging from a leather thong around his neck. It looked like a crystal feather. “Yes, I suppose it makes sense,” he said at last. “A ratter could come and go, and even. . .wait. Do you know of the firewalker? You do, don’t you?”
“There was a sohn named Tankred working for Balint. Is that who you mean? Balint and Tankred sent me to find the bladedancers. Narina found out—that’s why she drove me away. It was too late—I’d led Tankred to her.”
Andras glanced at Ruven, who stared away with a small frown. The boy was remarkably calm considering the situation, more concerned, it seemed, with his father’s treachery than with the murderous warbrand standing in front of them.
“You’re lucky Narina didn’t kill you. That’s what I would have done.” Miklos glanced up the path again, toward the hillside. All was quiet in that direction, but he seemed concerned. “The battle must be over. And it was the bladedancers who carried the day, if those fleeing idiots I cut down are any indication.”
“Aye, my lord. I heard her voice after the fight ended.”
“The question is, where will they be going next?”
“They said they were going back to their temple.”
The words came out of Andras’s mouth before he realized the question hadn’t been directed toward him. That was twice now he’d volunteered information about Narina and her companions. He vowed to stay quiet unless forced to answer.
“The volcanoes will have closed the canyon,” Miklos said. “Or very nearly so. They won’t be going that direction—not unless they have assistance to get through. Anyway, I can’t assume that the matter is settled, not entirely.” A sharp look at Andras. “You’re sure this Tankred was alone? There weren’t other firewalkers with him? Others coming up the road behind?” 
“I. . .I don’t know. I only know of the one.”
“It’s late afternoon,” the man said. “This will be better done in the dark—easier to hide my sowen while they sleep.” Again, Miklos seemed to be talking out of reflex, not actively speaking to Andras or Ruven.
“May we go, my lord? We would only get in your way.”
A short, bitter laugh. “No, you may not. You have gear? Fetch it.”
Andras crawled into the brush and hauled out their satchels, waterskins, and his spade.
“Good,” Miklos said. “Obey my orders and you live. Disobey, try to escape, do something foolish like take a swing with your shovel, and you die. Is that understood?”
“Aye, my lord. I’ll do what you tell me.”
“You’d better, or you won’t be the only one to suffer.”
Miklos gave a hard stare at Ruven to drive the point home. The man’s crystal feather caught the sun and reflected its light. As if sensing its presence, Miklos reached a hand and fondled it again. Then he turned without another word and made for his horse. Andras had no choice but to follow.
 
 

	Chapter Thirteen






Miklos led them down the hillside a few hundred feet to where the trail branched, with the left fork following the ridges up and down, and the right carrying them higher into the foothills, toward the base of the mountains. They took the left. A few minutes later, the man found yet another small trail, this one tucked between a pair of bent trees and a rock wall. At first glance, it looked as if it dead-ended. Instead, it opened into a wider ravine.
Miklos had either been this way before, or was able to sense the lay of the land. Andras wasn’t sure which. In any event, the man soon led them into a boulder-strewn canyon filled with hiding places. Here and there lay evidence of previous travelers, most likely brigands: cold fire pits, horse droppings, bits of tattered clothing, animal bones. Miklos showed no concern.
“This will be a good place for camp,” he said at last. He tied his horse to the branch of a tree and unslung his saddlebags. “There’s a pheasant and a rabbit in the bag, some dried peas, salt, and cooking gear. There’s a stream nearby, and the water seems to be fresh. Fetch water, and cook us supper. You can eat the rabbit if I don’t return in time, but save the pheasant for me, is that understood? And peas, too. I want cooked peas, and they’d better be soft and well-seasoned.”
“Where are you going, my lord?”
“Stop calling me that—I’m no crowlord. Call me Sohn Miklos, if you must. I’m going back to find the camp and scout it out. I need to be sure that Narina won the battle and find out where she intends to go from here. You will stay here and work. Keep the fire small—it’s less likely to attract attention.”
He left on foot. Father and son stared at each other, with the dogs in a half-circle, panting and looking on expectantly. Notch whined, and Skinny Lad came and nudged at Andras’s hand, but not in a way that was begging for food. The dogs seemed to sense Andras’s mood and know that something was wrong. So did his son, who looked at him with a worried expression.
“Can we run, Da?”
“He’ll find us if we do.”
“What does he want with us?”
“I don’t know. He might not know, either. All I know is that we’re safer obeying him for now.”
“Maybe Narina will kill him. I don’t like him—I hope she does. I hope she cuts off his head.”
Andras didn’t like his son’s bloodthirsty tone, but he supposed that was to be expected, as things had taken such a violent turn over the past weeks. There was no escaping it for any of them, and one could only hope that the blood spilled was not one’s own.
“I hear the stream trickling. Fill up the skins and bring them back. I’ll build a fire.”
Once Ruven set off, Andras turned over the fire pit with his spade and plucked out a few larger, partially burned pieces of wood. These would be dried from the heat of a previous campfire and could serve as kindling. He gathered sticks and dried grass and made a little nest to start the fire in. He was still blowing it into life when his son came back, set down the waterskins, and stood very still and quiet on the opposite side of the fire pit. It was already too dark to see the boy’s face, but he sensed that something was wrong.
“Did you hear someone?” Andras asked.
“There’s a body near the stream.”
Andras stiffened. “Freshly killed?”
“No. There’s a crow eating it, and it’s already picked over. It smells bad.”
“Near the stream, you say? But not in the stream, right? So long as it’s not in the water, it won’t harm us. The fellow was probably killed by brigands.”
“It’s not a man, Da.”
“Oh.”
“They hung her from a tree by her neck. Her hands are tied behind her back.”
“Come sit by me.” Andras fed more sticks into the growing blaze. “Ruven, these are hard times, and you’re going to see more things like that. You’ve already seen them. . .and it’s not likely to get better. There’s plenty more war to go before we can see peace again.”
“She was just hanging there.”
“Try not to think about it. And try not to worry. If the body is old enough to smell rotten, then whoever killed the woman—”
“Girl. Not a woman. Only a girl. She’s hanging by her neck, and crows are eating her face. Do you think her ma and da are dead, too? I hope they didn’t see.”
“Shh. No more of that, I mean it.” The fire was safely blazing now, and his son was disturbed enough that something should be done. To be honest, Andras was disturbed, too. “Where is she? I’ll cut her down—it’s the least I can do.”
“All right, Da.” Ruven sounded relieved. “Can you cover her face with branches or sand or something after? It doesn’t seem right that the crows would eat her lips and nose.”
He left his son with instructions to start the water and peas boiling and carried his knife back up in the direction where Ruven had spotted the body. A couple of dogs tried to follow, but he sent them back. As soon as he set off, his mind started working on how to extract them from this delicate situation with Miklos. The man would be gone for some time to spy on the bladedancers—he was reasonably sure of that—and in spite of the warnings, in spite of what he’d told Ruven about being tracked, he wondered if he should risk running.
If they ran, they could surely get far enough away that the man couldn’t hunt them down quickly enough to matter. A ratter and his boy couldn’t be worth wasting that much time over, could they?
Andras couldn’t be sure, though. All depended on how quickly Miklos returned. If only there were a way to slow the pursuit.
He smelled the body before he found it. There were several crows on the corpse, pecking at the flesh, jabbing at each other, and squawking. He waved his arms as he approached, and they lifted off heavily. Most of the crows disappeared into the trees, now crowded with gloom in the twilight. One, however, flew past his shoulder and landed a few feet away, still tearing at a grisly piece of flesh it had ripped off with its beak.
“Get out of here, you dumb thing. I hope you’re eaten by an owl.”
He tried not to look at the body as he stretched to cut the rope. But he came face-to-face with the child’s vacant staring eyes as he eased the body to the ground, and what he saw was disturbing enough that he had to bend over, clutch his trousers, and breathe heavily for several seconds before he was ready to continue.
He cut a few branches to put over the girl’s face, but that cursed crow was still sitting there, now watching with its head cocked after having finished eating the morsel. He had no doubt it would find a way to get back at the body as soon as he was gone. Nightfall and the threat of owls be damned.
Andras put a hand to his vest pocket, where he found a small lump wrapped in a strip of cloth. It was the partially digested lump of hay and poison he’d fed Brutus. He’d gone picking through the goat’s vomit as if to find whatever had sickened the creature, but really in an attempt to find what was left of the pellet and hide it from the bladedancers. If he put the remainder of the poison over the body, maybe it would deter crows, and if not, let the cursed things suffer the consequences. 
He looked around for a couple of stones, thinking to crush the pellet between them and scatter the residue over the body. But when he’d found the stones, he hesitated, suddenly thinking of a better use for Tankred’s poison. Something a lot more important than chasing off a single crow. Instead, he hefted a stone and flung it at the crow with a shout.
It was a careless throw, meant only to scare the bird. Andras was a poor shot; if he’d made an intentional throw, he’d have no doubt missed the bird ten times in a row. Instead, the stone somehow flew true. The crow, fat from its meal, didn’t lift off in time.
The rock struck it in the breast. Even so, it wasn’t a hard throw, and it was to Andras’s shock that the crow burst apart as if struck with a ballista. But not into feathers and bone. Instead, it dissolved into a thousand tiny black moths, all swirling about as they lifted into the sky in a single, twisting cloud. He stared, gaping, as they fluttered about overhead.
And then they fell, wings fluttering while they died. They landed in his hair and on his face and arms and shoulders, and he brushed and swatted, disgusted. Their bodies were hot, like little cinders, and as he touched them, they fell apart into ash. He was left with a grimy sensation not so different from when he’d been coated by the falling ash of Manet Tuzzia. 
Other crows were still cawing from nearby trees, but he couldn’t see them in the gloom. Disturbed, uncertain what to make of the strange event, he turned and hurried back to the campfire, where Ruven was stirring a little pot of peas, already coming to a boil.
“Fetch the rabbit and the pheasant from the sohn’s bags,” he told the boy. “I’d better get them roasting before the man returns.”
As the boy obeyed, Andras’s hand found the hard lump in his pocket.
#
Miklos picked at his meal in silence for a good length of time, his face barely visible in the flickering light reflecting off the small campfire.
“What did you do to this bird?”
“Stuffed it with cooked peas and a few herbs. Rubbed the skin with salt.”
“The meat tastes off.”
Andras’s mouth felt dry. He’d been eating on the opposite side of the fire, together with his son, while the dogs sniffed and whined, hoping for the rabbit and pheasant carcasses. The dogs had eaten a little bit of stale bread, a snake Notch had pounced on and given a good shake, and some of the mushy peas, but he’d need to get some real food for them by tomorrow.
“The bird felt old to the touch,” he said. “When did you hunt it?”
“I didn’t kill it myself, I took it from camp before I rode off. But I don’t think it’s that old based on how they were hanging it at the quartermaster’s tent.” Miklos grunted. “I did forget to take it from the bags and hang it from my saddle. Could be that was a mistake.”
“That’s probably it,” Andras said, keeping his voice as steady as he could. “There was a strong smell in the bags when I took it out. The rabbit tastes strong, too.”
The warbrand kept picking at the carcass, infused as it was with the poisoned peas. Andras had rinsed the half-digested pellet, then dissolved it in half the peas, stuffed them into the pheasant’s body cavity, then washed the pot out and cooked fresh peas for himself and his son.
 “Your friend is stronger than I thought,” Miklos said between mouthfuls. “I never thought she’d defeat the firewalker.”
“Did she kill him or did he surrender?”
“Killed him. And killed most of his men, too.” A sharp note entered the man’s voice. “Does that surprise you?”
Worried that he’d made a mistake by sounding too curious, Andras feigned indifference. “I had no idea what to expect except what you told me. Anyway, she’s no friend of mine. She threw me out and threatened to kill me if I ever came back.”
Andras fell silent and hoped the man would keep talking, which he did.
“A few days ago, I’d have let her go. Faced her later, when I was stronger—there’s still work to be done in the plains.” Miklos sounded like he was working things out for himself. “Damanja was mine. The rest of them would follow. But now. . .”
The crystal feather glittered at his throat, glowing with reflected firelight, and the man rubbed it again. That movement seemed almost reflexive. Another lengthy silence ensued before Miklos continued.
“Things are different now, but it doesn’t mean I’m free. Too much has been set in motion already. It’s not that I want to fight her. She may very well kill me, too. But what choice do I have?”
He picked some more at the carcass. “You really are a terrible cook. It’s not just the pheasant, it’s these wretched peas, too. Got a bitter taste. If I weren’t so ravenous, I’d throw it out. Was that your plan, to cook it so badly that I’d feed it to your dogs? I’ll bet it was, wasn’t it?”
The thought hadn’t even occurred to Andras, but now he worried that Miklos would do just that and inadvertently poison the animals. But the warbrand kept eating, perhaps out of pure spite. Soon, the flesh was gone, and nothing was left but bones. There wouldn’t be enough of the poison in them to harm the dogs. In any event, the man still refused to hand over the carcass.
He didn’t talk any more, just sat brooding behind the flickering coals, only pausing occasionally to order Andras and Ruven to clean up and to smother the fire for the night. Shortly thereafter, Miklos moved off toward his bedroll without a comment. He shook out his blanket and rustled with his boots, and moments later he lay down with a grunt. Or maybe it was a groan.
Either way, he didn’t sound like he felt well.
Andras calmly gave instructions to his son on how to set up camp so the ratters and the dogs could sleep in peace. Mainly, he said, it was the wind that seemed to be kicking up that would make it a rough night.
Inside, he was wondering how long to wait before they made a run for it.
 
