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Chapter One
The farmer refused to pay. He hadn’t said as much aloud, not yet, but Andras could tell by a subtle shifting in the man’s posture as Ruven carried up another bamboo pole laden with rats, the ends dipping with the weight as the boy struggled under the load. Andras’s son laid the pole carefully next to the three other poles, then trudged back toward the barn and manure pile that had been the source of the rat harvest.
“Them’s a lot of rats,” the farmer said. “Big, ugly buggers, too.”
Andras drove his spade into the ground and leaned against it. It was late afternoon, and the sun was dipping toward the far mountain wall, but the day seemed to be gaining heat with the dispersal of the clouds, and steam rose from the damp ground. The air smelled of wet manure, of chickens, of freshly plowed earth, all soaked in the rain that had fallen most of the day. It had been heavy, dirty work, and Andras, his son, and the dogs were all filthy and exhausted.
“One hundred and twenty-seven, to be exact,” he said.
“Some of ’em is only half-rats, though. Can’t help but notice that.”
As if in response, one of the dogs whined. They were waiting, panting behind him, with Notch and her boys in the middle—all terriers—and the two lurchers on the outside. Blood flecked their muzzles, and not all of it was rat blood. This lot of vermin had been big, and there were some fighters. It had been mostly work for the terriers, who dug the rats from their holes, shook them, and stretched them, while the lurchers chased down the occasional runner or finished off the wounded, tossed aside by the terriers in their eagerness to get back into the action.
Andras had known it would be good work even before he located the rat nests. This fellow was careless with his chicken feeders and had visible chinks in the stone foundation around his rice granary, and there was spare lumber, untrimmed brush, and other places for rodents to take cover.
“The lurchers get hungry,” Andras said. “Get a sort of bloodlust in them. They’re still waiting to be fed. Hard to keep them from taking a bite or two.”
Actually, it was Notch who was most likely to snarf down the younger rats when she thought Andras wasn’t paying attention, but it was useful to draw attention to the two bigger dogs, who carried a lean, ravenous look regardless of how well they’d been fed. Lurchers were bred that way. Made them good runners, and skinny enough to get into ditches.
The farmer—a fellow by the name of Valter—scratched at his balding pate. His face had that windswept, reddened look of mountain people, and burst capillaries in his nose indicated a man who liked his rice wine. They were heavy onion eaters up here, too. Pickled, boiled, raw, stewed, or smoked, the mountain people consumed them with every meal, and the farmer and his offspring all carried a whiff of it about them, as if it exuded from their pores.
Apart from the untidy, rat-friendly elements, Valter’s freehold was a prosperous looking farm. In addition to onions and livestock, he had several paddies for growing the long-grain highlands rice, irrigated from ditches that carried water from a clean mountain river. The river flowed from the ice-capped peaks and never ran dry, even when the plains below lay parched and cracked with drought. At the moment, the rice was ankle high and brilliant green. Looked like a good harvest was in the offing.
A ram with curved horns sat on the farmhouse porch, tied off by one of Valter’s sons after it tried to challenge Andras’s dogs. Barrels and basins in various stages of repair surrounded the animal. There were no glass panes in the windows of the house, only shutters that had been thrown open to reveal a front room filled with more clutter. The turf covering the roof looked in need of trimming.
The unkempt look of the main house, along with the visible fecundity of both the farm and farmer—if the eight or ten older children running around were anything to go by—suggested that Valter’s wife had likely died, and probably in childbirth. It was a common story here in the highlands. These people hewed to traditional roles, with the farm run by the man and the business and family matters managed by the woman, including the upkeep of the house itself.
Valter’s land was one of several dozen freeholds that stretched up the canyon between the river and the post road. The sword temples above kept the road clear of brigands, and the crowlords of the plains knew better than to bring their eternal squabbling up to bother the temples, who valued their independence above all else, and would punish any who disturbed their peace. It was as safe a place to live and work as any.
Ruven trudged up bent under another pole. The rats—tied off by the boy’s quick fingers—swung on their tails and turned in lazy circles. The boy gave a grunt as he lowered it, and straightened his back with a wince. He was strong for his age, but only ten years old, and boy and father had traveled nine miles by foot yesterday, with plenty of climbs and descents on the cobbled post road. After eight days of travel, along with ratting, father, son, and dogs could all use a rest.
Now that they’d finally approached their destination—not this man’s farm, that was for sure—they could slow down. Wait. And watch. Their business in the canyon—their true business—had nothing to do with rats.
Valter’s farm had a good view of the post road to the north, which was the primary reason for ratting it. Nevertheless, Andras fully intended to receive every last coin owed him. He needed the money, in fact.
“How many rats did you say?” the farmer asked. “A hundred?”
“One hundred and twenty-seven.”
“Huh. Strange.”
Ruven met his father’s eye as he turned with his boots slapping at the muddy ground, and his raised eyebrow showed that he, too, had caught what this fellow was about to attempt. Clever boy, like his mother. The determined set to his mouth was Terezia’s, too, as was his way of cocking his head when he had a question. Andras couldn’t see those echoes of the boy’s mother without a stab of loss deep in his belly, almost a physical pain.
“Thing is,” the farmer continued, “I got cats. Seven of ’em. So you can see why I’m surprised.”
“I know it. Saw an orange tom go tearing away when he caught sight of my dogs.” Andras shrugged to show what he thought of the cats. “I’m sure you’ve got a few good mousers, but they aren’t the bravest, are they? And you’re breeding big rats up here—they bit my dogs up something. You ever think of caging a few and shipping them down to Lord Zoltan’s dungeons?”
“Caging rats?” Valter frowned, as if thinking Andras was serious, then shook his head dismissively as he realized he was being jibed. “Maybe that old tom ain’t done as good a job as he should. But I see plenty of dead rats around—that’s my point. Them cats gotta be keeping the vermin thinned better than that. Can’t scarcely believe there’d be so many as one hundred and whatever it was. I was thinking more like twenty, thirty tops.”
“That’s why my son is hauling them up from the embankment where they were nesting,” Andras said. “So you can count them. So we can get paid. So I can feed my dogs, patch my boots, and keep my boy’s belly full. So we can get on the road and back to work.”
“I’ll give you two moons. That’s worth twenty brassies, more or less.”
“Twenty? Hardly. Not up here, and not in the lowlands, either. Not since Zoltan’s mines drove down the price of silver, which is twelve years now. You owe me three moons, four brassies—I’ll give you the last two dead rats for free.”
“Anyway, a lot of them rats was only pups, and some of the rats are half gone.”
“We’ve been on the road. The dogs were hungry.”
Narrowed eyes. “Yeah? How do I know you didn’t chop them up to make ’em look double? Two silver moons. That’s my offer.”
Andras tightened his grip on the spade handle. “We had an agreement, and you’re a fool if you try to break it. There’s food to buy, dogs to feed, and tolls to pay. I’ll have that coin one way or another.”
“Listen, ratter,” Valter said, his voice hardening. “You better think long and hard if you’re fixing to try something. I got three grown boys who’ll come at my beck, come running with scythes and hammers. There’s one of you, and you got a child to think about, don’t you? Isn’t that what you was saying? Keep him safe, won’t you?” He spat at the ground. “Anyhow, I won’t be cheated. Wouldn’t be surprised if you brought some of them dead rats with you from the last place you ratted.” 
Andras whistled. Two low and short, followed by one long. His seven dogs had been sitting on their haunches or lolling in the mud, as if eager to get even more filthy to make the post-ratting wash in the river more refreshing. Now they sprang to their feet and growled, with the big dogs, Stretch and Skinny Lad, sounding especially menacing with their low voices. Valter’s eyes widened, and he took a step back.
“A word from me and my lurchers will be at your throat,” Andras said. “And did you see the terriers stretching rats like bits of rug? A snap of my fingers and they’ll stretch your ball sack the same. Now give me my damn money.”
The man lifted his hands. “Look here, I don’t want no trouble. I don’t have my harvest money yet, and I don’t have any three moons and four to give you.” His stubborn tone was gone, and now he sounded only petulant.
“You’ve got something put away. You farmers always do, else you’ll starve.” Andras held out a dirt-crusted hand, palm callused and nails worn. “Bring it out and pay up.”
“But I gotta keep a few coins. The tool man hasn’t been by yet this year—and there’s always something needs repair, and I need to pay a water engineer to come fix my sluices. That’ll cost me two moons right there. My draft horse needs shoeing, too.”
“Not my problem. Sell your ram. Go work your neighbor’s field for wages. Send your daughter down to the village with eggs to peddle. I did my work, and I’ll be paid for it, too. Fire demons drag you down if you think otherwise.”
“They’re just rats—why you have to charge so much for a few hours’ work?”
“I’ve been here since dawn. Two of us working in rain and mud and manure, and there’s dogs to care for and bellies to fill.”
The truth was, Andras and Ruven had run out of food except for a few dried apples and a handful of beans. Andras had been pushing hard to climb the mountains in order to reach the temple of the bladedancers. Not much time to stop and do ratting. Only twice since leaving Riverrun, in fact.
The first time ratting, they’d worked long and hard one day for a measly sixteen rats. That was Andras’s fault. Should have been obvious from the tidy way that fellow had kept his property. The haystacks had obviously been moved about, the pig troughs were fairly clean, and the chicken coops were in good repair with none of the easy entrances for rats to thieve eggs. Little brush, no spare boards lying around, either. A clean farm kept rats away.
The second freehold was more promising, and they left with good coin, but the next day Andras noticed his son limping. Ruven wasn’t merely footsore; he’d grown out of his boots. He could walk barefoot this time of the year, his feet hardening on the hard surface of the post road, but there was no way that Andras would let him out ratting without good footwear.
Ratting was filthy, bloody work, and he wouldn’t see his son take ill because he was too stingy to spend his coin to take care of the boy’s feet. But cobblers charged money, too, and by the time they’d returned to the post road after a quick stop in one of the villages, Andras’s pockets were empty, and they still had many miles to go before reaching the realm of the bladedancers.
The work today—barring the unpleasant detail of pay—had been what Andras called dig and smoke, the most sure kind of ratting. It only took a few minutes walking the farm and fields to identify where the rats were holed up. The first was a series of smaller nests in the banks of the rice paddies. Ruven stuffed hay into holes, Andras lit them on fire, and the dogs waited for the smoked-out rats to make a run for it, then gave them a shake and stretch.
That had cleared out about thirty rats. A few abandoned pups might be left behind, but they wouldn’t last long without care from the adults.
The second, bigger nest was close to the barn, where Valter collected his manure, unwisely placed between the pig troughs and the chicken coops, with easy access for the rats to work their way into the granaries and root cellars on higher ground above the farmhouse.
Father and son had worked their way methodically up and down the manure, with Andras turning over the entire pile spade by spade. Notch and her boys pounced and shook, with most rats broken and dead before they’d even freed themselves from the overturned manure.
Sometimes, with a dozen rats all breaking at the same time, there were runners. Ruven whistled and snapped to direct Stretch and Skinny Lad, and the two lurchers got every would-be escapee but one, a damned lucky rat who somehow got into the rice paddy before Stretch could run it down. All in all, satisfying work, and important for the farmer. That many rats, constantly breeding, could devastate a man’s harvest. Spread disease, too, the vermin.
As for what he’d do with his coin, he’d take his son and dogs back to the village around the last bend and get them all some proper food—meat and bread for boy and father, and some bones and gizzards for the dogs. The dogs couldn’t live on rats alone, after all. Then come back up, take their place west of here, and watch the pathway to the bladedancer temple.
Andras didn’t intend to budge from his demands, but at that moment, Ruven hustled up with the second to last pole of dead rats slung across his shoulders. The boy had been flagging the last couple of days. In addition to the long time on the road and the meager rations, they were now several thousand feet into the mountains, and neither boy nor father had yet adjusted to the thin air.
But now Ruven was flushed with excitement as he tossed the pole of rats to the ground. “Da, there’s men on the road. Riders.” He took a ragged breath. “Coming up the road fast. Spears, swords.”
Andras took his son by the shoulders. “How long have we got?”
Another gasp. “Close. Fifteen minutes. Maybe less.”
“Demons and demigods!” Valter cursed. He clutched at his breast, most likely at a little wooden or metal medallion in the shape of a dragon talon that highland people carried for luck. “It’s brigands. What are they doing up here?”
Andras held out his hand. “Give me my coin. Three moons and four brassies.”
“Blast you, I’ve got to get indoors, and my children too.”
“That’s the dumbest thing you could do. You can’t fight them, you can’t defend yourself. Take your family into the forest by the river and wait until they’re gone.”
“But my farm. My stock. My fields.”
“If they want it, they’ll take it. And you’ll die, too.”
The farmer cast his gaze about, and something changed in his eyes as he took in his farm and realized how vulnerable he was. No doubt thought about his livestock and his children. The house itself didn’t look defensible, and the paddies were green and easily trampled. His only hope was to hide and hope the riders stayed on the road. A small army would destroy it all just by stomping through. And the wrong sort of army might just set fire to the house and barns and slaughter the livestock for sport.
“Yes, you’re right,” Valter said, his voice strangled.
Looking at him, Andras couldn’t help but feel sorry for the man. Years of labor, most likely the work of generations, and everything he owned or would ever own was right here on these few acres. These freeholders were prosperous enough under the enforced peace of the temples, but even up here, the small were vulnerable to the whims of the strong. And a man with land and family was a man who could lose everything in an instant.
Andras remembered that Valter had been attempting to cheat him, and he hardened his voice. “My money. You either give it to me, or I’ll tell those brigands you’ve buried a chest of silver somewhere around here. Good silver coin, even a bit of gold. Not sure where you hid it, though. Maybe under the floorboards of the house. Could be buried in the rice paddies, though.”
Valter’s face paled. “They’ll kill me for that.”
“And you tried to skin me. You’d have watched me and my son starve because you were a cheat who wouldn’t pay what he’d agreed.”
For a moment it looked like the farmer would stand his ground, and then Andras would be faced with the prospect of following through with his threat, seeing a man potentially tortured and killed for the sake of some dead rats, while men tore his farm apart looking for a supposed cache of silver and gold. A sound came from the road, the clomp of hooves, close enough to echo off the mountain passes surrounding them.
At last Valter reached a hand into his jacket and pulled out a small leather pouch with a drawstring. He’d been carrying the coin all along, the crook. He yanked open the drawstring with an angry look and slapped down the coins one after another onto Andras’s outstretched palm. Three silver moons, each the size of a man’s thumbnail, and four larger brass pennies, the old faces of crowlords worn nearly unrecognizable after generations of being passed from hand to hand.
Valter practically snarled. “Take it, you ratter, and get your ugly son and your filthy dogs off my land. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get the hell out of this canyon and never return.”
No, Andras thought. I won’t be leaving. These men are why I came in the first place. 
 
 



Chapter Two
Andras and Ruven took the dogs west of Valter’s farm. The farmer, already hustling to gather his family and lock down his livestock, probably thought that the ratter and his son were hoping to cross the road and climb toward the sword temple and seek sanctuary, or perhaps just find a ditch where they could cringe and hide and hope the dogs didn’t bark. Maybe even swim across the river to enter the deep forest on the far slope.
Andras intended nothing of the kind. He and Ruven had scouted the area ahead of time and stashed their bedrolls, cooking gear, and a handful of other provisions not far from here. Only then had they approached the freehold and introduced themselves to Valter, who had admitted a certain problem with rats.
Father and son crossed a pair of irrigation ditches that divided the man’s farm from the one above it, then climbed over an old wall of fieldstone, partially collapsed, with the dogs leaping over, one at a time. They scaled a small hillock, thick with wild blackberries. Down across a grassy swale where a pair of milk cows were chewing their cud—they’d be lucky if they weren’t served up as supper for the approaching riders—and then up a second hillock, this one thick with trees. It was the woodlot of Valter’s neighbor.
At the edge of the woodlot, the hill overlooked the post road where it curved around the bend and followed the narrow canyon toward the heights. Down the road to the east lay a glimpse of the vast, shimmering plain, green now after good rains. He could hear the riders clearly, but they weren’t visible from this vantage.
A fresh pall hung over the mountains to the south. One of the trio of volcanoes in that direction must be erupting. Fire demons, breaking through, although at the moment it seemed to be nothing more than a column of smoke and ash. If a serious eruption broke out, it would mean trouble for any villages on its slopes.
Closer at hand, maybe a mile or so distant on the south side of the canyon, stood a pair of stone watchtowers poking their heads above the tops of the pine forest that scaled the mountainside. According to what Andras had learned from his master before setting into the mountains, the watchtowers could be used to locate the sword temple of the bladedancers—or, as they styled themselves, the Divine School of the Twinned Blades.
Standoffish sorts. Dangerous to interlopers. No, lethal, he was warned. Yet critical to Lord Balint’s plans.
The towers weren’t associated with the sword temple—those were relics of an earlier age, and had long ago fallen into ruin—but the temple’s lay fraters used the ancient mountain terraces at their base to grow food. There was a thin path, nearly hidden, that led into the woods on that side of the valley. Andras had been sent into the mountains to watch it. Now he knew why.
Andras turned the brass ring on the middle finger of his right hand. On it was Lord Balint’s sigil: a crow with a war hammer in one talon. To wear it was an honor, and its weight reminded him of his duty.
The dogs were whining, and he realized belatedly that he’d forgotten to grab one of the rat poles on their way out. Food for the dogs. 
“Should I feed them, Da?” Ruven asked. The boy was carrying a fistful of rats by their tails.
“Well done,” Andras said, surprised. His son must have grabbed them up while he was pocketing the coin taken out of Valter’s reluctant hand.
“It was all I could get, and Stretch can eat five or six by himself.” 
“It’s good enough for now. Should mellow them a bit—we don’t want them carrying on. But you’ll need to cut ’em up to make sure there’s some to go around.”
Most of the dogs fell on their rats at once as Ruven tossed them over with whistled commands to stop any squabbling. There was a good deal of crunching of bones and tails disappearing down throats.
Only Notch held back. She pinned a rat under a paw and growled at one of her boys when he sniffed over, but didn’t eat it, instead cocking her head and looking down at the road with her notched ear twitching as it turned to the sound of horse hooves.
“Go ahead, girl,” Andras said. “There’s time.” He poked at the rat with his boot, and she set to it, perhaps concerned he’d take it back and give it to a more eager dog.
The clomping hooves were growing louder, but the pace had slowed. The men were no longer riding hard.
That settled it. Definitely here for the temple, or they’d have kept pounding up the road. But who were they? And why had they come?
“Da?” Ruven wore a troubled look.
“Don’t worry,” Andras said. “The dogs know how to be quiet if we tell them.”
“It’s not that.”
“You mean what that thief said? His insults and threats? Don’t worry about that, either. Valter’s like the rest of them—he’ll take advantage if he can. But we know our worth, we know who we are.” Andras saw something in the boy’s worried expression and couldn’t help himself. “You look like your mother right now.”
“I do?”
“She was a clever woman. A good woman, and a handsome one, too.”
“I know. I remember.”
A sort of scrunched-up look came over the boy’s face, his brow turned downward, and his lips pinched in. Andras’s heart felt ready to break, and he fought to keep his own expression from mirroring his son’s. That would do neither of them any good. Instead, he picked away a bit of dried mud from his son’s cheek, the only bit of affection he could afford at the moment.
Ruven was a strong boy, and the pain faded from his expression as he turned his attention back to the road to wait for the riders. “You think we’re safe up here, Da?”
“They’re not looking for us.”
“How can you be sure?”
“We’re ratters, not soldiers. So long as we stay out of their way, they’ll have nothing to do with us.”
Father and son were both filthy, and the stench of manure hung around them, mingling with the smell of wet dog. Once he figured out what was going on, he’d take them all down to the stream to wash up. Probably should wash their clothes, too, and hope the rain held off long enough to dry them, before going down to the village to buy provisions. They’d get better prices that way.
“But what if it’s brigands?” Ruven said. “What if it’s the same men?”
“It’s not the same men,” he said firmly.
“How can you be sure?”
“Think about it—you’d know better than I do,” Andras said. “What were Lord Balint’s men doing when they carried you out of the brigand camp?”
“Still fighting.”
“Balint rode into the hills with fifty men. There were only twenty of the brigands to begin with, and I don’t expect that the lord’s men left one of them alive by the time he was done.”
“Some of them ran away.”
“Balint has his own lurchers of a sort. Long, lean men who ride down runners. Give them a good stretching. Trust me, none of those brutes survived.”
Ruven looked more confident at this.
What Andras didn’t tell his son, who was only ten, after all, and should be sheltered from these things, was that Balint himself, returning beneath a flock of crows, and swearing that Ruven was only a mile or so behind, unharmed, had showed Andras the head of the chief brigand. The brigand had red hair and a thick, curly beard, and was easily recognizable in death even though his forehead had been caved in with a mace. Andras had clenched his teeth and nodded that yes, this was the one. Balint gave him a grim nod in response and rested a mailed hand on his servant’s shoulder.
“Small comfort, friend, but we wiped out the whole villainous lot of them.”
“Yes, milord.”
“Killed twelve in the fighting,” Balint continued. “The rest surrendered and screamed for mercy. I gave them the same mercy they showed your wife. The crows ate well.”
Small comfort, indeed.
When Andras closed his eyes, he could still remember the brigand’s sneer as he knocked Terezia to the ground for daring to defy him, then stabbed two of the dogs to death when they attacked to protect their mistress. Three men held Andras down while the others kicked his wife to death and set fire to his home and kennels, and it took a fourth to restrain him when they threw his screaming child over one man’s saddle and rode off, laughing.
Two years ago. His stomach still churned to think about it. He’d nearly lost everything. But Andras’s liege had recovered one precious thing, at least. His son had been returned, unharmed. At least physically.
“Here they come,” Ruven said in a low voice.
The first riders appeared below them on the road. Their horses, slick with sweat, hung their heads, looking dazed. As well they would be, if they’d been ridden hard at these heights. The riders were alert; some had drawn swords, or held spears at the ready. But they carried the dust of the road, and even from this distance, their exhaustion was evident on their faces.
It was a large group of men, perhaps eighty or a hundred in all. They weren’t brigands, that much was clear; these were all men in their twenties and thirties, with brown capes of a kind, and armed with swords or spears of good ash wood. Well-kept boots and saddles. Fine horses, too, not the sure-footed ponies favored by men who needed to slip into the rocky hill country to hide.
“Da?” Ruven said in a low voice. “Does that mean they’re crowlord men?”
“Aye, they must be. Not ours. Balint wouldn’t risk it, even if he thought the bladedancers were going to play us false.”
“Then they’re enemies?”
“Yes.”
But who? Balint Stronghand had two main rivals. The first was Lady Damanja. She wasn’t the most rapacious of the crowlords, but she had a reputation for treachery. Several years ago, she’d stolen one of Balint’s estates through a combination of marriage and murder—the victim being her own husband and Balint’s vassal. The short war that followed had been inconclusive, and Damanja remained in possession of the land in question.
Would she risk angering the bladedancer temple to get her hands on what Balint had contracted and paid for? Unlikely. It was risky, and she was a more cautious sort.
That left Lord Zoltan. The man made no secret his desire to force every last crowlord of the plains to submit to his will and pay him tribute as Master Lord. He’d put pressure on Balint’s southern border for years, starting numerous skirmishes that forced his rival into expensive mobilizations. He’d paid off brigands to raid and burn, and may have been behind the attack that murdered Andras’s wife and burned their village.
What’s more, Zoltan’s fiefdom lay just beyond the mouth of the canyon. Andras and Ruven had spent four days crossing the man’s land before reaching the post road and supposedly neutral territory.
Zoltan was currently embroiled in a separate fight, however. Something had provoked Damanja on their shared border, and she’d pushed back. That particular fight was more than a skirmish—actual war had broken out. It was hard to imagine that the crowlord would risk a war to his north at the same time he was currently fighting to his south. Not to mention incur the wrath of the bladedancers.
It was said that the master sohn of the bladedancers was an old man—older, in fact, than Andras’s father, who was lame and could no longer walk without a staff—but that didn’t mean he was helpless, either. He had his fraters, his elders, and other, younger sohns, themselves lethal warriors.
Andras cast a glance skyward. “There are no crows following, so there’s no crowlord present. But with that many men, there must be a captain. There will be someone important leading them.”
This was more to himself than to Ruven. A reminder that he was here to watch and discover.
He told Ruven to stay with the dogs, then moved on his belly to the edge of the woods to get a better vantage of the post road. The riders had come to a stop, and two men dismounted. They searched the edge of the road and shortly discovered the same footpath that the ratters had picked out earlier. After a short, urgent conversation, the pair moved quietly through the company of men, giving orders. It was nothing Andras could pick out from his position atop the hill.
As the pair passed through the company, men slid out of their saddles in response. They unsheathed swords and untied spears and shields from their saddles. One of the leaders held a massive two-handed sword that could only have been built by the warbrand temple, deep in the mountains. Like the bladedancers and the firewalkers, the warbrands jealously guarded the best weapons, but this looked like one of the masterpieces they occasionally sold to the crowlords at great cost and under strict restrictions.
Even one of their secondary falchions was a thing of great power and beauty, and only to be put into the hands of a great warrior. This man must be one of them. So what was he doing? What were they all doing, approaching the bladedancer temple armed? A nervous tickle worked at Andras’s belly.
A dog barked wildly to the west. Not one of his, thank the demigods. Notch and Stretch were both disciplined, and if told to be quiet, would nip and growl any other, more restless dog into silence.
Sheep were bleating in that direction, as if someone was driving them unexpectedly from their pasture. A woman shouted, her voice shrill and worried.
Someone banged at a pot. Another banging responded, even more distant. They sounded like warnings, one farmhouse to the next.
So the freeholds along the post road had realized the dangerous presence of armed men. Like Valter, they would be rushing to protect their families and livestock. If any of the temple fraters were down in the valley, the temple itself would soon be alerted.
The speed with which the riders were dismounting and gathering weapons and shields told Andras that they were aware of the risk and anxious to move before they were caught out. They slipped into the woods on the north side of the road, following the footpath at a stealthy trot as they vanished, one after another.
Soon, there were only a half dozen men left behind to keep hold of the horses of the entire company. These gathered up reins and tied them to saddles to link the animals together, then led them back down the post road. Whether the riders intended to stay or meant to flee down the road once their task was done, the men who’d stayed behind would be looking to get the horses to water.
The easiest path for that was the dike separating Valter’s rice paddies from his pasture, which led straight to the river. Plenty of tempting forage along that path, too. Not just grass, but tender rice plants.
Andras winced to think how Valter would soon have greater worries than how many rats were eating his stores and how much money he owed the man, boy, and dogs who’d cleared them out.
Meanwhile, the bladedancer temple might shortly be facing its own problems, if the way the armed men were disappearing into the woods meant anything. He had only a vague idea of what happened at their forges and shrines and gardens, but imagined them working, unarmed, and most likely caught by surprise.
Which didn’t mean they were helpless. Far from it. But neither were they invincible.
Either way, there would be trouble. That much was sure.
 