 

	Chapter Fourteen






Nightfall came, but there was no darkness on the mountainside where Katalinka had taken refuge. The caldera holding the firewalker temple had become a glowing cauldron, with molten lava beginning to drown the temple and already overflowing the caldera wall in a stream. Little remained of the firewalker shrine but its obsidian spire, which still jutted defiantly above the lava. She could see the narrow walkway through the basalt, and the gardens, as well as some lesser buildings beyond, but the spreading lava continued to engulf all. 
Demons danced and swam through the fiery lake of molten rock, and periodically one would race across the dwindling surface of blackened basalt, which melted beneath its feet. There were dozens of the creatures; their presence indicated a sustained eruption, one that if it continued unabated would fill the valley and spill down from the passes toward the sea.
Firewalkers sat in the woods near Katalinka, staring down at the destruction of their former home. Some held each other, and one young initiate couldn’t stop his sobbing, until a sharp voice told him to shut up. Two or three had spotted the bladedancer upon entering the trees, and she’d prepared to fight her way free, but they gave her a wide berth and settled among their own kind. And so she sat and watched, unsure what to do next. 
Abelard was dead. Something had corrupted his soul, he’d attacked the firewalkers, and he’d fallen to Sarika’s sword. By now the lava had taken his body, and his swords, too. His satchel was sitting next to her, and she’d have to confront his death again as she went through it to remove food and other essential supplies before discarding his change of clothing and personal effects. 
“Katalinka,” a voice said behind her.
It was Sarika, and Katalinka sprang to her feet, her swords in hand, before she saw that the other woman wasn’t armed. Katalinka sheathed her weapons and held out a hand, palm up, in a gesture of peace.
“I didn’t mean to startle you,” the other woman said. “I thought you’d sense my sowen.”
Sarika wore her sword strapped onto her back, as both the warbrands and the firewalkers carried their weapons, but hadn’t moved to draw them. Her dark skin caught the light of the burning cauldron of lava below them, and her eyes seemed like smoldering coals. An old man, thin and erect, but carrying himself stiffly, stood by the master sohn’s side. It was the old man who’d guided the attack in the temple.
“I have nothing to do with this,” Katalinka said. “I hope you know that.”
“I’ll admit to questions on the matter.” Sarika glanced at her tall, elderly companion, before returning her gaze to the bladedancer. “But as it is, I’m more concerned about your companion.”
“Seems you settled that matter.” Katalinka couldn’t keep the bitter note from her voice. “Cut him down with your own sword, didn’t you?”
“What choice did you give us? Anyway, you’ve done us another wrong turn.”
“I’m sorry about the initiate. I didn’t want to kill him—I was only defending myself.”
“He was a good boy, a promising pupil. But that’s not what I mean.” Sarika took a deep breath. “Lujza is gone.”
“You don’t mean. . .”
“Not dead, run off. Something got into her, all at once, in fact. I think she’s set off to the bladedancer temple to get her revenge.”
Katalinka winced to think of the firewalker sohn falling upon the temple while the three bladedancers sohns were all gone. There were elders and fraters who would put up a fight, but nobody strong enough to defeat the woman on his or her own; people would die.
She reached for Abelard’s satchel and rummaged through his supplies for what she could use on the return trip. There was little food left; they’d hoped to replenish their stores at the firewalker temple. “I need to stop her.”
“Wait,” Sarika said. “We have to talk, have to figure out a way to put an end to this. And I don’t mean Lujza—not only her, anyway. This whole business.” She nodded toward the boiling lava.
Katalinka was shaken; her sowen was in tatters after the fight, the death of her friend, and the flight from the erupting lava. But the firewalker sohn had it even worse. Sarika had lost her temple and one of her students and seen her companion taken by some madness. How was the woman even standing right now? And why was she talking to a woman she’d been trying to kill less than an hour ago, as if they were somehow allies?
Now the older man spoke for the first time. “This isn’t your fault, bladedancer. It isn’t Lujza’s, or Abelard’s, or Tankred’s, or Volfram’s, or anyone else who has been caught up in the quest to become sword saint.” 
Katalinka studied him. “You are. . .?”
“This is Drazul,” Sarika said. “The fifth sohn of the Blade Temple of the Elegant Sword. We have no masters in our temple, as you might know.”
“I thought you were an elder,” Katalinka admitted. “Can you still fight?”
“I can fight,” Drazul said. “Not so well as when I was a young man, but I’ll hold my own.”
“It was only that in the temple. . .”
“I fought with words of advice and the power of my sowen. There was no wisdom in picking up my sword against younger, more skilled bladedancers.”
“Drazul knows more than any of us about the Sword Saint War,” Sarika said. “He can read the scrolls—the old language, I mean.”
“Could read the scrolls,” Drazul said. Bitterness entered his tone, and he nodded toward the lake of fire that had been their sanctuary. Whatever knowledge they’d gained had been obliterated in the rising lava.
Katalinka wanted to demand answers, but at that moment, the caldera began to bubble and throw plumes of lava skyward. It was overflowing the basin in earnest now, and the air was growing hotter and more noxious smelling. The ground rumbled beneath their feet.
“I need to go,” she said. “You can follow me down the post road if you’d like, tell me what you know while I try to catch up with Lujza. Assuming you can match my pace,” she added with a significant look at the older man.
“Wait a moment,” Drazul said. “You’ll learn something important.”
“The air is turning to poison,” she said. “If we don’t get out of here, we’re going to choke on it.”
“Not tonight. Not if the demigods have anything to say about the matter.”
Katalinka didn’t know what he was talking about, but Sarika pointed to the sky. It had turned overcast, with a low, heavy cloud cover that muted the caldera light reflecting off it. A breeze stirred to the east and shook the trees. The breeze was cold considering the time of the year, and pushed back against the heat rising from the cauldron.
When the cold air hit the air above the caldera, the demons seemed to go crazy. They dove in and out of the fire and threw balls of molten lava skyward. The lava balls hardened as they flew, cooling in the air, and shattered like glass where they struck outside the caldera. The streams of molten rock grew sluggish and hardened, even while the caldera itself continued to steam and send geysers of lava skyward.
Fat snowflakes swirled down from the sky as the cloud cover dropped. Most of the snow fell from above the drowning temple, but enough drifted off course that it began to coat the branches of the trees and sift through to the forest floor. The first snow melted as it hit, but it wasn’t long before it began to stick. Katalinka was no longer shocked by a freak summer snowstorm, but she was wary about what would come next. The previous time, a few flakes had quickly turned into a blizzard. As if to give voice to her worries, a sudden gust of wind whistled through the treetops and billowed their shirts and tunics.
“Get your people together,” she told Sarika and Drazul. “Cut branches—we should make a shelter.”
“Not a bad idea. . .under most circumstances,” Drazul said. An elder bladedancer sohn like Kozmer would have gathered in his cloak against the cold, but the older firewalker seemed unaffected by the changing weather. “But we’re not the target of this particular fight.”
“How can you say that? Your temple was just destroyed.”
“There are greater things afoot. Watch.”
Katalinka was cold, and sat down with her legs crossed and her swords on her lap to gather her sowen, and thus fight off the effects of the wind knifing down from above.
One of the clouds continued to descend from the sky until it was only a few hundred feet above the temple. It twisted back and forth and soon began to spin like a cyclone. She caught a glimpse of a glittering wingtip, then a great head covered with a bristling array of horns, like daggers made of diamonds. Katalinka’s heart kicked over in awe and fear. 
There was a dragon demigod in the cloud. No, two of them, each flying in faster and faster circles as they sent the cyclone toward the caldera. Blasts of cold air slammed into the demons, which shrieked and plummeted into the lava. A thin film began to turn black and harden across the surface of the molten lake.
“The demigods win the first round,” Drazul said in a low, thoughtful voice. He sat on one side of her and Sarika on the other. “More easily than I thought. But I don’t expect it’s the end of the war—otherwise, why would we be called up?” 
“Called up, how do you mean?” Katalinka asked. “What is going on here?”
“The struggle has become a full-scale war,” he said. “The land is being bent to its purpose. The people, too. You, me, the crowlords, and people of the plains. All of us.” 
The snow had stopped falling on the woods, more concentrated now on the temple. It poured down in a sustained, icy blast on the caldera. Giant hailstones, some as big as human skulls, fell among the snow and slammed into the lava, breaking the crust and spraying molten rock. 
The demons had vanished beneath the hardening surface, which turned a ruddy color as the light faded. With the dimming light, nightfall was returning with a vengeance, and Katalinka could better sense the chaotic aura of the wintery cyclone than see it.
Just as she expected the dragons would lay down a final layer of ice and snow before flying off in victory, the ground rumbled beneath them. There was a tremendous cracking sound as the newly hardened surface of the caldera ruptured, and a massive column of fire and lava burst into the sky. Dozens of demons were in the rising blast. They twisted and swirled. Their shrieking laughter rent the air and sent shivers down Katalinka’s spine.
The rising column of fire and lava met the dark, twisting cyclone descending toward it. The two forces exploded with a flash of light, followed a split second later by a tremendous thunderclap. Trees bent backward and snapped. Firewalkers who’d been standing around, watching, fell to the ground. An invisible fist punched Katalinka, and her vision went black. She came to lying on her back with her swords lying next to her. Her ears were ringing, and everything seemed muffled.
Flaming points of light fell from the sky, like giant, molten projectiles fired from a catapult. As she watched in horror and disbelief, they landed in the trees, where they set the boughs on fire before scrambling toward the ground. Fire demons. They were all around, and the forest was suddenly ablaze.
The snow had vanished, but fat globules of water—too big to be called rain—hammered down on them. They hissed and steamed as they fell into the fire. The rain was heavy enough that it might have put out the blaze if the demons hadn’t been running in crazy, twisting patterns through the woods. 
One of the firewalker initiates screamed as a demon swept him off the ground, tucked him beneath its arm, and ran, shrieking with laughter, back toward the cauldron. The lava was boiling over in earnest now. It surged across the earlier, hardened flow, and was soon pouring out in a dozen separate streams. The demon ran toward one of these rivers carrying its prey. 
Anyone but a firewalker would have burned up at the demon’s first touch, but even though the initiate’s clothes had caught fire, his sowen was still mostly intact. The screaming was as much fear as it was pain. He thrashed and fought to free himself.
Just before the demon reached the stream of lava, a second demon raced up and grabbed hold of the initiate’s legs, trying to wrestle the victim from the first demon. Together the two demons snarled and hissed, extending long tongues of flame and kicking at each other with clawed feet while they pulled and stretched. As Katalinka watched, horrified, they tore the firewalker in two. He died with a final, anguished scream. Each demon leaped into the nearest lava stream carrying half of the man’s body. 
She didn’t have time to ponder the firewalker’s fate, as she felt movement rushing toward her from the left. It was another demon. The creature stood more than a head taller than she was, and dragged arms so long that they scraped the ground and left a trail of burning pine needles in their wake. It had a single, white-hot horn on its forehead, a high brow ridge, and a low, hanging jaw. A two-foot, snake-like tongue of fire darted from its mouth as it fixed her with a malevolent gaze. A forked tail whipped and lashed behind it. Steam hissed from two nostril slits.
Katalinka didn’t have time to think of what she was doing. She found herself with her swords in hand—demon blade in the left, dragon blade in the right—and crouched in a fighting posture. She pulled in her sowen like a shield and bent the auras of the forest around her. The demon seemed to slow down even as it leaped toward her on a trail of fire.
She ducked to her right and slashed with the sword in her left hand. As the demon flew past her shoulder, it took a double swipe with the claws of its feet. One churned just past her ear, while the other tore along her left arm, the one that was currently swinging the sword.
Her demon blade hit the creature and cut right through it as if it were made of flame. It left no mark, and the demon was cackling with glee even before it landed. At the same time, a searing hot pain shot through her arm, and she cast a glance down to see her tunic scorched open, with an angry, bubbling burn swiped across her upper arm. She couldn’t help gasping in anguish, even as the demon turned about with its mouth opening in a hideous grin. Fire burned within. 
By the time it came around again, she’d recovered enough of her sowen to dodge a double-swipe with its claws. Her swords flashed again. This time, it was the dragon blade that struck, and this time her weapon met resistance as it hit one of the creature’s forearms. It howled in pain and fell backward. The forearm turned black as obsidian where she’d struck it. The demon cradled the limb to its body, but it cracked and fell off. The creature howled in pain and rage. 
Katalinka looked at her sword with shock. The white edge was covered with ice and it was so cold in her grasp that her hand felt almost numb. In contrast, the demon blade was hot and smoking, but that hadn’t helped her. The demon blade had gone right through its namesake without causing any harm. It was only the dragon that had done damage.
The injured demon came at her again, this time more circumspect. Its tail twisted and lashed. Twice, she ducked backward as it whipped past her face, the second time so close that she smelled singeing hair. She waited for her opportunity, then made a move. 
With a roll that took her beneath the lashing tail and a fiery claw that tried to pin her to the ground, she slashed in a wide arc with her dragon blade. It cut across the creature’s legs, and the monster fell with a scream. Even as its legs hardened into stone, Katalinka took a leap into the air and came down astride the fallen demon with her white blade thrusting downward. It pierced the demon’s chest and pinned it to the ground. Before it could make a final clawed attack, she pulled it out and rolled clear.
The demon’s glowing eyes dimmed. It hardened to stone before her eyes.
The woods were still burning, and the clouds had broken apart, but the last of the demons that had shot skyward had by now either returned to their boiling cauldron of fire and lava or were farther away, spreading fire through the woods. Drazul, Sarika, and a number of other firewalkers stood around her, gaping. They held their swords out, but so far as she could tell, none of them had faced a demon.
Meanwhile, the eruption continued in earnest, and the rivulets of lava had become rivers. The air stank and burned her lungs. The smoke from the fire didn’t help, either. The sky was clearing; there was no sign of the demigods, and it appeared that they’d fled the scene. Defeated.
Katalinka’s demon blade cooled. Ice melted and dripped from the dragon blade, and it warmed in her touch. She looked at the burn on her arm. It was painful, but her sowen had already started the healing process, and the blisters were shriveling and falling away.
Next to her, Sarika looked skyward, then back at the demons, which were farther up the hillside now, spreading their fire. More demons were swimming about in the lake of fire drowning the temple, but what they were up to, it was impossible to say.
“What happened?” Sarika asked. “Where is the snowstorm?”
This was directed to Drazul, who only shook his head, apparently as baffled as she was.
“I guess you don’t know everything,” Katalinka told him, grimly satisfied. She sheathed her swords, and the firewalkers followed her lead and put away their weapons. “Someone won the first round, all right. But it wasn’t the demigods.”
 
 

	Chapter Fifteen






Narina squinted into the blowing smoke and fought down a curse. She wore a bandanna fashioned from a spare shirt, washed yesterday, dried overnight, but already turning black from soot and ash. Some of the smoke was getting through, too; her mouth tasted bitter and sulfurous.
It was close to midday—or at least that’s what her body was telling her—but it looked like twilight through the oppressive, foul-smelling smoke. A surreal reddish glow came through from the fires on the mountainside, backed by a steady roar and crackle of flames. It was the forest fire, not the eruption, that seemed to be driving the wind. 
Gyorgy coughed, pulled down the shirt wrapped over his own mouth, and spat at the ground with a grimace. “Are we really going to push into that? Is the road even standing—mightn’t the lava have overrun it altogether?” 
“That’s what I’m trying to find out,” Narina said. She felt irrationally irritable. “If I can just push my sowen far enough in to sense the danger. . .”
“The lava won’t have destroyed the post road,” Kozmer said. He held his walking staff with one hand and a shirt at his mouth with the other. “There’s magic in the bricks—they’ll resist the fire.”
Brutus, meanwhile, seemed dispirited, and was surprisingly docile. They’d tried to tie an old shirt around his snout earlier—taken from the bags of one of Tankred’s dead riders—but of course the goat had eaten it, then chewed up and spit out a second shirt when they tried again. Now Brutus was left to breathe the smoke and ash, while Kozmer bent some of his sowen to stirring the worst of the air away from the animal’s lungs. 
Narina might have been more worried about her companions if she hadn’t been nursing a secret wound. It was the little jab Tankred had given her during the fight. The tip of the firewalker’s sword had entered deeper than she’d thought, perhaps puncturing her bowel or intestine. Such a wound might have killed a lesser fighter, but that wasn’t Narina’s problem. Her sowen had healed it well enough. Or so it seemed.
So why was there a deep ache in her gut and a warmth, almost like an infection, spreading through her belly and up under her rib cage? Her heart was beating quickly, though there was no reason for it. And why did she feel reluctant to tell her companions about the wound?
She glanced away from the smoke and fire to see Kozmer studying her. “Are you all right?”
“Of course I am,” she snapped. “Why would you ask that?”
Her own tone of voice startled her. She felt edgy, angry, even. Her nerves jangled, and her fingers twitched. Her swords felt like they were vibrating in their sheaths, and she wanted to snatch them out, though there was no enemy to wield them against. What was she going to do, hack her way through the smoke and fire and ash?
“Master Narina?” Gyorgy said. He sounded concerned.
She turned to tell him to be quiet and let her think, but at that moment she felt Kozmer’s sowen. The elder was reaching toward her, and there was something gentle in the touch, like a grandfather resting a cool hand on the forehead of his feverish grandchild while whispering calming words. 
She wanted to let him, to sigh in relief and let him soothe her. Yet at the same time she was angry that he would presume. Why would the old fool think she needed his help? He had no strength left in him, no fighting ability. One slash from her blades and she’d take his head from his shoulders. 
This is madness. Something is wrong with you. Get hold of yourself before it’s too late.
Narina clenched her teeth and forced herself to draw a deep breath through her nose. She adjusted the cloth around her mouth and forced herself to respond calmly. “You’re both right. Something is wrong with me.”
“Was it the firewalker’s sword?” Kozmer asked. His tone was cautious. “The wound in your side?”
“I don’t know. I’m not sure I can control it, whatever it is.”
“Are you a danger to us?” he asked. “Should we leave you alone?”
Gyorgy’s eyes widened. “What are you talking about? What would she do?”
“The same thing Tankred did,” Kozmer said.
“But he was a firewalker,” the boy protested. “Narina is one of us. And she’s my teacher. She’d never—”
“He’s right,” Narina said. “I am a danger. Something is in my sowen. You must feel it.”
Gyorgy briefly closed his eyes. “I. . .I think I can. It’s a dark thread. It’s strangling the other threads.”
She wasn’t sure she’d describe it like that. To her it felt like someone had taken mud or some other handful of filth and dropped it into a clear pool of water. It was gradually spreading and turning everything dark and corrupted. It was in her sowen and in her body alike. In her mind. 
“Kozmer, do something,” Gyorgy said.
“Don’t resist,” the elder told Narina. “Let my sowen in. I can help, but you have to let me.”
“I’ll try.”
“Sit down, meditate.”
She did as the elder said. It felt almost impossible, with her body vibrating, the noxious smells in the air, and the sense that something was about to happen. But Kozmer was persistent, and his sowen kept lapping against hers like waves on the shore of a lake. Slowly, surely, she felt her tension easing away. The corruption of her sowen didn’t vanish, but it stopped its relentless push.
By the time Kozmer finished, she felt almost herself again, and climbed shakily to her feet. “I need more than that if I’m going to overcome it for long.”
“We need to get you to the temple,” he said. “Sit you in the shrine and let the rest of us work at you for a while. Draw it out of your sowen.”
“This is what happened to the others, isn’t it? This is why they’ve gone mad. It’s terrible—I want to kill. I want to dominate. I want to defeat everyone and everything. How do I stop it? Tell me there’s a way.”
“Like this,” Kozmer said. “You talk about it, you don’t react. When you’re angry you explain, you rest your sowen. I’ll help you, let me do it.”
She didn’t think he could, not truly, not for long. Nevertheless, talking helped some, even more than the calming presence of Kozmer’s sowen. Seeing the worried look on Gyorgy’s face added to her resolve. She must hold on until they reached the temple. Surely she could manage that much. But first they had to get through the fires and eruptions. And that looked impossible at the moment. 
Movement caught her eye from the swirling smoke. A figure emerged, tall and with his head hanging. He dragged an enormous two-handed sword behind him, its tip in the dirt. He staggered forward, step by step, as if he’d been traveling for miles in a suffocating, heat-blasted wilderness and was dehydrated and ready to fall. Nevertheless, when he lifted his face to stare at her with a dull, lizard-like expression, there was little ash on his face or in his hair, as one would expect from someone who’d fought his way through the fires and eruptions.
She recognized the man with a start. It was Miklos—Lord Zoltan’s supposed captain, who’d led the attack and attempted theft of the bladedancer weapons in an attempt to keep them out of Balint’s hands. The aura surrounding his sword was clearer now, and she recognized the disguise that it had carried earlier. It was a master sword, a falchion constructed with the highest skill in the smithies of the Temple of Righteous Fury. That would make Miklos a warbrand sohn. How had she missed it before?
“Where is he?” Miklos demanded. “Where is the vermin who poisoned me? I’ll skewer him, and the boy, too.”
Narina pulled down the shirt from around her mouth. “You!” she said as fury rose in her breast. “You murderous bastard, you killed my father. It was you, wasn’t it? You started all of this.”
Miklos stared at her with bloodshot eyes. “I didn’t start it. That was the doing of the demons and demigods who rule this land. Now where is the ratter?”
“The ratter? You mean Andras? Are you mad?” Her face flushed as she truly heard for the first time his threat of skewering Andras and Ruven. “You won’t touch the boy, I swear it.”
Her blades were in her hands. Without thinking, she took three running steps and leaped. Her sowen split the air and propelled her the fifteen or so feet separating her from the warbrand. She came down on him with a cry, her blades a whirlwind of murderous intent. 
Miklos had looked near death as he staggered out of the smoke, and barely able to drag his massive two-handed sword. That changed in an instant. Something took possession of him and he was instantly in a fighting posture as he grabbed the hilt of the falchion with both hands and lifted the sword just as she fell on him.
Her blades clanked harmlessly against his, and she had to twist away to avoid an elbow that nearly caught her under the jaw. She landed lightly on her feet and sprang back around, easily out of reach of his counterattack.
Her nerves jangled and hummed. Her face burned with rage. “I’ll kill you.”
A high, manic laugh escaped from Miklos’s lips. “It’s got you, too.”
“Never.”
“There’s no escape for either of us. The only difference is that now I recognize the curse. You apparently do not.”
“Watch out!” Gyorgy cried.
Miklos’s sword swung around in a massive arc, a blur impossibly fast for such a large weapon. But even before Gyorgy’s warning, Narina was already in motion. She somersaulted backward, and the point of the falchion whistled through the space where her body had been moments earlier.
“Arm yourself,” she told Gyorgy. “Quickly.”
He raced back to the goat, where his weapons were stashed with the rest of their supplies.
Narina tried to mount a counterattack while she waited for her student to join the fight, but Miklos was strong and fast, and his sowen pressed upon hers with a suffocating weight that threatened to break it apart. Something pushed at her, shoring her up, and she realized Kozmer was lending his weight to hers. It strengthened her and heightened her senses and reaction times. The initial danger passed, but she still couldn’t get through her enemy’s defenses.
Gyorgy charged into the action, only to find himself stumbling backward as Miklos turned the attack in his direction. If not for Narina’s intervention, the stronger, more skilled warbrand would have finished him in the first exchange. She guarded the boy’s retreat.
Her student stood gaping, clearly unprepared for the challenge of fighting a sohn. Good. He needed to know what he was facing. This was not like killing a few crowlord foot soldiers; their enemy wouldn’t fall before him as if pushed onto his blades. This man was as skilled as Tankred, perhaps more dangerous, in fact. 
“The boy and the old man will die, you know,” Miklos said as the two sides broke apart and sized each other up.
“No, you will die. I’ll leave your body for the fire or the crows—whichever finds you first. The three of us will continue on without a backward glance.”
He smiled, but there was no humor in it, only a bitterness in his eyes. “If you defeat me, they will die all the same. You will kill them yourself if it comes to that. I murdered my own cousin when the demigods called me. Now the demigods have you, too.”
Suddenly, Miklos grimaced and doubled over like he would be sick. She didn’t wait to see if he’d throw up, but launched herself into another attack. He recovered enough to fend off her blows, but she managed to drive him backward, deeper into the smoke. It was thick and choking, and she felt her enemy’s sowen almost more than she could see his movements. They clashed again, and withdrew. He was somewhere to her left, and his voice floated out of the darkness. 
“Where is the ratter? He’ll die as soon as I’m finished with the lot of you.”
“Andras is no friend of mine. I drove him off, the treacherous snake.”
“Oh, he’s treacherous, all right. He mixed poison into my supper and watched me eat it. Then escaped in the night with his boy and his dogs before I realized what he’d done to me. I’d have hunted him down and killed him first, but I felt you were on the move again. He’s not with you?”
“No, he’s not, and why would he do such a thing anyway?” she asked.
“Ha! Isn’t it obvious? To stop me from killing you, of course.”
Miklos’s story had the ring of truth to it, but did that mean that Andras had been carrying extra poison with him, in case the first wasn’t sufficient to bring down Brutus? Wait, no, that wasn’t it. It was that moment after Brutus threw up, when he’d gone over to poke the vomit with a stick, as if searching for whatever noxious weed the goat had eaten. He must have plucked out what was left of it.
Andras had already been suffering second thoughts before his banishment—the man had purged the goat, after all—and in spite of Narina’s harsh judgment, he must have thought to stop this warbrand before he could kill the bladedancers. 
If not for the anger humming in her veins, she might have even regretted sending Andras off with angry words. As it was, she only had thoughts of killing the rival hiding in the smoke in front of her.
“But he couldn’t stop me,” Miklos said. “My sowen is too great for any poison. And I have purpose beyond the understanding of any common man. The demigods chose me first, pierced me with their feathers. Sent me to bring others to the fight. We’re ordained to struggle, all of us, until only one remains. Thus will the sword saint be chosen. Thus will the dragons have their champion.” 
His voice had seemed somewhere to the left, but she suddenly sensed movement to her right, approaching swiftly. She pivoted on her heels just as he exploded out of the darkness. His sword smashed into her upraised dragon with a powerful clash that drove her arm downward, and he caught her in the chest with a kick from his boot. The kick drove the breath out of her lungs, and she landed hard on her back. She was slow to recover.
Miklos could have delivered the killing stroke at that moment, but he seemed to lose her in the gloom, and by the time he found her again, she’d recovered and was rolling away to regain her feet. It wasn’t so much the pain in her chest from the kick that left her in grave danger, or the crushing blow that left her right arm numb from shoulder to hand, but the breaking of her sowen in the attack. She had to get out of here, buy some time.
Narina groped backward for Kozmer and Gyorgy, but they had disappeared. Or she had gotten turned around. Or maybe Miklos was using his sowen to hide them. She didn’t know, and the choking, stinging smoke didn’t help.
She heard an irritated bray. Brutus. After weeks on the road, she knew the goat’s aura almost as well as she knew Kozmer’s and Gyorgy’s, and she felt for it with the remains of her collapsing sowen. She soon burst out of the thickest of the smoke and found her companions waiting.
Gyorgy cried out in relief and hurried to her side with his swords at the ready. Compared to the swift, almost blurred movements of their enemy, the boy looked clumsy and slow, almost to the point of exaggeration. He wouldn’t stand long against the warbrand.
She turned about and tried to gather her sowen. Her right arm was numb from where it had absorbed Miklos’s blow through her dragon blade, and she didn’t currently have the strength to heal it. She’d only just managed to grasp the tattered edges of her sowen when Miklos emerged from the smoke. He gave her a wolfish smile. He’d broken her strength, and seemed to know it.
Another grimace came over his face before he could close the distance. He bent over double, made a jerking movement with his head, then vomited. A gagging sound, followed by more vomit, this time even more violent. Something seemed to catch in his throat, and then he was spitting out something hard and sharp. It glittered on the ground like a piece of glass.
Narina had already wasted a valuable opportunity, and she wasn’t about to let another pass, even in her weakened state. She went forward, the blade in her good hand stabbing and whirling. Gyorgy came in beside her, with Kozmer’s sowen at their back.
“Wait!” Miklos cried. “Stop!”
She didn’t understand his trick, but wasn’t going to let him fool her. Instead, she pressed the attack. After a momentary advantage, however, he recovered and began to hold his own. He brushed off Gyorgy’s blades as if they were no more than biting flies, matched his sowen to Kozmer’s, and wore Narina down with attack after attack. Fear rose above her anger until she felt crazy with it. He was going to kill her, and there was nothing she could do.
And then, to her surprise, he lowered his weapon. “Stop this fighting. Demons and demigods, we don’t have to do this!”
Narina gasped for air. She didn’t bother answering, only concentrated on her sowen. She had to get some of it back. Every second counted.
“The first feather came out in Damanja’s camp,” Miklos said. “It was near my heart. And now this. Look. The ratter’s poison made me spit it up.”
He kicked his boot at the vomit, nudging out the shard of glass she’d noted earlier. Only it wasn’t glass, nor was it a shard. Instead, it was a crystal feather, perfectly formed.
“A dragon feather,” Kozmer murmured behind Narina’s shoulder.
“It was in me,” Miklos said. “The other one, too. They were poisoning me, turning me cruel and bloodthirsty. But now. . .everything is changed.”
She tensed, readying herself to go for his throat as soon as her sowen was ready. One sharp flick of the wrist and she’d sever his artery and send him to the ground bleeding his life into the dirt.
“Narina!” Kozmer said sharply. “Do not attack. Hold your ground.”
She ignored him and made her move. Miklos spotted her too late; she was going to have his head before he could get his sword. 
Her blades battered into an unexpected obstacle, and as she wheeled on this new opponent in surprise and anger, she saw it was Gyorgy. The young fool had stopped her, just when she was going to win. He’d pay for that, she swore. 
The boy only just had time to shout in alarm before she was on him with a vicious attack. Her dragon blade tied up both of his swords, while her demon thrust forward at his belly.
Only to meet another obstacle. It was Kozmer’s staff, thrust into the action at the last moment. Her demon blade cut it in two with a stroke, but then Miklos intervened. He blocked her path before she could kill the boy and the old man, and Kozmer attacked with his sowen against her weakened defenses.
Furious, she turned on them all, first attacking the warbrand sohn, then Kozmer, then Gyorgy. Desperate to find an opening, she weaved and slashed and leaped through the air with an angry howl. The villains worked together to beat her back.
She redoubled her attack, but to no avail. “Damn you all.”
Her sowen broke apart under Kozmer’s attack. Miklos wore her down with his sword. And Gyorgy—treacherous, unfaithful student that he was—blocked her attempts to disengage and flee into the smoke long enough to recover her strength and come back to teach them a lesson.
Miklos swung a huge, sweeping blow. Too fast to duck from, but too slow to cut her in two. She crossed her blades and blocked his attack, but the strength of it drove her to her knees. Gyorgy charged in from the side, lowered his shoulder, and knocked her to the dirt. Miklos slammed a knee into her back before she could get up, and pinned her to the ground with a forearm against the back of her neck.
She tried to reach around and stab Miklos in the calf, but Kozmer held down her arm with a piece of his broken staff. Gyorgy tackled her other arm and wrestled the blade loose. She cursed him. Cursed them all.
“Narina, stop!” the elder sohn said. “By all the three demigods, don’t.”
It broke. She had been hot and raging, and suddenly she was shivering and drenched in a cold sweat. Like a literal fever had taken her, and now it was gone, and all that was left was the exhaustion.
“I am all right now,” she said. “Let me up.”
 