 



Chapter Three
Narina swung a hammer against the anvil shelf with her left hand, while holding and turning a piece of glowing red steel in tongs with her right. She didn’t strike the hot steel, only kept time against the anvil itself. Clink, clink, clink.
The actual hammering was done by her student, an earnest, curly-headed youth named Gyorgy. He struck the hot metal between her beats. It was the soft sword core, and they were in the process of hammering and folding. That would infuse auras into the heart of the sword.
“Your sowen is slipping,” she warned as she handed over the tongs for the boy to return the block of steel to the fire. She pumped the bellows with her newly freed hand. “Disperse it into the steel with each blow, then regather between.”
Gyorgy wiped the sweat from his face with the crook of his arm. “I’m having a hard time meditating, teacher. My concentration slips.”
“You can’t rest, and you can’t wash. Obviously. That means work meditation is the only way to maintain your sowen. Listen to the rhythm of my hammer—it sets your tempo. Your blows are like heartbeats. Mine are like the breath drawn into your lungs. The heartbeat is the laying of your sowen into the core of the sword. But it’s the breath between blows when you reshape what’s inside you.”
These were lessons her student already knew, but mastering them was a process of years. Of constant reminder and repetition. And that was only the sowen—the gathering of the auras around them—not the actual craft of making the blade core. That was a separate skill entirely.
Even at sixteen, Gyorgy could have bested a master blacksmith of the lowlands in anything but strength. He’d started working the bellows at five, learned how to make charcoal at seven, and at eight, had learned how to make simple utensils, but it was all Narina could do not to wince at the inexpert way his hammer was flailing around at the moment.
When the steel was heated again, she took the tongs back and returned it to the anvil for another round. Narina resumed her steady clinking against the anvil. She turned the steel while Gyorgy flailed away.
“Your breathing is too ragged,” she said. “Stop gasping and keep it even. That will help your muscle control.”
“I’m tired. My arm feels like it’s going to fall off.”
“Of course it does,” she said gently. “And you will grow more exhausted before we finish.”
She never raised her voice in these sessions with her students, never made biting remarks. The time for more serious corrections might come at a later time, maybe gentle teasing, like she’d done the time Gyorgy had set his sleeve on fire, but work at the forge was always to be done in as close to a meditative state as possible, whether one was hammering steel, quenching it, pumping the bellows, or even marking time with a hammer while another worked.
Narina’s own greatest challenge as an apprentice, when her father, the temple master, had taught these same lessons, had been self-deprecation. A little criticism, coupled with humorous thoughts, which begged to be spoken aloud. Observation and chatter, perfectly acceptable when chopping wood or cooking porridge, but problematic during the long, often tedious hours needed to complete any one of a dozen different steps in producing a weapon.
A scattered mind led to a scattered sowen, which could easily degenerate into the very auras of the surrounding world that one was supposed to be gathering.
When she got in these moods, her father had sighed, instructed her patiently but relentlessly on how to recenter, and then waited—sometimes an hour or more—until she stopped whatever fit of giggles or trivial thoughts that kept her from entering the deep state of meditation. From finding that perfect moment where time slowed, and you could see each curl of smoke rise, hear the ring of each blow as slow and sonorous as a gong.
There were three tranquil forms of time-slowing meditation at the bladedancer temple—repose, making, and washing—and a fourth, more violent one that came in combat. When wielding the blade instead of forging it, when your enemy seemed to freeze. When a single bead of sweat was poised on his brow and his fingers tightened ever so slowly around the hilt, even as you swept past his defenses before he realized you were on the attack.
The steel had cooled once more, and she handed Gyorgy the tongs once more. He returned the steel to the forge, and she had him work the bellows while she continued to tap her hammer at the anvil. He couldn’t keep his breathing in sync with the bellows or the hammer. Narina resisted pushing with her own sowen. He must do this himself.
“Match your inhalations and your exhalations to my beat. Four beats in, four out.”
“I can’t catch my breath after the hammering.”
“You will. You must.”
Gyorgy kept struggling, and soon had something that was close, if not exactly perfect.
“The steel is hot enough,” she told him. “Begin again.”
As Gyorgy returned the hot steel to the anvil, she changed her tempo slightly. The boy matched it with his own hammer. Good. His breathing was better now, his sowen tightening. He’d fought past a difficult moment, and in her experience, that was when real progress could be made.
This particular sword core had already been folded dozens of times. There would be no outer layer, no hilt or hand-carved sheath—those steps wouldn’t come for another six months to a year, depending on the boy’s progress with sword cores. When he could master a single sword, he would then be ready to master the production of the twin blades that marked the highest art in the bladedancer temple.
Gyorgy had grown discouraged lately, but only because he lacked perspective and patience. Narina saw otherwise. The boy was improving, slowly but surely. So many lessons to learn, but his will was strong. He studied and meditated and listened, and while he was prone to pointing out his exhaustion or confusion, he didn’t fall into outright complaining. Time would yet tell if he would stop at frater, or if one day he would rise to the level of sohn.
As for Gyorgy’s current attempt, his efforts would have delighted any crowlord. A core imbued with sowen made for a blade that would move in its owner’s hand. Direct it in battle. If someone like Balint or Damanja didn’t wield it themselves, they’d give it to a champion and expect him to stand at the head of his armies, cutting through armor and shield as if they were made of silk, while their war drums boomed the call of battle in the background.
Good enough for the lowlands. Nothing close to what Gyorgy would need to accomplish before he’d mastered it. Before he was ready to make for himself the weapons wielded by the members of the Divine School of the Twinned Blades. Two master swords, one black and one white: the dragon and the demon. The feathered demigods of the mountains, the beings of fire and lava.
The boy was growing seriously fatigued, and it wasn’t anything that meditation would help. Narina’s own arms felt no effects whatsoever from her relentless tapping in time. She may as well have been lifting a spoon of soup for all the action tired her. But she slowed her pace gradually, instructed the boy how to hold his breathing steady, moving to three beats per inhalation or exhalation, then two, then one, then two breaths per every hammer tap, and so on, until she finally stopped.
“Rest your work properly,” she instructed.
He used the tongs to turn the flat steel core with its point toward the mountain peaks, where the demigods slept in their lakes of ice. He removed his gloves deliberately, set them on the worktable next to the forge, then damped the coals. None of this could be rushed.
Nevertheless, she sensed a hint of impatience in his posture. The tiny stream that flowed next to their work shed bubbled enticingly. Gyorgy was drenched with sweat, and would be aching to douse his face, then take a scoop of water and drain it. He’d rinse again after each lesson, until finally she’d sent him trudging up the flagstone steps to the sacred pool above the shrine for more meditation while he stripped and ritually washed. But first, more lessons awaited.
“Close your eyes and center yourself,” Narina said. “Listen for the hum of bees. The wind whistling through the tops of the pines. North, south, east, west. Listen for your heartbeat. Sense their auras. Those are the source of your sowen. Ready? Good. Now listen to me ring the bell.”
She could hear that his breathing had slowed, and his heart rate, too, and she turned her attention to the big, green-tinted bell that hung outside the open, shed-like structure of the smithy. An oak ringer hung by a rope from the crossbeam, its wood dark from decades of oil polish. Gyorgy had rung the bell once upon beginning his work, and would ring it again after an initial wash in the stream, but the bell was always vibrating at a low level. It caught the sound of the water, of fraters chopping wood up the hillside, and even of their voices.
They were sounds too subtle for a normal ear to hear, but a sohn bladedancer could pick them out. When a sohn drew swords in battle, he or she could hear her enemy’s heartbeat quicken in fear, no matter the shouts and cries of warriors, the whinny of horses, the boom of drums sending men to plug a gap in the flank.
At that moment, something caught her attention. It was a discordant note in the bell that she might not have noticed if she hadn’t instructed Gyorgy to listen.
“Do you hear that?” she asked her pupil.
“Hear what, teacher?”
“Never mind. Go to the stream and wash.”
As he went for the water, she came out of the smithy and bent to the ground to touch the pine needles that had fallen from the surrounding trees and collected in a thin layer. Her fingers pushed through until they pressed into the dirt beneath. There it was again, a vibration moving through the ground itself. A faint tickle of concern worked through her.
If not for what she’d heard in the bell, the vibration in the ground might have been mistaken for a herd of elk moving through the forest. They were usually in the higher meadows at this time of the summer, but if the wolves were especially aggressive, the herds had been known to come back down the canyon to the forests.
But Narina didn’t think so. Whatever it was flanked the path and came this way. Too organized to be animals, and she could sense their auras now, too. People.
And shortly, she could hear them. Whispers, the sound of leather on leather, and a single, telling thud that sounded like a spear shaft clunking against a shield. Soldiers, then.
Narina cast a glance at her student, who was still refreshing himself at the stream. Gyorgy hadn’t noticed, that much was clear. She hadn’t yet dismissed him, and he’d be wondering if she meant to set him back to hammer and tongs or if his teacher would take them up herself and explain various corrections to his technique, which would be a welcome break.
Neither, it seemed. Because something had intruded and would interrupt their efforts for the day.
She didn’t say anything to the boy, but moved into the blacksmithing shed. She shucked out of her work robe and pulled on the lighter training shift with its sashes, which she tied deliberately. She removed her sheathed swords from the hooks on the wall and strapped them to her sides. One white sheath and pommel, one black. She felt her heart slow at the mere touch of the pommels.
Gyorgy looked at her with alarm when she came out of the shed. “Is something happening, teacher? Why are you armed?”
“Someone is coming. Don’t be alarmed.”
He ran a forearm across his face to wipe away the last of the water. “Should I ring a warning? Or I could run up to warn the fraters. Yes, that would be safer.”
Gyorgy made as if to go, but Narina held up a hand. “No time for that, now. Stay here and keep between me and the shed. Most likely it’s nothing. If it is something, remember, we are on our land. On the slope of our mountain. Well-protected. Here we are invincible.”
She couldn’t be quite sure of that. Of course not. But a calm had settled over her, and there would be no fear or panic whoever these people were. And there were many of them. Perhaps fifty or more, from the feel of it.
Against that, the temple boasted four sohns and roughly forty students, fraters, and elders. More than sufficient. Except that few of her companions were present at the moment; most were in the high passes, shearing sheep and cutting wood to make charcoal. The timing wasn’t ideal for an unexpected visit.
Not that she and Gyorgy were alone, by any stretch. Closest at hand, her father, the master sohn, was at the armory, inspecting the craftsmanship of the fraters, forged under supervision of Narina’s sister, Katalinka. The weapons included thirty straight blades, seventy-two spear points, some of which still needed to be set on ash shafts, and fourteen halberds, which were set already. Eleven spiked maces.
Lord Balint had paid for his purchase in full, gold coins stamped with the visage of some long-dead crowlord, possibly one of Balint’s ancestors, and with little sign of wear. Gold from his vaults, it would seem. Her father intended to hire villagers from Hooffent to make the delivery, escorted by either Narina, Katalinka, or the final sohn, a man by the name of Abelard.
Narina was curious about her father’s decision in the matter. Balint wouldn’t have paid for temple weaponry in such quantities unless he intended a major war. He must mean to arm his best warriors with it, put them at the point of his army, and challenge his rivals to open warfare. If he won on the battlefield, the booty taken in war would replenish his coffers. If he failed, he’d be ruined, and his enemies would be in possession of his new weaponry. Normally, her father was too cautious to sell weapons in such quantities, knowing how they might upset the balance of power on the plains.
And Balint was taking a risk, even apart from the sheer cost of the weapons. Even being in possession of such a cache of arms would invite the greedy eye of his neighbors, who might not dare to move against the creators of those weapons, but would be happy to seize temple arms from those too weak to hold them.
But who were Balint’s enemies? She hadn’t given that much thought, to be honest. It had seemed irrelevant. Now, with men approaching through the forest, she wondered if that answer held some importance.
Gyorgy moved in closer as Narina’s attention turned to the footpath that led down from the temple grounds toward the post road. The path followed the stream in its little channel as it bent and curved. Below, it flowed through a brick-lined culvert beneath the post road and joined the river on the far side. Fraters used the path to descend to the village to secure linen, cartloads of iron sand, salt, spices, and a handful of other essential items, but for the most part the temple was self-sufficient and grew its own food on terraces above the armory, brewed its own beer, and gathered its own wool. Leather hides, baked earthenware, and of course nails, cutlery, and the like were all manufactured at the temple.
The lack of foot traffic left the path to the post road overgrown with grass that grew wherever the shade wasn’t too deep. The path now carried the vibrations of footsteps, a heavy-soled boot. But only one. The others had stopped somewhere, or at least she couldn’t hear them moving. Curious.
A man stepped out of the woods. He was tall and broad shouldered and carried himself with the easy swagger of a warrior, with a coiled, violent tension in his posture. He took in the smithy and its surroundings with a sharp gaze, as well as the sohn and her student.
The man carried a sword, which rested easily over one shoulder, and it was no mundane, plains-manufactured rubbish either, rather a massive, two-handed falchion of the kind made at the warbrand temple. He wore a boiled leather breastplate ringed with iron. When he saw that Narina left her own weapons sheathed and merely observed him carefully, some of the tension eased from his posture and he put away his falchion. Once sheathed, the sword hilt jutted above his left shoulder.
Narina continued to stare. The man’s falchion had been temple-made, infused with auras of the master who’d crafted it, but her glimpse of the sheath had revealed a dull, scratched scrap of leather with no artistry to it. Whoever had sold or given it to him had passed along the sword only. Not so different from what the bladedancers intended to do with Lord Balint’s weapons.
“Why are you here?” Narina said.
“To make a purchase.”
“Then you should have left a message at the tavern in Hooffent, where it would have been delivered to us in due course to either respond favorably or not. Surely you know our ways.”
And why, she almost asked, had he come with an entire company of armed men? She could sense them again, moving in the woods to her left, snug up against the hillside out of sight. Were they trying to encircle her?
“The matter’s urgent. I don’t have time to idle in some flea-infested tavern, sipping sour ale while waiting for your answer.”
“If it’s urgent, you’re in the wrong place.” Narina allowed herself a smile. “How long do you suppose it takes to make what you need? It’s weapons, isn’t it? You didn’t come all this way for hides and wool. And if it’s weapons, you don’t want the rubbish we can bang out in a day or two. What we make requires months of labor and craftsmanship.”
“The weapons I need are already made. It is a simple matter of delivering them.”
She looked him over more closely, looking for some sign of rank, or even allegiance. He wore no particular livery. There was no chain at his neck or ring on his hand. Balint’s previous agent had worn a heavy brass ring with a sigil on it, though she couldn’t remember at the moment what that sigil had entailed. Her father had done the negotiations.
“Are you Balint Stronghand’s man, then?”
“I’ve come for his weapons, yes.”
“And your crowlord couldn’t wait two weeks for us to deliver them on schedule? Does he doubt we’ll keep our word?”
A smile touched the man’s lips, and she could see his earlier wariness continue to fade. This fool was growing altogether too confident. Whatever he was up to, he was going to be disappointed in the results.
“My name is Miklos, and I’m no vassal of Balint Stronghand’s.” His hand fell to his chest, where he pressed it against the boiled leather breastplate with a half-wince, as if an old wound were bothering him below. An unconscious gesture, she thought. The moment passed, and his jaw tightened. “My liege is Lord Zoltan, in fact, and we will have those weapons.”
She frowned at the name. “The crowlord with holdings south of Balint and north of Damanja?” If she had her geography right, Zoltan’s were the lands they’d need to travel through to deliver Balint his weapons.
“My liege rules from the canyon to the delta, south through the Golden Plain, and then into the hill country all the way to Manet Havus.”
“I don’t know the land around the volcano, but if Zoltan has cleared the brigands below the canyon enough to press through with soldiers, then he should know better than to disturb us. He won’t have Balint’s weapons—we won’t break our contract, if that’s what you’re implying.”
“I have coin,” Miklos said.
“Good. Take it to the village and hire someone who will teach you proper etiquette when dealing with the sword temples. We don’t answer to demands or threats, and I doubt the warbrands or the firewalkers do either.”
Miklos’s face reddened, and his hand reached back for the pommel of his sword. She gave him a grim look and held his gaze until he looked away and removed his hand from his weapon, wisely leaving it sheathed.
“Balint is little better than a brigand himself,” Miklos said. “He’s pillaging villages on the borderlands, not content to be a petty master of his own fiefdom.”
“I have no idea if that is true or not,” she said, “but I would expect him to tell the same tale of this Zoltan you serve. Your crowlords are all the same—greedy for what is not theirs—and it doesn’t concern us overly, so long as you and your kind keep the squabbles on the plains where they belong.”
“But it concerns me greatly, woman.”
Gyorgy drew in a sharp breath behind Narina’s shoulder. “Do you have any idea who you’re addressing with that tone?” She held up a hand for the boy to keep his peace.
“And if it doesn’t concern you,” Miklos pushed on, “why would you have sold Balint these weapons in the first place? Don’t you know what he’s capable of? What he’d do with that kind of power? He’s a damned villain, demons curse him.”
She didn’t know why. Her father, in fact, had made the determination after weighing the offer from Balint’s marshal, who’d waited anxiously in Hooffent for several days until the master sohn returned an affirmative answer.
Balint had offered good coin, but that wasn’t the only determination. Her father would have weighed the balance of power among the crowlords, and had apparently decided either that the man was on the verge of losing his war against his rivals, or that said rivals were dangerous enough that they should be stopped regardless.
Or maybe Father had merely decided that the balance of power would not be disturbed one way or another, and that the temple needed the coin. Narina hadn’t asked at the time. Her mind had been occupied with training her student and on forging her own master swords, a frustrating process that had already consumed the last three years of her life.
“So your claim—and please correct me if I’m wrong—is that Balint is too dangerous to be trusted with the weapons he’s bought and paid for. But your master can be trusted with them, apparently. Is that what you meant to say when you stepped out of the woods with your sword in hand?”
“I might have approached. . .awkwardly,” Miklos said. “I didn’t know who I’d face, if I’d be attacked on sight. It’s been known to happen.”
“I wasn’t going to attack you, and if you had any mastery of the surrounding auras, you’d have seen that. My breathing is regular, my ire wasn’t up. And I was curious. Who was this armed man who thought he’d take me by surprise?”
“I’d never have attacked one of your temple fraters, believe me. I was only going to defend myself if necessary.”
“I’m not a frater, as my student tried to tell you,” she said, gesturing with her chin at Gyorgy. “I am something else. A bladedancer sohn.”
He paled a little bit at this, but steadied himself quickly enough. “I swear you’ll be paid for your work.”
“We’ve already been paid.”
“Return the coin to Stronghand, if it eases your conscience. You’ll have your gold either way, and by selling them to me instead you’ll keep the weapons out of that villain’s hands. Believe me, no good would come of it.”
“You’ve traveled so far. It must be two weeks on foot. Or do you have a horse waiting for you on the post road?” Narina shrugged and waved off his response. “It was a long, wasted journey, either way. I have no idea what put this idea into your master’s head, but I advise you to turn around and give him my warning. Leave peacefully, and I’ll let the matter drop.”
“I won’t leave here without those weapons.”
“And I told you I won’t sell them to you.”
Miklos’s face hardened. “Then we’ll take them by force.”
 
 



Chapter Four
Narina threw back her head and laughed. She wasn’t amused by Miklos’s threat, but thought it important to show what she thought of it. His face flushed, but it was better to anger him than have him draw his sword and take the threat to the next level.
“How could you stop me, anyway?” Miklos asked. “If I want the weapons, I’ll take them. It’s only a question of whether I cross your palm with gold or if you’d prefer steel at the throat.”
A small storm lived inside Narina. When she was younger, and her father had stood patiently over her shoulder, showing her the best posture to hold the swords for various attacking positions—the dragon in the right hand, arm bent at a slight angle across the face, with the demon in her left and pointing straight down at the side—she had sometimes wanted to scream in frustration at the mind-numbing boredom of repeating the same move, the same posture again and again and again.
Sometimes she did scream. Her father would wait patiently for the storm to expend itself, then begin again, as if there had been no outburst.
As a student, Narina had burned with frustration over the tempering of steel, over the meditation that dragged on and on while her minded darted here and there. She grew frustrated with stretching exercises, with muscle control, with listening skills. Even checking the bread ovens again and again to see if her loaves were ready had driven her to distraction. So much waiting, so much patience to learn. In comparison, Gyorgy’s impatience was a small thing, and easily understood by his teacher.
The storm within Narina had never gone away, not truly. But now, as a bladedancer sohn, it remained calm, only a whisper. The threat of violence from this man’s lips barely touched her. She drew a long breath through her nostrils and released it through her mouth before responding. When she finally responded, her words were calm, but carefully articulated and carrying an edge.
“You must be aware of what we do here, Miklos. What it means to be a sohn of the Divine School of the Twinned Blades, or as you call us, the bladedancers. But maybe you think because we prefer not to fight that we cannot do so when pushed.”
“I know you don’t want trouble.”
“So why did you bring it?”
“I told you already, this Stronghand villain—”
“Enough of that. The temple won’t break its agreement with Lord Balint, and you can’t take the weapons by force.”
“But I can. There’s something you don’t know, woman—I’m aware of your situation. Most of your men and women are high in the mountains, shearing sheep and cutting wood. Two more are on the post road, a day or two at least by foot into the mountains. They are on their way to Dimetroso, where two more of your fraters, plus your sister, are negotiating with the crowlord of the city for a shipment of iron sand.”
This was more or less true, although by now her sister should be finished with her negotiations and well on her way back to the temple. More alarming was how Miklos had come by this information.
“How would you know that?”
“Closer at hand, you have a handful of elders chopping wood and tending vegetable patches. Great warriors in their day, maybe, but age brings every man to his knees eventually. What good would they be with a sword?”
“More than you might suppose.”
“That leaves you and this boy.”
“And you think that you could. . .?” She shrugged. “Against either one of us?”
Miklos gave a sly sort of smile, as if he’d been holding onto some great secret, although Narina already guessed what he was going to say.
“I probably couldn’t, not alone, although, I don’t know. . .I’ve always wondered how much of your reputation is earned and how much is mystical nonsense. It would be interesting to find out.”
“Please don’t test me.”
“But I didn’t come by myself. There are sixty of my lord’s warriors on this hillside. Zoltan’s best men. While we’ve been talking, they’ve been creeping up to your armory.”
Miklos removed a small whistle that had been tucked between his belt and his leather breastplate and gave it two short blasts.
Gyorgy drew a sharp breath. He’d pushed up close to Narina. Too close, in fact; she needed to remind him about range of motion and how to position himself relative to another bladedancer during a fight. Not that she expected it to come to that. Not with Miklos.
“It’s a signal,” the boy said, tone accusing. “He’s warning someone.”
Miklos gave a little shrug. “We didn’t come to an agreement. What else was I to do?”
“So what, your men are intending to fall upon the armory and take Balint’s weapons by force?” Narina asked. “Please advise them to stop whatever they’re doing. My father is up there, meditating at the shrine. Close enough to reach the armory in a moment.”
“Sixty warriors against one old man. That’s it, isn’t it? Your father, seventy-whatever-it-is years old, against my liege’s finest men. If he knows what’s good for him, he’ll hand them over without fuss.”
“My father knows they’re coming already. He’ll be prepared.”
Miklos snorted at this. “And how would he know that?”
“The same way I knew you were approaching my forge. I had time to leave my work, strap on my swords, and wait for you. To see what your intentions were. My father is the temple master. He heard you and your men before I did. Even if he’d been asleep, he’d have sensed their auras.”
“I have a father, too,” Miklos said. “He’s the same age as yours, half-deaf and befuddled. I know what old men are like. If your father was a great warrior once, those days are long gone. Now listen to me. I can give one last signal, tell the men to stand down, but only if you agree to give me—give Lord Zoltan—those weapons. You’ll be stopping a wicked fool in Balint Stronghand, and preventing a larger war.”
“And if you tell your men to stand down, I’m willing to offer a demonstration to prove that stealing the weapons is impossible.”
“Woman, you are a fool. Very well, what’s done is done. Remember that I tried to be reasonable.”
Miklos began to back away, as if to vanish down the path, or perhaps follow his men up the hillside to supervise the theft of the temple weapons.
Narina held up a hand. “Wait. We’ll see how this turns out.”
His eyes narrowed. “How do you mean?”
“We’ll know the results soon enough. Just wait.” She nodded at the boy. “Gyorgy, go into the smithy. Return your blade core to the scrap and begin afresh.”
Gyorgy raised an eyebrow. He cast a look at the interloper, who returned the whistle to his belt, crossed a pair of muscular arms in front of his chest, and stared hard at Narina. Next, the boy glanced back at the forge, where he’d left the previous blade across the anvil. Finally, he gave a long look at the path that led up to the armory, the temple quarters, the shrine, and the gardens and mill.
Her student was doubting her. Very well; this would be a demonstration for the both of them.
“Gyorgy. . .”
The boy returned to the shed. Moments later, the bellows huffed as the boy heated a fresh piece of steel. While he worked, Narina walked to the edge of the stream. A series of bamboo tubes siphoned water from the main channel and dumped it into four barrels. The first barrel sat next to the forge, and was used to quench blades.
The next one was for drinking, followed by one for washing hands and face, and finally, a large barrel for bathing. The bladedancers weren’t firewalkers, who seemed impervious to either cold or heat, and she greatly preferred soaking in the heated basins up at the baths, even apart from their meditative qualities. But she’d bathed in that cold barrel dozens of times, first as a student, and now as a sohn.
She wished she had time for a bath now, to strengthen her sowen. Instead, she settled for a quick splash from one of the smaller barrels.
The grass next to the channel was still wet from the rain earlier in the day, and so she dropped to a crouch instead of sitting, and stared at the flowing stream. The sound of water trickling into the barrels and then draining back into the channel soothed her, as did the bubbling brook itself. She turned her thoughts to her father.
If attacked, Sohn Joskasef would want to avoid fighting within the armory itself, which was a small room on the side of the sawmill. The confines would limit his range of motion, and a bladedancer’s greatest risk when fighting an untrained enemy was confinement. Too many spears and sword thrusts in too small a space to avoid them all, even with the finely honed skills and techniques that a sohn brought to bear.
Instead, he would shift the fight to the flat ground next to the stream and in front of the water wheel that turned the saws in the mill. At this very moment he was likely next to the water that was running down the hillside to this very spot, as this small channel divided off from the main stream above. Was Father even now warning the attackers to ignore their orders and return to their captain? Or had the fighting already begun?
“This is absurd!” Miklos burst out. The man moved about to her rear, but she sensed his footsteps and could tell he was only pacing in agitation and not physically threatening her. “You can still stop this!”
“Be quiet and wait. We’ll know soon enough if it has been stopped or not.”
He fell silent, but didn’t stop the pacing. He kept moving back and forth, and once moved toward the path, perhaps deciding to flee the scene after all. Narina decided to let him, but then he turned around and began his pacing again. Gyorgy carried the hot steel to the anvil and began to hammer it into shape. Considering the distraction, and that his teacher wasn’t marking strokes next to him, the young man’s work seemed surprisingly centered.
The brook clouded. A faint tint at first, and then the water grew progressively darker.
Narina sighed. “Here it is, Miklos, the answer to your question.”
“You’ve changed your mind? Is that what it is?”
“I’d hoped my father would succeed with your men where I’d failed, but apparently not. Look at the water,” she added when he arrived to peer over her shoulder.
“What am I looking at? I don’t—” His voice fell silent as the water continued to darken.
“It’s the blood of your men, Miklos. They’re dying and falling into the millrace.”
“Impossible. It’s some sort of trick.” He turned with a jerk and made toward the path leading up to the armory.
“Go that way and you’ll die, too,” she said.
He stopped abruptly when he reached the first of the stone stairs that led up from the smithy, but it wasn’t at her warning. Instead, a man came staggering out of the woods from above. He held his hand across his throat, and blood trickled through his knuckles. More blood streamed from a gash in his arm, and again from his leather breastplate, which hung in tatters. He tried to say something, but the words came out in a gurgle, and he fell at Miklos’s feet. Miklos bent over him with a cry.
Several more men came stumbling after the first. One man, pale faced with shock and pain, clutched a torn bit of tunic over a bloody stump where his hand had been cut off. Another bled so heavily from his leg that Narina was surprised that he’d managed to make it this far. Two others suffered less severe wounds, and the final man was missing part of his scalp, as if he’d ducked beneath a flashing sword just in time to avoid losing his entire head. The wound was grisly, but the least severe of the half dozen who’d made it down the staircase from above.
“Where are the rest?” Miklos demanded.
The man with the severed scalp wiped a forearm across his eyes to clear away the blood dripping into them. “Dead. All of them cut down. It was so fast.”
“An ambush?”
“The old man, he. . .I don’t know. He was everywhere. Maybe there was more than one.”
“No,” another man said in a rasp. “There was only the one.”
“It’s impossible,” Miklos said. Once again, his hand went to his chest and he winced. “He couldn’t have been alone. Not to have done. . .this.”
“I’m surprised any of them survived,” Narina said. She rose to her feet with a heavy sort of sorrow in her breast to see so much waste, so much unnecessary suffering. Miklos’s surviving companions looked at her in terror. “Once a sohn begins his dance, there is little to stop him. But as you said, my father is an old man. Perhaps he tired and let these ones go.”
Miklos stared at her, face blank, then looked back at his wounded men, who were gasping, bleeding, needing help staunching wounds. When he turned back to her, a dark fury had come over his features. He drew his sword with a snarl. The muscles in his arms and shoulders bulged as he held up the massive weapon.
Narina’s swords were in her hands. She didn’t remember drawing them.
“Be very sure of what you are doing, Miklos,” she said softly. “You can come at me and die, or you can see to your men. They won’t get care here, but you can still save some of their lives if you leave at once.”
Very slowly, hands trembling, he sheathed his sword once more.
“Tell your master what happened here,” she said. “And tell him that he will receive no temple weapons from us or the other schools. Now go.”
Miklos and the man with the gashed, bloody scalp helped the more severely injured survivors across the clearing in front of the smithy. None of them took their eyes off Narina, who slowly sheathed her weapons. They vibrated in their sheaths, as if anxious to kill now that she’d awakened them. The demon blade was especially eager, and would have drank Miklos’s blood with the merest flick of the wrist. She willed down the singing in her temples that she’d called up the moment she’d drawn the weapons.
Miklos turned one last time as he made to vanish down the path toward the post road. “You’ve made a terrible mistake. You’ll see that soon enough.”
And then he was gone.
 