 

	Chapter Sixteen






Narina had stopped struggling and gone limp, but Miklos kept his knee in her back and his forearm pressed against the back of her neck. He was wary, trusting neither himself nor the bladedancer sohn pinned to the dirt in front of him.
Miklos still held his falchion in hand, but was no longer attempting to shove it through her ribs or cut off her head. The memory of his murderous intent fell away like dust shaking from the rafters until it was only a fine haze in the air in front of him.
Not one feather had been in him, but two, the second a match to the one on a pendant around his neck that had burst from his chest in Lady Damanja’s camp. The instant he vomited the second one up, his bloodlust had passed.
He only hoped that the same would happen to Narina now that she’d surrendered, but he wasn’t convinced yet. Her calm words notwithstanding, the heat of her rage still shimmered around her aura and through her sowen.
“Let her up,” the old man said.
“I don’t trust her,” Miklos said. “Look at her. She would have killed us all.”
“Do what I say, warbrand.”
“Or what? You’ll fight me again?”
“If necessary. Do what I say or we’ll have trouble.”
“We have trouble already,” Miklos said with a snort. “Or maybe you haven’t noticed.”
“Listen to Kozmer,” the boy pleaded. “There doesn’t have to be any more killing. Please. We don’t have to be enemies.”
Miklos had met Gyorgy before—the student had been working the forge with Narina when he mounted his attack on the bladedancer temple—but he hadn’t seen the elder sohn before today. Now that he’d seen Kozmer in action, he wouldn’t underestimate the old man. His mastery of sowen was impressive, and its presence on Miklos’s side had been decisive in the fight. In fact, the man’s sowen should have proven equally decisive had it been properly turned against him earlier. Why hadn’t it been?
Miklos relaxed the pressure against Narina’s neck first, followed by his knee on her back when she didn’t go for her blades to renew the fight. Still holding his falchion in a defensive posture, he backed away from the woman while her student bent to help her up. Narina waved the boy away.
“I’m fine. Leave me be. Don’t touch me!” she snapped when Gyorgy persisted.
The boy looked stung by the dismissal, and stepped back. His teacher didn’t rise immediately, but sank her head back to the dirt with a groan. Kozmer stood off a pace and twisted the remaining half of his walking staff. He pressed against Narina’s sowen with his own, and while Miklos couldn’t feel exactly what he was doing, he suspected the man was testing her for weakness. 
“You knew, didn’t you?” Miklos asked him.
The elder sohn gave him a sideways glance. “Knew what?”
“You knew I was going to spit up the dragon feather.”
“I had no idea what was inside you, only that you were very sick, and that you had a chance to purge it. A chance to rid yourself of whatever had taken hold of your sowen. There was another sickness in you, but you were already conflicted before the fight started—that was clear, too.”
“And what if you were wrong and I’d killed the woman?”
“I was helping her.”
“Not enough.”
“As much as I could.”
That seemed doubtful. It didn’t match what Miklos had felt. The old man had been holding back, playing both sides, in hopes of stopping the killing. Would he have thrown his full weight to Narina if she’d faced death? That was the part Miklos wasn’t sure of.
A dangerous game, if so. Narina was already a formidable opponent, and if she’d killed Miklos, she would have been stronger still. 
Narina finally rose shakily to her feet, wiped her swords on her pant legs, and sheathed them.  Her face was smudged with dirt and soot and gleamed with sweat. When she wiped at it, the effect was worse. She looked at her filthy hands and grimaced. The bladedancers were famously clean, and used bathing, hot springs, rivers, and other forms of ritual washing to gather their sowen. All three of the bladedancers must feel disgusting, but what Miklos most felt was exhaustion.
The fire roared on the side of the mountain above them, and the worst of the smoke continued to creep down in a blackening, fog-like stink. Every moment was worse, and the bladedancers’ goat stomped and carried on, anxious to be led away.
Miklos left the bladedancers to calm the animal and found the spot where he’d been sick. It was a mess of last night’s supper—what was left of it—and a foul green goop that must contain the poison the ratter had given him. When he’d discovered the deception, rage had swept aside any reason that had returned with the removal of the first feather from his heart. He swore he’d skewer Andras, murder his son and dogs, and then desecrate their bodies.
Now he felt only gratitude to the ratter. The man’s poison had rid him of the demigod corruption once and for all. His previous thoughts made him shudder in horror.
Are you sure they’re all out? What if there’s a third feather?
He dismissed the troubling thought, then dismissed in turn the crushing memories that washed over him one after another. His actions had been brutal, time and time again. He’d killed his cousin, attacked the firewalkers, arranged for the death of Lord Zoltan. These and a hundred smaller crimes lay on his shoulders. The guilt of it was too much to deal with at the moment.
He swung his sheath around to secure the huge falchion, then bent to get a closer look at the feather, as the smoke was too thick to see clearly. The smell of his vomit turned his stomach, and he could still taste the bitterness in his mouth. He held one hand over his nose and plucked out the dragon feather with the other. It was hard and sharp and cool. He’d expected that part, as the one already hanging from a thong at his neck never lost its chill.
Miklos cleaned it with dirt, slipped off the leather thong from around his neck, and cross-hatch tied the new feather next to the first. They clinked together as they settled against his chest. 
He made his way to the others. “The fire is getting worse, and the volcanoes are in full eruption up and down the range. If we want to get through we’d better make an attempt now, before it’s too late.”
“We?” Narina said, her tone incredulous. “There is no we. You will go your way, and we will go ours.”
“Easy, Narina,” Kozmer murmured.
She took a deep breath and gave a violent shake of the head as if doing so would rid it of troubling thoughts. “Why would you come with us anyway?”
Miklos rubbed the crystal feathers. “I might have some thoughts about ending this.”
“Would have been nice to have those thoughts earlier. You know, before you started it.” Narina glanced at her companions. “You cannot seriously think we should take this man with us.”
Gyorgy declined to answer, and Kozmer’s response was a little shrug that seemed to say yes, maybe they should, but that he had no strong opinion one way or another. Miklos suspected the old man was being coy. It didn’t matter; he’d take that as affirmation.
“I left my mare in a ravine,” Miklos said. “It’s bare rock down there, and somewhat protected, but if the fire burns hot enough, she might suffocate. Not to mention the fire could block me from reaching her if we wait any longer. I should take care of that, now.”
“So the rest of you do?” Narina asked, tone incredulous. “This man is responsible for my father’s death, but the two of you think we should forgive and forget? Just like that?”
“Master,” Gyorgy said, “I would agree to anything that would lift your curse.”
Narina snorted in disdain. “It’s not a curse. Explain to him, old man. Anyway, I feel better now—it won’t happen again.” 
Kozmer frowned and twisted at the broken piece of his staff. It seemed as much an object for his gnarled, callused hands to work over as something he used as support when he walked. He opened his mouth to respond, then seemed to think better of it and made as if to gather his thoughts.
Miklos had no patience for it. “Wait here,” he said. “I’ll be back in ten minutes.”
Let them argue it out, he thought as he traveled downhill, rather than back up into the choking air. He hooked around to find where he’d left his horse in a ravine, which remained relatively clear of the billowing smoke, but even here it was beginning to thicken. The mare snorted and pulled at her rope when she saw him, but calmed down as he reached for her with his sowen.
By the time he returned ten or so minutes later, Narina seemed calmer. The trio of bladedancers had retreated with their goat about three hundred feet down the post road, to where the air seemed clearer. Kozmer stood on one side of Narina, and Gyorgy on the other, with the older man embracing the woman with his sowen and the younger leaning in to speak soothing words in her ear. He couldn’t hear what the student was saying, but the master sohn nodded her agreement, eyes lowered to the ground.
The bladedancers’ huge goat gave a half-bray, which in turn made Miklos’s mare shiver, and Narina looked up as man and horse approached. She narrowed her eyes, and her jaw clenched, but the moment passed and she lowered her gaze once more.
Miklos kept himself and his horse at a distance from the goat’s horns. “We should go before the fire cuts us off.”
“You can travel with us,” Narina said. “Not that you asked properly—but I’ll accept that as implied. But first things first, I need to wash up properly.”
He blinked at this. “You want to take a bath now?”
“There’s a stream next to the road about five minutes back the way we came. The stream takes a dip through a gully. We can block it downstream with stones to make a little pool, then take turns. We’re all filthy, even you, warbrand. Washing up will do us good. It’s fresh, clean mountain water.”
“The source of the water isn’t the point,” Miklos said. “We don’t have time to mess around taking baths.”
To his surprise, the elder sohn took Narina’s suggestion seriously. “The best thing for Narina is to clean herself, change her clothes, and meditate for a stretch. We have a long road ahead of us, and I don’t have to tell you the challenges we’re likely to face.” Kozmer cast a quick glance at the woman, the significance of which wasn’t lost on Miklos. He was studying her for signs of the curse that had taken hold of her. “Another hour of delay isn’t going to alter matters, and we’ll be stronger, we’ll move faster in the end.” 
“Fine, go on then, get started,” Miklos told Narina, then turned to Kozmer. “Can I show you something up the road?” Without waiting for an answer, he took the old man by the arm and led him away from the others.
Kozmer glanced over his shoulder. “Stay by her side,” he told Gyorgy. “Don’t let her out of your sight. Oh, and take the goat and the horse. We can’t have the animals running off.”
Miklos and Kozmer pressed deeper into the billowing smoke, using their sowen to push it aside enough to breathe.
“What’s this about?” Kozmer asked when they’d gained separation from the others.
“You’re not trying to turn us around, are you, and send us the northern route through the mountains? Because if it’s the fire you’re worried about, I can get us through.”
“And the lava? The fire demons?”
“We can fight fire demons with our swords if needed. But first I’ll try to drive them off. There are certain old magics one can call on. Symbols of power and the like.”
“Ah, so that was you on the road above Hooffent,” Kozmer said.
Miklos frowned in confusion. “How do you mean?”
“The circle and triangle on the road. Drawn with some sort of pitch or bitumen. It called demons out of the lava. What were you doing, trying to stop us from coming down the canyon?”
“That wasn’t me,” Miklos said honestly. “I don’t have the ability to call them or control their actions like that. Only turn them aside—little tricks and games to put them off their destruction for a moment or two.”
“Hmm. Never mind, then. You can turn them, though? You’re confident of that part?”
“Aye, it’s an old warbrand trick. There are volcanoes near our temple, and they pose a threat from time to time. We’re not firewalkers—we can’t survive that kind of heat.”
“Which is exactly the point here,” Kozmer said. “What happens if the lava has breached the post road?”
“It wouldn’t destroy the post road.”
“It doesn’t have to destroy it, only cross the road and block our path. If it’s crossed the road already, the canyon will be closed. The only way home would be to go north, come in through the back way past the firewalker temple.” The old man shrugged. “That was my plan, such as it was. Narina is in no shape to lead, obviously.”
“I gave the problem of the road a lot of thought, before. . .” Miklos fingered the crystal feathers at his neck. “My mind and sowen weren’t where they should be, but I was certainly capable of scheming. I thought about how to get through to your temple to. . .well, you understand. They were violent thoughts, I’m afraid.” 
“Go on.”
“There’s only one or two low spots where the lava could sever the road. If I’m right, there will still be a way through even if it has. We’ll leave the road before the breach and continue for a stretch along the edge of the river gorge. If we stick to the cliff face, we can climb above the lava and bypass it entirely.”
“Treacherous footing along the cliff wall, if I’m not wrong.”
“That’s true enough,” Miklos conceded. “Is your balance up for it?”
“I’ll cut myself a new staff, and my balance is steady enough. I could manage that part. . .under normal circumstances. Not so sure with cinders and burning rocks falling from the sky.”
“We’ll combine our sowen,” Miklos said. “Shield the company from that sort of thing.”
As if in response to his words, a hot wind drove smoke into them, and they spent the next few moments beating it back again.
“What about Narina?” Miklos asked. “Can you keep her quiet?”
The old man looked troubled. “I can’t guarantee it, no. It’s got hold of her now.” Kozmer gave him a sideways look. “You should know that as well as anyone. In fact, I have questions on that score.”
“Am I free now? Is that what you want to know?” He let his breath out slowly, and his hand went to the feathers once more. They were cold to the touch. “I think so. But I already thought once that it had left me. And it hadn’t, not fully. There’s always a chance—I do feel better, though.”
Kozmer glanced at the feathers. “You saw one of the demigods, didn’t you? It touched you. Were you the first, then?”
“Aye.” Regret tore at him. “And I set it all in motion. A routine pilgrimage to the mountains started it all. I had no idea the dragon was awake, or I’d have never gone in the first place.”
“Not sure you had a choice. They’re demigods, children of the great serpent, and they carry its essence, some of its power to command and control. If you’d resisted, it would have compelled you in a dream or found some other way. Tell me how it happened.”
Briefly, Miklos explained how he and Gizella had gone to the frozen lake to pray, only to see one of the dragons split the frozen lake as it woke unexpectedly from its slumber. It had showered him with icy feathers, and something had taken hold of him after they’d pierced him. He’d killed his cousin, started fights with other sohns, and then gone down to the plains to take up with the crowlord wars. 
“I don’t understand that part,” Miklos added. “What was I doing? Why the crowlords? It’s like a dream now.”
“You don’t remember?”
“Oh, I remember well enough, and I understand my strategy. I was setting crowlord against crowlord. Saw that Zoltan attacked the lot of you, knowing Narina would kill him. I took over the man’s armies and turned them over to Lady Damanja. My plan was that she would defeat Lord Balint, and then I would kill Damanja and be the head of three realms, and from there dominate the others. See all the crowlords dead, one after another.”
“You’re not the only sohn master taking his fight to the plains,” Kozmer said. “Tankred was there, as well. Something sent him down the same path.”
“Right, so there was a fight on the plains, like there was a fight in the mountains. But why? That’s the part I don’t understand. I don’t understand the point of it all.”
“The point is a struggle for power, to upset the balance,” Kozmer said. “Demon against demigod. When the serpent god finished creating the world, it left its twin creations in eternal conflict. Should one side or the other win, the world would turn to either fire or ice.”
“Yes, I know all this,” Miklos said impatiently. “It’s why there’s a demon temple—the firewalkers—a dragon temple—the warbrands—and one that represents both forces—the bladedancers. To maintain balance. It’s why the people of the plains have churches to honor them both, to appease fire and ice.”
“Except when a sword saint is crowned, who does he or she champion?” Kozmer asked.
“He would be the Sword Saint of the Three Dragons. There’s your answer right there—the demigods.”
“So who then is the champion of the demons?”
“They don’t need a champion. They rise from fire and. . .” Miklos’s voice trailed off as he realized what the old man was saying. “Are you saying they do have a champion?”
“Forget what you said about each temple representing either a different force, or both. We are all three of us in the mountains, close to the frozen lakes where the dragons sleep. As if waiting nearby to be called to defend them.”
“Against the demons?”
“Have you noticed that the volcanoes always try to burn their way to the sea? The lava flows toward the plains?”
“Water flows downhill, so does lava.”
Kozmer shook his head. “Yes, in a literal sense, that is what causes it. But it also could be seen as providing a path for the demon champion to rise from the plains.”
Miklos thought this over for a moment. “The crowlords?”
Kozmer rubbed at the gray stubble on his chin. “Perhaps.”
It made a certain sort of sense, and Miklos talked it out to see how it sounded. “So. . .once I’d set things in motion in the mountains, the dragons sent me to the plains to take over their lands. To kill them before a champion could be raised.”
“It is one possibility,” the elder said.
It was a discouraging thought, because if true that meant that all of human affairs were nothing but a conflict between the dragons and the demons. That temples maintained their discipline and training and customs over generations only so they could slaughter each other when the dragons decided to wage war. The crowlords did the same for the demons.
Yet Miklos had doubts. “I’m not so sure,” he said at last. “A crowlord makes a poor champion. What power do they have, anyway? The power to call a few birds to the battlefield? Peasants to labor under the crushing weight of taxes? And armies of frail, easily killed men and women? Zoltan and all his riders died when they tried to ambush Narina, and what did it get them? A slaughter, nothing more. And she’s not even a sword saint.”
He glanced over his shoulder through the smoke, to where the woman and her student had disappeared. She wasn’t a sword saint yet. Imagine if she were; she could cut down an entire army with her blades.
“I don’t know, either,” Kozmer said. “I was only thinking.”
“Anyway, my real goal was always to kill the rest of you and declare myself the Sword Saint of the Three Dragons. Wait for the demigods to instruct me on what to do next. The crowlords and their wars were only ever a tool. They seemed powerless to stop me.”
“So what now?”
“I’ve told you everything I know. It’s up to you to decide.”
“We’ll follow your plan,” Kozmer said after a moment of hesitation. “Go through the fire, if we can.”
“And then. . .?”
“We go to my home, first. The bladedancers. From there, gather any from the other temples who are not yet corrupted. Figure out how to stop this war before it kills us all. What other choice do we have?”
Miklos nodded. “I hope it can be done.”
 