 



Chapter Five
“Enough with the hammering, Gyorgy,” Narina said when Miklos and his men had left. “You’ve lost the rhythm anyway.”
He stopped abruptly and let out a nervous chuckle. “You thought I’d hold my concentration through that?”
“A challenge for anyone,” she admitted. “But there’s no better time to focus your sowen than a moment of heightened emotion. Some day you may be called on to focus it when arrows are raining down on your head and a man on a horse is bearing down with his spear pointed at your heart.”
“One of the elders told me that Master Joskasef was capable of defeating an entire band of warriors.” Gyorgy’s voice was still full of wonder. “But people tell stories—I wasn’t sure it was true.”
“Who told you that? Kozmer?”
“Aye. Said the master could have been a sword saint.”
“As close to one as you’ll find in this benighted age,” Narina agreed. “My father’s old now—most of that strength is gone, though there’s nothing wrong with his sowen—but it doesn’t really matter. Even as he is, Miklos’s men had no chance.”
“I didn’t quite know what to expect. I’ve never seen anything but training.”
“Neither have I. Nobody else has been foolish enough to challenge us—at least not since I was a child. The last time our people fought in the plains was before I was born.”
“Maybe that’s why Miklos thought the master was weak,” Gyorgy said. “He thought they were just stories.”
“But a crowlord should know better, even if his captain doesn’t,” she said. “So what, by all the fiery demons, inspired Zoltan to throw away the lives of dozens of his best men?”
“Is he sanctioned now? Will we punish him somehow?”
“That’s for my father to decide.”
Narina looked around. The pine trees surrounding the clearing still waved gently in the warm summer breeze, and the water in its little channel had run clear again. But the memory of violence would linger here. The barrels would need to be emptied and cleaned with sand and a wire brush before they’d be pure enough for drinking or bathing. And the auras would remain disturbed for some time.
It would be even worse up above, where the dead had fallen, and with most of the temple absent, it fell on her and Gyorgy to clean up the mess around the armory and the mill while her father bathed and meditated. She told the boy to return his work to the shed, damp the fire, and arrange the tools while she kicked pine needles over the blood patches in the ground where the wounded had staggered through.
Everything was already wet from the rain earlier in the day, which made things both worse and better. It was easy enough to cover the blood, but until it rained again and washed it away, the clearing would have a taint.
They ascended the stone staircase through the pines, past a pair of small houses with sod roofs—dwellings for new fraters and the rare visitor, but empty at the moment—and then into the higher clearing around the armory and mill.
The scene looked like a massacre. Men lay draped over and on top of each other. Limbs had been severed entirely, and some soldiers had lost their heads. One man had seen his belly opened from groin to throat, and he’d apparently crawled several feet before he died, spilling his innards behind him.
Improbably, she spotted a single boot standing upright a good ten feet from the nearest body, and a man’s tunic, severed from his body, had caught flight in a breeze and hung fluttering from a low branch. The scene was fresh enough that it hadn’t yet attracted flies, and still carried a tangy, metallic scent. She pulled in her sowen like a cloak drawn against an icy storm.
Narina took a closer look at the enemy’s weapons before looking for her father. There were broken spears and shattered swords, none of them temple made, all rubbish from the lowlands. Average men, poor weapons—did they think they would defeat a bladedancer with such as this? And they hadn’t been facing a mere frater, either, but the master sohn. So much death, all of it unnecessary.
“Father?” she said. “Are you still here?”
“Over here, daughter.”
He was sitting cross-legged next to the water mill, which sat rigid and unmoving, pegged against the current. More bodies lay in the millrace around the big wheel, and it seemed that the ferocity of the attack had pushed Master Joskasef up to the edge of the stream, but here the attackers had died all the same.
Father’s back was to her, and his long white ponytail, bound with brass rings, was flecked with blood on the ends. More blood lay in splatters across his tunic and the side of his face. He’d laid the dragon blade to his right and the demon blade to the left. They were coated with gore, and now resting directly on the mud instead of cleaned and placed across his lap as she’d have expected.
She rarely saw Father’s blades out of their sheaths these days, and never treated with such careless regard. Generally, he trained with blunted practice swords to maintain his aging skills. She couldn’t see the sheaths. Where had he put them?
“Take as much time to center your sowen as you need,” she said. “We’ll start the cleanup, and then we can talk.”
“It’s centered. That part was never in doubt.”
She put a hand on his shoulder and felt the bones underneath it, the muscles still lean and wiry, but not as substantial as they’d been eight or ten years earlier, when she’d been Gyorgy’s age. He’d still been strong and fluid and powerful in those days. Miklos hadn’t been entirely wrong in his assessment of her father; his strength was not what it had been. Yet it had been more than enough to handle the captain’s benighted company of soldiers.
“Don’t blame yourself for killing these,” she said. “I tried to prevent it, but they wouldn’t be turned aside. This mad idea had nothing to do with us, you know that.”
“I don’t blame myself. I don’t blame the men, either—they were obeying orders from whatever fool sent them to die.”
“They’re Lord Zoltan’s men.”
“A greedy, grasping crowlord. Still, it was a surprise. Zoltan’s no longer a headstrong young man—he’s old enough to know better, crowlord or not. Has anyone else been harmed?”
“No, nobody. There’s nobody else around, and Gyorgy and I are untouched.”
“That is good, daughter. Thank you for coming so quickly. I wish your sister were here, too.”
There was something heavy in his voice. If he wasn’t casting blame, if he had maintained his sowen through the carnage and its aftermath—something Narina wasn’t sure she could have endured herself without letting her focus slip—then what was that dark tone?
“Gyorgy,” she said. “Start dragging the bodies into a pile. Put them over there, where we stack the logs floated down to the mill. We’ll burn the dead in place.” Back to her father, she said, “The first thing is to clean your swords.”
“Yes, do that please.”
“Me?”
“Yes, daughter.”
Narina hesitated. She’d never touched his weapons. In fact, she’d never touched any master swords, and she hadn’t yet forged her own. Her swords were powerful in their own way, with good, strong blades, and the workmanship on the hilts and sheaths was fine enough. But she wasn’t satisfied yet, not yet ready to call her work complete. The other two sohns in the bladedancer school, Abelard and Katalinka, had completed theirs, and Narina was starting to get impatient to see it done.
She expected to feel a great thrill when she picked up her father’s weapons, and was vaguely disappointed at the first touch. There was no humming in her mind, no sense that the swords could fight without her guiding hand.
Still, they were the finest she’d ever touched, perfectly balanced, and imbued with Father’s sowen, as he’d folded it into the soft cores of the blades, the harder, outer layers, the hilt, and even the carved wooden sheaths, one a milky white, the other glossy black. It was an honor to handle them at last. When she dipped them in the water, they came out gleaming, edges sharp and unmarred as if they’d not just hacked through sixty men: armor, weapons, and bone.
Narina glanced back, expecting to find her father watching, but he kept his eyes closed and his breathing even and low, and from the sound of his pulse and the slow, almost languid pace of his heartbeat, she began to wonder if he needed to meditate simply to overcome the shock of battle.
She set the two swords crossing each other on his lap. He still didn’t move or open his eyes.
“Are you all right, Father? Your sowen seems intact—it feels tight and self-directed, but it’s not dissolving.”
“No, there is nothing wrong with my sowen.” Again, that heaviness in his voice.
“Gyorgy and I will clean up the mess, and we’ll take you up to the baths. Or would you rather visit the shrine first?”
“I’m shattered, Narina. I’m not coming out of this one.”
She frowned. “What are you talking about? Of course you are.”
“It shouldn’t have happened like this.”
“How many years since you fought and killed? Your concentration was too intense. Now you’re gripping your sowen too tightly. Let it relax. Come on, I’ll help you up.”
“You still don’t understand. Look at my back, daughter.”
Narina bent and tugged at his tunic. The gray linen was woven with figures of the white feathered demigods of the mountains doing battle with smaller figures of fire and lava. Dragons and demons. Across this material, already red with the flames spitting from demons, was splattered blood from the fight. It took a moment to see the dark, shiny streak on his lower left side. Her mouth went dry.
“You’ve been wounded.”
“A spear. I saw it coming, but my blades were engaged with other enemies. By the time I was ready to address the threat, it was too late. It pierced me.”
“You’ll do better at the shrine. It’s warmer there, and your body will heal faster.”
“No. It’s not healing. I’ve staunched the blood only through command of my sowen, but I’ve tried and cannot begin the healing. The wound is too deep, and I am too old, it would seem.” Father’s voice turned soft. “Daughter, I am dying. I only have a few minutes left.”
A terrible ripple of shock passed through her. All of her training, her years of mastery of body and soul, drained away. Her knees buckled, and it was all she could do to keep from falling down next to him.
How had this happened? How could he have possibly been undone by a single spear thrust? His enemies had been common soldiers. Only Miklos had carried a temple-made weapon, a sword of the firewalkers, and he’d never joined the fight.
Gyorgy was still working, some distance away, clearing the bodies closest to the path. She snapped her fingers and told him impatiently to come. He trotted over, apparently hearing the urgency in her voice as a frown deepened on his face.
“Run up to the gardens and tell the fraters and elders to come at once. Then run as fast as you can for the high meadows. I want as many people as possible here before it’s too late. Oh, if only my sister weren’t away—Katalinka will be devastated.”
“Before what’s too late?” Gyorgy asked.
Narina glanced at her father, who was still perfectly still, cross-legged as if meditating or in a post-fight fugue, but holding his sowen so tightly was the only thing keeping him alive.
“The master is dying.”
The boy stared at Joskasef. “Demons and demigods,” he whispered. “How?”
“A wound, a spear—it doesn’t matter. He says it won’t heal, and there’s no time to spare. Go, quickly. Run.”
“Daughter,” her father said when Gyorgy had run off. Narina bent by his side, and he continued. “Someone knew. These men. The attackers.”
“They knew the time to come, you mean? When we’d be alone down here?”
“Yes. It was a fool plan, but it was a plan.”
Indeed. Miklos had known somehow that most of the fraters would be away and that the temple was practically unguarded. The man’s attempt to steal the weapons had still been doomed, but he had planned it with some foreknowledge. He must have known, too, that Narina and her apprentice would be in that intense phase of sword making that would keep them all day at the forge. His plan all along had been to distract her while he sent others to the armory.
How had Miklos known where to find the weapons? That was a question in and of itself. It wasn’t as though the bladedancers sketched maps of the temple lands and distributed them to the crowlords of the plains.
Most likely, Miklos had hoped his men would find the armory unguarded, but he must have known the master sohn might be around. Perhaps Joskasef would be up the hillside at the baths, where he went to rest his tired bones in the steaming water as it emerged from the ground, but if he were nearby, he might hear their approach. They must be prepared to ambush and kill him quickly if they were going to get the weapons.
They’d known a good deal. Their only flaw was underestimating the skill of a master sohn, and that had undone them. The bodies lying strewn in their dozens attested to that. Unfortunately, the temple victory had come at a terrible cost.
“Someone knows the rhythms of the temple,” she said. “We’ll change them—that much is easy enough. And the weapons.” Narina nodded to herself. “Send them down to Lord Balint without delay. Then there will be no temptation.”
“Yes, but who?” her father asked. “Who knew? Who helped these men?”
Her mind shifted. Another sword school? No, the warbrands and firewalkers had no trouble with the bladedancers. Then maybe a frater who’d left the temple, unable to bear the demands and determined to offer his services as a sell-sword. Possible, but unlikely.
“Deliver the weapons to Stronghand, then meet with this Zoltan,” Father said. “He’s the one who sent these villains, yes? Find out what he wants. Once you have the information, you’ll know what to do next.”
“Talk to the man? You want me to talk?”
He reached up and gripped her hand. “Don’t start a fight. It’s too dangerous. The signs are already here. . .they might. . .we do not want a war. You, your sister, Abelard. You must promise you won’t. . .” He let out a groan and his hand fell to the ground and clawed at the dirt.
“We won’t start a war,” she promised. “Of course not. But someone must answer for this. We need answers.”
“Yes.”
Narina’s eyes kept falling to the wound at his back. She reached out for him, touched his shoulder again, and remembered all the times he’d stood behind her, as she was standing behind him now. His firm guidance, never hard, but not permissive, either. Words in her ear, his muscles guiding hers as he took her hand to show her how to hold a sword, how to wield a hammer at the forge. How to position her body for combat. How to feel for the auras that filled their world and bind them to her sowen to give her mastery over all.
“Father, is there not something we could do? Perhaps—”
“There is no time. Listen. You will know what to do—you are the master sohn now, and you will lead the others.”
“You mean Katalinka. She’s the new master.”
“I mean you.”
“Or Sohn Abelard. He would be a better choice than me.”
“You.”
“Father, please. Not me.”
“No time to argue, my daughter. I have only moments left. Take my swords.”
“I’ll melt them. Return them to the elements.”
“Not yet, no. Later, when you return from meeting Zoltan. You will forge your own master blades. Until then. . .”
“I don’t have the skill to forge them. I need you to show me.” Narina’s words came out as a plea. “Please don’t go, Father. I need more time.”
“No time, Narina. None at all.”
Suddenly, he swayed. She threw herself at him with a cry and caught him before he could tumble forward into the stream. He opened his eyes at last. His face was lined, his lips had thinned, age spots blotched his forehead, and now he was pale from loss of blood. But his gray eyes were as sharp as they’d ever been, and stared into hers as a slight smile touched his lips.
“My daughter.”
“Father.” Narina cradled his head as it slipped into her lap.
His smile didn’t go away, even as the light faded from his eyes.
 
 



Chapter Six
Andras didn’t have long to wait. Still hiding with his son on the wooded hillock above the post road, he’d barely had time to salve the rat bites on his dogs before the first man staggered out of the woods and onto the road. His scalp hung loose like a grisly hat that had slipped askew.
“Da, look!” Ruven said.
“Hush. Voice down.”
One after another they stumbled out, each clenching a wound more serious than the last, until there were half a dozen men in all, victims of whatever fight they’d stirred up at the bladedancer temple. They stood gasping and panting and blinking in the late afternoon sun.
One of the men collapsed, and another bent over him and cut away his trouser leg with a dagger, then eased off his boot while the injured man screamed in pain. The soldier with the dagger cut the piece of trouser legging into strips and used them to fashion a crude tourniquet to staunch the bleeding of a nasty wound that ran from below the knee almost to the ankle.
Ruven whispered a frightened prayer to the demigods, and when Andras put a hand on the boy’s shoulder, he felt him trembling. He leaned in and whispered.
“Hold steady. Don’t draw their attention up here. If we keep our nerve, we’ll be all right.”
“Aye,” the boy whispered back.
Andras glanced back to make sure the dogs were behaving themselves. They looked bored, or even annoyed, and while Stretch and Notch sniffed at the air as if picking out the scent of human blood, none left the spot where they’d been ordered to wait.
“Where are the rest of the men?” Ruven asked.
“Dead, I imagine. Cut down by bladedancers, and with nothing to show for it. They didn’t steal any of our lord’s weapons, that’s for sure. Who would think to challenge a sword temple?”
“But there were so many.”
Andras nodded. “The rats on Valter’s farm had a better chance today than these fellows, poor devils.”
“It’s different when they’re people. I wish I hadn’t seen it.”
“You can look away.”
“I feel like I should watch,” Ruven said.
Andras’s son loved his job ratting, and would dance and shout and whistle to get the lurchers chasing after the runners, the would-be escapees. All morning, his face had been flushed with excitement as father, son, and dogs went about their job, but now he had a sort of pale, almost sick look about him.
“Half-dead men isn’t so different from half-dead rats,” Ruven said, in a voice low enough that Andras had to strain to hear. “Like the ones we use to train pups and get ’em to bite. Especially that man with the bloody head—is he gonna live?”
“He’ll live,” Andras said. “A man can lose his scalp easier than he can lose a hand.”
Ruven wasn’t the only one whose stomach was turning at the bloodshed. In spite of the boy’s words, Andras wondered if he should send his son back with the dogs anyway. Ruven had seen plenty in his life already; what could be gained by seeing the results of this bloodshed? Moments later, he was glad he hadn’t, as the boy made a clever observation.
“That one who bandaged up the man’s leg isn’t injured at all,” Ruven said. “Must not have done any fighting.”
His son was right. Andras stared, wondering. The fellow had a massive two-handed sword that he’d shrugged off his back while he attended to his wounded companion, and now strapped back into place.
Not only was the man free of wounds, but he didn’t have blood splatter on him—at least none that was visible from a distance—and didn’t carry himself with the weary look of someone who’d been in battle. In fact, he seemed altogether too calm for someone whose companions had all been slaughtered, whether he’d personally witnessed it or not.
Andras made a decision. “I need to talk to them.”
Ruven’s voice rose. “What, why?”
“Shh. Quiet.”
“But Da—”
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to stand up and start waving my arms. But they have to get their horses, and they’ll find those at the farm we ratted. I’ll go down, make like I’m Valter’s neighbor, and see what I can dig up before they ride off.” Andras played with his sigil ring with its crow and war hammer. “Lord Balint would expect nothing less.”
“Take me and the dogs, too. Them dead rats will still be there. We won’t look out of place—it’ll seem like we were coming back to check on our ratting.”
It wasn’t a bad idea, and was precisely why Lord Balint had sent a ratter and his son in the first place. Nobody expected a man, a boy, and some dogs to be spying for a crowlord. Balint had expected them to be able to slip among warring crowlord factions and sword temples with equal facility. Hold their tongues, and nobody would know the difference.
Balint himself had known, or at least suspected, there would be trouble. On the last day before Andras left Riverrun for the post road, the crowlord had summoned him near the ruins of the old bridge, which he intended to rebuild across the river to better serve the growing market town. Or perhaps to invade Zoltan’s lands to the south. It was hard to say, and Andras wouldn’t have dared to ask.
The crowlord had put a hand on Andras’s shoulders and warned him the time might come to risk everything for a bit of knowledge.
“And it’s knowledge we need,” Balint had said, his voice raspier than usual. Men said he’d taken a spear point in the throat when he was still a young man, and there was more scar in his voice than visible on his throat. “That’s why we lost the fight at Three Fords last fall. We didn’t know where the enemy was until it was too late, and we were caught unawares. Good men died that day. By all the fiery demons, I could use those men still, if that fool Zoltan. . .”
For a moment, Balint seemed lost in thought, perhaps remembering the battle. His hand tightened on Andras’s shoulder until the ratter winced. “My lord?”
“Oh.” Balint’s grip loosened at once. “Apologies, my friend. I make mistakes, too, but I don’t intend to make that particular one again. There will be risks for you, of course you understand that. It’s brigand territory, and if I’m right about Zoltan. . .”
“You brought my son back. I’ll do whatever you need.”
“Good man, I know you will.”
Now, Andras realized that obeying his liege’s commands meant bringing his son and his dogs down to Valter’s farm when the wounded, angry soldiers would be casting about for someone on whom to take out their anger.
“A wounded rat is a biting rat,” he warned his son. “Don’t speak unless spoken to. Don’t so much as look at the soldiers—it’s better if you keep your eyes to the ground. I can help these men—I have clean bandages, and the salve for rat bites will do just as good to prevent contagion in sword wounds. Once they see we mean to help, they should calm down, but until then, they’ll be dangerous.”
“I understand.”
Andras grabbed the satchel containing the bandages and salve. “And by the demigods, we’d better keep the dogs in check. A single growl, a skittish horse that throws its rider, and we could easily lose one of them. Understood? Good, now let’s get there first.”
They hurried down the back side of the hill, through the buttoned-down farm of Valter’s neighbor, where not a chicken, pig, or sheep was visible, and from there, along the riverbank until they reached a berm dividing the two farms. As Andras had suspected, the handful of riders who’d stayed behind had brought the horses straight to the river to drink, and now they were ranging along the back side of Valter’s land, grazing.
But there were too many horses and not enough grass close to the river, which had already been munched down by Valter’s own sheep and cows, and the riders had let their horses into the paddies themselves, where at least a dozen were tearing at the tender, mid-calf rice plants, with more joining them as the fodder ran low near the river.
Valter himself paced along the edge of one of his paddies. He rubbed his hands nervously together and started toward one of the riders, who stood with his arms crossed, a half-sneer on his lips as he readied a sarcastic retort should the farmer ask him to control his horses. Valter came to a halt, seemed to think better of it, and turned around to pace the other direction.
That’s when he spotted Andras, Ruven, and the dogs coming down the riverbank.
“You!” he cried. “Help me! Tell these men there’s better grazing up the road. Whole meadows of grass and clover. They’re not listening to me. These horses will destroy everything!”
Andras ignored the command. “There are wounded men coming down the post road,” he warned in a low voice. “They’ll be here any moment. Where’s your family?”
“I sent them across the river to the woods, like you said.”
“Good. It’s not safe for them here. Or for you, either. Stay out of the way if you know what’s good for you.”
“But my rice paddies!”
“You’ll lose a lot more than your crops if you don’t listen to me. Stay clear, do you understand?”
Valter stared at him, and Andras could see a slow understanding dawn on the man’s face. It was doubtful the farmer had ever ranged beyond the village below them, or knew much of the ways of the crowlords. There were those of the highlands who regularly traded in the plains, where the opportunities were greater, and grains, hides, and the rest were always in demand, but most mountain people preferred to stay in the shadow of the sword temples, where they could live unmolested.
But even this simple farmer was beginning to suspect that the ratter knew more about the situation than he’d let on—or so it seemed from the hardening around Valter’s eyes and the way he stared at Andras as if looking for a confession. Let the fool suspect, so long as he kept out of the way.
At last Valter nodded. “Do what you can to send them on their way, I beg you. The horses will eat everything, and I’ll be ruined.”
“They won’t stay a moment longer than necessary, believe me. Go find your neighbor, warn him to stay quiet, too. Anyone else you can think to warn. Then get you and yours across the river.”
As soon as Valter set off, Andras tossed down his satchel and spade while Ruven set to work tying the dogs together with twine loops. They didn’t like this, and began to whine, especially the lurchers, who had longer legs and more energy and never liked being shackled to the shorter terriers. Skinny Lad got himself tangled up with Notch, who growled and gave him a nip, which made the bigger dog yelp. Ruven snapped his fingers and gave a short whistle blast, and the dogs quieted down.
Andras was making a show of unraveling bandages and tending to his dogs when the first of the wounded men from the temple attack found their way back to where their horses were being cared for. Andras made a show of surprise, shoved the bandages into the satchel, and hurried toward them. With his other hand, he motioned for Ruven to stay put with the dogs.
Soon, all the survivors had gathered. The man who’d emerged unscathed from the woods seemed to be the leader of the company of riders, and he was already engaged in a heated discussion with one of the ones who’d stayed behind by the time Andras arrived.
“Because I didn’t bloody well expect it, that’s why,” the leader said. “I thought she’d see reason. Figured the old man would give them up without a fight.”
“Where’s Davos?” the other man asked.
“Dead.”
The second man put a hand to his head and winced. “What about Savas? Palle?”
“I’m telling you, anyone you don’t see here is gone, dead.”
“But Miklos, you said he was one old man. You said he wouldn’t fight, and if he did—”
“Well I was wrong,” the one called Miklos snarled. “Because he was a master sohn, the head of the entire sword temple. Once he started his dance, we were as good as dead.” Miklos shook his head.
“By all the demons, then why did we do it?”
“Because that’s what Zoltan ordered! What else were we going to do?”
“And the old man is still alive?”
“He took a spear to the side. But if the stories are true,” Miklos continued, “he can heal himself.”
“I thought that was the firewalkers, not the bladedancers.” A skeptical note had entered the second man’s voice. “Anyway, you don’t seem to have come out any worse. Not a scratch, that’s damn lucky.”
His eyes narrowed, and he glanced over Miklos’s shoulder at the hilt of the two-handed sword as if wondering whether it had been drawn in battle. Andras guessed that it had not.
“They can all heal themselves,” Miklos said. “The firewalkers do it better than the rest, but the warbrands and bladedancers have their magic. I don’t know, Sohn Joskasef is old—he must have lost a step if he allowed himself to be wounded in the first place. Maybe we got him.”
“And if we didn’t? Will he come down looking for revenge?”
“I don’t think so,” Miklos said. “I think he’ll stay in his shrine.”
“But what if you’re wrong? Demons and demigods, what if they all come after us?”
Miklos scoffed. “If that had been their intention, they’d have never let me escape. The woman gave me a warning, can you believe that? A simple warning, and she let me go.”
Andras stayed perfectly still during all this, listening to the argument. So it was Zoltan behind this nonsense, just as he’d expected. Lord Balint must have caught wind of it and sent Andras to make sure he didn’t steal the weapons he’d paid for.
Yet there was something wrong about the exchange, something that the second soldier didn’t seem to catch onto, even as the captain shared what he knew. This Miklos fellow—the one man who’d gone to the temple yet remained unharmed—seemed to know a good deal about how the bladedancer temple worked. If he knew enough about Sohn Joskasef to understand how deadly he could be, knew that the warriors of the sword temples could even heal their own wounds, why make such a foolish attempt in the first place?
Andras was still puzzling this over when Miklos finally spotted him. Alarm flared on the man’s face, and he whipped his sword out of its sheath. It was huge and terrifying, and it was at Andras’s throat in an instant.
“My lord!” Andras gasped. His heart pounded, his head felt faint, and he grabbed a fistful of bandages in desperation. “I have fresh linens and salves for your men. That is all!” 
Miklos didn’t lower his sword. “Who the devil are you, and why are you spying on us?”
“I’m Andras, my lord. Not spying, demigods no. I’m a simple ratter. I was on this farm working my trade when your men arrived.” His words tumbled out, shaking and tripping over themselves in his haste to get them out. “I was bandaging my dogs, who was bit up by rats, and I saw your injured men. I only want to help, my lord!”
“I’m no lord, so mind your tongue.” Miklos’s tone softened, and he lowered the weapon. “No doubt you want some coin, then?”
“If it pleases you, captain, sir, only to pay for the bandages and salve. They are very dear for a simple man like myself. Aside, I want nothing more than to help.”
Miklos glanced over Andras’s shoulder and stared at the boy and the dogs, and the last of the fire faded from his eyes. A man, a boy, some dogs. And hopefully he’d noticed the rats strung out by their tails from bamboo poles, the results of Andras’s work.
“Be quick about it, then. And stay out of the way of your betters. You’ll get your coin if you do well.”
Andras got a better look at the sword as Miklos sheathed it again. He knew little about weapons, but he’d never seen its like, the gleaming, perfect surface and the finely crafted hilt. No average soldier would carry such a sword, not even most captains. It was nothing made in the crude workshops of the plains, that was clear enough. It must be one of the falchions made in the warbrand temple.
Miklos was an important man, and no doubt a great warrior in his own right, so why hadn’t he fought by his men’s side when attacking the master sohn? That was information for Lord Balint, and so Andras filed it away for later use.
The ratter sought out the wounded men, who’d clustered in a tight knot some distance away, while those soldiers fortunate enough to have remained behind to care for the horses gathered around them and made some weak effort to help. Here, he had to explain himself again before they’d let him intervene.
Andras was already smarting after the interaction with Miklos. He wasn’t an overly proud man—a ratter had to know his place in the world—but he burned with shame to be so insulted in front of his son, to have to cower and plead for his life.
Even so, he knew Ruven wouldn’t blame his father for submitting like the lowest dog of a pack, tail between his legs in shame. If anything, he’d be burning at the indignity, even as he knew to keep his mouth shut.
But still, Andras’s fear had gone, replaced by a reckless sort of irritation as he worked on the first of the men, the one with the serious leg wound. The man cursed him and pushed his hand away, and Andras finally snapped.
“Fine, bleed into the mud for all I care. You’ll be dead in an hour if you’re lucky. If not, the rot will take that leg soon enough.”
“Hold still, Istvan, you big baby,” one of the other men said.
Istvan, gray as death, unclenched his teeth long enough to say, “It hurts, dammit, and this ratter don’t know what he’s doing.”
“He knows more than the rest of us. You do, don’t you?” A hopeful tone from the other man. “Me and him are like brothers. Don’t let him die.”
“I’ve set bones, stitched cuts, and cauterized wounds,” Andras said. “And amputated, too.”
“Yeah, but with dogs, right?” someone else asked.
“Dog, man, or cow—a bone is a bone, and flesh is flesh all the same.” Andras’s voice softened as his anger faded. “I’ll do what I can, if you all will stand back and let me work. Oh, and someone fetch liquor from your saddlebags if you’ve got it. Give it to that fellow, there.”
This seemed to calm them, and they moved back a few paces to give him room. Istvan’s leg wound was deep, and the blood started to flow as soon as Andras cut through the makeshift tourniquet with his knife, but he soon got it staunched again, and this time added salve to ease the pain and prevent contagion from eating away the living flesh.
He turned next to the man who’d lost his hand, who’d now had a good deal of liquor poured down his throat, starting to take effect. That didn’t stop the screams as Andras trimmed away flesh and bone to leave something that could heal. Andras had done the same once to a dog’s paw, which had been bad enough, but to hear cries and pleading while he cut left him almost as lightheaded as the gray-faced young man on whom he was working.
Fortunately, the remaining wounds weren’t as serious, and he thought that a handful of them might even heal enough to fight again. To lay their lives on the line for their lord. If they were especially lucky, Zoltan would only throw them into battle against other crowlords and not against sword temples.
With the exception of Miklos, who’d somehow kept his calm throughout the entire ordeal, the company seemed shattered by their losses, even those who’d remained behind with the horses. They’d come charging up the road like grim-faced killers, and now seemed like stricken boys. It was all too easy to imagine his own son called into battle to support Balint in another eight or ten years.
Miklos. The man was holding something the others didn’t know, it would seem. He seemed entirely too unaffected by the experience, and there was the matter of how he’d returned unscathed, and now, the way he was gathering the horses and men in preparation of riding out again, as if this were a normal encampment instead of the aftermath of a shattering loss. The captain’s behavior raised more questions in Andras’s mind than he’d answered.
Deliver the information to Lord Balint. That’s all you need to do.
It was nearly dark before the riders and their horses left the half-eaten, trampled-over remnants of Valter’s rice paddies. Zoltan’s men seemed to bear little concern for the damage inflicted, although Miklos settled his debt with Andras, paying for the bandages and salve, plus two moons in addition.
And what were a few rice paddies, given the horrific losses suffered by Zoltan’s men? For every horse with a man in the saddle, there were five trotting off without riders.
 
 



Chapter Seven
Narina entered the training arena barefoot. Three days had passed since the attack on the temple, and her emotions were still raw, the sight of her father’s linen-wrapped body being lowered into a stone-lined grave still seared into her brain. Hours of meditation and ritual washing had calmed the storm in her head and gathered her scattered sowen. At last she felt ready to carry on.
His soul lives on. He wouldn’t want you to mourn. Not now, when the temple is under threat.
She’d bound her leggings mid-calf, tucked her shift into her belt, and tied her shoulder-length hair into a short bun behind her head. She wore a sword at either side, blunted, but otherwise expertly crafted and perfectly balanced. One of four pairs she used to train, this combination of blades had been given to her by her father when she turned twenty and graduated from student to journeyman.
Neither of her opponents had yet arrived, and hers were the first footprints to mar the raked white sand of the training ground tucked into one of the folds in the shrine. Curved lines and geometric patterns crumbled beneath her feet as she walked. She had spent the early hours working with Gyorgy at the smithy, but the last two hours had passed meditating in the cool shadows on the opposite side of the shrine. She relished the warmth of sand on her bare feet.
Voices stirred around her as she walked toward the center. The space was about forty-five feet wide and sixty feet long, held between two wings of the low-slung wooden shrine. Bending around the interior was a covered wooden walkway, and it was crowded with fraters and elders who’d left their labors to come and watch. Narina paid them no attention, but studied the three lichen-covered stones placed seemingly at random intervals around the arena.
The tallest stone stood as high as her shoulder, and the shortest barely protruded from the ground, with the third somewhat in between, but wide enough to hold two fighters standing back-to-back.
All three stones would be used in the coming fight, and over the years she’d learned how best to put them to use. Once, when Narina was seventeen, she’d managed to knock her father’s demon sword from his grasp and closed with a thrill, thinking she’d finally defeated him, only to see him leap to the tallest of the stones, vault over her head, and come up behind her with his dragon sword pressed again her spine.
In the ten years since, she’d never beaten him in single combat, only in joint training. Most likely she could have, given that he’d slowed considerably over the past five years, and had largely stopped training in tandem. But of course now she would never know.
Her two opponents emerged from opposite ends of the shrine’s courtyard. One was her sister, Katalinka, who had Father’s penetrating gray eyes, but dark hair like Narina and their mother. She was a good two inches taller than Narina and managed to seem leaner and more muscular than her younger sister at the same time. A slight smile touched the corner of Katalinka’s mouth as she took several steps across the sand. She wasn’t barefoot, but wore thin, slipper-like shoes.
The other was a man in his early forties, with a longer reach and more powerful stroke than either of the two sisters. Abelard had been Father’s first apprentice, and Narina could remember sitting on the same balcony against which the observers now leaned while master and apprentice trained. Abelard had gained the rank of sohn just as Narina and Katalinka began their own training, and had been gaining in power ever since.
Above all, Narina respected the man’s even temperament. He was steadier than either of the sisters, some of this no doubt due to the wisdom of age, but he also seemed to have a more naturally conciliatory personality. She couldn’t ever remember seeing him lose his temper, grow impatient with one of his students, or complain when the winter breath of the demigods buried the temple in snow.
At the moment, it was Abelard’s skill with the blades that concerned her. In one-on-one combat, Abelard could still master either sister ninety percent of the time, but a subtle change had been working through the combined sohn combats over the past two years, and about a year ago Narina had realized with surprise that she and Katalinka had better mastery over their sowen than their companion. The more chaotic the situation, the slower he reacted compared to the sisters. When Father joined them in melee combat, making four, Abelard had often been first to fall.
Father was gone, though. This would be a three-person fight, and it would be an even match.
The combatants met in the center, near the tallest of the three stones, and Narina was not surprised to see grief written across her companions’ faces. Every student, frater, elder, and sohn in the temple was feeling the ache of loss, from the most bent of the old men and women to the youngest apprentice, a girl of twelve. But the three of them standing now with their swords had weighty decisions to consider as well.
“First things first,” Narina said. “Who will be the new master? I propose Abelard.”
He grunted, and Katalinka shook her head slowly. “Father said you.”
“He was dying—he was barely holding his sowen at the time. He didn’t know what he was talking about. Anyway, it’s not his decision. Not anymore.”
“No, it isn’t,” Abelard said. He had a low, rumbling voice that sounded like the distant roll of thunder. “It’s a consensus of us three. But I’ve been weighing his words, all the same. Joskasef wanted you—that’s what he told you with his dying breath, isn’t it? I will honor that.”
“You’re more experienced than I am,” Narina argued, “and have the respect of the elders. The former sohn and the lifelong fraters all support you. They’ll accept you without question.”
“They’ll accept you, too,” he said.
“Eventually. But we’ll recover more quickly if you step in. This isn’t the time for doubts.”
“I agree with Abelard,” Katalinka said. “It should be you.”
“There’s no reason for it to be me,” Narina protested.
“Except Father’s wishes,” Katalinka said. She waved a hand as if in anticipation of Narina’s objection. “All we have to do is be united, and the rest will fall in line. Anyway, none of us want to be master, and even if Father hadn’t said it, there’d be no compelling reason for any one of us over the others.”
No, none of them did want it. Certainly Narina didn’t. If she’d ever longed to rise and claim master sohn, that ambition was long gone. Meditation, training, the years of isolation in their mountain redoubt—it all combined to dissolve her ambitions with the slow, relentless pace of crashing waves turning hardened lava to sand.
“Is it settled, then?” Abelard asked.
“As far as I’m concerned,” Katalinka said. “Sister?”
Narina glanced between them. If she refused, they would have to back down, regroup, and have a more lengthy conversation. She longed to say no and force the discussion.
But that would be an ambition of a sort, too, wouldn’t it? An ambition to avoid the heavy hand of responsibility and force others to bear it.
“It’s settled,” Narina conceded.
Anyway, there was no need for it to be a permanent change; master sohn wasn’t necessarily a lifelong calling. Once they’d settled more urgent matters, she could work on the other sohns in private. Bend the consensus to a different path. Perhaps even enlist the elders to argue her position.
“Good,” Katalinka said. “Now that we’re agreed, there are other matters. We’d better figure out what to do about the other temples. And how about the crowlords?”
Narina drew her dragon blade. It glinted white in the sunlight. She twirled it with a flick of the wrist and then pulled the demon blade and poised it in front of and perpendicular to her face.
“One problem for each sword of the dance,” she said. “Let’s settle this the usual way.”
“Hah,” Katalinka said, and then her own swords were in hand, and she was edging to one side. 
Abelard moved in a blur, and before Narina could turn her attention from her sister, the man was coming down on her with his dragon blade while simultaneously thrusting under her defenses with his demon.
It was a familiar attack, and Narina responded in kind. She bent backward and let the first sword pass in front of her face, then rolled away from the slash at her belly. He moved past too quickly for her to counter, and she was forced to whirl about to beat back a flurry of blows from Katalinka, who’d taken advantage of the clash to mount her own attack.
Narina was on the verge of being overwhelmed by her sister when Abelard rejoined the fight, and she leaped clear, which forced the other two into a short, blurred combat. Moments later, all three were separated from each other. Katalinka leaped to the top of the tallest of the standing stones to keep Abelard from doing the same, and Narina moved until her back was to the railing at the edge of the arena.
“Abelard is dipping his demon low on the underthrust,” a voice said quietly to her shoulder. “Do you see it?”
It was Kozmer, one of the elder sohns. He was over seventy, and unable to carry a sword—or so he claimed. His gait had turned stiff with age, and apart from polishing the temple bells, his primary duty was imparting temple lore to students. In his quiet moments, he carved walking staffs, and he was never without one. He leaned one arm against the railing and tilted the top of his staff over it toward Abelard.
Narina replayed the brief skirmish in her mind to see what he was talking about. “Yes, I saw it.”
Several of the younger temple members clustered around Kozmer, leaning in to hear his thoughts about the fight between the three sohns, and one of them was Narina’s student, Gyorgy. The boy had bathed and changed into a clean white robe since their work at the smithy, and his hair was brushed out and pulled back behind his head.
“Should Narina come over the top with a mantis strike?” Gyorgy asked Kozmer.
The old man snorted. “Only if she wants a cracked rib when he follows with a counterstrike.”
“Not if she gets the high ground,” a girl said. “He’ll be too low to get at her ribs.”
“Oh, my children. How is Narina going to do that with her sister atop the stone, ready to rain down death? You’d be better off with squatting turtle or twice-bold strike, as boring as that sounds.”
“What are you muttering over there, old man?” Katalinka called in a loud voice. “You’re not giving my sister an unfair advantage, are you?”
Kozmer gave a dry chuckle, then raised his voice. “Nothing I wouldn’t have told you, had you been over here instead of preening atop that stone.”
“Ah, so it’s me you’re conspiring against,” Abelard said.
“I’m mostly trying to disabuse these young people of their flashy notions,” he said. “They want excitement, while the three of you are trying to win in the most efficient way possible. I’m explaining the difference right now.”
“I don’t know,” Narina said, her tone light, yet loud enough for the other combatants to hear. “I like a little flash—it makes the others look so foolish when they fall to it.”
She eased away from the railing, as it looked like Abelard was about to move against her sister, probably launching himself off one of the shorter stones in order to knock her from her perch. Narina wanted to be close enough to stab him in the back if he gave her a chance.
“What about this Zoltan?” Katalinka said from where she stood above them, and the other two hesitated. “Do we cut him down?”
“Kill a crowlord?” Abelard said. “Is that prudent?
“How do you mean, prudent?” Katalinka asked.
“We kill—what is his name? Zoltan?—and we destabilize his fiefdom. That would set off more wars when the others rush in to claim his lands.”
“He attacked the temple,” Katalinka said. “We can’t let that stand.”
They were both right, in a way, and expressing themselves exactly as Narina would have predicted: Katalinka, wanting swift, decisive action, and Abelard more circumspect. Narina leaned more toward Abelard’s position, but not entirely.
“Destroying Zoltan is too much,” she began.
“Our father is dead,” her sister said. “Zoltan’s men murdered him.”
“And it falls on us to act,” Narina agreed with a nod. “That’s what Sohn Joskasef would have ordered. Had they not killed him.” She hesitated. “But since he’s dead and I’m somehow taking his place, I say we do something about it. But cautiously.”
“I would be fine with a limited response,” Abelard said. “What do you propose?”
“Something like this,” Narina said.
She charged at Abelard—a rather obvious feint—then made as if to change targets to her sister as he braced himself. But this was only a second, more subtle attempt to throw Abelard off his guard. She swung twice, waited for him to counterattack, then used his lowered demon blade to get her own demon in and smash it into his ribs. Had the sword been sharp, and not a training weapon, it would have cut him in two.
She might have finished him off anyway—so far as sparring rules allowed—but Katalinka was on top of her in an instant. Her sister landed a glancing blow on Narina’s shoulder, and Narina struck Katalinka’s wrist in turn.
Moments later, all three were standing apart, nursing their wounds, while fraters and elderly sohns discussed the action in an excited buzz all around them. The crowd around Kozmer had grown, and he leaned his weight against the railing and gestured with his staff while explaining the action. For the younger ones especially, the speed of the fight would be too quick for them to follow, a confusing blur of feints and thrusts and dancing bodies.
“So that’s what that old villain was whispering in your ear,” Abelard said. He brought his arm in against his injured ribs and winced. “I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”
“Why would you lower your demon like that,” Narina said, “if you knew it would leave you vulnerable?”
“Because your blades were too close together. I thought it worth the risk.” He gave himself a little shake, like a dog casting off rainwater, and his body already seemed to be recovering from the blow. “Apparently I was wrong.”
“Who will go meet this crowlord?” Katalinka asked. “Can we get back to that before we batter each other senseless?”
Narina thought her sister was likely to be too aggressive, and Abelard not aggressive enough when it came to confronting Zoltan.
“I’ll do it,” she said. “Someone needs to escort the weapons to Balint Stronghand anyway. I’ll take the post road through the foothills, then drop into Zoltan’s lands when I’m done delivering them.”
Abelard twisted his dragon, and the blade caught the light and gleamed. He nodded. “All right. Now what’s this about the other sword temples?” This was directed to Katalinka. “Are you proposing we warn them about Zoltan, or is it something else?”
“It’s a disturbance of the peace,” Katalinka said. “They’ll want to know. Could be the crowlords will be more active in the mountains going forward. They should be warned the villains are not above attacking the temples.”
“I suppose I could go,” he said. “Does anyone know if the high passes are clear of snow yet? I’ll visit the firewalkers first, then the warbrands.”
“Better if it’s me,” Katalinka said. “When’s the last time you were up there—fifteen years ago? Nobody would even recognize you.”
A smile touched his lips. “That’s right, I went with you and your father to meet the firewalkers. You were carrying training sticks at the time. Remember those braids you used to wear? Adorable.”
“Ouch. All right, so neither of us are very well known.”
“Why don’t you both go?” Narina suggested. “It’s safer anyway, in case there’s a misunderstanding.”
“And leave the temple without any sohns at all?” Abelard asked.
Katalinka, it seemed, had a different concern. “What’s this about a misunderstanding? Our relations with the other temples aren’t so distant as that, I would hope.”
 “Are any of you going to do some actual fighting?” Kozmer called out. “Plenty of places around here for mumbled conversations, if that’s all you’re planning.”
The fighters ignored him. “So we’d tell the other temples, what, exactly?” Abelard asked.
Narina wasn’t sure she’d fully defined that yet, only that her sister’s idea had seemed a good one. “I don’t know, tell them what happened here, I suppose. See if anything similar has happened. Is this one crowlord making a foolhardy move, or is a general war brewing?”
“Exactly that,” Katalinka said. She crossed her swords and circled the other two at a distance. “If they’re amenable, we can gather the sohns and debate what should be done.”
“Sounds dangerous,” Abelard said. “Someone might be tempted to. . .test matters.”
Narina saw what he was driving at and was inclined to scoff. “That old legend?”
“Why not?” Katalinka asked. “Aren’t you curious how you’d fare?”
There were many things Narina was curious about, but this was not one of them. “I test myself against the pair of you at least once a month—I know my skills and my limitations.”
“I’m not particularly interested, either,” Abelard said.
“I am,” Katalinka said. “I’ll admit it.”
It was a surprising confession. The thought of venturing out to battle the sohns of other temples seemed ludicrous. But Narina supposed her sister was slightly more skilled than she was, and also less likely to be introspective about her limitations. Narina knew her own. If she ever did battle with sharpened blades against either a firewalker or a warbrand, she might well lose. Her sister could easily fall, too. Who knew how good the other sohns were?
“Warn them, then return,” Narina said. “If they want to discuss, we’ll let the elder sohns do the talking. The lame, those with bent backs and poor vision—the other temples must have them, too.”
She nodded in the direction of Kozmer, who was back to discussing tactics with students and fraters. “Kozmer, Joreyna, or maybe Marton.”
“I like that idea,” Abelard said. “None of the elders will be tempted to whip out blades and prove themselves a sword saint.” He gave a pointed look at Katalinka, who shrugged.
“If that’s your plan,” Kozmer called over, “then why not send me in the first place?”
“Hey, you gossipy old man,” Narina said. “Pay attention to your own conversation.”
Kozmer chuckled. “We came to see a fight, and all you’re doing is talking. You expect me to not listen?”
“I’m more than happy to send you in my place, friend,” Abelard said. “But do you think you’re up for a hike through the mountain passes? It’s dangerous up there.”
“Bandits aren’t likely to bother an old man with a cane. If they do, I’ll make sure they regret it.”
“I’m thinking more of ice and snow.”
“Yes, well.” His expression soured. “It’s summer, and the worst is past. Cold rain is more likely to be a problem, but I’ll use my sowen to warm my bones, if it comes to that.”
Narina raised her eyebrows. “You want to go?”
Kozmer shrugged. “Maybe. Why not?”
“I don’t like sending you into the mountains—the terrain seems too rough for you. But how about if you come with me? You know the plains—didn’t you live there at one time? I’ve never been below Hooffent, and I could use a guide, if you’re amenable.”
Katalinka looked skeptical at this. “Are you sure an elder is what you need? You’ll need a strong back to help with the weapons, unloading and loading the cart, managing whatever beast is pulling it.”
“I’ll take my student, too. Gyorgy will make three.”
Narina, Katalinka, and Abelard exchanged glances, and a silent consensus was reached. Narina and her companions would deliver the weapons to Balint and then confront Zoltan. The other two sohns would visit warbrands and the firewalkers to discuss what threat, if any, the crowlords posed.
After that, there was nothing to do but finish up their skirmish. Within seconds they were back at it, swords flashing, bodies twisting and rolling. They leaped atop the stones to gain small advantages, then tried to press their opponents against the railing surrounding the training sands. Abelard wasn’t at his sharpest this morning, and after Katalinka knocked him to the ground, Narina struck him with a flurry of blows that forced his submission.
Once he was out of the action, Narina gave her sister a pair of punishing strikes to the thigh and shoulder, the second of which cracked against the bone hard enough to draw a pained grunt. Even for a sohn, a blow like that would take hours to recover from, and Narina thought she could finish Katalinka while the arm holding the dragon blade was limp and feeble.
But then Katalinka flashed past with her remaining sword stabbing through Narina’s defenses as quick as a viper’s strike. It struck Narina on the breastbone and threw her backward. She hit the ground hard, and when she rolled over, chest burning, Katalinka’s demon blade was at her throat. Katalinka was breathing hard and cradled one arm against her chest, but a smile crossed her face all the same.
Narina drew in a ragged breath. “I submit.”
 
 



Chapter Eight
“Hold the leg steady,” Narina said. “That hoof will cave in your forehead if he gives you a kick.”
Gyorgy swallowed hard and lifted the goat’s back leg. The animal turned his massive head and fixed the boy with a baleful gaze. They’d chained the goat’s horns to hooks on the outer wall of the smithy, but the stare and the flaring nostrils gave a clear warning of just what he would do if he got those horns free.
In the wild, these huge mountain goats kept their hooves well-worn on the hard rock of their cliffside homes, but the ones the temple captured, tamed, and trained to drag out the trunks of trees needed their hooves trimmed like any horse or donkey, and then—much to the irritation of the goats—they needed actual shoes on the rare occasions they were needed to pull burdens on the post road.
Narina had shod this particular fellow before—a surly old billy goat by the name of Brutus—and she meant her warning. He’d knock you to the dirt and not spare your spilled brains a moment of thought when he returned to munching clover in the meadow. But he was as strong as a mule, and nearly as big, too, and the best animal for the task at hand.
“Good, now hold the leg between your thighs while I nail it into place. Brutus isn’t going to like this part, either.”
The goat struggled when the first nail went in, and by the time she finished, he was jawing at her in goat-talk that sounded like the braying of a drunk old man. Brutus settled somewhat when she started on the second shoe, and by the third had reduced his protests to an occasional bray of irritation while he stomped with the other hooves.
“That went better than expected,” she said when she’d finished with the final shoe. “Brutus usually tries some trick or other.”
Gyorgy gave her a wan smile as he worked gingerly at the chains to release the beast. He was pale and sweating, and took a jump backward when Brutus swung his head loose.
Narina straightened her back to see Kozmer standing several paces off with a smile on his face. The elder sohn held a leather-wrapped bundle in his left arm that from its shape could only be a pair of swords. His right gripped a walking staff. It had a few small carvings around the top, but was not ornamental. It was a solid traveling stick, bound with an iron cap on the bottom.
“The crowlords would be impressed if they could see how well our master sohn handles her goats,” he said. “They probably think goat shodding is a myth, like the god serpent that created the universe.”
“That’s not a myth either,” Gyorgy said.
“They think it is, which is the point,” the elder said.
“At least this cranky old fool didn’t spit on me,” she said. “He’s done that before. Did you see him trying to get his head around?”
“You left too much slack in the chains,” Kozmer said. “That’s not just for horns, you know—got to keep the villain from turning on you. If he can’t turn, he can’t spit.”
She nodded at Kozmer’s bundle while Brutus trotted off with a final annoyed grunt and Gyorgy cleaned up the tools. Other students and fraters were working in the smithy, and the clank of hammers and the wheezing of bellows sounded in the air. The air smelled of smoke and hot metal.
“Planning on doing some fighting?” she asked.
“By the demigods, no. I’m not going down there armed.”
Narina raised an eyebrow. “Not even a dagger?”
“If the strange circumstance arrives that I need a weapon, I’ll take it from the hands of the fool who raises it against me. No, the swords are for you.”
A sour burn came to Narina’s stomach. She was the new master of the temple, and yet the old man thought so little of her blades as to offer her a replacement.
“Thank you, but I don’t need your weapons. What I have is sufficient for now.”
“They’re not, really. Good enough for a frater, maybe, but not a sohn.” He waved his staff as she started to protest. “I know what you’re thinking—you should forge your own master swords. Don’t worry, that will come in time. For now, you should wield blades that match your skill to use them.”
“What skill is that?” she asked, her tone light. “Ask Abelard or my sister their opinion of my skills.”
“I’ve seen you often enough. I know how expert you are. . .and also where you need to master your control. Of course you’re still learning, and you should be glad of that. That won’t last forever. The day will come when you look back and remember when you used to be better. Take it from me, you’re happier working toward a goal than see it slip away after the fact.”
“Please,” she said, growing more embarrassed, especially as her student had returned and was trying to make peace with Brutus, who was cropping grass by the stream and showed little inclination of being led up to the armory to be yoked to the cart. “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t need your swords.”
“Oh, these aren’t my swords. They belonged to Sohn Joskasef.”
Kozmer leaned his staff against the smithy shed and opened the bundle. Two swords, one black, one white, both polished to a sheen, gleamed under the morning sun. She recognized every design etched into their surfaces, and the mix of gold and silver thread on the bindings of the hilts. The sheaths weren’t present, which was the point, she guessed. Force her to look at the blades themselves.
“I put those away for a reason, you know.”
“And I retrieved them for a reason. They don’t belong in the shrine, they belong in your hands.”
“I’m going to destroy those blades,” she said. “As soon as I return from delivering Balint his weapons and giving Zoltan his one and only warning, I’m going to melt them down.”
“Why would you do such a fool thing as that?”
Narina found the question surprising, and thought it disingenuous, even.
“Because it’s customary to destroy the weapon of a sohn who falls in battle.”
“Customary, not obligatory.”
“And because I couldn’t possibly hold those swords in battle and maintain my sowen, knowing that the last time they’d been used my father was killed wielding them.”
“Now you’re just exaggerating.”
“And because I promised I’d melt them down. He asked me to do it, practically with his dying breath.”
Kozmer raised an eyebrow. “Did he now?”
Well, no. Not precisely. He’d told her to carry them until she’d forged her own master blades, but she had been the one to mention destroying the weapons, not him.
“Anyway,” he continued, “if I can maintain my sowen while holding this old stick, you can certainly do it with your father’s swords, regardless of what happened the last time they were used. If you want to melt them down, fine, but only when you’ve made your own blades that are their equal. Until then. . .”
Narina gave a noncommittal shrug. Kozmer rewrapped the swords with the self-satisfied smile of the victorious. Gyorgy had Brutus, who tossed his head and stepped gingerly, none too happy to be walking on his newly shod hooves. The goat let out a final bray of protest and let the young man lead him off.
“There’s a mental reason for carrying your father’s weapons,” the older man said when the pair were gone, and Narina returned her gaze to the leather bundle holding the two swords. “I don’t mean for you, but for anyone else who might see them. Your current weapons are deadly enough for what we face, but they’re not particularly impressive in appearance.”
“They’re not supposed to be. Until the blade is perfect, I won’t adorn it or the hilt.”
“Our master was murdered by outsiders,” Kozmer said. “You can see how that might weaken our reputation. We need a leader—we need an obvious leader. It would help if she’s carrying weapons that are as beautiful as they are deadly. What’s more”—here he hesitated and looked troubled—“I believe it would be especially helpful if you were to draw the weapons in anger and cut down at least one wrongdoer in a visible and impressive way.”
Narina stared. “You want me to leave the temple with the idea of murdering some poor soul?”
“Neither murder, nor of a poor soul. Someone who deserves it. But yes, if we’re to maintain our independence, there must be a demonstration. To show this crowlord we are not to be trifled with. It’s been too long since bladedancers walked the plains. People forget.”
“I would think the carnage of bodies my father left before they took his life would be sufficient.”
“Rumors. Useful in their way. But Zoltan and his lieutenant—this Miklos fellow—will do their best to downplay or even deny what happened here. They’ll look like fools, weak fools, if they admit the truth. You need to cement the idea in people’s minds that we’re deadly warriors. Remind them of what they should already know.”
Kozmer might have been right on an intellectual level, but the thought of deliberately setting out to kill someone turned her stomach. “I’m going down to prevent more bloodshed, not cause it.”
“You will be preventing it. Spill a little and prevent a greater bloodbath down the line.”
“No.”
“Narina—”
“If that’s the way you feel, you should have put your own name forward as master sohn. Then you could have made the decisions.”
“I’m too old.”
“That’s what my father said these last few years.”
“And he’s dead, so he was right, wasn’t he?”
Narina had no answer to this.
“I was fifteen years his senior,” Kozmer added. “I’d have died all the same, and Zoltan’s villains would have made off with the weapons, as well. It’s a good thing your father was there, and not me.”
“There’s no saying you have to be alone the next time we’re attacked,” she countered. “Mastering the blades is only one part of being a sohn. In peaceful times, it’s a minor part of it.”
“Which described the situation a week ago,” Kozmer said. “Whatever peace we had, the attack shattered. The present situation requires martial skills, which you have, and I do not. No, it was always going to be one of the three of you. I’d have picked Abelard, frankly. He’s old enough to be wise, and young enough to maintain his sword mastery. Your sister would have been my second choice.”
“I’d have chosen them, too. Don’t see that it’s helpful to dwell on, though.”
“Exactly. Your father selected you, and the others agreed. Personally, I think you’ll do just fine. . .so long as you obey my every word once we hit the road.”
“Ha!”
Kozmer chuckled, and the solemn feeling in Narina’s belly eased. “Now pick up Master Joskasef’s weapons,” he told her, “and let’s get that cart loaded so we can make the most of the daylight.”
#
They spent the first night in a roadside inn about six miles down the canyon from the temple, all three sharing a single large bed with blankets that smelled of sweat and horses and the dust of the road. Narina woke up once to Kozmer’s rattling snore, a second time when Gyorgy was talking in his sleep, and finally to the bite of fleas.
After twenty minutes of hungry fleas, she couldn’t fall back asleep, and the first thing she did when the gray light of dawn seeped in through the shutters was go downstairs, wake the innkeeper’s wife, and pay two brassies to have a hot bath drawn up. It was all she could do not to complain about the fleas and the unwashed state of the bedding, while remembering that such establishments were likely to be cleaner in the mountains than in the scruffy villages of the lowland plains.
“No more inns,” she told the others when they’d fed themselves and Brutus and had the cart rattling once more over the cobbles of the post road. “I’ll sleep on the ground and bathe in the river if I have to.”
No more inns, the others agreed.
Narina and Gyorgy mainly walked, while Kozmer alternated between walking and riding in the cart next to Lord Balint’s weapons, which were covered with a canvas tarp. Whenever he joined them in walking, their pace slowed, which seemed to suit Brutus well. The goat had a lazy streak, and even a moment of inattention saw him munching weeds on the side of the post road instead of hauling his cart.
True to Narina’s word, the next night they slept on a grassy slope that was no less comfortable than the flea-infested bed in the inn, plus had the clean smell of mountain, river, and clover. The volcanoes were more active closer to the plains, and in the morning they easily found some hot springs by following the scent of sulfur. Here, they brought out bars of hard soap and scrubbed themselves and their clothes clean.
Narina washed her hair, too, and pinned it back with a silver clip in the shape of oak leaves that was said to have belonged to her grandmother, and later, her mother. She had no memory of her grandmother, and only faded memories of her mother, who’d died when Narina was young, but when she rubbed her thumb over the delicate veins in the silver leaves and closed her eyes, she felt something like a warm breeze prickle against her skin. Their souls lived on in the auras she gathered from their surroundings and bound into her sowen.
Later that morning, a boy and several dogs drew alongside the small group just after they’d rounded a curve and caught a glimpse of the plains spreading below, vast and green and disappearing into the haze. Somewhere beyond the haze lay the ocean, Narina knew, though she’d never seen it. According to numbers painted on the standing stone mile markers, they had eleven miles still to cover before they reached the village that was their destination that evening. Below the village lay the domain of the crowlords, starting with Zoltan’s fiefdom, as the post road skirted the foothills and eventually crossed a bridge at Riverrun, which marked the boundary with Balint Stronghand’s lands.
They’d crossed paths with numerous others during their time on the road, including children traveling alone—always a good sign the route was safe from brigands—and Narina didn’t think much of the boy at first. Kozmer was walking beside Narina with his staff tapping the ground. He’d limbered up since they set out, but still slowed the pace whenever he was down from the cart.
But the boy and his dogs didn’t pass them, and from the curious look on his face, Narina guessed he was trying to figure out if they’d come from the sword temple up the road. He looked like he wanted to ask, too, if he could only work up the nerve. But the question, when the child finally got around to it, turned out to be more mundane.
“Why is your goat wearing horseshoes?”
“Don’t be silly,” Narina said, concealing a smile. “Why would he be wearing horseshoes?”
“I can see them. Look! And they’re clanking.”
“Oh, those. No, those aren’t horseshoes, because that would make Brutus a horse. Have you ever seen a horse with horns? Those are goatshoes.”
The boy grinned, Kozmer chuckled as he tapped alongside Narina with his staff, and she thought that would be the end of it, but the boy and his dogs paced them to the side instead of pressing ahead.
Gyorgy was up front, leading the goat, and turned back to give a warning. “Careful with the dogs, boy. Brutus has a temper.”
“Don’t worry. They know better than to get close to those horns,” the boy said. “That’s a big goat. Where did you get him?”
“Brutus is cunning with his hooves, too,” Narina said, “and still ornery that we shod him in the first place. My student is right—better move your dogs back for their own good.”
The boy gave a whistled command, and the dogs, which had been trotting along by his side, immediately stopped in place, waited for the bladedancers to continue ahead for several seconds, and then brought up the rear some fifteen feet back. The boy looked like he wanted to say something else, and Narina waited for him to do so. No sense in puncturing the calm, cool morning stillness otherwise.
“Why are your clothes so clean?” he finally asked.
“Why are yours so filthy?”
“We were ratting yesterday. It’s dirty business.”
“That explains the dirty dogs, but why didn’t you bathe in the river and wash and change your clothes?”
He shrugged. “Nobody told me to. What is your name?”
“Mine, or all of our names?”
“Yours. No, I guess all of them.” He was edging closer again. “Who are you people?”
“I’m Narina. The callow youth up front is Gyorgy.”
“I don’t know what callow means.”
Gyorgy glanced back and winked at the boy. “It means I’m both younger than those two and yet wise beyond my years at the same time.”
“Oh!”
Kozmer tapped his cane. “And the crotchety fellow—that would be me—is named Kozmer. In case you’re wondering, crotchety is another word for someone who cooks delicious stews and meat pies and loves to eat them.”
“No, it isn’t,” the boy said, scoffing. “My grandma is crotchety, too—that’s what Da says. And so are most of the farmers around here. It means a grumpy old person. Or, wait. Can a goat be crotchety, too?”
“Get too close to those horns and you’ll find out,” Gyorgy said.
The boy was quiet again, but not for long. “You want to know mine?”
Narina took a closer look at him, really studying him for the first time. His hair was blond and curly, and apart from being dirty, badly needed a cut. She’d taken him for as young as six or seven, but now thought he was at least nine, based on his mature way of speaking. He simply hadn’t lost the baby fat in his cheeks yet.
As for the dogs, the largest of the pack were two long, scrawny beasts that looked like they hadn’t eaten well in days, although she suspected that was more down to their breed than a lack of food, as they seemed content. The other five were short, aggressive-looking terriers, a mix of colors (all covered with a patina of grime), with the fiercest of the lot a gray-and-black splotched dog missing part of one ear.
“I think I know your name already,” she told the boy.
“No you don’t. We’re not from around here.”
Narina closed her eyes, felt the sun warming her face, and gathered her sowen. It carried whispers of their surroundings, and she felt the thoughts of the dogs, all scattered and eager. Images of rats being shaken went through her mind, and impressions of the rivalry and loyalty among themselves, as well as the fierce love they felt for this boy. There was another human too, whose absence made the dogs vaguely worried. He was their leader. A man. Probably the boy’s father.
Narina let the chaotic, jumbled minds of the dogs pass her by and picked through her sowen until she felt the boy’s aura and his thoughts. They were bright and clear and curious. There was something hanging on his tongue that he wanted to share, but he was waiting for her to ask it. It was his name, and she could almost hear it.
“Your name is Rouben,” she said. “No, wait. Ruven.”
His eyes widened. “How did you know that? Magic?”
“Of a sort. How old are you, nine?”
“Ten. You don’t know everything.”
“I know very little, in fact. What I do know, I know well, though. Narrow, but deep. Like a river.”
“I know a little of everything,” Ruven said.
“I’ll bet you do.”
He sighed. “But nothing very well. Only stuff about dogs and rats. My letters aren’t good, because my ma died.” Pain darkened his face.
“So did mine. In fact, I was about your age when she died.”
He looked at her again, more solemn than curious this time, as if the revelation had created a connection between them, and Narina felt an uncomfortable stirring, a sense that she’d inadvertently drawn him into a confidence that she couldn’t maintain.
“Are those swords under your cloak?” he asked.
Kozmer cleared his throat. “Is it your habit to ask inopportune questions of strangers?”
“My da said you can learn a lot by watching and listening.”
“Your father is a smart man,” Kozmer continued, “but I think he’d also warn against asking strangers about their weapons.”
“Where is your father, anyway?” Narina said. “I think he was with you earlier today, wasn’t he? Maybe he left you this morning. . .?”
“He went up ahead to. . .um, I think he had to. . .let’s see.”
“You’re about to say something he wouldn’t want you to,” Kozmer said. “Better keep that to yourself, young man.”
“He’s in the village, though. We’re traveling together after that.” Ruven nodded. “It can be dangerous in the plains because there’s a war. There’s always a war, my da says, but nobody bothers people who are about their business. Not usually.”
Narina wondered, in spite of Kozmer’s warning to the boy, if she should press Ruven for details. He might be able to offer suggestions for how to avoid the fighting. There was no sense getting mixed up in that nonsense if they didn’t have to.
But before they could work this out, Gyorgy turned back from where he was leading Brutus along, and said, “Is that our village up ahead? Because if so, there might be a problem.”
Narina left Kozmer and the child and pressed past the cart and the goat to see what her student was talking about. The view had closed up again, with a rocky cliff looming to their left, while the sound of the river continued its dull rumble to their right as it flowed swiftly but invisibly behind a screen of pines. Above the river—the south side of the canyon—lay a gentler slope that nevertheless led up to giant, squatting mountains.
The entire range was studded with volcanoes, and there was a perpetual haze lingering overhead. This was where the fire demons played and cavorted, and occasionally burst forth in fiery, destructive excursions.
One volcano closer at hand had sent a large plume into the sky, and there was smoke roiling out of the forest in that direction as well. The woods were on fire; it seemed the eruption was more than smoke and ash. If the volcano had gone off and was throwing out rivers of lava, then the villages and farmland on its slopes were at risk.
One of these villages straddled the post road, and was their destination for this afternoon. Quite possibly, that was where Ruven’s father was waiting to reunite with his son.
From the look of the smoke, she guessed the village was directly in the path of destruction.
 