 

	Chapter Seventeen






It grew hotter and hotter as the two men made their plans for getting through the fire. Soon, Miklos felt Narina’s sowen in the distance, growing restless again. She’d apparently bathed already, and they were on their way back up the post road. Kozmer said he felt her, too, and seemed anxious to get started, but Miklos had one additional concern.
“Tell me about your friend,” he said. “Is she going to shove a blade into my kidney when my back is turned?”
“You tell me,” Kozmer said. “You’re the one who faced the curse, not me.”
“When it has you, it has you. Maybe she won’t mean to, but sooner or later her attention will slip, and those cursed swords will be in her hands before she realizes what she’s doing.”
“So you had the answer already.”
“What I mean is, can you stop her?” Miklos asked. “Use your sowen and calm her so that doesn’t happen?”
“While trying to fight the fire and smoke, too? And picking my way along the ledge next to the river without tumbling over the edge? Doubtful.”
“Leave the fire to me. I’ll manage. You focus on keeping Narina muzzled so she doesn’t tear out our throats. I can be more vigilant once we’re past the eruption—until then, I need your help.”
“I’ll do what I can.”
It was an honest answer, and a realistic one. Miklos still didn’t have a grand scheme for surviving the murderous sohns that he’d unleashed on the world, let alone know how to keep Narina from lashing out again. But Kozmer had convinced him of one thing. Their best hope was to keep hold of her and deliver her to her own people, to her own sacred ground. Perhaps there she could be cleansed.
Miklos and Kozmer broke out of the smoke to find Gyorgy fighting with the goat, who was doing his best to break free, shake off his packs, and make a run for it down the road. Miklos’s own mare was wild with fright, her eyes rolled back, pulling at the rope where the boy had tied her off after bringing her back up the road. He was just as filthy as when they’d last seen him.
“I thought you were going to bathe,” Miklos said to the boy. “I thought we were all supposed to wash up.”
Gyorgy gave a little nod toward Narina. “Apparently, plans have changed.”
“Let’s just get on with it, can we?” Narina said.
So much for the ritual cleansing. She’d bathed, after a fashion, but wore the same clothes as before, and her sowen was swirling again. She stood off a pace with the shirt pulled up around her mouth, her eyes distant and glazed, shivering as with a fever.
“So. . .no cleaning up after all?” Kozmer asked her.
“With the two of you scheming against me?” She shrugged dismissively. “I did as much as was necessary.”
“And what about the boy?” the elder pressed. “Gyorgy didn’t so much as wash his face. Couldn’t you have let him do that, at least?”
“I didn’t tell him not to. He was free to stay or follow.”
That was hardly the point, and she knew it, but Miklos didn’t call her on it. Instead, he spoke to Kozmer without taking his eyes off the woman, especially her hands, which were entirely too close to the sword hilts for his liking.
“How attached are you to the goat?”
“Brutus will keep his head through the fire,” Kozmer said, “if that’s what you’re getting at.” 
“And the edge of the cliff?” Miklos asked.
The old man smiled. “He’s a lot more sure on his feet than we are. Might need a little coaxing on our part.”
“We have other uses for our sowen, as you well know, than using it to calm an animal.”
“I’ll do it,” Gyorgy said.
“With all respect,” Miklos said, observing how the student wrestled with the animal, “you can’t even manage now. How is it going to work when we’re in the middle of the blaze?”
“I was trying to keep an eye on my master at the same time. Brutus got wild, but he’s calming now, see.”
“I’m going to cut loose the mare,” Miklos said, making a decision. “Let her wander off to wherever. You might consider doing the same with your own animal.”
Kozmer looked troubled at this, and Gyorgy defiant. All Miklos could see was a big, grumpy goat, semi-wild, and more trouble than he was worth, but the bladedancers apparently were attached to it. Narina didn’t alter her gaze, but her mouth tightened as if she were working heroically to avoid losing control.
Miklos set off to unburden his horse and release her. He took a few choice items from the saddlebags. First was a small pouch with a leather drawstring containing saltpeter. He’d been carrying it since leaving the warbrand temple, and it was what he’d been talking about with Kozmer when claiming he could drive off demons. Hopefully, it would work. In all honesty, he wasn’t sure.
After he tied the pouch to his belt, he stuffed a bit of dried beef into the pockets of his jerkin, together with two hardened bars of dried berries, fish, and congealed fat that Damanja’s troops used to sustain themselves on hard marches. Not the tastiest of food, but it would keep his energy up until they were through the fire. 
He returned to the others expecting to discover that Kozmer had realized the folly of yoking themselves to the huge mountain goat. Instead, the elder was shifting about his bags and held out a hand for the warbrand’s bedroll and blanket, tucked beneath Miklos’s arm.
The elder tilted his head at Miklos’s raised eyebrow. “If you’re worried about stamina, Brutus is nearly as strong as we are. And I believe the boy can manage.”
“All right, friend, but if the goat tires or gives us any other trouble, you’ll have to get rid of it. And I mean cut it loose in a much more precarious situation than this one. If that happens, it will die in the fire—you realize that, don’t you?”
“Brutus will die all the same in this strange land,” Kozmer said. “Fire will push him to the lowlands, and hungry soldiers or starving villagers will eat him.”
“So long as we’re clear on the consequences.”
“Tie me to Brutus,” Narina said. “That will solve two problems at once.”
They looked at her. She pulled down the shirt tied around her mouth. Her face was white below, dark with soot above.
“Take my swords from me, tie me down, and . . . that’s the problem, isn’t it? It’s not about stamina—you need to keep an eye on me, so you can’t fight the fires and deal with Brutus at the same time. But if you secure me so I can’t cause trouble, you can concentrate on getting through.”
“It’s not the worst idea I’ve heard,” Miklos said.
“Are you sure?” Kozmer asked Narina. He glanced at Gyorgy as if for guidance, though clearly this was a decision beyond the boy. Gyorgy nodded, almost too eagerly.
“You know you have to do something,” Narina said. “I can’t be trusted. You and I both know that. The moment will come when I’ll want those swords, and I’m not sure any of you can stop me.”
That decided it. They took her swords away, hoisted her onto the goat’s back, and tied her down.
#
The first ten or fifteen minutes were easier than Miklos had supposed. The enormous mountain goat stayed calmer than expected. Perhaps it was nothing more than being in motion, or feeling the seriousness of the situation with its master tied down on its back. Or maybe the road, lifting ever higher, reminded the animal of alpine meadows, and gave it hope of cleaner air up top.
It was enough to make Miklos wonder if he’d been wrong to send away his mare. The animal was hardly safe simply because he’d cut her loose. A horse would fare better than a goat in these parts—at least initially, before someone captured it and rode it into battle—but these were dangerous times for human and animal alike.
He was soon concentrating too hard on clearing the smoke ahead to give it thought. The fire was to their right, encroaching ever closer to the road.
And the volcano. A boom split the air, followed by a tremendous hiss of venting gasses. They must be thirty miles yet from Manet Tuzzia, but the volcano sounded like it was right on top of them.
“Lava flow,” Narina announced. Her voice rose disembodied from the gloom to his rear. “You fools had better take it into account or we’ll be burned alive.”
“We’ll worry about that when we get to the canyon,” he said. “It’ll be night before we reach it.” 
She gave a bitter laugh. “You think night has any meaning in these parts?”
It did when trying to pace one’s travel. It may look like midnight and smell like hell, but they couldn’t stop here. They faced a continuous, brutal climb through the foothills, to the mouth of the canyon, and then along the ledge above the river until they were above the danger, and that would be a day and a half, nonstop. No average soldier could have managed that climb, at that pace and in those conditions, and the warbrand and his bladedancer companions would be hard-pressed, even with the aid of their sowen. 
“Anyway, you’re wrong,” Narina added. “Lava has broken through on the north face and is flowing down the hillside above us.”
Miklos didn’t know what she was going on about. “Manet Tuzzia is well to the south of us—the lava would never come close to here.”
“I’m not talking about Tuzzia.”
“There’s no volcano on this side of the canyon.”
“The whole world is a volcano, you idiot. Can’t you feel it? Can’t any of you? Never mind—the lot of you are too weak to sense it. Even you, warbrand. I killed a firewalker and cut down a crowlord. What have you done? Murdered your cousin without a fight? An old woman, wasn’t she?”
Miklos felt himself flush with anger, and he bit back a combative response, knowing it was only the demigod curse speaking through her.
“And you, old man,” Narina continued. “What have you done? Way back when, you could have been champion of the demigods, but you failed. And now you’re weak and broken down. You don’t even have your staff anymore. So try to do something useful and find the lava before it kills us.
“Master,” Gyorgy said, “perhaps you could rest. It wouldn’t hurt to sleep a little.”
“Shut up, boy. You are nothing in this, except maybe a way to test the sharpness of my blade. Free my hands, and I’ll show you.”
The other three stayed quiet after this. No point in engaging her, and they had enough to worry about clearing the smoke to find their way through. At one point, the flames were so close to the road that it would have been hard to hear over the roar anyway. The whole mountainside above them glowed eerily.
After another two miles or so, Kozmer took hold of Miklos’s arm. “There it is. Lava, to our right.”
“I don’t feel it,” Miklos confessed, disconcerted that the older man had a greater mastery of the sowen than he did.
“You will.”
Miklos needed another five minutes, but then he, too, could sense the intense heat breaking through the earth’s crust from below. The eruption was bigger than he’d expected; in spite of Narina’s words, he’d expected at most tiny fissures opening, forced to the surface by great pressures below. Instead, the eruption was an immense wound tearing open the hillside.
Within the eruption emerged something else, a chaotic twisting back and forth, like snakes writhing in a pit. A tearing apart of auras, more intense than the flames, more organized than rivulets of lava, yet a vector of chaos at the same time.
“Fire demons,” he said.
“I feel them, too,” Kozmer said. “Five, six of them, at least.”
“There are several more beneath our feet,” Miklos said. “Trying to come up, but not strong enough to melt through the post road.”
Narina murmured something in a tone too low for him to hear, followed by, “You lot had better hope the road holds, then.”
“It’s very old, and bound by ancient magic,” Kozmer said. “The bricks will resist longer than the rock and soil surrounding it.”
“It won’t last forever,” she said.
She was squirming on the back of the goat where she’d been tied, and Miklos thought at first she was trying to get a hand loose to reach for her blades, which were secured behind her, but it seemed she was only trying to get more comfortable. An impossible task, he thought. Nevertheless, he gave Gyorgy a raised eyebrow when she grunted and seemed to give up, and the boy met it with a nod. He fell back to stay close to his master and kept his gaze on her. Narina’s student may be young, but he was no fool.
Meanwhile, Kozmer limped next to Miklos with his sowen pushing through the smoke and ash. He’d picked up a new walking stick a few minutes after Narina’s taunt, a branch that was charred on the tip and had the jagged stumps of branches along one edge. He tapped it on the stones whenever he seemed to be deep in thought. It was clattering away now.
The fiery glow had grown more intense on the hillside, and was pushing back some of the gloom, and Miklos got a close look at the elder’s face, lined with worry. It looked like fear, in fact. His sowen was beginning to fray. So was Miklos’s. The boy was barely holding on.
“What about those circles?” Kozmer said at last. “If you didn’t draw them on the post road, who did?”
“I have no idea. You say they called fire demons to the road?”
“Trying to sever it, I think. There was fire all around, and demons came leaping over the top of the river. Narina redirected the current and washed them out.”
“Did she now?”
Miklos doubted he’d have been able to make a river jump its banks, even at his greatest level of concentration, let alone in the middle of a forest fire and volcanic eruption. He cast a glance back at the woman, startled by her mastery of the sowen. These bladedancers were proving stronger than he’d thought. How had he underestimated them so much that day at their temple?
The smoke had momentarily cleared, and Narina was glaring at him from the back of the goat. She seemed to recognize the question in his eyes. “You wouldn’t understand it, warbrand.”
“I understand it. I’m just impressed.”
“You’d have to be acquainted with water, first. Have you ever taken a bath in your life?”
He couldn’t help but chuckle at the snarling response to his compliment. But the mirth faded quickly as he remembered the seriousness of the situation. It was fascinating to see how the curse had got hold of her, but alarming at the same time. In his case, the curse had turned his natural ambition into a cold, calculating bid for power. In Narina, it seemed to make her flare into rage at the smallest of slights.
Maybe a quick temper was her natural weakness, something that would have been trained out of her at the temple, cooling her fiery inner nature to rock, as surely as she doused the demons that had crossed the river. Miklos, on the other hand, had always been ambitious. That ambition had been turned against him.
None of these speculative thoughts answered Kozmer’s question about the circles on the road, and he was about to voice additional guesses and doubts on the matter when something shuddered to his right. Hot and violent, it tore apart the auras of their surroundings.
He reached back for his hilt, bent his shoulder slightly, and drew his falchion. It was a heavy, comforting presence in hand as he pivoted to meet the threat.
A figure burst out of the smoke, glowing red-hot, the light so bright it left him momentarily blinded. It was a demon, all bony limbs and angular hips. There were several different kinds, and this was one of the hornless ones, with a smooth, skull-like head. Its arms were so long they nearly dragged the ground. Flames burst from its hands, and its fingernails were razor-sharp obsidian blades. 
“Take my right shoulder,” he told Kozmer. “Gyorgy, to my left.”
The demon’s head whipped in their direction at the sound of Miklos’s voice, and a forked tongue of white flame darted out to taste the air. Miklos’s sword blade gleamed in the monster’s reflected light, and the demon cocked its head, but it had no eyes, only blackened eye sockets. It seemed to be blind, and he regretted having spoken. The demon stood on the edge of the post road, which resisted the fire, and would soon force it back before its limbs hardened to stone. If he hadn’t spoken, it might have done so already.
He held still, and the others followed his lead. The demon seemed to lose interest and was returning its gaze to the sound of crackling fire and spitting lava at its back when the goat made a moaning, braying sound.
Once again the demon’s head snapped around. Its tongue darted faster, and it took two quick steps onto the road toward the small company. Miklos dropped his left hand from the hilt, holding the sword in place with only the right, and grabbed a handful of saltpeter from the little pouch at his belt. He hurled the saltpeter at the demon, and as he did, gave it a push with his sowen. It caught fire and engulfed the demon in a ball of flame.
The idea wasn’t to burn the monster or harm it in any way. It was to deafen it, dull its senses. The demon belched a cloud of black smoke that smelled of rotten eggs and burning pitch, then turned this way and that with its forked tongue lashing at the air. It howled in frustration, a sound like bending metal about to break.
“Go, move!”
Gyorgy grabbed for the rope around the goat’s throat and jerked it, while Kozmer clattered ahead with his makeshift staff, and Miklos shielded them with his sword and his sowen. The demon soon dispersed the cloud of flame and smoke—or absorbed it, more like—and returned to the hunt. But the humans and their animal had moved along. They could hear it screeching behind them.
They’d escaped just in time. Two more fiery figures appeared where the fire met the post road. The lava was surging, too, and only a few feet away from hitting the brick. No telling what would happen then. 
They hurried past the lava and the demons and into a deeper patch of darkness, forced to continue more by feel than sight. The goat was balking, and enough smoke was getting through Kozmer’s sowen to make the animal cough.
“Why weren’t you at my right shoulder?” Miklos asked the old man.
“I was.”
“I meant armed!”
“I’m not carrying any blades.”
“You didn’t grab your swords when we entered the smoke?” How had Miklos missed that? “Demons and demigods, why not?”
He expected Narina to make a sarcastic remark, but she was quiet, and in fact had offered no comment about their confrontation with the demon. Instead, it was Gyorgy’s voice that materialized from the darkness next to the goat.
“The elder sohn doesn’t carry swords. Most of the time he refuses to fight. He still can, though. He’s capable.”
“Against a fire demon?” Kozmer said. “I’m not so sure. My sowen is the best weapon I’ve got. You might not have felt me pushing smoke and fire when you pulled your little trick with the saltpeter.” This was to Miklos. “But I did. Or would you have preferred an old man with flabby muscles flailing around with swords?”
The comment broke the tension, and Miklos allowed himself a private smile. He was warming to Kozmer, which was good, because accursed or not, Narina had worn on him. Again, she was missing her chance to needle the others. With any luck, she was fighting against it, and the effort had exhausted her into silence.
“Can any of us strike a fire demon?” Gyorgy asked. “Wouldn’t it melt our swords?”
“These are temple-forged weapons, yours and mine alike,” Miklos said. “No flame will hurt them. Can we do damage is another question. Mine. . .yes, a little. Yours, better, I think.”
“The boy can do damage with his dragon blade,” Kozmer said. “The demon blade is practically useless against these creatures.”
“Is that so?” Miklos said.
“How would I fight with only one sword?” the boy said. “All my training. . .seems I’d be unbalanced.”
“Nobody says you have to drop the demon blade,” Kozmer said. “Although I suppose you could take Narina’s and fight with two dragons. You’d be unbalanced either way.”
The woman didn’t answer back there, although it was another opening for sarcasm on her part. Something about her student cutting his leg off with a master sword, perhaps. Instead, she stayed quiet. Silent and sullen was as good as they could get, apparently.
“Narina?” Kozmer said. “I feel you back there, brooding. Do you need water or anything? To move so you can stretch your muscles? There are more demons on the road, and it’s going to get hotter as we go.”
Still nothing. Miklos reached back, growing concerned, but felt her there. Her sowen was calmer than it had been, but guarded. As if she were trying to shield it from the two masters on the road ahead. 
He was going to fall back to find her in the darkness and see if he could get a better sense of what she was hiding, but fire billowed across the road ahead of them, whipping in from a copse of burning trees. He and Kozmer pushed back, then found themselves hurrying along to stay ahead of the hot winds, with Gyorgy yanking hard on the goat’s rope, as more demons cavorted on the edge of the road.
Twice more, he caught sight of the creatures among the fire, but then they enjoyed a respite. They pushed through heavy smoke and fire, concentrating and combining their sowen, and finally reached a point at the mouth of the canyon leading up toward the temples.
Here, they faced the worst. The heat was suffocating, and choking ash and burning air nearly overwhelmed them. Even Gyorgy had to contribute his efforts to clear the air enough to breathe. 
There were demons, as well—too many to push through—but they seemed to be warring among themselves. Squat, smoldering demons emerged from the south side of the road to fight the long-limbed, scaly demons with snake tongues and smoking horns entering from the north. The taller demons lashed with whip-like tails, while their squatter companions opened their mouths doubly wide and spewed molten lava. When they met, they grappled and rolled about on the road, biting and clawing and lashing.
Whenever one demon defeated another, it continued to tear at and eat the fallen, and seemed to absorb its enemy. What emerged was some twisted amalgamation of the pair. Wherever there were two or more of these hybrid demons, they joined forces and devoured the earlier, lesser incarnations.
Once the companions had taken stock of the fighting demons, their choices were stark: retreat the way they’d come, or make a run for it. Nobody wanted to go back; they’d come too far already.
Miklos led the way into the inferno. The hairs on his arms and the back of his neck curled and burned, and it felt as though he were breathing burning ash. He was drenched in sweat and parched with thirst, but didn’t dare stop for a drink from the skins. Demons were all around them, but intent on fighting and devouring their rivals.
At last, they emerged into a quiet stretch where the sound of the river rushed from somewhere ahead, its roar stronger for the first time than the blasting fury of the fires. The air was a little clearer, and Miklos even caught a glimpse of the stars through a window in the cloud and smoke cover that opened briefly before closing over once again. Night had apparently fallen. Even that brief window strengthened his will and gave him hope.
Brutus bellowed, which was a good sign in and of itself. Perhaps Miklos needn’t have worried about the goat after all; after that initial blunder, it had had the good sense to stay quiet during the fighting demons. That it now felt confident enough to voice its displeasure confirmed the relative safety of their current position.
Kozmer spoke up from the darkness. His voice was thin and shaky. “Gyorgy, do me a favor and fetch a waterskin, will you? I’m a dried-out husk—don’t think I’m going to make it to the river.”
Miklos groped ahead with his sowen and was gratified by what he sensed. “It’s clear all the way to the riverbank. Not long now, maybe a half-hour. From there, we can cross the fords and come up along the ledge. That will get us past the worst eruption and the most dangerous of the demons.”
“Master Kozmer!” Gyorgy cried.
“Shh, boy. Keep your voice down. What is it?”
“The ropes are cut. Master Narina is gone!”
Miklos felt back in alarm, and knew at once that it was true. He could no longer feel the bladedancer’s sowen.
What was it the boy said? The ropes had been cut? That meant Narina had deliberately freed herself during the chaos of the last two hours. And instead of wielding her swords to defend against demons, or using her sowen to push back against the suffocating, burning air, she’d shielded herself from their notice.
To escape.
 