 



Chapter Nine
It was a crow that had made Andras leave his son behind. Not that Ruven and the dogs couldn’t have kept up—in fact, they had more stamina than he did—but he wanted to get ahead and size up the situation before he led them out of the mountains and into danger.
The bird had awakened him while they were sleeping in the barn of a man they’d done some light ratting for in exchange for food and shelter. It was cawing at another crow, which answered from some distance away.
Unable to sleep from the noise and the unpleasant memories it raised—memories of childhood, when dueling crowlords had done battle among the farms outside his village, destroying crops and driving dozens of small farmers into misery—Andras left his bed in the hay and stepped into the gray of early dawn.
There, on the overhanging peak of the barn roof, sat an enormous crow. It was so big that if he hadn’t heard it jawing, he’d have thought it a raven, but the caw of a crow was distinctive from the low gronk of a raven. Another crow sounded from a cluster of trees across the yard, and then he saw dark shapes flitting in the sky. Six or seven in all.
And the first crow was watching him with a dark expression. Intelligent, that one, even more so than the wild kind, which were clever enough. This one was thinking, contemplating him, even asking itself questions about who he might be.
Andras went back inside and woke his son. The boy responded groggily in the darkness.
“It’s likely a coincidence,” he said after telling Ruven what he’d seen. “I might have been imagining something in its gaze—it’s still pretty dark outside. But if there’s a crowlord nearby with his army, spying out the land, we don’t want to stumble into them. I’m going to. . .are you awake or am I talking to myself?”
“I’m awake, Da.”
“Sorry, I couldn’t see your eyes. I’ll go down the road to see what’s up. If I don’t come back before you awaken, eat with the farmer and his family, then take the dogs on the road. We’ll meet at Hooffent—there’s no rush. Oh, and wash up. I think you smell of dogs and manure.”
“All right, Da. Be careful.”
“I’ll be fine—you’re the one I’m worried about. Maybe find some trustworthy travelers to keep you company. You know how to identify them, right? Good.” He kissed the boy’s dirty head, grabbed his cloak, his satchel, and his spade, and left the barn.
Andras guessed that Ruven would follow all of his instructions but one. He was pretty sure the boy would show up for his breakfast dirty, and be oblivious to the way the farmer’s wife wrinkled her nose and suggested he eat in the barn. Apart from that, Ruven would be careful, and Notch and the rest of the pack would help keep the boy safe.
Anyway, Andras figured he’d only be separated from them for an hour or so, until he’d answered his questions about the crows. When he left the road to scramble up a rocky ledge for a better view a little while later, the air was thick with the birds down by the village of Hooffent, where the post road finally emerged from the mountains.
Most definitely a crowlord nearby, possibly leading his army. It wouldn’t be Andras’s master, he decided, twisting at the sigil ring. Too far south for Lord Balint. That meant either Zoltan or Damanja. If Damanja, she’d likely be leading an excursion up along the foothills to fall down on one of her two rivals. That was dangerous enough, but a more worrying possibility was that Zoltan had come to await the results of the attack on the bladedancer temple.
If so, he’d have learned the disastrous results as Miklos and the survivors met him on the road. Angry, equipped with an army, it was impossible to say how he might lash out. Either way, Andras needed to get to Hooffent, to see what was afoot before he brought his son through. He hurried down the post road, trusting Ruven to keep himself safe.
At the time, Andras hadn’t give much thought to the haze in the air. Not right away. One of the nearby volcanoes was acting up, which meant fire demon mischief, but it had been similarly hazy on their ascent several days earlier, and it took some time to realize the scope of the eruption.
When he was still two hours from the village he began to taste a bitter flavor in the air. A few minutes later, bits of ash began to drift down like large gray snowflakes. When the road bent away from the river for a stretch, the quieting of its roar allowed him to hear the crackle of pine trees burning in the distance.
Andras stopped, torn with indecision. The post road was a good distance from the volcano; lava flow wasn’t an issue. But if the forest fire continued to spread, he might risk descending only to have the road close off behind him. Then what would happen if Ruven tried to push through for their planned meeting at Hooffent? Surely the boy would know better than to enter smoke and fire, but in the end they’d still be cut off from one another.
But if it was still open, he needed to know. Lord Balint would want his report. The attempted theft by Miklos and the rest of Lord Zoltan’s men was an act of war, not only against the temple, but against Balint himself.
He decided to continue down the road. If things looked dangerous, he could always turn back, no need to charge through flames. Make an assessment of the state of the road, then return for his son and the dogs.
Andras came across something curious about twenty minutes later. The post road was only twelve feet wide along its entire length. In the plains, the road surface was brick, whereas the mountain roads had been cobbled with a variety of stone, depending, he supposed, on sources that had been available to its long-vanished builders. Here, the surface was a light gray stone similar in coloring to the surrounding cliff ledges.
And there, across an otherwise nondescript stretch of the road, someone had painted a black circle whose diameter encompassed the entire width of the road. In the center of the circle was something resembling an upturned triangle, with two of the points curving into horns. He bent, curious, and touched at the edge of the circle, and his finger came away sticky. Pine tar, mostly. It had a strange, astringent smell, like the urine the hide workers used in the tanneries of Riverrun.
Something about the scene made him wary, and Andras decided not to break the circle and the horned triangle with his stride. Instead, he carefully skirted the road, entering the ditch lining it just long enough to get around the thing before continuing on his path.
Shortly thereafter, the smoke started to roll across the road. He took a cloth from his satchel that, although washed and dried since, still smelled like the ointment he’d rubbed on the wounds of Miklos’s men. It didn’t filter as much smoke as he’d hoped, and he was soon coughing. The sun was rising overhead, but was reduced to a dim orange disk in the sky. The roaring of fire grew louder. A hot wind swayed the tops of the pine trees.
When he caught his first glimpse of flame, whipping through some trees to his right, he knew the time had come to turn around. Any longer and he might be cut off from Ruven and the dogs.
He went back uphill with some alacrity, his alarm mounting as the smoke thickened to choking proportions. The fire had spread behind him as he descended, torching trees between the road and the river. Needles curled and browned from the heat before suddenly bursting into flames. By the time he got back to the curious circle and triangle of pine pitch, a solid wall of flame lined the post road.
The heat was terrific, and sparks and balls of flame were crackling and popping from the burning trees. Some blew across the road to the swaying trees on the other side, and it seemed only a matter of time before the fire leaped the road and set the opposing mountainside on fire.
Andras didn’t make any attempt to skirt the pitch circle this time, but sprinted across, gasping and coughing and terrified. He might have collapsed from the heat and smoke, but a breeze from above momentarily drove back the smoke, and the path ahead of him cleared. He ran for his life.
Andras was on the verge of getting above the fire when a high, maniacal laugh sounded behind him. He turned to see a white-hot shape swinging through the burning trees on the edge of the road near the painted circle on the cobbles.
A fire demon.
Physically, it was the size of a child, but its halo of flame made it seem much larger. It had a long, forked tail that twisted and lashed like a whip made of flames, and long, grasping fingers that propelled it through the boughs of the trees, torching everything in its path. Strands of burning hair, each thicker than a man’s thumb, flickered and waved behind it like tongues of blue flame.
The demon spied Andras and fixed him with two black eyes, the only thing on the creature that didn’t seem to be made of fire. A forked tongue sizzled out of its mouth and tasted the air while Andras remained rooted in terror. It opened its mouth and let out another terrifying cackle of glee.
Andras’s heart seemed to stop, then kicked into a panicked gallop. He fled up the road while the demon laughed at him, not daring to turn to see if he was being pursued. He ran until his thudding heart and gasping lungs could take no more, then fell to his knees, sobbing.
There was a raging storm in his mind, and a dozen gibbering voices, and he thought that if he’d heard the demon’s laughter one more time, he’d have gone mad.
Demons and demigods, what was happening?
The creatures lived within volcanoes, emerging only during eruptions, rioting through the destruction of lava flows and stinking, burning masses of hot air. As they cooled, their flame dimmed, and they either fled back to the safety of their calderas or risked being left as blackened, frozen statues. There was an ancient, eroded demon near the border of Balint Stronghand’s lands, a memory of some long-forgotten volcanic flow that had poured out of the mountains and run all the way to the sea. Others could be found in the foothills nearer the volcanoes, often tantalizingly close to frozen lava flows, having ventured too far from safety to make it back in time.
So how was there one so near the post road? It must be several miles from the edge of the lava flow. Unless, he thought, an especially large eruption was blazing a path of destruction from the small, unassuming volcano above Hooffent. If so, the village itself was in danger.
Once his thumping heart had calmed, Andras picked himself up and continued up the road, climbing back into the mountains toward where he’d left Ruven and the dogs. His skin felt tight and raw, and the hairs on his arms had curled from the heat. His lungs hurt, and his face felt warm, as if sunburned. He swished some water, spit it out to clear his mouth of the bitter taste, then drained the leather skin.
When he emerged from the forest and entered farmland again where the river had cut a wider, gentler path, the farmers had stopped working and were staring at the sky. A column of thick black smoke climbed thousands of feet into the air until it loomed above the entire range. More ash was falling, thicker now. The air remained hot and bitter tasting.
A woman spotted him and shouted to see if he had news from below. He didn’t, except to warn that the road was hazardous, and if she wanted to be safe, she’d make sure any family members or livestock stayed clear of the forest where it crept alongside the river to the edge of her farm. She opened her mouth as if to scoff at the idea that the fires would climb this high, then shut it abruptly and gave him a curt nod.
Further up, he encountered other travelers on the road, mostly farmers carrying their produce to market, but also woodcutters, men leading horses with carts of hay, a tinker with tools and scraps of metal, and others who had business in Hooffent or beyond. Most had left the road to stare at the column of smoke from a grassy hillock to one side, but a few remained hesitantly in the road, neither advancing nor withdrawing.
Andras warned them about the fire. He didn’t mention the fire demon. It sounded implausible, and there was that curious detail about the pitch circle with the triangle in the center that was making him think. The creature had emerged at that exact spot, as if drawn to it.
It was only around the next bend, where the road climbed an especially steep stretch, that he came across the first people who didn’t seem aware of the events below, or at least they were continuing in spite of it.
The group comprised several people accompanying an animal-drawn cart, and it took a moment to take it all in. The first strange detail was the cart animal itself, an enormous mountain goat twice the height of the goats on Valter’s farm, nearly as big as a mule, in fact, with wicked-looking curved horns. Its shod hooves clacked against the cobbles as it pulled.
A young man led the goat and cart, but he didn’t look anything like the others Andras had passed on the road. He was far too clean, for one thing. His shirt was white, and he wore trim gray trousers bound in at the legs above his boots. His dark, glossy hair had been pulled into a tight knot at the back. Boys that age usually had a bit of fuzz at the lip and chin, but his face was cleanly shaven. His eyes were sharp, and he gave Andras a cool stare as the smoke-stained, dirty man approached from the opposite direction.
There were others at the back, but Andras took a moment to get over his surprise at what could only be a young frater or student from the bladedancer temple. The clothing, the overall cleanliness, and the strange image of a shod goat pulling a cart left no other possibility. He’d never set eyes on one before, but he’d heard plenty.
Behind him, an old man with a stick, a woman in her mid- to late-twenties, her hair pulled back in a bun with a silver oak leaf holding it, and . . .oh, he realized with a shock. Andras’s son was with them, along with the dogs, who suddenly spotted their master, forgot all discipline, and ran past the others to greet him with a series of joyous barks.
The sudden cry and movement of the dogs made the goat whip its head around. Stretch and Skinny Lad, the two lurchers, came bounding through first, but Notch was next, and a goat horn was moving with perfect timing to impale the dog through her belly. Andras didn’t have time to whistle a warning before the terrier was suddenly flying into the air.
But even as Andras watched in horror, he saw that the horn had somehow missed. Something else had sent Notch flying. There, standing several feet ahead of where he’d been only moments earlier, was the old man, his walking stick finishing a sweeping movement. He’d somehow caught the terrier with his staff and flipped her neatly clear of the horns, and all before Andras had spotted him moving.
As the dog yelped and righted herself, the rest of the pack surrounded their master, barking, with tails and stump-tails wagging furiously. Andras continued to stare at the old man, who leaned casually against his staff as if he hadn’t just moved in a blur from behind the goat and rescued the dog from a certain impaling. The young man up front grabbed the goat’s other horn and twisted its head around so it wasn’t tempted to make another go at it.
Andras was still gaping at this when Ruven spotted him and came running up from behind. “Da! Is everything—”
“Hush, everything is fine. No, don’t say anything,” he added. Ruven frowned, glanced at his new companions, and fell silent. Good boy.
Andras felt sure that he’d look at the three from the temple and see suspicion blooming on their faces. Why had this man silenced his son so quickly? But they were either skilled at hiding their doubts or hadn’t felt them in the first place.
Andras whistled at the dogs, a long note and two short blasts, then pointed to a spot in the grass next to the road. They whined, disappointed that he hadn’t given them more than a perfunctory pat or two on the head, but trotted over and sat on their haunches, panting and waiting.
Andras gave the three strangers a closer look as they brought the cart to a halt. The younger one up front had a casual air, a boy nearly turned into a man, but with a childlike gleam in his eye. The old man seemed bent with time, his joints stiff and his walk labored as he leaned heavily on the staff that he gripped with bony, wrinkled hands. Andras began to doubt what he’d seen the old fellow do; maybe Notch had been jumping clear already and the man merely gave her a nudge.
It was the third member who caught his eye. The woman was of average height, lithe and smooth in her gait, with every movement seeming like it was deliberate. Dressed in the same tunic and bound leggings above boots as the young man, her arms were bare, and as she sized him up, her hands rested on a pair of hilts sticking from lacquered wooden sheaths at her sides. One hilt was black, covered with twined leather with delicate imprints in the material, and the other was a clean, almost brilliant white.
Andras tore his gaze away, suddenly afraid. The woman was wearing the legendary swords of a bladedancer sohn. The demon blade and the dragon blade. The same type of weapons that must have blurred through Miklos’s company, gutting and decapitating dozens of men.
One old man had done that. This woman looked tranquil, almost friendly, in fact, but the thought that she could kill him, his son, and the entire pack of dogs before Andras could take a single step made his blood run cold.
“So you’re Ruven’s father,” she said.
“Thank you for looking after him. We’ll be going, now.”
“We’ve been enjoying his company—the boy makes me laugh. Walk with us a pace, and I’ll share our wine and rice cakes. None of you look like you’ve eaten much lately.”
“Oh, we’re fine,” Andras said. “Ate already. Anyway, we’re going up the road, not down.”
The goat was hauling a cart, and his guess was that it carried Balint Stronghand’s weapons, forged with the precision and power of the temple magic that it was said the bladedancers gathered from every living and inanimate thing of their surroundings. After Miklos’s attack, the bladedancers must have decided to rid themselves of the temptation that had brought enemies looking for plunder.
Which meant that they were all on the same side. But the bladedancers, like all the sword temples, were so solitary and secretive that Balint hadn’t dared send someone to demand an accounting of the work. Only a ratter and his son, and only because he seemed to have caught wind that one of his enemies was on the move. The last thing Andras wanted to do was admit that he’d been spying on these people. One careless word from Ruven might do it.
A frown touched the woman’s mouth. “If that’s the case, why was Ruven going downhill instead of waiting for you?”
The best answer was truth. Mostly. “We were going that way, now we’re turning back. There’s a volcano erupting below. The forest is burning.”
“I know. I can smell it. I sense fire demons—they’ve thrown the forest into chaos, and the auras are disturbed for miles.”
“It’s worse than that,” he said. “There’s fire threatening the post road. I was almost caught in it. Don’t go down, not yet. I’m going to take my boy up to where it’s safe, and you should find your own place to wait it out.”
“We have somewhere to go. No time to wait for a fire—it could burn for days, and we don’t have that sort of time.”
Now it was Andras’s turn to frown. “Didn’t you hear what I said? The fire is right up to the road. Probably across it by now. I saw. . .well, it’s not safe.”
“What did you see?” the old man asked. “Was it a fire demon?”
“I. . .well. . .probably nothing.”
“No use denying it,” he said. “I can read it in your thoughts clearly enough.”
Yes, a demon, and a strange circle of pitch spanning the road, though it sounded strange. No, it sounded unbelievable, even, that one of the monsters would be so far from the lava flow, which must have been three or four miles from the road, at least.
“Do you need to get down to the plains?” the woman asked.
“Eventually, yes, but I’d rather do so alive.”
“Then come with us,” she said. “We’ll see you through. Nothing you saw will harm you.”
All three of them seemed strangely unperturbed. They were from the bladedancer temple, not the firewalkers’, so he didn’t see how they’d be able to bear the heat of the fires, let alone confront a demon.
At the same time, their confidence made him think they knew what they were doing. And since they didn’t seem to suspect him, since his mission was urgent, and since accompanying the trio would keep him close to his master’s weapons, his course of action seemed obvious. A glance back at Ruven must have given away something of his concerns, because the woman gave another warm smile.
“Your boy is safer with us than if you set off on your own,” she said. “Come, and rest easy. You can trust us.”
 
 



Chapter Ten
Narina thought Ruven’s father seemed anxious as she led the group down the canyon toward where the man had reported the fire lapping the post road. To ease his mind, and because they weren’t hiding anything, she introduced herself and her companions, then asked his identity in turn.
The man’s name was Andras—a ratter, by trade, as Ruven had already indicated—and he’d apparently been scouting the potential hazards of the road to make sure it was safe to bring his son and dogs down through the fires. Once on the plains, he was going to spend time working the farms and granaries along the north bank of the Lornar.
There had been a truce between Damanja and Zoltan, but it had recently broken down as Damanja accused her rival of sending brigands to raid her fiefdom. As a result, nowhere south of the river was safe, and the villeins and freeholders who’d been trying to repair war-damaged farms, mills, and the like had no coin to pay a ratter.
Kozmer sighed as he tapped along with his cane. “The crowlords fight, the brigands profit, and the common folk suffer.”
“That’s right,” Andras said. He took a rag from his satchel and tied it around his son’s face, then pulled his own soot-stained rag over his mouth. When he spoke again, his voice was muffled. “How do you plan to get us past. . .? Well, it’s not me I’m worried about, it’s my boy. And the dogs, too. They’re my responsibility and my livelihood.”
He’d addressed it to Narina, but Kozmer spoke again. “Your dogs don’t look worried, do they?”
Andras glanced at them trotting along with their tongues lolling. “No, but I wouldn’t expect them to know the danger.”
“Every animal knows the risk of fire,” Kozmer said. “Even a bird or a moth will fly away from smoke. Your dogs aren’t worried—they feel our sowen. Look at Brutus.” The old man gestured with his stick for emphasis. “That ornery goat is more concerned with burying his greedy face in the clover next to the road than walking into fire.”
“It’s mostly my son,” Andras said, and Narina sensed real concern, not mere reluctance to be trudging along with strangers.
She remembered what Ruven had said earlier about losing his mother. These were perilous times for all, but especially for the small folk, as Kozmer had pointed out. A hardened military sort like Miklos could trample a child like Ruven with his horse and be happily drinking in a tavern ten minutes later. She was glad to be escorting the boy and his father, if only for a short stretch.
“Ruven is in no danger,” she assured the man. “Well, that’s not entirely true. I might just pluck the boy up and make him my new student. My old one is nearing the end of his training, and I need a new mind and body to shape.”
Ruven’s eyes widened. “Really?”
“I wouldn’t toy with him,” Andras said. “He takes those sorts of things seriously.”
“I’m not toying.”
“You’re certainly exaggerating one thing,” Gyorgy said from up front, where he was still pulling slightly on Brutus’s rope to keep the goat trudging forward with the cart. “I’m nowhere near the end of my training.”
“Neither am I, for that matter,” she said, thinking of the one crucial task remaining her, with her father’s swords a continual reminder as they hung at her sides. “But since we’re on the subject of training, this air is getting thick. Gather your sowen and clear the smoke. Can you do that while walking?”
Gyorgy nodded. “I think so.”
Narina caught Andras staring at Gyorgy as the student closed his eyes and fell back from Brutus’s head to let the goat pick his own way for a stretch. After a moment, the man looked away with his brows pulled together as if trying to puzzle out what the young man was doing.
Most of Narina’s attention was on Andras, Ruven, and the dogs, the latter of which trotted ahead in a squirming, dirty pack, but she felt Gyorgy pulling in his sowen and sifting through the auras of the trees, the river, and the mountains, looking for what would drive off the smoke.
Ruven came up next to Narina and gave her a bold look. “Could I really be your student?”
“Not looking like that,” she said. “You’re filthy and smelly and your clothes are only fit for burning.”
“Son,” Andras said, “I told you to give yourself a good bath before you left the farm.”
“You said wash up, not take a bath.”
“I didn’t mean splash a little water on your face and call it good.”
“Next time listen to your father,” Narina said with a solemn nod. “He gave you the first lesson of the temple already.”
“But the farmer woman brought my mush out to the barn,” Ruven protested. “There wasn’t any need to wash up. What’s the. . .what’s the first lesson of the temple?”
“The only thing more important than a clean body is a clean mind,” she said.
“Oh.” Ruven sounded disappointed, either because the lesson failed to impress, or because it had, and he realized he’d rather be dirty than a student of the bladedancers.
Andras gave Narina a look and shook his head with a wry smile, which she returned. Then he glanced back to Gyorgy to watch as the young man continued his work. Already a puff of cool mountain air was stirring the hairs on the back of Narina’s neck. Soon, a gentle, but continuous breeze pushed down the canyon and drove the worst of the smoke away from them.
“Is that your doing?” Andras asked Gyorgy. The boy half-opened one eye and glanced at him, but didn’t have enough mastery to talk and continue his work at the same time, and his eye blinked shut again.
Ruven’s look of disappointment vanished. “It is! He’s making it blow, Da.”
The younger boy stared at the older boy with open admiration, as if Narina’s student had sprouted wings and gone flying overhead to scout out the terrain.
“It’s not a real wind,” Kozmer said. “Even the three of us working together couldn’t manage that. It’s not like we command the magical powers of the demigods or anything. It’s only a slight movement of the auras that surround us all.”
“Sounds like magical powers to me,” Andras said. “But I have to warn you, a breeze can push away the smoke, but it can’t drive off demons.”
“A demon is a manifestation of heat and chaos,” Narina explained. “When order returns, when the air cools, they must flee. If they don’t reach their lava holes in time, they turn to stone. Either way, a cold demon is a harmless demon.”
“I know that, but. . .” Andras stopped, as if he was thinking matters over and deciding how much to say. When he spoke again, it was clear he didn’t expect to be believed. “The demon I saw was next to the post road. It was in the trees, and then it was on the ground. Must have been miles from the lava.”
“The farther from the lava, the less dangerous,” Narina said. “There’s not enough heat in even the hottest forest fires to sustain it for long. If it was foolish enough to venture so far, it’s surely going to die.”
“Still might cause us some trouble, first,” Kozmer pointed out, which was a valid concern. “I’d better give some attention to my sowen, too. Maybe the thing will come to its senses with a gentle warning.”
Kozmer, for all his age and physical weakness, hadn’t lost his command. The auras around him sorted quickly and powerfully, in a way they hadn’t when Gyorgy fought to stir a little breeze. Soon, it was almost chill, and the air ahead of them began to clear.
“That’s remarkable,” Andras said. He sounded more encouraged, but there was still a hint of doubt on his face.
For her part, Narina’s skepticism about the ratter’s claims faded when they came around the bend, and the sound of burning pine trees grew too loud to ignore. Pitch popped and exploded, and the wind drove back up the canyon and blasted through the cool breeze Gyorgy and Kozmer had gathered. The two bladedancers, young man and old, pushed back and managed to clear the air briefly, but in the battle of elements, the firestorm kicked up by the conflagration was starting to win.
Soon, they spotted the fire itself. It ripped through the trees on the south side of the post road, and in two cases had even leaped across to start fires on the opposite hillside. This fire was spreading more slowly, however, and Narina began to believe Andras’s claim that there was a demon in the woods on the south side that was whipping up the heat.
But how was that possible? For one thing, how would it even get across the river? This she had to find out, but she needed a break in the flames before she could venture out to take a look. At the moment, it was all they could do to hold back the massive wall of heat that was finally making the dogs and goat skittish, and sent the humans’ cloaks flapping. Everyone, human and animal alike, was worried, and Narina felt her own mastery slipping.
They gained some respite a few moments later, when a bare ridge of stone cut up against the post road from the south and forced the road to make a serpentine hook to get around it. She told the others to wait for her while she climbed the ridge to get a better look. What she saw at the top gave her a shock.
The canyon below was a wall of smoke and glowing, crackling fire. The fire obscured the plains with an impenetrable haze, but she could see the volcano to the south, where it grew at the edge of the range. A column of ash spread skyward from its heights, and its entire northern slope glowed with rivers of lava.
That alone was shocking enough, since she’d never known this particular volcano to do more than smoke and let out an occasional ear-shaking blast of air. The name was Manet Tuzzia, which roughly meant Sleepy Mountain in the old tongue. It wasn’t asleep now; it seemed determined to fill the canyon with lava. But closer at hand lay an even greater surprise.
The river this far down the canyon was a powerful force, cold and deep from melting snow high in the upper ranges, where dragons slept in their glacial lakes. One of the larger tongues of lava had flowed all the way from the volcano, struck the river, and was kicking up billows of steam as a black, crumbling wall of hardening lava formed.
Several fire demons ran back and forth along the edge of the lava where it reached the river. White-hot tendrils of flame sprouted from their fingers, and their tails lashed with agitation. One of them sprinted across the surface of the lava, reached the cooling, blackened edge, and gave a high, warbling scream as it leaped above the river.
The lava had narrowed the channel, but not enough, and the demon landed short of the opposite bank. A boiling explosion of water geysered skyward and the demon disappeared. The cold water must have hardened it and sent it tumbling downstream, a dead, fossilized relic. It had been a suicidal jump.
Narina gaped. She’d never heard of such a thing.
A second demon came tearing across the river of lava and took another jump. This one soared higher, and just managed to clear the river. It landed in the burning forest on the other side, and flashed through the trees, moving east, parallel to the bank. There were other glowing, burning figures already among the forest on the near side, more demons that had successfully cleared the river. Some of them must have already cooled, and with no way to regain the safety of the lava river on the far bank, they would surely be slowing as their skin hardened and turned black.
Why they would destroy themselves was beyond Narina’s understanding, but she could see a danger growing. As more lava poured into the river, the channel was narrowing and growing deeper. More demons jumped across as it did so, and the more that came over, the wider and more destructive the resulting forest fire on the opposite side.
What’s more, if the flow continued much longer, it was possible that lava could overrun the channel entirely, which would force the river to deviate all the way to the post road and submerge it. Even more frightening was the possibility that an extended lava flow from the formerly sleepy volcano could block the canyon entirely. Water would back up, flooding farmland upstream and possibly drowning the whole canyon for miles.
The Divine School of the Twinned Blades was so much higher up that it would never be touched, but a dam and its lake would cut off the temple from the plains to the east. To get around it would mean weeks through the mountains as the road worked its torturous way north. Mountain villages and farms would be deserted, and the bladedancers themselves would be forced to abandon the temple grounds that had sustained them for nearly three hundred years.
Narina had to stop this, and she thought she saw how. She ignored the dancing, gibbering demons racing through the burning woods at the base of the rocky ledge below her, sat cross-legged, and closed her eyes. She calmed her breathing, gathered her sowen, and willed herself into a meditative state.
At first, all was chaos around her. The auras were awash with fire, trees dying, forest animals suffocating or burning alive. Birds flew through, suffocated, and fell from the sky. Even the river seemed to be in pain, with water boiling into steam when the advancing lava struck it.
She was having a hard time maintaining her existing sowen while gathering more from the auras of her surroundings. That led to a moment of doubt, to the thought that she should ask Kozmer to do it, or at least to assist. But then she remembered her father, dying as his sowen slipped away, and thought of all the times he’d sat patiently with her as she trained. This was not so different from the tasks she assigned to Gyorgy, to be repeated over and over and over again, so that when the critical moment came, he would be ready.
This was her critical moment. And now that she was master sohn, many more such critical moments lay in her future. She had to surmount them, starting with this one.
A whisper to the earth itself started it. The ground beneath the surface was unharmed, unchanged and unchangeable even from such a violent act as the eruption. She gathered its aura to her, then pushed through the dying forest and to the river itself. The water rushing down the channel was still cold and deep upstream, still swift and confident. It was only when it reached the lava flow that it suffered.
Upriver, she told the water to gather itself, to hold into a single, powerful current. The earth she told to heave where it passed beneath the river.
Now.
The river bottom jerked into the sky so violently that the ground shook beneath Narina as if shifted by an earthquake. The water, instead of hitting this obstacle and spraying outward and around, thrust south in a massive fountain that sprayed down on top of the lava as it flowed downhill. It hissed and boiled and she could feel very little of what was happening, and see less.
Maintaining control over earth and water was strenuous, and within a couple of minutes, her sowen began to slip, and the auras slid away from her grasp. It was like carrying a heavy stone, and soon she could only let it drop. The riverbed slumped back into place, and the river returned to its channel.
When the steam cleared, a wall of blackened lava flow had formed along the far riverbank, and nothing new was dripping over the edge. Demons had no aura, but one could feel the chaos they caused in their surroundings. Those on the far bank had moved several hundred yards downstream, following the lava as it bent along the riverbank, but the river flattened out, widened, and they couldn’t seem to find a place to jump. What’s more, the lava itself, blocked in place and hardening, was backing up the molten stream until it no longer flowed against the river.
Meanwhile, the handful of demons who’d managed to cross earlier were cooling. Two, apparently sensing their doom, tried to leap the river back to safety, but fell short and disappeared with hisses of steam. The others kept burning and spreading fire until they began to slow as they cooled and hardened. The conflagration they’d started was still burning, but with the recent rains, the forest was too damp for the fire to continue its march up the hillside.
Satisfied the danger had subsided, Narina descended from the ledge. Since her ascent, the fire had spread to the trees all around, and burning, crashing limbs surrounded her. She had to leap over fires and tread quickly over burning ground that scorched through the thin soles of her slipper-like shoes.
She returned to the road to find her companions had moved a hundred yards or so further down the post road to get away from the fire. Kozmer stood over a blackened circle of ash that had been drawn across the stone cobbles. He rubbed at it with the iron tip on the end of his staff.
Any triumph she might have felt at turning away the lava and the fire demons faded when she saw the look of concern on the elder’s face. He looked up and shook his head.
“This is it, this is why. Someone called the demons across the river,” he said.
 