 

	Chapter Eighteen






Katalinka remained with the firewalkers after the demigods abandoned their attempt to smother the demons with ice and snow. They retreated up the hillside as day gave way to night to find a safe vantage point to watch the final destruction of the temple. The basin in which the firewalkers had built their shrines and homes was soon submerged in lava, without a trace remaining even of the walls and narrow walkways carved through basalt. Even the spire itself vanished beneath the molten rock. Lava trickled down the path of crushed quartz to the base of the hill on which the survivors waited. 
The forests below had already gone up in flames during the initial assault, but now demons came dancing and running from the boiling cauldron, following the obliterated path, now a river of lava. They reached the untouched stretch of woods where Katalinka and the firewalkers had taken refuge. Venerable pine trees, their trunks bigger around than what three people could encircle with linked hands, went up like massive torches.
The firewalkers were in a state of shock, and some of them would have no doubt stayed to gape at the destruction until they, too, were caught in the holocaust. But once Katalinka made to leave the scene, the remaining firewalker sohns—Sarika and Drazul—seemed to realize the growing danger. She heard them encouraging the others, cajoling, pleading, and in some cases, speaking in sharp tones, even as Katalinka used the light of the fire to regain the post road, anxious to flee the destruction.
She would have preferred to travel with greater speed. Run as far and as fast as she could until she’d put several miles between herself and the eruption of lava and demons at her rear. The light of the fire at her back dimmed, and then dimmed again when she crossed a ridge and came down the other side, until it was nothing more than a glow behind the hills. But she was more than capable of continuing by feel and the use of her sowen to find the auras surrounding the road. 
It was fear that slowed her. The other firewalker sohn, Lujza, had abandoned her companions. The woman had apparently been taken by the same madness that had seized Abelard, and set off on a violent quest. That quest no doubt included taking revenge on the surviving bladedancer who’d violated her temple. She might be lurking nearby, ready to fall upon Katalinka and murder her.
Katalinka didn’t even have the luxury of grieving Abelard’s death. To bear his loss with her sowen, to allow it to weigh on her shoulders and wound her heart. Instead, she had to stay alert, to continually scan her surroundings. A momentary loss of attention, and the firewalker sohn might leap from the darkness and shove her sword through Katalinka’s heart.
About an hour later, still moving cautiously, she sensed the sowen of the remaining firewalkers gaining behind her. They moved together, roughly eighteen in number, with the larger, sharper forms of Sarika and Drazul identifiable up front, and the rest a blurred mass behind. 
The last thing she wanted to do was confront them again. They may or may not wish to confront her with their loss and anger, but there was no sense staying to find out. In any event, she wanted no part of them, either. No, they weren’t responsible for Abelard’s death, not truly, but she couldn’t help remembering Drazul directing initiates in a wave of thrusting, striking swords that eventually brought her friend to his knees. And then they’d killed him without mercy.
She picked up the pace, but the firewalkers increased theirs as well. They used their sowen to strengthen each other, like a flock of migrating birds flying in formation. Katalinka had shed her belongings, and was capable of moving with great speed for an hour or more before she had to slow, but the pursuit continued relentlessly, reeling her back in again. Before long she was thinking about leaving the road to conceal herself in the woods and let them pass. 
But if they were searching for her—and why else would they have come this way?—they’d already have a grip on her sowen. Leaving the road wouldn’t hide her against a determined search. And there was the small matter of the missing firewalker sohn. She didn’t want Lujza at her front and the rest of the firewalkers at her back. 
It was already dawn, and the western horizon was stained a spectacular red. Daybreak would only help her pursuers; whatever advantage she had of having recently traveled the post road would vanish in the light of day.
And so she stopped at the next defensible spot. Here, the post road bent, with a steep hillside on its northern edge, and the south side hugging a cliff that ancient engineers had chiseled away to create a passage for their cobbled stone road. The passageway was still wide enough for two or three to attack at the same time, but they’d be unable to surround her as they had Abelard at the temple.
The sky was oppressive as the dim orb of the sun rose above the lower reaches of the mountain range to the east. Plumes of smoke marked the south and the southwest, as well as behind her in the direction she’d come. So many eruptions.
In addition, there was a black air mass above the highest peaks to the northeast, which was the one direction not covered with choking air. This seemed to be storm clouds of a more traditional nature, centered roughly above the three frozen lakes where the dragon demigods had slept, but apparently no longer did. She thought of the pummeling snowstorm that had nearly buried her and Abelard before they’d taken refuge in Volfram’s cave. The dragons may have lost the first fight against the demons, but they hadn’t abandoned the war. 
Birds flew overhead. Flocks of starlings, darting sparrows, grackles, jays, grosbeaks. They scattered this way and that, driven from their forests by smoke and storm. Several deer and a pair of elk had crossed her path during the night, their auras scattered and frightened, as well as a large mountain goat like the kind kept by the temple, but this one was wild, driven down from the heights. In addition, there were numerous smaller animals, all in terrified flight from the cataclysm.
Katalinka sat cross-legged in the middle of the road with her blades on her lap and meditated to strengthen her sowen. If they meant to kill her, she’d sell her life dearly. If not, then let them explain why they’d let her leave, only to run her down when she was no longer a threat.
She didn’t have long to wait. With her eyes still closed, she felt them coming up on her, Sarika first, with her older companion just behind. Drazul may have been an elder of his temple, perhaps no longer as skilled with the swords as a decade or two past, but his sowen was like a granite pillar. If he threw it behind Sarika, the woman would cut Katalinka to pieces.
The others had lost their tightly knit pattern during the chase, but now gathered into a knot behind the two masters. They felt restless, aimless. No doubt it was the loss of three other master sohns that left them in disarray; many would be students or retired masters of the ones missing. Nevertheless, if it came to a fight, there were enough of them to present a separate problem.
Katalinka waited until Sarika drew near, then sprang to her feet with blades in hand. The other sohn’s sword was still sheathed across her back, but it would only take an instant to draw it. If she did, Katalinka meant to make the woman pay. For now, the firewalker sohn remained calm, with Drazul just behind her, also wary but unarmed.
Sarika had cut strips of cloth from the bottom of her tunic and wrapped them around her palms. Drazul wore no such bindings, and his hands were red and blistered. The lesser members of the firewalker temple—students and elders—likewise seemed to have burned their hands since she’d seen them last.
Katalinka’s temple used meditation and ritual washing to strengthen their sowen, but she recalled that the firewalkers used pain. Her father said their preferred method was to submerge themselves in hot springs where the water was hot enough to scald, but a quicker way was to burn their hands. Given that Volfram had been standing barefoot in an actual fire when she and Abelard found him in the cave, yet had seemed unharmed, they must have directly touched lava to wound themselves so visibly.
Firewalkers quickly healed from even the most severe of burns, so no lasting damage had been done. Still, it spoke to their desperation to run down the bladedancer sohn that they’d injured themselves to the last man and woman.
Sarika’s dark eyes held Katalinka’s gaze. “You were wise to stop when you did. Another mile, and it would have been too late. There would have been blood.”
“And now?”
A slight frown. “How do you mean?”
Katalinka shrugged. “Will you take me prisoner? Will you throw me into the ravine? Bind me and sacrifice me to the lava in hopes of appeasing the fire demons?”
“I understand what happened at the temple,” Sarika said. “It wasn’t your fault the apprentice died, and less so that demons destroyed our home. I’m not here to punish you.”
Now she was confused. “But you mentioned blood. So this isn’t about revenge?”
“Oh, it is. In part. But not any revenge we’d take from you. It’s Lujza—she’s lurking about a mile down the road. You can’t feel her sowen—she’s hiding herself—but the five sohns of the Sacred Temple of the Elegant Sword are bound in ritual. Drazul and I can sense her, and sense her intentions. Lujza means to cut off your head.” 
“She’s battling for supremacy,” Drazul said from behind Sarika. “First she’d kill you, then, strengthened, turn her blade on us. The more she kills, the stronger she becomes. Soon she’d find Tankred and Volfram and finish them, too. Warbrands, bladedancers, firewalkers—she’d kill us all if she could. Or be killed. The only thing that matters now is to see her rivals dead. She intends to be the sword saint, that’s what’s become of her now.”
“And what’s your role in all this?” Katalinka asked. “The lot of you hunted me down on the road, throwing your sowen into the chase just to give me a warning? I don’t believe it. You want something else.”
“We’re homeless,” Sarika said bleakly. “The temple was destroyed. Where else are we to go?”
Katalinka blinked, uncertain she was hearing what she thought they were saying. “Are you suggesting coming with me to the bladedancer temple?” She shook her head. “There have to be a thousand valleys in these mountains, and they can’t all be burning. Find one you like and rebuild.”
“You make it sound simple,” Drazul said.
“Anyway, why would you want to risk our company? You don’t know us, and you don’t trust us. Not in the best of times. Now you’ve killed Abelard, and one of your own sohns, Volfram, put the madness into my friend’s sowen in the first place.”
A hard edge entered Sarika’s voice. “You killed one of ours, too, Katalinka. Don’t forget that.”
“I won’t. I couldn’t. All the more reason to keep our distance, one temple from the other.”
“Why did you come to us in the first place?” Drazul asked.
“Faulty information. It was obviously a mistake. Doesn’t matter anymore—we need to part company. Each of us to our own.” Katalinka’s resolve hardened. “The last thing we want to do—the most dangerous thing—is to mingle. We’ll be at each other’s throats with swords. That’s what this is all about, and it’s safer if we keep our distance.”
A crow landed on a branch of a tree growing at an angle from the ledge above the road, and it chased off a pair of outraged-sounding jays, who squawked and rejoined the scattered flight of birds overhead. Additional caws drew her attention, and several more crows landed around the first until the branches sagged beneath them. They watched the humans on the road below, heads cocked.
These were no ordinary birds; some were as large as ravens, while others had a grayish tint to their feathers, or eyes that seemed to stare too intently at the people, especially the three up front.
Drazul frowned up at the crows. “Devil’s horns, what are they doing here?”
“Fleeing the fire, I should think,” Sarika said.
“Not that type of crow,” Drazul said.
His companion shook her head, expression clouded. “How do you mean?”
“She doesn’t understand,” Katalinka told the older man. “I’m surprised you do. You live so far from the plains—I wouldn’t think you’d see this kind of crow often up where you are.”
Drazul explained. “They’re crowlord emissaries. Spies. They’re listening in order to report to their masters. And more than one crowlord is spying, too. Look at the sizes, the colors.”
“What does it matter to crowlords what we do in the mountains?” Sarika sounded bewildered. She ran her fingers through her hair, which was as black and shiny as crow feathers itself. “Does this concern them, somehow?”
Katalinka had no idea what Narina, Kozmer, and Gyorgy had discovered in the plains. The failed robbery of bladedancer weapons had certainly suggested a desperate struggle among the crowlords, but she’d assumed it to be plains business, the concerns of the violent overlords of the lowlands and their unfortunate subjects.
“I’ve seen crows near the temple,” Katalinka said, “but never this many. And we’re several days into the mountains. No lowland crow would ever come this high.”
Drazul gestured with a blistered hand. “And yet. . .”
“I agree, it’s a bad sign.”
For the first time Katalinka grew worried for her sister, Narina, who hadn’t known any of this when she’d set off. It now struck her as likely that she’d run into trouble below. Nobody had accounted for Tankred, one of the missing firewalker sohns, and what about the warbrand who’d attacked Sarika and Drazul’s people in the first place? There might be other rogue sohns, for all she knew, and it suddenly seemed likely that these unaccounted for men and women were meddling with crowlord affairs. Or being meddled with, as the case may be.
Sarika strode toward the rocky cliff face that Katalinka had counted on to keep the firewalkers from flanking her in a fight. The woman jumped, grasped a ledge with one bandaged hand, and pulled herself neatly up in a single, fluid, effortless swing. From there she made another jump, and shortly reached the hillside, where the trees were growing at angles. No mountain goat could have made a more impressive climb. 
So much for using the hillside to protect her, Katalinka thought. If it had come to a fight, the hill would have been a liability, not a shield. A place for enemies to scale and hurl themselves onto her from above.
Once up top, Sarita climbed the tree holding the crows with an equally impressive display of agility. Her burned hands seemed to provide no hindrance, and as she reached the tree heights, her sword came out of its sheath. She sliced through branches to clear a path, and as she approached the crows, they lifted off, squawking.
There had been several more crows hidden among the branches and in the surrounding trees, and they all kicked up a ruckus as they lifted away. It might have ended there, but three of the big ones swooped back without warning and slammed into Sarika.
The woman held her sword with both hands, and was straddling a branch, gripping it with her thighs. The first bird struck the side of her head, and she flinched instinctively away. The second smacked into her back with a squawk, and the third came right at her face with feet extended and beak open. Sarika struggled to hold her balance.
A great mass of the crows she’d chased off came wheeling back around. Katalinka and the others cried a warning. Sarika got her grip in time, and whirled about on the branch and gave a great sweep of her sword through the flock of crows. There was an explosion of wings and feathers as the blade struck.
Katalinka flinched, expecting the bodies of dead and dying crows to come crashing down onto her head, but all that she saw was a drifting rain of glossy feathers. As they descended, they seemed to dissolve, and what came down was a sifting of ash, as fine as black flour. The remaining crows flew away noisily, their scolding audible for some time. 
Sarika seemed shaken when she finally descended, as well as regretting her impulsiveness. She apologized to both Katalinka and her fellow firewalkers. Drazul rubbed a bit of ash between his fingers with a thoughtful expression while staring after the last of the departing crows. One of the apprentices came up to wipe blood from Sarika’s cheek where a crow had pecked at her.
The woman stared at Katalinka. “Well?” she demanded.
“Don’t look to me. I have no idea what just happened.”
“I wouldn’t expect you to. That’s kind of the point, isn’t it? We can separate all we want, try to wait it out. But there are dragons in the sky, burying the mountains with snow. Fire demons are destroying sword temples. A curse is consuming our members, blighting our sowen and making us kill each other. And now crows that dissolve to ash when struck. Do you still think we should cower and hide?”
Katalinka thought it over. She felt as helpless as ever, and the crows turning into ash had left her shaken and confused. Were they even real birds, or something else?
Her eyes fell on Drazul’s lined face, and that made her think of Kozmer and the other bladedancer elders. Someone, somewhere, must be able to piece this together.
At last she nodded. “Come with me to the temple. We’ll stand or fall together.”
 
 

	Chapter Nineteen






A few days later, a man stood in the road facing Katalinka, his sword planted tip down, with the hilt of the massive weapon almost reaching his chin. She couldn’t distinguish his face at first glance. The sun was rising from the east, just above a craggy peak behind the man, a hazy red ball through the smoke and ash, and its light caught her eyes and washed out the man’s features. 
But he was tall and powerfully built. From the sheer size of the sword, she guessed it was a falchion, and she guessed again that the man was a warbrand sohn. His sowen was powerful, but guarded, covered as with a cloak on a moonless night.
Katalinka had left her new companions a mile or so back, where they could wait beyond the range where they might alarm the bladedancer temple. First, let her explain. Let her meet with Narina and the elders and decide how best to bring in the outsiders. Assuming there wasn’t too much resistance. And if there was, to come to a consensus on how to proceed. 
But now her path was blocked by this warbrand. Her heart skipped in her chest, and her hands found the hilts of her two blades. She did not yet draw them, and took a deep breath before speaking. She’d do her best not to aggravate the man until he declared himself an enemy.
“Who are you and why are you blocking my path?” she asked.
“Who are you? Pull back your hood and step forward where I can have a better look. And keep your blades sheathed or there will be trouble.”
Heat flushed her face. “Fire demons scald your bones. You’re blocking the road to my temple, and you are an outsider here. Give me your name and your purpose at once.”
She didn’t pull back her hood. She’d drawn it the previous evening—their fourth since leaving the ruins of the firewalker temple—when a cold sleet fell from the summer sky. The sleet was filthy with ash, and cold. She’d kept it drawn all night, even after the sleet stopped, as the air temperature continued to fall. A giant shadow had flown overhead during the night, but this time it didn’t bring a blizzard.
“Narina,” the man said. “I know it’s you. There’s no point in hiding it.”
“What are you going on about? Where is my sister, what do you know of her?”
“Ah, Narina’s sister.” He chuckled, but the laugh contained scant humor. “That explains the voice and the angry tone. Tell me, has it taken you?”
“The fighting curse? No, I’m untouched. And you? There’s something I don’t like in your sowen. You are one of them, aren’t you? I can feel it. And what’s that around your neck?”
She referred to something hanging from a leather thong, glittering and crystalline. The sun was still rising, and she was slowly getting a better glimpse of his commanding, proud visage. At the same time, some of his strength seemed to fall away at mention of the objects around his neck. He rubbed at them between thumb and forefinger.
“I was taken by it, but the feathers have come out of me, and I’m free again. I believe—I’m not completely sure.”
She didn’t know what the man meant by feathers, but she was still suspicious. “Then you aren’t on some bloody path seeking dominance over the rest of us?”
“We’re all on that path, whether we like it or not. But no, at the moment I am free of its influence. The command, the curse, whatever you want to call it.”
“Then what are you doing here, threatening my temple?”
“I’m not threatening, Katalinka, I’m protecting. That is your name, isn’t it? There was a woman yesterday. Barefoot, with red hair. A firewalker. She attacked two of your fraters and killed one of them. A second firewalker was seen in the meadow valleys above your temple—a warrior marked with ash and with a scarred chest. We don’t know where either of them have gone.”
Lujza. And either Volfram or Tankred.
Katalinka pressed her lips tightly together before speaking. “And you’ve taken it upon yourself to stand vigil?” 
A little shrug. “Vigilance is the best course for now, and I can only do my part. Now that you’re here, and your temple has a master sohn, however. . .”
“Where’s my sister? Where’s Narina?”
“You are like her, aren’t you? Where’s your patience? Wait, your friend is coming.”
She was surprised when Kozmer emerged from the woods, as she hadn’t sensed the old man. Yet this outsider, this warbrand, apparently had. The elder had a new walking staff made of smooth white pine with an iron cap on the bottom. The old one had been a glossy, lacquered brown. 
More surprising, however, was that he was armed. Blades hung from his hips. The sheaths were aged leather, tooled with the figures of dragons and demons. The hilts were wrapped in gold- and silver-colored thread.
“Am I glad to see you,” Kozmer said. His expression darkened as he studied her. “And Abelard? Please tell me he’s up the road with the ones we sensed earlier. Firewalkers, aren’t they?”
“You weren’t supposed to sense us. We were treading carefully. Anyway, no. Abelard isn’t here.” Katalinka swallowed hard. “And won’t be.”
Kozmer’s gaze moved up the road to where it passed alongside the river toward the defile beyond which she’d left Sarika and her companions.
“Let me see your face,” Kozmer said. “I need to look in your eyes.”
Katalinka swept her hood back and approached warily without taking her gaze off the warbrand. In a conciliatory gesture, he swung around a long sheath that had been strapped across his back and put away his weapon. At that, she glanced at Kozmer to see that some of the fear in his expression had diminished as he continued to study her carefully. He’d been worried, she realized, that she’d turned against them. 
She kept her voice calm, not wanting to sound like either Abelard or Lujza after they’d been wounded. “Who is this warbrand, and why is he at the temple?”
“Let’s get something out of the way so there’s no trouble,” Kozmer said. He twisted his gnarled hands around the staff and stepped forward until he was between the two sohns. “This man was under the demigods’ spell.”
“He said that already.”
“Yes, but what he didn’t say is that he’s the same man who led the attack against your father. He didn’t kill Sohn Joskasef directly, but he ordered it done.”
It was all Katalinka could do not to stagger backward. “This is him? This is Miklos?”
Miklos stiffened, his face grim. He was a man who could and would kill, she saw, whether he was under a divine curse or not. He’d murdered her father. How could she. . .? Her hands reached for her hilts, then fell away again, and she dropped her head. When she lifted it again, Miklos let out a deep breath and dropped his hands to his sides, his jaw unclenching.
She was still trying to digest the situation as Kozmer explained. He laid out everything that had befallen them in the last several weeks, including what had become of her sister. They’d fought crowlords—even killed one, it seemed—delivered the weapons to Balint, and then battled a rival sohn. Tankred, one of the missing firewalkers. Narina had killed him, but not without taking a wound.
It should have been a minor injury, easily healed by her sowen, yet it had changed her. She’d grown belligerent, combative, not so different from how Abelard had reacted. Kozmer, Miklos, and Gyorgy had struggled to contain the curse, but eventually Narina had run off, and nobody had seen her since. 
There was also something about a ratter, his son, and some dogs that Katalinka couldn’t quite place. The ratter had seemed to be alternately a friend who gave them warning, and someone who’d sold them out to the rogue firewalker and his master, Lord Balint. She shook her head, trying to make sense of it all.
When Kozmer finished, he had questions of his own. The most important: where was Abelard? When Katalinka told what had happened with Volfram in the cave, the elder’s face fell, and the edges of his sowen frayed.
“That was it for him,” she said. “Like what you said about Narina. He turned angry and violent and confrontational. I didn’t understand what was happening, or I’d have kept him away from the firewalker temple. When we got there, he made trouble.” 
“And now what? Where did he go?”
“He started a fight, and they killed him.”
“Demons!” Kozmer closed his eyes and turned his face skyward with a wince.
She summarized the rest of the fight at the firewalker temple, then told how demons had emerged from the ground. The creatures and their lava had destroyed the temple and followed the fleeing humans up the hillside. Katalinka had cut one down with her dragon blade. Her demon blade seemed to have no effect on them.
“More clues,” Miklos said. “More evidence.”
She turned on the warbrand and couldn’t keep the accusatory tone from her voice. “So it was you who set this in motion? You attacked the firewalkers, who in turn made war upon us?”
“I did. But I didn’t take that turn on my own, I was called to it. Once that happened, I had no more choice than your sister or your friend.”
Miklos briefly described how he’d been with his cousin performing meditative rituals at one of the sacred frozen lakes when the ice cracked, and a dragon demigod emerged from its depths. It had pierced him with crystalline feathers, and until the two now hanging from a thong about his neck had passed completely out of his body, he’d suffered under its curse.
“I was only a vessel of the demigods’ poisonous intents,” Miklos said. “And if it hadn’t been me, it would have been someone else. Maybe you, maybe Narina.”
This last part was a painful reminder. “Tell me what happened to my sister. When did you last see her?”
Kozmer released one hand from the staff and put it on her forearm. “We were in the fire, fighting for our lives. Nobody saw her go.”
“You shouldn’t have let her out of your sight.”
“There were demons. The smoke was thick and choking. We’d tied her to Brutus for her own good—that was Narina’s idea, she’d agreed to it. But she cut loose and escaped in the chaos.”
Katalinka could only think of the dark mood that had taken Abelard. Did that mean she was alone now? Was she out there somewhere, trying to murder people from other sword temples? Or had she stayed on the plains to meddle in the crowlord wars?
And what did that mean for the bladedancers? Father was dead, Abelard dead, and Narina had escaped with a corrupted sowen. There were no other bladedancer sohns left. Only Katalinka.
Kozmer let out a deep sigh. “We’ve looked for her since her escape, as much as is possible, what with the volcanoes and forest fires. Haven’t seen Narina or felt her sowen. She’s the one we’re most afraid of—who’s to say she might not come back with her blades at our throats?”
“She will,” Miklos said. He fingered the crystal feathers at his throat. “I don’t see how she escapes from this. They aren’t feathers in her heart—whatever it is won’t come out so easily.”
Kozmer gave another frustrated-looking twist at his staff. “Gyorgy is beside himself, as you can imagine. He was leading Brutus at the time and blames himself for not noticing until it was too late.”
“It’s not his fault,” she said. “Narina would want him to know that. The real Narina, anyway.”
These were ugly times, and Katalinka was glad she didn’t have any students at the moment. The previous one had graduated to the ranks of frater about two years earlier, falling just short of sohn, and she’d yet to take on a new one. Nevertheless, that reminded her of Abelard’s two students; they would have to be told what had become of their master. It would be a painful discussion. 
“In spite of what this one says,” Kozmer added, with a tilt of his staff in Miklos’s direction, “I think we could have drawn it out of Narina if we’d only brought her back to the shrine in time. I would have wanted to try. Maybe it’s not too late. If only we knew where she was.”
Miklos looked skeptical. He opened his mouth to say something more on the matter, but stopped suddenly, turning his head up the road. His eyes narrowed. “Who is that? Who’s coming?”
“Firewalkers,” Katalinka said. She could feel them in motion, reaching carefully with their sowen. “The survivors from the temple. I suppose they’re tired of waiting for me.”
“You invited them,” Kozmer said. It wasn’t so much a question as a statement. “Dangerous.”
“I thought it necessary.”
Katalinka cast a glance at Miklos, standing tall and proud, with his massive falchion strapped to his back. The warbrand presented his own danger, even if he had been entirely cured of the curse. She was not convinced he had been. She was not sure any of them were in the clear. Even leaving aside those enemies already circling, looking to draw others into the fight, who was to say that more sword temple warriors wouldn’t be called? She remembered what Volfram had said in his calm, falsely measured tone as he’d set upon them in the cave.
We have been called. A champion will rise.
 