 



Chapter Eleven
“The post road carries its own aura,” Kozmer explained to Gyorgy as Narina walked around the blackened circle. “You can’t always feel it—it’s an ancient thing, and the cobbles contain remnants of the quarries from which they were taken, which also obscures the nature of the road itself.”
Narina bent and rubbed at the ash. It was still hot, as was the stone below, which had bubbled in places, deformed by the great heat that had passed over it. She could feel it radiating up through the light leather of her shoes into the already scorched skin on the soles of her feet. She lifted the ash to her nose; it smelled of burned pitch, as well as a sharper note that was harder to identify.
Gyorgy had closed his eyes. “I think I feel it. The road is in pain.”
“It’s not pain like a living being would have,” Kozmer said, “but nothing that is organized and whole wishes to be broken into its component pieces. But the damage isn’t severe. The road is too strong for that. The point is, you can tell something was here, altering the aura of the road. Before the fire demons arrived.”
“That part I can’t feel,” Gyorgy said, sounding disappointed with himself. “Everything is chaos.”
While Kozmer tried to explain to the young man how to find it, Narina made her way to where Andras, Ruven, and the dogs waited on a stretch of browned grass to the side of the road. He spotted her coming and frowned.
“You’re limping. Are you injured?”
“Burned feet,” she said. “They’ll heal. It’s a little painful for the moment, is all. By tomorrow I should be fine.”
“I’ve got something that will help with that. Off with your shoes.”
Narina sat down and untied the laces that kept her leggings tucked against the shoes. The soles of her feet were red and raw, with blisters already forming. Her sowen would heal them quickly, but in the short term, it would be painful to walk as the blisters grew and then burst.
Andras took a clean cloth, opened a jar, and took out a dab of a yellow ointment that smelled of eucalyptus and something else that smelled cool and clean. He took her right ankle with one hand and spread the ointment on the bottom of her foot. There was an immediate cooling that brought relief. He repeated the action on her other foot.
“Thank you, that does help.”
“Let it dry for a few seconds before you put your shoes back on.”
“About that circle in the road,” Narina said. “Did you see it before?”
“It wasn’t here when I came through a few days ago, no.”
“I mean earlier in the day. You made it all the way down here, right? Before the fire jumped the road and you came back up to find us?”
“I was. . .” Andras stopped and seemed to be searching his memories. “It was awfully smoky. There was so much heat. And I don’t know anything about fire demons or how to call them.”
The ratter’s thoughts were confused, and not so easy to pick through as his son’s. She laid a hand on his shoulder. “I’m not accusing you, if that’s what you’re worried about. Just wondering if you might have seen who or what did this.”
“I have no idea who’d have done it. The fire was terrible, and I turned around and came back—I didn’t see anyone. Would they have done it before the mountain erupted, or after?”
Narina wasn’t sure. It was hard to say what made a sleeping volcano awake in the first place. Manet Tuzzia hadn’t had an eruption like this in generations, and it was difficult to imagine a human making it go off. But maybe they’d known, somehow, that it was on the verge. They could have put the pitch on the road before, knowing that fire demons would be about and wishing to call them across.
Regardless of the how or why, the fact that someone had intentionally tried to sever the post road, and perhaps dam the river, flood the canyon, and cut off the people living above, worried her. It couldn’t be Miklos, could it? No, he was just a fool with a sword, obeying the commands of an even greater fool.
#
The village of Hooffent was under attack when they arrived, and the villagers were mounting a defense. Using a similar principle to how Narina had stopped the lava flow upriver, the people had flooded their canals and diverted streams meant to fill rice paddies to run along the leading edge of the lava. Here, the current of molten rock was slower but wider, a vast, glowing sheet as twilight came. The travelers were now downwind of the volcano, and the air was thick and poisonous smelling.
Lava inched across the landscape, nibbling at fields and farms, while people worked the ditches, formed bucket brigades, and even tried to channel the lava by digging up defensive berms. Others, mainly the elderly, had gathered at a shrine of three standing stones, moss-covered and carved with faded letters, to pray to the volcano looming over their village. Manet Tuzzia may have been sleeping for decades, but the shrine attested to its past anger and attempts to appease it.
The trio from the sword temple drew stares, even in the midst of the chaos, but as they threw themselves into the effort, they were quickly accepted as part of the small army fighting to save the village. Andras and Ruven helped, too, as did the dogs, who raced along the lava’s edge and set into a frenzy of barking whenever a fresh incursion breached the lines.
Narina plotted as she worked, and soon determined a course of action to end the danger to the village. She was exhausted after her earlier efforts, not to mention the long day of travel added on top of it, but the auras were more intact here. It was a simple matter to speak to the ground—she just needed a quiet place to meditate.
She was more cautious than she’d been while working up the road, not wanting to reveal the extent of her abilities to the strangers. Narina slipped away from the others, stripped to bathe in an irrigation ditch at the edge of a quiet farm back from the action, and then dressed in a change of clothes she’d carried with her from the cart. Finally, she sat cross-legged with her father’s swords on her lap and reached out to the surrounding landscape.
Slowly, carefully, like lifting the edge of an overflowing saucer of milk to tilt it out the back side, she hefted the earth until the lava pooled and hardened at its lip. By the time she let it go, the lava flow had shifted away from Hooffent, and the villagers let out a great cheer from up the hillside ahead of her.
Narina rejoined her companions, only to find Gyorgy and Kozmer surrounded by villagers, who pestered the strangers with questions. Were they bladedancers? They looked like it. And had the wrath of Manet Tuzzia drawn them from the temple, or were they already on the road when it happened?
Narina answered a few questions, deflected others without telling falsehoods, and asked questions of her own. Had Miklos and his company passed through on their way up the post road toward the temple? They had. Had the survivors returned this way after their defeat? Yes, again. Had they explained what had happened up above? No, they had not. Other than that, there was no sign of any other suspicious sorts passing through, only the usual farmers, craftsmen, and traders.
Andras found her later that evening, after the two sohns and the student had bathed in the river, washed their clothes, and eaten a simple corn porridge with goat cheese for supper. They’d laid out bedrolls in a field on the outskirts of the village, and Narina had withdrawn from her companions to stare across the gray, dimming plains to the east. She felt the man before she saw him.
The ratter was accompanied by one of his tall, slender dogs, all bony hips and rib cage, and what seemed to be a perpetually hungry expression. That was the dog’s breed, Ruven had told her earlier. The tall ones were lurchers, meant for running down escaping rats, but—and here the boy had anticipated her question—they were fed just as well as the stocky little terriers.
“Where are Ruven and the rest of your dogs?” she asked.
“Resting. I only brought Skinny Lad to sniff you out. Anyway, he’s restless, whining. I thought it would do him good. It’s the smoke—it’s got him spooked.” Andras rested an affectionate hand on the dog’s head. “A little more exercise might tire him out. Or not—he doesn’t like sitting still, happiest when he’s hunting or running or eating.”
The dog wasn’t the only restless one, Narina thought. Something in Andras’s posture told her this was a goodbye visit. His expression, too, was distant, as if his thoughts were already moving down the road ahead of him.
“You’re welcome to share our patch of ground,” she said, “and our food, such as it is.”
“We’re not much for sleeping outdoors—not this time of year when it’s likely to rain. We’ve taken up with a farmer and will do some light ratting in the morning to pay for our bed and supper.”
“And I gather you won’t be traveling with us in the morning?”
Andras shook his head. “I don’t think we will, no. Thank you for looking after my boy and my dogs for a stretch and getting us past the fire, but we’ve got work to do. Got to ply our trade, earn our keep. Coin, when we can get it. We might run into you on the road, though, depending.”
“You think?”
“Could be. We’ll be moving faster, but stopping more often. Word is there’s more fighting on the plains, which always complicates matters. If it’s bad, we’ll swing south until we find calm. Cross into Damanja’s lands, if we can.”
Narina had suspected the two groups would shortly part ways, and the thought worried her. It wasn’t so much Andras, but his curious, lively son that concerned her. It was a dangerous world, and if the pair and their dogs did cross through crowlord battlefields, they were precisely the type most likely to suffer in the encounters.
“Can I see Skinny Lad, first?”
“He’s not much one for strangers.”
“I’m not a stranger.”
Narina closed her eyes and felt for the dog’s aura. There was a tight, nervous energy over him, most of it directed toward his master. It was that sort of half-fear, half-honor that any pack animal felt for those standing above it in the hierarchy, but also love. Andras was a good master. She soothed the dog’s aura, gathered some of it to her sowen, and let him feel her own aura in turn. When she was done, she opened her eyes.
“Come here, boy. There’s a good dog.”
Andras raised an eyebrow as Skinny Lad trotted up to her with his tail wagging. Narina put a hand on the dog’s head. He nosed at her until she petted him. She drew on his aura a little more and left him with an imprint of her own.
“There, you can go back now,” she told the dog. “No, I don’t need you to sniff me there.” She pushed his head away. “Or there, either. Go on, get back.” She gave him another nudge, and he returned to his master.
“What was that about?” Andras said.
“I was letting the dog feel my sowen.”
“You keep using that word, but I don’t know what it means.”
“It’s my collection and command of auras, what gives a bladedancer—or any member of the sword temples—her power. With it, I can bend the natural auras around me, like I did with the river, with the land beneath Hooffent. In battle, my landscape conforms to me. My enemies slow, their movements are sluggish and easily anticipated.”
“Oh, I see.” Except that he looked baffled. “And the dog can smell it? This sowen, I mean?”
“More than smell it, Andras. He’ll carry it with him. Skinny Lad and I will have a connection for a week or so, until it fades. A little longer if he remembers me.”
“And why would you do that?” he asked, his tone cautious, almost bordering on suspicious.
“It’s dangerous down there. If you’re in trouble, and we’re nearby, I can find you. I could have left your dog alone and touched your aura instead, but people are different than animals. You’d have felt it, and then you’d have felt me, and I’d have been with you later, and it would have made you nervous, like I was following you.”
“But aren’t you? I mean, if you can find Skinny Lad, that’s the same as following the rest of us, isn’t it?”
“A fair enough question,” she admitted. “I suppose I could. But I don’t carry evil intentions toward you, your son, or your dogs—I hope you know that by now.”
Andras looked at her seriously, and she could see a number of questions going through his mind. He may be a ratter, one of the lower professions, but the man wasn’t simple. Perhaps she’d overstepped. If not for her worries about Ruven, she’d have reached back for the dog and dissolved the connection between them so that Andras would feel more comfortable.
“All right,” he said at last.
Narina put a hand on his shoulder. “Stay safe. And take care of that boy.”
“Always.”
#
The next day they finally reached the plains, with the mountains behind them, layering higher and higher until the topmost peaks disappeared into the haze. Soon, the lower range disappeared into smoke and ash, and finally the hills. It was only midmorning, but felt like twilight.
The culprit was Manet Tuzzia to their rear. An otherwise minor part of the range, it had taken on a sinister, overpowering air as it continued to throw up so much ash that it blotted the sun.
A fine dusting of ash coated the trees and hedgerows, turning the sod-covered crofter homes gray and dingy. It also left Narina and her companions covered in grime. She coughed and spit it out, and blew her nose in a handkerchief when the grime caked her nostrils. Finally, around noon, a light drizzle began to clear the air, much to their relief.
The farmlands in these borderlands between Lady Damanja and Lord Zoltan lay fallow, with two-year-old saplings sprouting from formerly plowed fields, and farmhouses abandoned, their roofs collapsed and holes punched in wattle and daub walls. A watchtower next to the road lay in ruins with its roof gone and the door missing. The charred remains of several outbuildings surrounded it. This destruction looked more recent, a few weeks old or less.
Nevertheless, it seemed for a while as though they’d pass through without trouble, but in early afternoon they came suddenly upon a knot of armed men guarding the post road. Narina, Kozmer, and Gyorgy had their cloaks up against the rain, heads hooded and bent. Mud and wet ash streaked their clothes. Brutus was snorting, miserable and anxious to get out of the rain, but this was marshland with a thin ribbon of elevated road to carry them through, and there was no place to stop.
The soldiers numbered seven, with no horses, and only a few bundles that they seemed to have carried by hand. They were stretching canvas between poles to make a sort of tent, as they were apparently making a checkpoint or guard post. They looked up at the sound of Brutus’s hooves on the post road.
“What’s this, a goat?” The speaker was a young man, maybe only a year or two older than Gyorgy, although he already had a hard look about him that Narina’s student didn’t. He chuckled. “Hey, boys, look at this. We’ve got a goat wearing horseshoes.”
The other men turned from their work, and there were laughs, but some looked nervous, and one of the older ones, possibly the leader, threw back his hood and peered through the drizzle.
“Mountain people. What are you doing down here?”
Narina pulled back her own hood and drew her cloak to show the twin swords at her hips. The young man who’d made the barb about the goat snarled and reached for his sword, but the older man stopped him with a quick grab of the wrist.
“You know these weapons, don’t you?” she asked.
“Aye,” the older man said. “I recognize ’em.”
“Are you Zoltan’s men?”
“You can’t pass,” he said.
“You know who I am. Or you guess it, anyway.” Narina put an edge in her voice. “And you know that I will pass. You know that you will not stop me. That you cannot.”
Now all the men were on alert. They dropped their work stretching the canvas tent, and it fell to the ground, forgotten, while they moved into a half circle to face the bladedancers. There were eight, she counted, not seven. One man had been obscured by the others.
“My business isn’t with Lord Zoltan,” she said. “We’re only passing through to other lands.”
“Wrong crowlord, woman,” said the younger man who’d thrown taunts about the goat. “We have nothing to do with that treacherous bastard.”
“If you aren’t Zoltan’s men, then you have no reason to delay us. I have urgent business with Balint Stronghand, and he won’t be pleased if he hears you tried to stop us.”
The older man showed teeth. “Lady Damanja.”
Narina shook her head. “What?”
“You heard me. Damanja is our master, and Stronghand can rot, for all we care. He’s worse than Zoltan. Turn around, go back to the mountains. This is no business of the bladedancers.”
She let the cloak drop to cover the hilts of her swords. “Damanja? So far north? What are you doing here?”
This brought chuckles. A few made as if to return to their work with the tarp, but their leader held up a hand and stopped them. His posture remained tense.
Kozmer had come up alongside Narina while she tried to gently get these men to stand aside. Now he poked his staff at a puddle forming on the road.
“This might be a good place for the demonstration we discussed earlier,” he said.
“What?” she said in a low voice. “I’m not killing these men.”
Kozmer made no attempt to guard his words, and, in fact, raised his voice. “Kill all but the commander. He seems sensible, and the others will believe him when he carries word back to his camp.”
This brought angry comments from the men on the road. Swords began to emerge from sheaths, and this time the commander didn’t stop them. His expression hardened, but he didn’t look as though he relished a fight. She imagined him lying on his back with his throat cut and shuddered.
Narina turned back to Kozmer. “They’re not even Zoltan’s men.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Kozmer said. “In fact, all the better. You might even share a little of what happened at the temple so they’ll understand why we’re angry when the survivor carries word back to his captain.”
“Kozmer—”
“People are going to die,” the old man said. “I can see that now. Better a few here and there than a massive slaughter, wouldn’t you agree?” His voice was louder than necessary, and she realized it was not for her sake that he was speaking.
“Listen, all of you,” she said. “We are from the Divine School of the Twinned Blades. The bladedancers. And I’m a sohn.”
“She’s the sohn,” Kozmer said. “Sohn Narina, master of the temple. I suggested that she kill most of you to spread the word that we’re not to be trifled with, but she has demurred. Such mercy is rare in the lowlands, I’ll wager. But whether we must kill you or not, we’re going through.”
“You can’t pass,” the leader said. “We have strict orders.”
Kozmer sighed. “You see? Now, one of us has to clear the road. Gyorgy could do it, I’m sure, but he’s your pupil, and you’d need to give him permission. I’m an elder sohn, and I don’t need permission, so I’m tempted to fetch swords from the cart and give it a go.” Another sigh, this one deeper. “I’m ashamed to admit that it might end badly. I can master the auras, but my joints are creaky and slow.”
“You keep saying that,” Narina replied. “I don’t believe it.”
Narina drew her swords. She closed her eyes and took two steps forward. Lady Damanja’s men shouted warnings. The leader gave them orders, told two of them to hold the line against the old man and the boy while the other six fought Narina.
She gathered her sowen and felt outward with her mind to touch the auras of the men and their weapons. The leader had some skill, she sensed. So did the brash younger one who’d started the conversation in such an unpleasant way. These two moved apart from the others to give themselves separation, readying their posture and making sure they had range of motion. The others were an indifferent lot.
Narina made her move.
Everything seemed congealed, from the men, who seemed to be holding their breaths, to the raindrops falling lazily from the sky to plop on the puddles gathering on the road. None of the eight seemed to have even noticed that she’d moved before she’d closed the distance with her swords flashing.
Her demon blade slammed onto the commander’s sword just above the hilt and shattered it. The dragon blade thrust into the younger man’s shoulder, even as his eyes were widening as he finally saw her approach. She let the tip penetrate a half-inch, then withdrew the blade.
After ducking past a sloppy swing that would have missed her anyway, but impeded her movement all the same, she slammed her elbow into a third man’s belly, slashed three others with her blades—arm, thigh, belly—deep enough to slice into leather armor and raise blood, but not so much as to cut through muscle to the bone.
An instant later, she was on the far side of their would-be blockade, standing about fifteen feet away. She let her sowen relax, and the men shook themselves free from the spell that seemed to have slowed them to a stupor, but was really Narina moving at an accelerated speed. The injured cursed and groaned, while the commander stared at the shattered hilt in his hand, his disbelief slowly turning into a grimace.
“Where did she go?” someone demanded.
“Behind you,” she said. They turned, gaping, and she added, “That was a poor blade, commander. Too brittle, and it shattered easily. I’ll wager the rest of you are similarly armed, which is beside the point. None of you have the strength to best me.”
“I suppose that was some sort of demonstration,” Kozmer called from the other side. “Not the one I wanted, but perhaps it will do. Do you think the lesson got through?”
“I don’t know,” Narina said, still speaking to the commander of the small company of men. “Did it?”
The man slowly relaxed his clenched jaw. His words were tense, angry and frightened. “You want to pass? That’s the extent of it?”
“I said that quite clearly from the beginning.”
“You could have killed us all.”
“I didn’t want to. I feel bad for the pain I caused, in fact. Your friend with the cut leg will suffer on the march, I think.”
The man glanced to the soldier in question, who clenched at his thigh, wincing, while a trickle of blood leaked through his fingers. He turned back to Narina.
“What do you want, anyway? Why do you want to pass?”
“Does that matter? You mind your business, and I’ll mind mine. I don’t care about your army or what you’re doing in Zoltan’s lands. We’re traveling to see Lord Balint, nothing more concerns you.”
It wasn’t entirely true. Narina had business with Zoltan, regardless of what happened between these three crowlords, all fighting over the fertile lands of the plains. Whatever had happened with Miklos and his men could not be allowed to stand without all involved understanding the consequences.
“Balint is an enemy, too,” Damanja’s man said. “Zoltan, Balint, and his allies to the north—they’re all the same.” He studied her as if sizing up her moral strength in the same way he’d sized her up physically moments earlier. “We could use you in the fight, bladedancer.”
“You could what? Demons and demigods, do you take us for sellswords? We’re here to do our duty, not get involved in your pointless clashes.”
“Then what are you doing here? What’s in the cart, anyway?”
“We won’t spy on you, and you won’t spy on us,” she said. “If we can agree to that, and you will let us through, then all will go well. If not, there will be real bloodshed this time. And it won’t be ours that is spilled.”
The commander glanced at Kozmer, Gyorgy, and Brutus, perhaps wondering if he could use them as some sort of leverage while he held the sohn at bay. Then he took in his wounded men. There were no life-threatening wounds in the group, but he would know that was only because of Narina’s restraint.
A crow suddenly cawed overhead. All looked up as a flock of them appeared, squawking and carrying on as they weaved patterns against the gray, rainy sky while they flew north.
At last Damanja’s man nodded. “We’ll step aside. But events up ahead will turn you around all the same.”
 
 