 

	Chapter Twenty






Andras and Ruven had taken refuge in a ravine when sparks leaped the hilltop above them, ignited pine trees already desiccated by the hot, fire-whipped winds, and spread the conflagration to the other side. Hot, smoky air pushed into the ravine and seemed to steal the air from Andras’s lungs.
The roaring fire was too loud to hear the dogs whining, but he could feel them shivering in terror as they crouched next to him, as if hoping somehow that proximity to their master would save them. Ruven was very still and very quiet as he buried his face in his father’s chest. Every so often he broke into long, hacking coughs.
Andras thought his heart would split in two. He was not so afraid of death, although the exact manner of dying frightened him in this case. Already he was having a hard time breathing, and he imagined choking and wheezing as he gradually suffocated. Or, if more sparks fell into the ravine and ignited the trees at the bottom, he might be roasted alive. 
But to see his dogs die while following him trustingly to this spot was terrible to contemplate. To have Ruven suffocate, face buried in Andras’s shirt, still counting on his father to protect him, was enough to destroy him.
And it was his own fault, his own bad judgment that was to blame. The night he poisoned Miklos and made a run for it with Ruven and the dogs, he’d set off in what he’d thought a clever path south, and then east toward the plains, and then hooked west into the foothills once again.
They were necessary precautions to keep Miklos from catching them, he thought. The warbrand could sense father and son from a distance, and probably feel the dogs, as well. If the man recovered too quickly and gave chase, he’d hunt them down and exact his vengeance. But if the poison took hold of him, forced him to move slowly, or better, kept him sick for a day or two, they had an excellent chance of escaping. The key was speed. Go as fast as possible, don’t stop for anything.
A strange, thin sort of daylight had greeted them the following morning. Ruven was stumbling, exhausted and near tears, and the dogs whimpered and tried to stop at every stream and grassy meadow. If he let them, they’d all flop down and refuse to get up. Andras allowed for short breaks, but no lengthy stops. They’d betrayed a dangerous, possibly insane sohn of the mountain temples, and if the man found them, it would be death.
The erupting volcanoes were an advantage, or so he thought at first. The fires spreading down from the mountain forests into the drier foothills could only help as well. They confused the landscape with smoke and blotted the light. Light, falling ash would cover their footprints.
And then Andras made a critical mistake. Coming over a ridge he caught a glimpse of several men below wearing a mixture of tattered military tunics and homespun jerkins. Men with heavy beards and dirty faces. They were armed mostly with daggers and short swords, and a handful had crossbows. There were two ponies to carry goods, but the men were traveling on foot.
Andras shrank back with Ruven and the dogs, old fears resurfacing. Brigands. The same sort who’d burned his village, murdered his wife, and carried off his son before Lord Balint had brought Ruven back.
Andras knew they’d been lucky to make it this far without running into brigands these past several days, but that luck seemed to have run out. Or maybe not.
Had the ratters and their dogs been spotted? He didn’t think so. If they kept quiet and moved toward higher ground nearer the mountains, they should be safe. The fire was spreading in that direction, and it would keep these brutes in the lower foothills. He just had to keep moving south to stay clear of Miklos and they should be safe of that danger, too.
At first Andras’s new course seemed to work, but by afternoon he realized that the forest fire was now below them, as well as above. There was more fire to the north, marching relentlessly in their direction. The ground rumbled once, and there was a distant, booming explosion from the direction they were traveling, and when the air cleared a little, he saw even more forest fires to the south.
It was then that Ruven asked if they were surrounded, and Andras realized that they very nearly were. It was time to find their way back to the lowlands and hope the brigands hadn’t been traveling in the same direction.
But by then it was too late. The fire had spread, and was all around them and drawing closer. A choking smoke settled in, and human and dog coughed and struggled for breath. Ruven, normally brave beyond his ten years, began to sniffle, and when Andras put a hand on his shoulder, the boy was trembling.
Just when he’d thought they were doomed, he’d stumbled into the ravine. The air was better at the bottom, as it acted as a sort of funnel for winds coming from the highlands, and it was deep enough that the fire hadn’t reached the bottom. The ravine petered out below, but higher, toward the mountains, it grew deeper, and it seemed safer to climb.
Andras led them higher up the ravine, hoping it would lead them out above the worst of the fire, but the gulch dead-ended not long after. There was nothing to do but hunker down and wait for the fires to burn themselves out. A little stream trickled from the rock above, which gave them water. The trees in the ravine were largely cypress, with spreading, occasionally overlapping branches, and plenty of dry scrub at the bottom. Deadly, should the flames reach the bottom, but isolated enough to give him hope.
We can wait this out, he told himself. We can survive it.
Only now, two days later, the fire had returned with greater force, pushed to the north edge of the ravine, and jumped to the other side. From there, it was lighting up the trees on the far slope one at a time, turning them into great bonfires that in turn leaped again. Either the fire would continue its relentless march down into the ravine, or sparks would fall and light the trees at the bottom all at once.  
Either way, they’d either suffocate or be roasted alive. There seemed to be no escape.
“Look, Da!” Ruven cried.
The crown of a cypress further down the gulch had ignited, and its crackling flames gleamed through the pall of smoke. The top sparked and sputtered as flames spread down its trunk. The branches burned like brands.
This was it. This was the end.
The dogs whined, stood up, and sat down when ordered, panting and drooling. Andras brought them into the hollow beneath a large boulder, the most protected spot he could find, but the dogs had to be held in one big clump to keep them from bolting as the fire began a relentless march up the ravine toward them.
Skinny Lad was especially restless. The lurcher stood and pulled, and had to be forcibly dragged back by father and son. He growled and bared his teeth, and Andras, shocked by the aggression, pressed the dog’s muzzle to the dirt.
“There, boy. Sit still, now.” Andras kept his voice calm, his hold firm, but not aggressive. “We’re safer here—trust me. Relax and the danger will pass quickly. There, that’s a good dog.”
He didn’t believe it himself. He thought they had twenty minutes, maybe less, before the fire was on top of them. They would all die together, human and dog alike. But his words seemed to soothe the animals, Skinny Lad especially. He relaxed his grip as the lurcher stopped struggling.
Suddenly, Skinny Lad whipped his head around and bit Andras’s hand. Andras jerked back with a surprised cry. It wasn’t a savage bite, but hard enough that he lost his grip. The dog squirmed loose and bolted toward the side of the ravine. There, somehow, the animal found a pathway up the steep slope and began to ascend with paws churning and knocking down pebbles.
There was no escape in that direction; a tree was pure fire on the ledge right above the dog, should he somehow gain his escape from the ravine. As terrible as it seemed, the only slim, desperate hope remained crouching at the base of the boulder and hoping the wind shifted and the fire stopped short. He had to stop the fool thing before it was too late. Without thinking, he shouted at Ruven to stay with the other dogs and bolted after the lurcher.
After some initial success up the slope, Skinny Lad floundered, and his paws scrambled to gain purchase. Andras was able to use his hands to grab hold of rocks and hoist himself past the most challenging obstacles, and soon caught up to the dog. He reached out a hand to grab the animal by the scruff of his neck, but Skinny Lad gave a final effort and scrambled just out of reach to gain the height above the ravine. Andras, desperate now, and feeling the furnace of burning trees on his face, had no choice but to continue if he hoped to save the dog.
Up top, Skinny Lad stood several paces off, facing him. Mouth open, panting and drooling. His mouth closed in what looked like a pleading whine, though Andras couldn’t hear it over the roaring fire. The air was hot, suffocating.
But there, to his shock, was a path between the flaming trees to his left and an unburned stretch of forest to his right. Between them lay a bare stretch of rock, patched with grass and wildflowers, that had so far prevented the flames from leaping. By all the sleeping demigods, was this a pathway through the fire?
If so, he could return to the ravine for Ruven and the rest of the dogs and lead them up. It would be damned tricky to get the short-legged terriers up that hillside, but maybe he could shuttle them up one at a time. Time was running out. It was going to be close.
But first he had to get hold of Skinny Lad before the dog ran off and got himself killed. He made a lunge, but the fool creature danced out of reach and began to trot away along the bare patch of stone, apparently determined to set off alone and get himself killed. Andras gave a short whistle blast, a final attempt, really. To his surprise, Skinny Lad stopped, dropped to his haunches, and looked over his shoulder at the ratter. 
Andras snapped his fingers. “Come here, right now!”
The dog refused to move. No doubt he would bolt off as soon as the man made toward him, but Andras knew he had to try. To his surprise, this time the dog waited, but when he tried to pull, Skinny Lad dropped to his belly and made himself as flat as he could. Andras cursed in frustration, then got hold of himself.
“Listen to me,” he pleaded. “We have ten, maybe fifteen minutes and then it’s too late. I need you to obey me. Do you hear me? If you keep up this game, we’re all dead. You’re dead, I’m dead. The boy is dead. Do you want that? No. So do what I say.”
In response to this, Skinny Lad turned his head back along the bare stone patch and gave a deep, desperate sounding whine. Andras followed his gaze. His eyes widened in shock.
There, where the stone ended and the forest began, sat a woman. She had her back to a pine tree, her eyes closed. A pair of swords lay crossed on a bed of pine needles several feet in front of her, just out of reach.
It was Narina. The bladedancer sohn.
Ropes were around her waist, tying her to the tree, and her hands and ankles were bound. He stared, unable to believe what he was seeing.
And then hope sprang into his breast. He couldn’t help but take several steps toward her. “Narina?”
She didn’t open her eyes. “I feel you, ratter. Go back to your son. He’s terrified.”
“Who tied you up here?”
Skinny Lad came with him, this time all cooperation. The dog must have felt the woman’s aura, or whatever it was, and come to her from the ravine. Good boy.
“No, don’t take another step forward. Dammit, go away. I mean it.”
He hesitated. “Is something wrong? Did something happen to you? You seem different. Were you. . .is it your sowen?”
Her expression hardened, and she turned her head. He approached, bent at her side, and worked at the knots.
Narina groaned. “Just leave me alone, will you?”
This time Andras didn’t listen. The knots on her hands were tied more clumsily than those at her feet and around her waist, and he started with those. She elbowed him away with a snarl. He glanced back at her weapons. They’d cut these ropes with a touch.
“Don’t touch those swords! They belonged to my father, and I will wish a curse upon your head should you lay hands on them.”
He forced himself to ignore her. He went back to the swords, hesitated at a new round of curses and denunciations from the bladedancer, then bent and picked up the black one. Something tingled in his hand, and everything around him suddenly looked sharper. He could see Narina’s face now, clear through the smoke, as it twisted in concentration.
Warring emotions played over her face. There was an ugly strain, murderous. The death in that particular expression wasn’t directed toward him, not specifically, but if she gave into it, she could kill him in an instant, as easily as crushing a beetle beneath her heel. But it was the other emotion, that remnant of her true personality, that allowed him to ignore his thumping heart and approach. 
“An appropriate choice,” she said as she took in the sword held clumsily in his hand. Venom dripped from her voice. “Honoring the demons who will soon burn your heart out of your chest. Tell me, when you poisoned Brutus, did you feel a twinge of guilt? Or were you proud to be serving that bastard crowlord of yours?”
“I’m sorry for what I did. Please forgive me. We can help each other. I won’t betray you again.”
“I don’t believe you. A crowlord is your master—you will do whatever he commands.”
Andras looked down at the heavy brass ring he wore on his right middle finger. It carried the sigil of Lord Balint Stronghand, a crow with a war hammer in its talon. Balint had given it to him, together with all the honors and responsibilities that entailed.
He carefully set down Narina’s sword, took off the ring, and threw it as hard as he could. It disappeared into the smoke and fire. He picked up the sword and turned to see Narina staring at him.
“Please listen to me,” he said. “If you stay here, you’ll die.”
“Death was the idea all along. Why do you think I’m tied up like this?”
“You did it to yourself? You did, didn’t you? You’re afraid of the thing inside you. I don’t know what it is, or how it got there, but it doesn’t have to rule you.”
“What would you know about that?”
“I know it will make you kill people you love if you give in to it. The first of those is my son. Ruven is in the ravine—you can feel him down there with the dogs. You said so yourself.” Skinny Lad, still sitting on his haunches behind, let out a long, pitiful whimper at this. “We only have a few minutes before it’s too late. But I know you can save him if you come now.” 
Narina closed her eyes and tilted her head back. She groaned. “Don’t you see? It’s already too late. This curse has got hold of me, and I can’t turn it aside. If you cut me loose. . .” She let out a violent shiver. “I’m afraid of what will happen.”
“We have to try. Please let me do it.”
She looked away, and he took that as permission. Wielding the sword clumsily in hand, he expected to have to saw at the ropes, but the weapon was impossibly sharp. It cut through the ropes as if they were a single, silken thread, and would have sliced through to the woman herself before he could stop it, if the blade hadn’t turned aside of its own accord. It seemed to know its own.
Before he could move, barely enough time to blink in surprise, Narina reacted. She took the sword from him, severed the remaining ropes at her wrist and those binding her to the tree, and then was on her feet. It all happened in a blur. He stood rigid with shock and fear.
“Now you’ve done it,” she said.
Andras slowly straightened. “Kill me if you have to, but save my son. I beg you. The dogs, too. They’ve done nothing wrong. Lead them out of the fire, at least.”
She’d retaken some of the control that seemed to have fled while she sat tied up to the tree, but her tone remained grim. She went for the other weapon, and tucked them into the sheaths still strapped to her waist. He’d half-expected her to kill him, and now allowed himself to breathe.
“There will be no leading out of the fire, ratter. Can’t you see it’s too late for that?”
“But your auras. Your sowen, I mean. Can’t you clear a path?”
“Through this raging inferno? Not a chance. It’s demon-driven. The air is drier than a desert and roasting hot. There’s lava flowing to the north and south of us. Not all the sohns of the three temples working in harmony could clear a way through.”
Andras’s head dropped in despair.
Narina wasn’t finished. “But fortunately, there’s no need to go through the fire. You’ve found a refuge already, haven’t you? It needs a little assistance and it will hold.”
He could barely allow himself to hope. “Then you’ll save us?”
“Yes, I’ll save you, Andras. You, your son, the dogs—I don’t know what you’ve done to deserve such loyalty, but they all love you, and that’s worth something. And then,” she added, “I’ll return to the path of the Sword Saint, hunting down and killing friends, family, rivals. Because that’s what you’ve done for me. Freed me to kill.”
#
Narina was still embroiled in a bitter mix of emotions as she followed Andras and Skinny Lad into the ravine. There she found Ruven crouched miserably with the dogs, all of them coughing and whimpering. There were only two more trees to ignite down the ravine, and a few more surrounding them, and they’d be burned alive in the inferno.
Better to die here, she thought, than in the larger conflagration to come. Demons and demigods fought over the land, and it would either turn to ash or to ice—or both, in turn. Humans would die. Die by the sword, die by famine. Die of heat or cold. Die by the thousands and tens of thousands. 
Very few would survive, and Narina could only despair at the thought of being one of them. What would she inherit as an agent of destruction? Only misery, much of it created by her own hand.
But then Ruven spotted her, sprang to his feet, and pushed through the dogs. He wrapped his hands around his father’s waist and buried his face in the man’s chest. When he looked to Narina, he pulled down a rag that had been tied around his sweaty, soot-stained face.
“You came back. You came to help us. I knew you would, I knew you wouldn’t leave us to die.”
Her heart ached at this expression of childlike faith. For a moment, the tight bands around her sowen eased, and she could feel strength flowing into her limbs, a sort of autonomy. The despair was still there, the throbbing certainty that she would turn against them all when the time came. But for now, she allowed herself a brief window of hope.
“Get as close to the boulder as you can,” she told them. “Those dogs know how to dig, don’t they? So what are they waiting for? Get them digging a trench, as deep into the sand as you can. It will be cooler there. Maybe even damp below the surface.”
Narina turned away from them. She bent and picked up a handful of sand as she walked toward the fire. She scrubbed the sand into her arms and hands as she walked, doing her best to clean away the ash. She did the same on her cheeks and forehead, and brushed it off when she was done. Her skin felt raw and sore after the sand bath, but cleaner.
All the while, she gathered her sowen and fought against the corruption twisting within as if it were an enemy on the battlefield. By the time she reached the last of the unburned trees and the edge of the fire crawling up the ravine, she’d rained blows on the rebellious element and forced it into a corner, where it remained seething, ready to attack as soon as she relaxed her vigil. 
Her sowen under command, she stood and faced the roaring flames, prepared to hold position until either the fire retreated or she was overcome. The fire roared, raged, and struggled forward to seize more victims in the withering trees ahead of them. A breeze stirred at her back, and she flung it forward and pushed the fire away. 
The wind, the firestorm, and the popping, exploding trees sounded like howling, snarling demons. And maybe there were demons in the flames, though she couldn’t feel for them without breaking her concentration. With or without them, the fire itself seemed alive with malicious intent.
Another tree went up in flames. Only two more remained and the battle would be lost. For a moment she thought she saw crows in the smoke, though this was surely her imagination, a hallucination caused by the intense heat and pressure, the rending of the natural auras of the land, and the twisted thread inside her own sowen.
Narina refused to surrender. The fire fought on, relentless in its pressure. Her face turned hot, her lips dried and cracked. Her eyes burned, dry and filled with ash. But the fire was only as strong as its fuel, and the burning trees began to surrender their heat as the wood was consumed. There was a final, howling rush, but Narina faced it, knowing she could hold it back.
“You won’t have them,” she said. “Not today.”
She summoned the last of her strength and hurled it toward the fire. The fire began to fall back, its fuel consumed and its advance halted. 
For today, this one, small victory was hers.
-end-
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