Chapter Twelve
Miklos approached the battlefield at the head of twenty horsemen. He and his riders left the post road, crossed a pair of swales, and jumped over a low-slung wall meant to hem in cows. An hour earlier they’d stumbled across a reserve force of around two hundred of Lady Damanja’s troops, marching hard up the road, and if not for a quick flight from the road, Miklos would have found himself in trouble.
But the enemy troops had no more than a dozen riders of their own, and they were not Damanja’s vaunted wolfhead riders. Instead, the mounted forces seemed to be officers, and by the time they recognized the riders as enemies, Miklos and his men had slipped free and ridden to safety.
The battlefield would be easy to find for either side, given the huge flock of crows wheeling overhead to the northeast. And like men and horses, new crows were flying in to join the excitement. Following them was a simple matter. Among the flock were the darker, more numerous crows of Lord Zoltan, along with the larger, raven-sized crows of Lady Damanja. Hard to say if any of Balint’s were on hand, but Miklos didn’t think so. Not yet.
Riding cross-country slowed their pace, and so Miklos kept hooking back toward the mountains to regain the post road. His company would ride down the brick surface for ten or fifteen minutes, only to run into various choke points Damanja’s troops had set up. These enemy forces grew larger and larger as they approached the battlefield, soon large enough to pose a threat, and he couldn’t afford to start a fight.
Not with twenty riders. Maybe if he hadn’t sacrificed sixty men at the bladedancer temple and left several more behind with serious wounds, abandoned at Hooffent to recover beneath the baleful eye of the volcano trying to bury the village with lava. Miklos had gathered the remnants and ridden hard for the plains.
Davian, one of the men who’d stayed with the horses during the failed attack on the bladedancer temple, rode alongside him as they cut away from the post road yet again. Davian was a veteran of numerous wars, with twenty years of campaigning for Lord Zoltan to his credit, and a terrible scar that ran from his mangled right ear, down his cheek, and disappeared into his beard. More scars on his arms, chest, and legs attested to other battles, other sacrifices in the service of the crowlord.
Two months ago, Miklos had turned Davian to his side with one single sentence. “All those scars, all that blood spilled, and you’re still earning a common soldier’s wage? What has your loyalty earned?”
Now, Davian said, “The lady herself is on the battlefield, if the crows are to be trusted. And all those checkpoints. This isn’t a punitive attack, this is something more.”
“Did you think it would be so simple?” Miklos asked. “We offended Damanja’s honor—she had to respond. All these crowlords are the same, all ready to go to war over a slight.”
The two men slowed to a trot at the head of the company, carefully eyeing a flat, grassy expanse that would leave them exposed while crossing it. The way to the other side looked clear, but there might be archers hiding in the trees to the far side. Damanja’s archers were the best in the land. Better to skirt the field than ride straight across.
“Yes, but a war?” Davian said. “We burn her village, she burns ours. Maybe a second reprisal if our lord responds in kind. Isn’t that the way of it?”
Miklos shook his head. “Damanja once mounted a raid of nine hundred troops because her daughter was insulted by a crowlord’s son. The man called the child a buck-toothed wench and the lady went to war over it.”
“Well sure, for her daughter,” Davian said. “But those villagers we harassed were nothing but peasants. And this is a full-scale invasion.”
“Yes, it’s perfect.”
The truth was, Lady Damanja’s response was more than Miklos had hoped for when his men had approached the frontier dressed as brigands and then thrown on the green cloaks of Zoltan’s horsemen as soon as they crossed into the woman’s lands. Let them be seen wearing their crowlord’s colors as they entered Damanja’s lands. Zoltan himself would have been livid with rage had he seen what his men were about. But the fool was oblivious, as always.
Miklos’s riders had raided one of Damanja’s villages, committed a few outrages, and followed that up with several days of riding back and forth across the frontier to play up the double-sided ruse. Once they spotted Damanja’s troops on the move, Miklos ordered them into the mountains to visit the bladedancers as Zoltan had initially commanded.
Miklos had only hoped to stir up trouble along the frontier, and was surprised upon returning to the plains that he’d opened an entire second front to Zoltan’s war. Balint on the north, and now Damanja to the south.
Perfect.
He waved a hand at the riders and gestured to the trees. They advanced under cover. By the time they circled the open fields and gained a vantage point above where the river snaked its way through a green patchwork of rice paddies, the crows were only about a mile distant to the northeast.
To the east lay the market town of Belingus. It straddled the river behind its thick walls, bristling with towers, bested in height only by a pair of church spires of the demon and dragon cults, one black stone, the other a gleaming white.
An ancient bridge of red brick crossed the river to connect the two sides of the town, and also served as a choke point for those who attempted to bypass Belingus without paying the town’s steep river tolls.
Those tolls were a major part of Lord Zoltan’s wealth, and along with Belingus’s markets, arguably as important as the taxes levied on the thousands of small rice farmers throughout the fiefdom. Miklos didn’t care for it. Belingus was a dirty, plague-infested place, and Zoltan himself rarely visited, but he’d have been forced to respond had Lady Damanja laid siege.
A stream of people on the road looked to be entering the town for protection. There was no army visible at its gates, and the flock of crows that indicated the site of battle lay farther to the north.
“Not a full-scale invasion, then,” Miklos told Davian, “or she’d be trying to capture Belingus or burn it to ash.”
He felt a vague sense of disappointment at this, but perhaps it was better not to push too far, too fast. Things could easily spiral out of control with Balint at the front and Damanja at the rear. He needed to manage this war carefully.
“But more than a raid,” he continued. “She’s got the town at her back, and if she’s not careful, the garrison could march out and cut her supply lines, coming up the river road, there.” Miklos pointed to indicate a potential weak point in Damanja’s lines. “Her whole army would be destroyed before it could flee to safety across the border.”
Davian frowned, and there was some confusion on the old soldier’s face. “Is that bad? Good? What do we want here?”
“What we want is to reach Lord Zoltan as quickly as possible and tell him that the bladedancers are on the road.” Miklos glanced back at the others, who were still waiting. “We need to get through.”
“It’ll be dangerous up ahead.”
“Aye,” Miklos agreed. “We’ll scout the road first.”
With only twenty men, Miklos wasn’t strong enough to force his way through, and he didn’t have sufficient forces to adequately probe all the possible roads to reach the battlefield, either, but he had to make an effort. He sent out four different groups of three men, each with a different pathway through to where the crows indicated the battlefield.
Miklos remained on the hillock with the small remainder, dismounted, and had his men conceal the horses among the trees while he and Davian lay on their bellies to survey the terrain. About ten minutes after sending out the riders, a company of roughly a hundred footmen came hurrying up the river road, headed north. These were most likely friendly troops leaving the Belingus garrison. They marched at double time, only to stop at the top of the next rise, as if seeing some opposing force blocking their way.
Three of the four scouting parties Miklos had sent returned within the half hour. The fourth, which had gone up the river road in the same direction where the Belingus garrison stalled, still hadn’t reported in after an hour. Captured? Slipped through to Zoltan’s army? Hard to say.
Of the three scouting reports, the surest path seemed to be through a village of rice farmers that was in flames, the peasants either slaughtered or having fled. Hard to say who had done the burning and killing of peasants, but there were bodies indicating that the armies had clashed and withdrawn. The main Zoltan camp lay just beyond.
Miklos ordered the remaining riders to set out. They passed through the burning village a few minutes later, veered away from a group of crossbowmen of unknown origin who took shots from a nearby watchtower, went through a low-lying valley between two hillocks, and finally approached a grassy rise where an army of several thousand men and horse had taken position. Lord Zoltan’s forces.
He was challenged upon approaching the outer pickets, and showed his ring to get through. He brought Davian with him, but left the others on the outskirts. A second challenge near the command tent demanded a password from the pair of riders, which Miklos didn’t have, but then someone recognized him as one of Zoltan’s lieutenants.
By now he could see the battlefield spreading off to the east. The terrain between here and there was mostly flat, with a few gentle hillocks like this one that might provide meager defensive advantage. An opposing force had taken root on one of them with swallow-tailed banners snapping in a breeze. Red and black—the colors of Lady Damanja. Spearmen in the front, with others digging a trench and planting a barrier of sharpened stakes, probably to shield archers.
Between the two armies lay a battlefield, where a number of dead men and horses indicated that a clash had already taken place, perhaps as the two armies maneuvered into position. Crows had descended to peck at the bodies, while others circled overhead, cawing. They, at least, seemed convinced that a larger battle was pending.
Lord Zoltan himself stood outside of his tent with legs spread shoulder-width and his fists at his hips as he took in the battlefield. He was a tall, sturdily built man with a strong jaw whose clean-shaven face had given way to stubble. In battle, he preferred crushing weapons, and his current weapon of choice was a battle-axe that had been forged at the warbrand temple. Gifted to him, in fact, by Miklos.
The crowlord wasn’t given to uncertainty, but today there was worry in his expression as he studied the enemy troops, which were maneuvering into position. He hadn’t yet spotted the newcomers coming up the hillock behind him.
It was time for Miklos to tell the big lie that would either set him down the path to glory, or see him fleeing for his life like a common bandit. Or worse. Doubt entered him, followed by a dull, aching throb in his chest. He rubbed at it and grimaced, and momentarily both the chest pain and the doubt vanished.
He leaned in to whisper to Davian. “Stay back by the lord’s guards. If matters look like they’re turning against us, go back to the men and make sure the horses are ready to ride. We might shortly be fleeing for our lives.”
Davian answered with a curt nod and withdrew. Miklos approached the crowlord cautiously. He drew a deep breath and cleared his throat.
Zoltan turned with a frown. “You! Demons roast you if you don’t have better news than what I’ve been hearing all day.”
“Mixed news, my lord. None of it as urgent as this.” Miklos indicated the enemy army with a sweep of the hand. “My lord, why aren’t we giving battle to Damanja’s army before she’s dug herself in?”
“You see those gray cloaks marching up along her south flank? Archers. Two hundred, maybe more. Those blasted women would shred our lines before we closed within fifty feet.”
Famously, as many as ninety percent of Damanja’s archers were women, recruited from several villages on the southern reaches of her fiefdom where girls were trained in the art from childhood. Her archers carried lighter bows than the heavier, more difficult to draw longbows favored by Zoltan and Balint’s troops, but what Damanja’s archers lacked in range they made up for with a lethal accuracy. It was said that the crowlord herself had trained with the bow as a girl.
“A cavalry charge will put them to flight,” Miklos said, knowing no such thing was possible.
“Oh certainly,” Zoltan said sarcastically, “except that the bulk of my horse is forty miles north, trying to push that villain Stronghand back across the border.”
“Surely we have some riders on hand. How many can we muster?”
Zoltan cracked his knuckles, one hand after another. “Roughly two hundred, but I need most of them as a reserve against the wolfhead riders. What about your men? You left with a hundred riders. How many are ready to fight?”
Miklos didn’t respond right away, but let a dark expression fall over his face. At last, he shook his head. “We suffered losses.”
“How bad?”
“The bladedancers resisted.”
“I knew they would, I warned you they would.” Zoltan’s jaw clenched, and a vein pulsed on his temple. “Answer the blasted question. How many did you lose?”
“I don’t know. . .too many. My lord, we have to stop those weapons from reaching Balint’s army. If Stronghand gets his hands on them, he’ll puncture our lines and send our troops to flight.”
“Dammit, I could stop him if this woman”—he spat the words—“hadn’t taken advantage of the situation. Opportunistic, backstabbing—”
“It isn’t opportunism, my lord. She thinks she was provoked. There were brigands, and they wore our colors. Could be Balint’s doing, could be a ruse by the brigands and Lady Damanja wasn’t bright enough to see through it.”
“I heard rumors—I’d hoped they weren’t true. What more do you know?”
Miklos laid out his story, telling all about the brigands that had burned one of Damanja’s villages while wearing Zoltan’s colors. This, of course, was Miklos’s own doing, and he felt a nervous tickle of sweat on the back of his neck. He hadn’t thought the woman’s response would be so harsh, had only meant to divert a few hundred of Zoltan’s men so as to weaken the crowlord’s efforts against Balint. Things were progressing faster than he’d imagined. It was a danger and an opportunity in equal measure.
Zoltan’s eyes narrowed as he went on. “Your knowledge is remarkably complete. Weren’t you in the mountains this whole time?”
Fortunately, Miklos had been giving this some thought over the past couple of days and had a ready answer, with a story concocted that was based on a sliver of truth. “There was a rat catcher, his boy, and some dogs. You know how they are, how they move about.”
“A rat catcher? What the devil are you talking about? No, I don’t know anything about them.”
“I mean they come and go from one land to another, plying their trade. Like merchants, but closer to the ground. The wretch was in Damanja’s village when it was attacked, and saw the brigands changing colors.”
“I need to talk to the woman—that’s what I should do. A parlay. Sit with Damanja and resolve the crisis. Pay some small indemnity, help her ride down the bandits. We’ll find this rat catcher—where did he go? He’ll tell us where the brigands got off to.”
A parlay? An indemnity? It was a startling concession from the crowlord, who’d been on the offensive only a few months earlier, determined to overrun Lord Balint’s territory, starting from the volcanic wash that marked their northeastern border, and invade from the eastern bulge all the way to Riverrun and beyond, capturing the rich farmland between. Devour a third of his rival’s land, and then, in a few years, absorb the rest of it. That Zoltan was now talking about paying off the crowlord to the south showed how much his fortunes had changed.
Zoltan studied the battlefield. “Those archers are a big problem—they’re well screened and positioned to cut down any move up the middle—but I don’t see many supply wagons. How long could they sustain a barrage without running short of arrows?”
“Maybe that’s why Damanja is delaying her attack,” Miklos said. “What if instead—”
“You let me worry about the battlefield. What happened with the bladedancers? Did they explain why they were selling Balint so many weapons at once, why they think it fit to change the balance of power on the plains?”
“The bladedancers were arrogant, my lord, and wouldn’t tell me anything. I approached humbly, peacefully. I told the master sohn that we wished only to delay the shipment of weapons until we could understand his motives. And if they insisted on delivering them to Balint, that we requested the right to arm ourselves in equal measure.”
Zoltan grunted. “Go on.”
Miklos continued with his story, which deviated farther and farther from the truth. When the master refused to listen, he claimed, when the master grew angry and threatening, Miklos had withdrawn to the post road, thinking only to let the old man’s temper cool. That night, bladedancers swept into Miklos’s camp in an act of pure treachery, clearly intent on wiping them out to the last man.
“Damn them,” Zoltan said. “Why would the bladedancers throw in their lot with Stronghand? They’ve always maintained their distance. Their neutrality. Almost farcically. I didn’t understand the selling of the weapons, and I understand this treacherous attack even less. Are you sure you did nothing to provoke them? Make them think they were at risk?”
“Nothing, my lord. I swear it. I entered alone and unarmed. The rest of the men remained on the road. When the old man refused, I withdrew peacefully and made no threats.”
“How did you survive? Why didn’t all of you die?”
Here Miklos allowed himself a grim smile. “They aren’t invincible, my lord.”
And here began the biggest of his lies. The one that would dissolve if Lord Zoltan sent one of his other lieutenants to question the survivors of the attack. He’d left the severely injured in Hooffent, which was hopefully ten feet beneath lava by now, cutting off Narina and her small party from the rest of the bladedancer temple, but there were others in his company who knew what had happened on the mountainside that afternoon, those men who’d remained with the horses to ready the escape. Miklos could count on Davian to hold his tongue, but what about the others? Most were loyal to their crowlord.
If Zoltan discovered the truth, if he even guessed at it, Miklos would shortly be fleeing for his life. He’d better hope that Davian had the horses ready to ride.
“The bladedancers are formidable warriors,” he began. “Nobody would claim otherwise. They move at twice the speed of one of our men, fight through wounds that would have anyone else lying on the ground, trying to keep his guts from spilling into the dirt. They wield swords that can shatter normal steel without losing their edge.”
“All of which I already know,” Zoltan said with a grumble. “It’s why we have to stop Balint from having those arms. So get to the point.”
“Everything else is myth, legend. Reputation. If the bladedancers earned that reputation years ago, it’s undeserved now.”
“Explain yourself.”
“Whatever training they had, it wasn’t on the battlefield. It was in their arenas, sparring. That’s a different sort of experience from real-life combat, my lord. Once my men roused themselves from the initial surprise attack, we formed ranks and drove back the bladedancers. Even killed some of them.”
“Yet you still lost the fight.”
“We still lost,” Miklos conceded. He let his head drop and furrowed his brow, as if the memory struck a wound into his very soul. “Sixty men dead. More wounded and left behind. I blame myself for not being ready for a surprise attack.”
“Against how many bladedancers?”
“We killed at least three, and wounded three others. Two others escaped unharmed.”
Not true, any of it. What had really happened was that dozens of his men had been felled by one old man. One of the survivors claimed he’d put a spear straight through Sohn Joskasef’s belly, and insisted that the man had surely died from the wound. Maybe that was true—Joskasef’s daughter immediately leaving the temple to personally escort Balint’s weapons hinted as much—but it was also true that the ambush had failed.
As Miklos had known would happen. Capturing those weapons was never his intent.
Zoltan turned suddenly to the battlefield, and Miklos followed his gaze. Lady Damanja’s forces were on the move. A wing of footmen, perhaps three or four hundred in all, had formed ranks to the rear, and now pushed through an indifferent mass of troops whose chaos had kept them concealed. Once clear of the main force, they broke into a trot. Laden with chain mail, shields, and spears, there was no way to keep that pace for long, and they shortly slowed, but if they kept pressing forward, they’d soon force a wedge into Zoltan’s lines sufficient to allow Damanja’s entire army to flood into the gap.
“Bring up the shield wall,” Zoltan murmured.
In the same way that Davian was a veteran of close-in combat, of the hand-to-hand brawling of spear, sword, and smashing shields, and bore the scars to prove it, Zoltan was a master of the larger sweep of war. He’d have met with his captains and lieutenants upon arriving at the battlefield, with every contingency planned. And this was Zoltan’s land—he knew the terrain and would have scouted it before planting his flag.
With that advance preparation, there was no need to give explicit instructions. Rather, he let his commanders take the lead. A force was swiftly marching to meet Damanja’s troops, these being heavily armored foot soldiers with tower shields that could form a nearly impenetrable wall against archers. It was smaller in numbers than the opposing force, but strong enough to give the enemy pause. Two additional wings swept in to give support. Meanwhile, Damanja’s forces were arraying themselves calmly opposite. 
“I still don’t like those archers,” Zoltan said. “She’s positioned them well, too. Look. Protected from cavalry charge, shielded by good spearmen. We won’t get to them easily.”
“Her army is smaller than Balint’s,” Miklos said. “But it’s a well-organized force. Are you sure we have the edge?”
“Blast Balint Stronghand,” Zoltan said. “If he’d withdrawn his army and sued for peace, I’d have three thousand more men on this battlefield. We’d rout Damanja by nightfall.”
What Zoltan left out was that Balint’s army—the one he insisted should be withdrawn—was fighting on its own soil. Zoltan’s forces were a day’s march beyond the line of control that had served as an uneasy frontier the last four years. To withdraw would mean surrendering eighty square miles of farmland, two border castles, and the largest granite quarry of the central plains. Balint could not possibly agree to such a demand. No doubt he was ready, in fact, to cross the Vestanovul as soon as he got the bladedancer weapons, eager to avenge his losses in his enemy’s own lands.
The battle preparations now afoot, but with an actual clash still at a distance, Zoltan turned back to Miklos, who had been carefully preparing the rest of his argument.
“You killed three bladedancers?” the crowlord said. “Were any of them sohns, or were they all fraters?”
“Fraters?” Miklos asked, feigning ignorance.
“Students, trainees.” Zoltan sounded impatient. “I don’t know exactly what they are, but each sword temple only has a handful of sohns—the rest are lesser fighters. So I want to know if you killed any of the masters.”
“I wasn’t in a position to ask. I was losing men by the score.”
“Good horsemen, too. Demons take the sword temples, I could use them in my cavalry now. We’d have those archers overrun.”
“The point was, we fought back and did damage,” Miklos said. “And put some fear into the bladedancers. So much so that they left the temple with Balint’s weapons. They’re on their way right now, and will be crossing through our lands toward Riverrun, following the post road near the foothills.”
Zoltan’s gaze had drifted back to the battlefield, but now he stiffened. “What? There are bladedancers in the plains? Now?”
“Yes, my lord, three of them. That’s all. One is a boy, one is an old man. One is a woman—she might be trouble. Most likely one of their masters, a sohn. But virtually alone, she’s vulnerable.”
Miklos concocted a story of how he’d left riders at the free village of Hooffent in the foothills to watch for pursuit from the blade temple. There had been an eruption. Under other circumstances, Zoltan would have been keenly interested in the eruption of Manet Tuzzia, seeing an opportunity to use the crisis to seize the free village of Hooffent and add it to his domain, but this detail seemed to elicit little interest given the other events in motion.
Miklos continued with his story. The riders, upon seeing the bladedancers, had caught up with Miklos and the rest of the men as they picked their way cautiously onto the plains. They gave their report: three bladedancers, together with a huge mountain goat pulling a cart.
The reality was that he had felt the bladedancers’ sowen approaching, and ridden out of Hooffent before they arrived. But mentioning the sowen would open him to other questions, and possibly raise doubts in the crowlord’s mind.
“And this cart?” Zoltan asked. “You think it contains. . .?”
“Aye, my lord. I’m convinced the cart is holding Lord Balint’s weapons. What else could it be?”
Miklos fell silent to let the crowlord work this through. Zoltan was crafty—he’d surely put all the pieces together.
“Three bladedancers. Unescorted? You’re certain there’s no others shadowing them, protecting the shipment?”
“I can’t be sure of anything, my lord, but if that were the case, why wouldn’t they all travel together?”
“Because they’re hoping to slip through, take advantage of the chaos of Damanja’s invasion. Smaller groups are easy to conceal.”
Miklos hesitated just long enough to make it look like he was seriously considering this. “I suppose it’s possible. We didn’t see anything of the kind, though. A woman, a young man—more of a boy, really—and an old man with a cane. That’s all.”
“If I had those weapons. . .” Zoltan’s gaze drifted down to the plains. “If she had those weapons. . .”
“If you plan to make a move, my lord, you’d better do it before Damanja realizes what is passing beneath her very nose. But you’ll have to move with strength to be sure of it. You’d have to fight through the enemy’s rear forces and still have strength enough to take the weapons by force and fight your way back again.”
“Which means weakening my army here.” A cunning look came into his expression. “But only for a moment. When we return, bearing a gift from the bladedancer forges. . .” His voice trailed off once again. “Demigods bless us, we could carry the day and put that woman to flight. Maybe even kill or capture her, if we’re lucky.”
“I’ll lead the attack on the bladedancers, my lord. I know how they fight, and—”
“No, I will lead the attack. The crows will follow me and give me the strength to defeat these enemies who’ve stabbed me in the back.” Zoltan clamped a hand on Miklos’s shoulder. It was a strong, powerful grip, accustomed to carrying a sword. “Miklos, your duty is here.”
Miklos’s hopes rose. “Yes, my lord.”
“You will take command of the army at the strategic level. Captain Rokus will manage the troops. Fight a delaying action—don’t look for a decisive win. I’ll take my cavalry, and when I return, I will be armed with the strength of the demigods.”
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
The morning after bidding farewell to the bladedancers, Andras found himself wrestling with a vague sense of guilt about leaving Narina, Kozmer, and Gyorgy behind. They’d helped him past the demons and the forest fire, and now it felt like his turn to act as guide. They didn’t know these war-torn lands, and he could have safely seen them through.
No, he thought, shaking his head. That was ridiculous. What could a ratter, his ten-year-old son, and seven dogs offer in the way of protection to three bladedancers? Narina, he guessed, was utterly lethal. Gyorgy—only sixteen or seventeen years old—would be the match for one of Lord Balint’s most hardened warriors. Even Kozmer, bent with age and armed with nothing more than a staff, would no doubt be able to kill any enemy who underestimated him.
But at the same time there was something naive about Narina. He’d noticed it from their first conversations, as she’d been cheerfully leading his son down the post road, seeming not at all suspicious or questioning of Andras and Ruven and why they happened to be on the post road as others were fleeing the fire. Neither had she seemed particularly concerned about what dangers might be awaiting below. Most people in her situation would have grilled Andras about the condition of the roads, the state of the war, and if there were brigands on the road.
Instead, Narina seemed content to carry her load, pulled by that huge, attention-grabbing goat, straight down the post road, past Lady Damanja’s armies, on through Zoltan’s lands, and all the way to Riverrun. There was no way they’d pass through, hauling valuables, without getting dragged into some sort of fight.
Andras had told a small lie about ratting a farmer’s fields for his supper and bed, when really he wanted to get ahead of the bladedancers. In part, this was to distance himself from whatever trouble Narina was likely to attract. Even if the bladedancers emerged untouched from these encounters, Andras, his son, and his dogs were unlikely to be so lucky. They’d be better off unarmed, inoffensive, and practically invisible, as the small people of the world generally were.
Just as importantly, he wanted to reach Riverrun first, to give warning to Lord Balint. To give Stronghand a full report of the goings-on: Zoltan’s raid on the temple, the volcano, the demons emerging from the eruptions. To let his master be prepared with foreknowledge before Narina arrived.
Andras had traveled these lands before, and as soon as he saw the first soldiers taking position on the post road, he knew how to avoid their roadblock. It was only after they were safely out of sight that he questioned why there were armed men so far from the border. His son was apparently wondering the same thing.
“Is our master attacking?” Ruven asked.
“Stronghand is always attacking. He and Zoltan will be at war until the day one of them dies. And then their sons and daughters will take up the fight.” Andras frowned and glanced back at the path behind them, a natural paranoia setting in that they might have been followed. “But he can’t possibly be this far south.”
“Maybe Zoltan’s men are worried about Damanja. We’re not very far from her lands, right, Da?”
It was an astute comment, and in fact made Andras think about what he’d seen before he ducked into the brush with his son and the dogs. A dozen men who’d arrived on horses—their animals had been grazing to one side while the men cut brush and dragged it onto the road—positioning themselves to face north, not south. He hadn’t spotted their colors, but they wore either chain mail or hardened leather armor, which meant regular soldiers, not brigands from the hill country hoping to ambush unwary travelers.
And if they were positioning to face enemies arriving from the north, they must be Damanja’s men, an advance screen for an invasion of Lord Zoltan’s fiefdom. What good fortune that was, to give Balint’s beleaguered forces at Riverrun breathing space. All the more reason to get to Riverrun himself and report to his master.
Once off the post road, the maze of footpaths and rutted cart paths carried them east, not north, but Ruven shortly spotted a narrow dirt road that veered in a more northerly direction. It led past a small reservoir, alongside irrigation canals, between rice paddies, and then beside a stream diverted into a millrace. The mill wheel sat motionless, and the doors of the mill itself were locked up tight. Word had clearly spread, and there were few people about as the small people took refuge where they could. 
Ruven hadn’t spoken a word of complaint, but they’d been on the move since before dawn, and with only an apple and a bit of cheese to sustain the effort. It was a good time to stop, but Andras made sure to scout the path ahead first to make sure they weren’t settling down near danger. Once he was confident, they sat on the bank between two rice paddies and shared a crust of bread and their remaining cheese.
Notch and her boys smelled something in the bank up ahead and starting digging into the damp earth. They chased out a big rat, shook and stretched it, then snarled as they fought for the privilege of eating it. The two lurchers sat down next to Andras and Ruven and whined.
“I’m not ratting that bank for free,” Andras told them. “And the terriers aren’t going to share—you know that, right? You’ll have to catch your own supper. Go on, then.”
Skinny Lad gave a loud sigh and went off to hang around the terriers. Ruven whistled at Stretch to do the same, and soon all seven dogs were digging for rats.
“Don’t we have any food for ’em?” the boy asked. He looked lean and hungry, and his gaze fell to the bread still in his father’s hand.
“No.” Andras broke off a crust of what little remained and handed it to his son. “We’ll all eat beef when we get to Riverrun. Until then, hunger will keep us sharp. But I suppose if you feel guilty. . .you’re free to give them your bread.”
Ruven shoved the crust into his mouth. “Let ’em eat rats.” His gaze drifted skyward. “Look at all the crows, Da. I’ve never seen so many.”
Andras hadn’t been so focused on the surrounding landscape that he’d failed to notice the occasional crow flying overhead all morning. They were mostly headed northeast, and not in such numbers as to raise his suspicions above the normal level. Now, however, a flock of forty or fifty birds was wheeling in the air. Too many to be a coincidence; there must be a battle brewing.
To his surprise, the crows came swinging back around about a minute later, seeming to be working in a large circle. There were others, too, clusters of birds that kept a distance from the others. These were fewer in number, but larger in size. Those would be Zoltan’s crows. As for the others, it was hard to get a good look staring up against the contrast of the sky. They could be Balint’s, or they could be Damanja’s. If Damanja’s, her army must have come straight across the frontier instead of marching the post road.
“I don’t like it,” he said. “We’re too close to the battlefield. Better off crossing the post road and returning to the foothills. Slower that way, but safer.”
A worried look crossed Ruven’s face. “But isn’t that brigand country?”
It was, and in fact this was the southernmost range of the group of outlaws who had killed Terezia and kidnapped Ruven. Even after Balint’s punitive expedition, the hills were still infested with them. The continual wars on the plains guaranteed a steady stream of fresh outlaws, men whose farms had been burned, along with deserting soldiers and escapees from work gangs. Women, too, and often children as well. Brigandry would have been Ruven’s fate, if Balint hadn’t rescued him.
“Safer, I said. Not safe. Of course not. But two armies don’t clash in a nice, happy little space. There will be fresh troops arriving, heavily guarded supply caravans, mounted scouts and—”
The growl of dogs interrupted him. It was a low, uniform chorus, not the usual scuffle of the animals about their business ratting. He looked up the dirt path to see Skinny Lad standing tall and rigid with his tail straight out. The terriers stood bristling around him, while Stretch bared his teeth and stood stiffly. Notch stood at his right shoulder, her growl low and angry.
Four soldiers came up the path. Three carried spears, and the fourth had a sword out. It gleamed with blood. His jerkin was cut open, with an oozing wound at one shoulder. One of the spearmen clenched at his side. They moved warily, expressions hostile.
It was the blood that would have attracted the growls, together with the violence in the men’s posture that the dogs seemed to instinctively recognize. Once, about six years ago, when most of the current pack had yet to be born, a man had tried to rob Andras when he was leaving a job. Even before Andras had recognized the threat, before he’d spotted the club meant to bash him over the head, his dogs had set into the would-be thief, snarling and biting. The fool had been lucky to escape with his life.
But this was no thief with a club. These were four heavily armed men who’d already been in a fight today, taken and delivered wounds, and who looked to be in an ugly mood. If the dogs attacked, they’d be skewered, and most likely Andras and his son would suffer for whatever bites the animals inflicted before dying.
Andras and Ruven scrambled to their feet. Andras waved a hand at the boy to scoot him backward and out of sight, and he gave a hard whistle for the dogs. Come at once. He dropped his ratting spade so it wouldn’t look like a weapon.
For a moment it looked like Skinny Lad and Notch—the two most aggressive dogs in the pack—would attack the soldiers anyway, at which point the other five would charge into the fray and nothing would call them back. Then Notch turned to obey, which calmed the lurcher, and soon they were all running back to Andras, barking and whining.
“Take the dogs back to the mill,” he told Ruven. “Quickly.” He began to back away, head lowered deferentially.
“No!” commanded the soldier with the bloody sword. “Stop right there.”
Andras obeyed.
“The boy, too, by the demigods, or I’ll have his head.”
“Ruven!” Andras commanded.
Soon all were stopped still and rigid as the four soldiers came toward them. The men looked beyond him, as if wondering who might be behind. Andras held out his hand for the dogs to stay still, although Ruven seemed to be doing a good job with them. There was still a chorus of growls, but restrained.
“Where is he?” the man with the sword asked.
Andras’s heart was pounding. He kept his tone subservient. “Who, my lord?”
“That ugly shit who came running through here just now. Where did he go?”
The blood on the man’s sword was still fresh. They must have wounded an enemy soldier, who had fled and somehow eluded them. From their garb and accents, these four seemed to be Damanja’s men, which meant they were looking for one of Zoltan’s. That was nothing to Andras; he only needed to remove himself, his son, and his dogs from the scene and become invisible again.
“I didn’t see anyone, my lord. Nobody came through here.”
The man stepped forward menacingly. The other three pointed their spears and followed. “What does the boy know? Maybe he saw something, eh?”
“We didn’t see anyone!” Ruven squeaked from behind.
“My lord,” Andras begged, while silently pleading with his son to be quiet, “whoever you’re looking for must have left the path, he must be hiding among the rice, he must have. . .please, I beg you. We’re just ratters, we don’t even come from this land. We—”
“Shut your mouth, or I’ll kill you both, starting with the little brat. Maybe then you’ll talk, eh? Maybe then—”
He’d been stepping forward as he said this, sword point jabbing toward Andras, who didn’t dare back up or flinch for fear of inspiring the man’s bloodlust. A blur of snarling fur exploded past Andras. It was Notch, the silly thing, her teeth bared as she came barreling in. She chomped down on the man’s calf and shook back and forth like she’d taken a rat. He screamed and flailed with his sword, unable to get it at the dog.
“Notch!” Ruven cried, and started forward.
Andras grabbed him and held him back. But at that moment, the other dogs came flying in, barking hysterically. He whistled a command of halt, but it did no good. Meanwhile, the man with the sword was screaming for help even as Notch savaged his calf.
One of the other men came in with spear lowered. He hooked Notch at her neck and flung the terrier clear. At that moment, the other dogs joined the fight. Stretch threw himself at the swordsman, and the big lurcher soon had his jaws around the man’s throat. Skinny Lad and the remaining terriers attacked the man who’d speared Notch.
They bit at arms and legs, but couldn’t get past the chain mail to inflict more serious wounds. Another spear came in and skewered one of them, and Andras could only watch in fear and horror while whistling in vain for the animals to stop the attack.
Just when it looked like all his dogs would be killed, the sky went suddenly dark with crows, wheeling and cawing overhead. Big, black ones, the size of ravens, like the one Andras had spotted outside the barn. The sound of horses snorting and tramping came from behind the four soldiers, who were still grappling with the dogs.
A long trail of horsemen appeared, riding in single file down the dirt road from which the four men had come. Only one of the four turned, mouth opening in warning as he spotted the threat. Before he could speak, a spear from the lead rider thrust forward and caught him in the chest. The other riders came up and one after another stabbed or speared the remaining three before they even knew what had happened to them. The swordsman who’d threatened Andras died with a spear in his back and a dog’s jaws at his throat.
Andras collared Ruven and dragged him over the dike holding the rice paddy from the road, whistling hard for his dogs. They came—all but one, whose gray, limp body was still impaled on the spear point of one of the dead men. It was Scruffer, one of Notch’s offspring. There was no sign of Notch herself, as she’d been flung clear on the point of a spear.
Andras felt like he would be sick. But he didn’t have the luxury to mourn for his two missing terriers. All he could do was crouch in the muddy rice paddy, holding Ruven and the surviving dogs down, while he furiously thought of how he’d escape this predicament. The riders kept coming, and some of them scaled the berm to trample through the surrounding paddies in search of other enemies who might be hiding amid the rice stalks.
So many crows. Demons and demigods, there were a lot of them. Was Lord Zoltan’s whole blasted army arriving? Would this be the scene of a battle between his forces and Lady Damanja’s?
The soldiers ignored Andras and Ruven entirely. It was as if they barely existed, as if the four enemies on the road had been swatting at bees instead of fighting the ratters’ dogs. Once those enemies were dispatched, the ratters drew no attention whatsoever.
Soon, men were shouting that the area was clear, but by now there were dozens of men on horse and foot. Two of the riders dismounted near where the ratters were crouching. One was a tall man of about thirty-five with a heavy jaw, strong shoulders, and muscular forearms. A battle-axe hung from a sheath on his saddlebag.
“Bring me the map,” he ordered, his voice a low rumble. Another man rushed up and unrolled a scroll of vellum across the haunches of the first man’s horse. The first man traced a finger along the map, muttering to himself.
“Where now, my lord?” said the second man.
“Give me a moment, blast you.” He tapped a finger on the map. “What am I looking at here? Is this that burning watchtower we passed about fifteen minutes ago?”
“Yes, my liege.”
With a shock, Andras realized he was looking at Lord Zoltan himself. That explained the crows, which were carrying on a ruckus overhead, seemingly anxious to get to the dead bodies still lying in the road, but unable to do so because of all the riders.
“The crows are reporting enemies here and here.” Zoltan tapped his finger again. “So we’ll cut up this valley, reach the road behind Damanja’s men. Find our quarry, then come back the same way. We’ll be back in camp by nightfall. By morning, we’ll have the temple weapons ready to put to the test.” He raised his voice. “Mount your horses. We ride!”
Zoltan’s men were on the move even before the crowlord himself had regained the saddle. There were even more than Andras had thought, a long stream of riders hurrying down the narrow dirt road. Not merely dozens, but two hundred or more hard-faced men. There was no question where they were going; they meant to attack Narina and her companions on the post road and plunder the wagon of its weapons cache. With the captured arms, Zoltan hoped to turn the battle against Damanja. After that, he would no doubt use them against Lord Balint.
Andras waited until the last rider had pounded down the dirt road, told Ruven to stay put, then hurried back to the road to find his missing dogs. By the demigods, let them be alive.
 
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
“I have a question,” Gyorgy said. “Why are we delivering weapons to this Lord Balint fellow in the first place?”
“Because we took his coin and agreed to make delivery,” Narina said.
She’d led them from the road a few minutes earlier and was looking for a dry place to meditate and take their lunch. The rain had diminished to a drizzle, and finally to a light mist, but the countryside was wet, and she also hoped to change her socks and boots, and probably her leggings as well. A bath, sadly, was out of the question.
In addition, Brutus needed to eat, and she hoped to get him some regular fodder, rather than letting him munch down the rice paddies that had lined their path for the last hour. These poor farmers of the plains had enough trouble without turning loose the goat and his massive appetite to tear up their crops. She didn’t think it was the most nutritious food for the animal, either.
They’d passed a number of farmhouses, and she meant to stop at the next one they spotted. If the owners hadn’t fled because of the fighting, they might allow the bladedancers to take shelter in their barn for an hour or so. No farmer would be delighted to see strangers on their land in these troubled times, but with a few soothing words and a brassie or two, they might acquiesce.
“Yes, but why?” Gyorgy pressed. “I know we craft weapons and armor, sell them to the plains people, but never this much at once. A sword, a few spear points. A breastplate or two. That sort of thing.”
“Sometimes it’s more,” she said. “Last year, we delivered three battle-axes, two warhammers, and eleven spearheads to a crowlord through the northern passes.”
“I know,” the boy said, “and everyone worried that it was too much for one warlord. This is far more than that. So why?”
Narina shrugged. “You’d have to ask my father the answer to that question.”
“But the master is dead.”
“And he didn’t share his reasoning before he died. Not with me, anyway.” It wasn’t a bad question, and she didn’t mean to be dismissive. She turned to Kozmer. “Did he tell you anything?”
“No. Nor any of the other elders, so far as I know.” Kozmer rolled his walking stick from one hand to the other. “What about your sister? Or Abelard?”
“We never discussed it. I don’t think so.”
The elder looked thoughtful. “He had his reasons. You can be sure of that.”
“We’ve been working on those weapons for months,” Gyorgy said. “Why didn’t anyone ask the master?”
“Why didn’t you ask?” she said.
“Me? I’m only a student. And not a very advanced one, either.”
“We were all Joskasef’s students,” Kozmer said.
And yet the boy had a point, Narina thought. Why hadn’t anyone questioned her father? Curiosity wasn’t discouraged in the bladedancer temple—they weren’t warbrands, after all, where students were required to complete certain lessons in silence and without question.
Maybe it was because her father had seemed so closemouthed about the whole enterprise. He’d taken coin, accepting a project that involved the forging of thirty swords, seventy-two spear points, fourteen halberds, and eleven spiked maces. But he hadn’t shared those details at first, only set the sohns to their tasks, with fraters and students assigned to assist. It had taken Narina several months before she realized the scope of the order her father had taken. By then, there was a certain mystery surrounding the whole project.
“We don’t know the answer,” Kozmer said, “but I imagine it lies somewhere in the balance of power, as it usually does with the larger weapon orders.”
Gyorgy looked confused by this, so Narina explained. “The only thing keeping a crowlord in check is another crowlord. We can’t intervene directly—that would destroy our moral standing and wreck our auras. But we can make subtle pushes from afar.”
“I still don’t understand,” the boy said.
“When a crowlord grows too powerful, we shift the balance. I would assume my father sold the weapons to Balint because his neighbors were too strong. This Zoltan, for example, who keeps taking land from his neighbors. And maybe the crowlord to Balint’s north was growing stronger, as well.”
“So we needed to maintain Balint against his rivals?” Gyorgy said.
“Maybe,” she said.
“There are brigands in the hill country taking advantage of the wars,” Kozmer said. “I was speaking with that boy—the ratter’s son—and Ruven mentioned raids that had burned hundreds of people out of their homes.”
“So Balint may be under attack from three directions at once,” Narina said. “One way or another, he must be strengthened. If he falls, there’s a void that creates more misery, another cascade of violence.”
“And if we make him too strong?” Gyorgy asked. “Then what?”
“I don’t think that’s possible. My father wouldn’t have sold him too many weapons.” She glanced at Kozmer, who shrugged and continued ahead with the end of his staff leaving indentations in the muddy path.
She couldn’t see her father upsetting the order. Balance was supreme in the land. The dragon demigods in the mountains against the demons of lava and fire. The crowlords and their petty kingdoms. Even the three sword temples had their subtle balance to be maintained.
“Let me explain something to you, Gyorgy,” Kozmer said. “With your permission, sohn. He is your student, after all.”
Narina nodded for the old man to go on.
“The warbrands, with their temple high in the mountains, honor the dragons. Practically worship them as true gods. The firewalkers think much the same way, but they meditate on the demons. They believe that someday they will be called to a great battle to cast the creatures back into the fiery hells.”
“Could have used a few of them on the road above Hooffent,” Narina said. “Chased the monsters back across the river.”
She was still scouring the countryside for a place to stop. Their rest couldn’t come soon enough—she was footsore, cold, wet, and dirty, and imagined the others must feel the same.
“But the bladedancers are different,” Kozmer said. “We recognize the balance in all things.”
“Right,” Gyorgy said, in that impatient tone that young students sometimes got when they felt their elders were explaining lessons already learned. “If the demons rise, we beat them down.”
“Then why do you have two swords?” the old man asked.
“What do you mean?”
Kozmer glanced over his shoulder at Narina, who explained. “When the great serpent god created our world, she left behind two of her eggs. The first one drifted gently into the mountains and hatched into the three great feathered dragons. The other, harder than granite and hotter than a piece of steel pulled from the forge, buried itself into the earth. From it came the demons in all their numbers.”
“The eternal war,” Gyorgy said.
“It’s not only demons we’ve got to be wary of,” she told him. “The dragons, too, present a risk. They are wild and dangerous—even their dreams bring blizzards every winter. Should the demons win, the world will become a lake of fire, but should the dragons emerge victorious, they will cover the land with ice. The oceans will freeze, and no living thing will creep across or fly above the surface of the earth.”
“But neither side can win, right?” Gyorgy asked. “The serpent god left them in perfect balance.”
“That doesn’t stop them from trying.” Narina shrugged. “They’re not so different from the crowlords in that regard. The point is, we are to warlords of the plains what the serpent god is to her offspring. We must balance and occasionally chasten them.”
“Look, there’s a barn,” Kozmer said. “And farm buildings, as well.”
Like many of the farms they’d passed, it was built as a small compound, with the barn, farmhouse, and other buildings joined together by a whitewashed wall with an overhanging tile roof that left no easy entry into the enclosed courtyard. There were no external shutters or windows on the buildings or the wall. Heavy wooden doors marked a single entry point into a courtyard of sorts. These had been reinforced with iron, and had a heavy inset lock. Outside the walls, rice paddies stretched away to the east and southeast, with the opposite side being largely pasture.
With its wall and gate, the farm compound carried an air of prosperity and security. These lands in the upper plains would be more well-watered than further east, yet have a much longer growing season than in the mountains. Fertile land and desirable. . .when times were good.
But because they were close to the borderlands between Damanja and Zoltan’s fiefdoms, as well as in proximity to the brigands who infested the hills, walls were prudent. What’s more, the post road ran past this land, only a few miles distant. It was the path used by invading armies, who were notorious for their lack of respect for the people whose lands they traversed.
Kozmer approached the gatehouse doors and gave them a good thumping with the butt of his staff. He shouted loud enough to be heard over the wall. “Hello inside! We’re travelers seeking clean water, a good meal, and fodder for our animal. We have coin to pay.”
There was no answer. He waited a few moments and tried again. Still nothing.
“Do you suppose they’ve locked up and fled?” Narina asked.
“If they’re smart, yes,” the elder said. “A place like this, sturdy enough against bandits, is a little too tempting in times like this.”
“You mean as a place of refuge for soldiers?”
“They need something, and this looks as good a place as any. The watchtowers along the post road are wrecked—they won’t give much shelter. I’d imagine an army coming through would see this farm and want to fortify it. Or burn it to the ground so the other side doesn’t do the same.” Kozmer nodded. “I’ve seen it before. Saw too many farms and villages burned to the ground for a slight advantage in battle.”
Narina eyed him. “You’ve been in wars before. My father told me that, but I don’t know the details.”
“Aye, and now isn’t the time to explain them to you. Let’s get inside, first. My old bones are cold, and it looks like it’s going to rain again.”
“How are we going to do that? They’re not opening the door.”
Kozmer smiled. “Then we might have to force our way in. And by we, I mean you. I’m too tired, and the boy might not be diplomatic enough. I think you can figure out the how.”
“I suppose they’ve left us little choice.”
Narina adjusted her swords and swept her cloak over her shoulders to give her greater motion. She gestured to Gyorgy, who made a step for her with his hands. She stepped onto his hands, used his assist to hoist herself up, and caught hold of the roof of the compound wall. The tiles were slick with rain, so she kept a good grip with both hands and swung herself onto the roof.
There she crouched, looking across the farm yard from her vantage point above. A milk cow sat on its haunches in front of an open barn, and a cat stretched on the porch of the house opposite, where it could be sheltered from the rain. A few chickens wandered the yard. But there was no sign of people, and no smoke rising from the chimney, either.
Any farm she’d ever seen had bustled with activity during the day, and she imagined that even hunkered behind their walls for safety, the farmers would have kept busy: milking, weaving, patching mud walls, repairing farm tools, washing clothes, and any of a hundred other tasks that needed doing. That she spotted none of this suggested the farmers and their hands had fled, but she circled the walls from above to be sure, scaling the barn and farmhouse as well. On the far side was a ladder, propped against the wall from the inside, which suggested that the owners had barred the gate, then scaled the wall from the inside before lowering themselves to the ground outside. They’d worry about how to get back inside when the time came.
When she came back around to the gate, she gave an all-clear sign to her companions, then jumped down from the wall and landed just inside the gate. Once she’d unbarred it, Kozmer and Gyorgy led Brutus, still pulling his tarp-covered cart, inside. Kozmer went to rap on the door of the farmhouse to be sure, while the other two unhitched the goat from his load. Brutus groaned and snorted and carried on in the most aggrieved way.
“Shut up, you,” Gyorgy said. “You’ll be eating good hay in a minute.”
Kozmer came back, shrugging. “No lock on the door, and it pushed open easily enough. Took a quick look around—nobody in there. May as well take the good lodging. No one else is.”
“I don’t know,” Narina said. “Entering their barn is one thing, but breaking into someone’s home is another.”
“We’ll leave a few coins if it makes you feel better. Anyway, the place is bound to be burned to the foundation by the time they return. If they ever do. The lot of them might be dead already, in fact, depending on who they stumbled into.”
She hoped not. She hoped they’d made it to Belingus—Zoltan’s river town to the southeast—and that the crowlords would settle their issues before any more people suffered any more deprivations. The family and its farmhands might be back within a few days if they were fortunate, and she didn’t intend to contribute to their hardships by ransacking their home and possessions.
“Look to Brutus,” she told Gyorgy. “Make sure he doesn’t harass the cow or any other animals in the barn. I’ll find the well so we can get washed up.”
Her student moved to obey. Kozmer took Narina’s arm before she could set off on her own.
“Listen, you’ve got a choice to make. It’s either turn back or fight our way through. The longer we linger, the more likely it is to be the second of the two.”
She wasn’t ready to concede that. “We’ve made it this far. Another day or two and we’ll be in Balint’s lands. I’ll find someone who looks important, hint at what we’re carrying, and let him guide us to Riverrun. We leave the weapons with Balint, we go home. No trouble.”
“Narina.” His voice was serious. “We’ve run into trouble already. The countryside is practically deserted. The sky is full of crows—that means at least one crowlord is nearby. Could be three of them, for all we know. What’s more, there’s a major battle brewing, and every step of the way is going to take us closer to the war.”
“Then we wait here. We have food, there’s water. Shelter of a sort. We let them fight it out, then continue north when matters have calmed down.”
“We’ll be spotted. The crows aren’t just circling, looking for carrion. They’re crowlord spies. They’ll report our location.”
“I’m sure they are spies,” she conceded. “Doesn’t mean they’re spying on us. Nobody knows we’re on the plains. They won’t be sending crows to look for three chance travelers. Anyway, we’ll stay inside as much as we can.”
“Three travelers with a goat. Who already fought their way past a roadblock. Damanja will want to know where we are, even if she lets us pass. That will set off Zoltan. He’ll send his crows—assuming he hasn’t already—and come down to find us. We’re in his fiefdom, after all. He has a right, or thinks he does.” Kozmer met her gaze. “We either go back or we shed blood. This time for real.”
She clenched her fists. “This is what you wanted in the first place. A demonstration. Wasn’t the fight on the road enough for you, that you have to push me to kill? Didn’t my father’s death show you the folly of that?”
“That’s not what I’m saying.”
Narina took a deep breath and fought down the rising storm. “We’ll talk later. I need to wash up so I can see to Gyorgy’s training.”
“And I need to see to yours.”
She laughed. “I’m the master sohn, Kozmer. Nobody is training me, haven’t you noticed?”
“Are you claiming you’ve learned everything there is to know? That you have nothing to learn from the elders of the temple?”
“Of course not. But if you’re trying to teach me, this is a strange time and place. And a strange technique. Since when do bladedancers seek out violence, anyway?”
“Every single day. Why else were you training with Abelard and Katalinka after your father died? You were preparing for violence. To kill, and probably in great numbers.”
“You know what I mean. We bladedance so we don’t have to kill.”
“Listen to me for a moment, Narina. I’ve seen more than you know. By the time the leaves have fallen from the trees and the first winter snows dust the roof of the shrine I’ll be eighty-four years old.”
Her eyebrows rose. “I thought you were seventy-something.”
“Haven’t been for years. And you’re twenty-seven,” Kozmer continued. “You’ve lived your entire life within sight of the temple shrine. Until your father died, you’d only known peace. You don’t know the plains.”
“And you do?”
“I served fifteen years as a crowlord’s retainer and bodyguard.”
“When? Who?”
“His name was Lord Urizen.”
“Is that the father of Lady Urizena?” She gave thought to her limited knowledge of the geography of the plains. “North of Balint, isn’t she?”
“Urizen was her grandfather, actually. He was better than most. Assassins killed him in front of my eyes. While I was supposed to be protecting him.” Kozmer twisted the staff in his hands, and his expression darkened, as if some old pain were returning with full force after decades of dormancy. “What’s worse, I might have intentionally let it happen. All these years later, I’m still not sure.”
Narina was rocked by this news. Baffled. “Please explain.”
“Not now, no. For now it’s enough to say that you’ve been sheltered from certain. . .realities. I don’t mean that you’re naive—I’m sure you’ve heard enough of the goings-on down here—but until you’ve lived through them, you won’t truly understand.”
“I apparently haven’t heard enough. What the devil would have a bladedancer serving as bodyguard to a crowlord? And why would you betray your master?”
“I never said I betrayed him. I only said that. . .well, there are details I’m not sure about. Narina, there’s a war raging, and it’s not going to end in a single, decisive battle. Let me repeat. You have a choice to make, and if you do nothing, that choice will be made for you.”
“I won’t slaughter my way through Zoltan’s lands. That’s out. So if you say there’s no way to pass quietly through, giving a demonstration here and there as needed, then we’ll return to the mountains. We can take the post road up past the firewalker temple, then circle back to the plains and approach Balint’s lands from the north.”
“That’s three, four weeks of travel.”
“You said yourself that there won’t be a single, decisive battle,” Narina said. “Balint is in no rush—not with Damanja invading his principal enemy from the south. We have plenty of time.”
“And you’d still need to cross the lands of several crowlords to approach Balint from the north.”
“None of whom may be at war at this exact moment. It could be a peaceful, easy journey from start to finish.”
“Peaceful, maybe. Easy, not at all.” Kozmer sighed. “All right. If that’s your decision, I’ll shut my mouth and carry on.” He leaned into his staff and hobbled toward the barn. “I’ll wash up later. Going to get some rest while I can.”
Narina watched him go with a sense of unease. How could she condemn the elder to hundreds of miles on the post road, climbing through mountain passes where the snow didn’t fully melt in the summer, where the cold winds blowing off the frozen lakes of demigod dragons would leave even the younger two chilled and aching?
She couldn’t, that was the answer. She’d leave Kozmer in the bladedancer temple when they passed. Find some other companion to complete their party. Someone who was less likely to needle her into violent conflicts.
Three crows flew overhead, cawing angrily. Two smaller ones were pursuing a larger one, trying to strike it and knock it from the sky. It wheeled about, but couldn’t get clear of its more agile foes.
Even the crows were at war, which made Narina feel better about her decision. This was a dangerous, violent land, and she wanted nothing to do with it.
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
Andras squatted next to his dead dog and gently eased its body from the end of the spear tip. It was Digger, the poor thing. The spear had gone right up under his rib cage and killed him quickly, which was a mercy, Andras supposed. But still, it didn’t ease the pain.
The smallest of Notch’s most recent brood, Digger was nonetheless the only one of her four pups that Andras had kept, and nothing about his personality had said runt of the litter. He was tenacious in the hunt, and would badger his way into any hole without waiting for the spade to chase out the rats. That left him perpetually bitten up about the muzzle, but he also had the highest kill rate next to Notch herself.
Notch.
Andras’s stomach felt sick. Where was she? A quick glance around showed only the dead bodies of Damanja’s men and churned-up, trampled rice paddies on either side of the path, where Lord Zoltan’s men had milled about while their lord determined his next move. The crowlord was leading a heavily armed company of cavalry through his own lands, but was clearly cautious and worried about running into more of Damanja’s troops. Not to mention a natural fear of the bladedancers.
Andras had held back Ruven and the rest, not wanting his son or the surviving dogs to see Digger’s body, but after wrapping the dead terrier in a cloak stripped from one of the bastards who’d done the killing, he set them into action to search for Notch. One of the other terriers found her a moment later and alerted the rest with a miserable-sounding whine.
“Wait, Ruven, no,” he called to his son, who was closer, and already running toward the sound. The boy, face sick with worry, ignored him.
Andras was afraid that Ruven would come upon Notch to find the poor dog opened up like Digger, or worse. He’d worked with dozens of dogs over the years, and an animal’s life was shorter and more quickly ended than a human’s, which meant that one grew accustomed to seeing them die. He’d had to put a few down himself, after injuries and age-related ailments. If Notch wasn’t dead already, there was a chance Andras would have to do it himself. Killing one’s own dog with a spade was a horrific thing, no matter how merciful the act.
But when he reached Ruven and found the boy cradling Notch’s head, he could tell by the way the terrier was thumping her tail against the muddy ground that there was a chance. He pushed through the dogs, who gathered around her, nudging and whining, to take a closer look. There was blood at her neck, but she was able to lift her head.
“I think she’s all right, Da. I think she can live.”
“Go back and get my satchel,” he said. “I need the ointments.”
Andras said this partly to get Ruven out of the way so he could get a good look at the wound and make a final assessment. He prodded at the wound, and the dog whimpered, but her eyes were clear, and there was no blood at her muzzle, only that little bit at her neck. Blessed demigods, he thought she would live.
Ruven returned, and Andras washed his hands with the waterskin before dabbing at the wound with a cloth and some of the contagion-fighting ointment. The spear tip had punctured the thick skin around Notch’s neck, but it was really the hard throw that had laid her down. She was badly bruised, and he didn’t want her to get up.
“We’ll carry her in a sling,” he said. “Let her rest until she gets squirmy and insists on being let down.”
“What about Digger?”
“He’s dead, son.”
“I know, Da. But what about his body?” Ruven sounded remarkably brave about the dog’s death. “Shouldn’t we bury him?”
“Not here, no. We have to get off this road in case the riders return. Or more of Damanja’s men—we don’t want to run into them, either. Will you carry Digger’s body until we can find a safe place?”
“Aye, I’ll do it.”
They carried the two dogs in slings, one injured, the other dead, with Andras also burdened with his spade and the satchel carrying their clothing and cookware. There were still crows in the sky, but they were now streaming in two different directions, with the larger ones flowing south after the departing Zoltan, and the smaller, more numerous crows of Damanja moving north. By now Damanja would know that her enemy had left the battlefield, and surely she’d have to respond in some way.
“What about the lady?” Ruven asked a few minutes later.
“Most likely Damanja will send riders after Zoltan. Or she might attack his army while he’s gone, I don’t know. I don’t know much about war, son.”
“Not that lady, Da. The bladedancer. And her friends.”
“We have other things to worry about. Narina can look after herself.”
Ruven was panting under the load of Digger’s body. “But Da, those riders are trying to find her. Didn’t you hear? They’re going to find her and kill her so they can steal the weapons.”
“There’s nothing we can do to stop that.”
“Couldn’t we find them first and warn them?”
“No, we have to get to Balint and warn him. If Zoltan gets his hands on the weapons, our master will need to know. He’ll need to be prepared—maybe he’ll throw in his lot with Damanja, I don’t know. Here,” he added. “This is a good place to bury Digger.”
It was a marshy stretch of land that divided grazing meadows from the patchwork of rice paddies through which they’d been traveling. The body would decompose quickly in the soggy ground, the digging would be easy, and the bones were unlikely to be disturbed by either plow or wild animal. Digger would receive the rest he deserved.
He set Notch on a dry patch, and the other dogs nuzzled around her, whining. She growled and snapped, not in the mood to be fussed over. Andras used the spade to dig a grave, and wondered if Notch realized that one of her pups had been killed.
Ruven lowered the sling carrying Digger’s body and watched in silence for several long moments before he started up again. “Zoltan was being careful, Da. He has to worry about the other army, right? It will take him time. I think we could find the bladedancers first.”
“And be caught up with them when the riders fall on them from all sides? I don’t care how many men they cut down at their own temple—how are they possibly going to survive an attack from two hundred riders on horse?”
“They can survive if we warn them! They can take cover or they can run away.”
“No.” Andras drove the spade into the heap of mud and turf he’d excavated from the hole and went for Digger’s body. “We owe our loyalty to Lord Balint. He took vengeance on the men who killed your mother. He brought you back to me when I thought you were dead.”
“And Narina led us through the fire.”
“Not the same thing.” Andras shoveled mud onto the body. “It’s a hard world, and we have hard decisions to make. We’re not so important that we can split our loyalties.”
Ruven stared, unblinking, and Andras had to look away. Surely the boy could see. They were nothing but a pair of ratters. Ruven had just watched his father cower in front of four soldiers, incapable of doing anything more than beg for his life in the most craven way possible. What shame to be so debased in front of his son.
And his shame hadn’t ended there. Andras had been so small, so unimportant, that he’d been invisible to Lord Zoltan’s eyes. He hadn’t even existed. And a good thing, too. If Zoltan suspected for an instant that the ratter had any connection to one of his enemies, he’d have killed Andras without hesitation. Probably Ruven, too, trampled beneath the hooves of the horses. The dogs, speared as casually as Damanja’s soldiers had dispatched Digger and very nearly Notch, too.
So no. He did not intend to split his loyalty and give warning to Narina, Kozmer, and Gyorgy, though he dearly wished he could. If he’d had wings, like a crow, to fly there and back, of course. Even if he’d been able to—
Andras’s mind spun in a new direction, thrown from its path by a sudden thought. He glanced at Skinny Lad, who was sitting on his haunches several feet away from Notch, who’d given him a nip when the bigger dog got too bold in sniffing about.
Narina had been messing around with the lurcher’s aura. She’d said something about drawing on her—what was it?—sowen, so she could find them if they got in trouble. More specifically, to look after Ruven; she seemed to have a soft spot for the child.
But didn’t that mean the dog had a connection with her, as well? That Skinny Lad could follow Narina’s aura in the other direction? If Andras sent the dog, and the dog were to find her, would she be able to figure out why? He thought she would. She’d read it on the dog somehow.
He eyed Skinny Lad. A good dog, obedient and loyal, if not the smartest of the pack. Prone to excitement, but then again, he was a lurcher, and that was their habit. Essential to the work, of course. Andras was already down a terrier, which would hamper his ratting, but without one of his two lurchers, he’d struggle to catch enough rats to earn his coin. And if Narina were killed anyway, Skinny Lad would be lost to him. Even if the dog survived, there was almost no chance he’d be reunited with the pack anytime soon.
But in spite of that, Ruven was right. They did owe loyalty to the bladedancers. It wasn’t only leading them through the fire, but what the trio from the temple had offered. Narina and her company were bladedancers, who may as well be demigods, as far above the ratters as the dragons of the mountain lakes were above the people who lived below them. Yet she’d given them something. Company and protection. A kind word about Ruven and an assurance of aid.
He had a chance to return that offer, and Skinny Lad was the key. The dog could run faster than Zoltan’s men were riding, and directly, too, if Andras could figure out how to put the dog on the path in the first place. It wasn’t like he had a whistled command for the occasion.
Do you remember that woman who called you over and you were nervous at first, but then she was messing around with your aura, whatever that means? Yeah, I need you to give her a message.
So how would it be done? And then he knew.
“I have an idea how we can help,” he told Ruven. “Hand me the satchel, will you?”
He finished covering Digger’s grave, set down the spade, and cleaned his hands with water from the skin. Then he fished around in the satchel until he found the cloth he’d used to rub ointment on Narina’s feet after she’d blistered them crossing through the forest fire. He’d been meaning to wash up—to wash all their clothes, frankly, which were filthy from the road—but hadn’t yet done so.
A quick trill for Skinny Lad. “No, the rest of you stay put.” He snapped his fingers. “I mean it, back where you were.”
He rubbed the rag under Skinny Lad’s nose.
“What are you doing, Da?” Ruven asked.
Andras explained his hopes and his worries. The dogs were exceptional trackers, able to sniff out rat holes from a distance, but there was a strong scent of ointment on the rag, as well. That would confuse matters. And it wasn’t by Narina’s scent that he’d find her, anyway, not precisely. What’s more, since she hadn’t crossed this way, there was no trail to find.
What he needed was for the dog to understand his wishes, then use the connection between his aura and that of the bladedancer sohn. Once closer, perhaps, he could rely on his sense of smell. Until then, the only trail would be whatever magic the woman had laid down upon him.
Skinny Lad whined and looked up at Andras with a questioning expression.
“You need to find her,” Andras said. “Do you understand?”
Another whine.
“Who’s a good boy?” Ruven said, rubbing the dog’s head. There was more than a little anxiety in his tone, as he must be worrying over the risks that Andras had already considered. “Who’s going to find them and warn them and then come back to us? Is that you, boy?”
“Narina won’t send him back, you know. Too risky. We need to trust her to take care of him until we see her again.”
If we ever do.
“You can do it, can’t you?” Ruven told the dog.
Andras held up the rag for another sniff. Then he pointed northeast, toward the post road, and gave a whistled command:
Go!
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
Narina was sitting on a blanket in the middle of the farm compound, meditating, when a dog burst through the open doors with an explosion of barks. She’d washed up with water drawn from the well, cold, but refreshing, then changed her garb while she set Gyorgy to washing her soiled clothing. A bit of sun had come out as the clouds cleared, and Kozmer sat on a wooden stool to one side, turning his face skyward with his eyes closed to soak in its warmth.
He hadn’t yet bathed, waiting for Gyorgy to finish heating a basin of water, and his lined, weathered face was still coated with road grime, but he looked content enough. As she gathered her sowen, she could feel his own nearby. Strong and full of willpower. Wisdom too, and strength.
Thirty or forty years earlier he must have been a force with his blades. She wondered again how he’d been defeated when working as a bodyguard to the crowlord all those years ago. That was almost a bigger question in her mind than how he’d ended up on the plains in the first place.
When meditating, it was impossible to avoid the occasional intrusive thought. The idea was to let the thought pass through, not to dwell on it, so that one could return to feeling the surrounding auras and use them to strengthen one’s sowen. But because Narina had been so distracted, she’d missed out on the greater intrusion of the excited dog’s aura until the animal was already inside the compound, barking furiously.
Narina rose to her feet. She felt for her swords, but they were near the well where she’d left them after washing and changing, and she was unarmed. The dog came tearing up to her, still barking.
“Oh, it’s you,” she said. “One of Andras’s dogs.”
He barked a response.
“Settle down. No, don’t you dare jump on me with those muddy paws—you can say hello from the ground just as well. Skinny Lad? Isn’t that it? Shh. . .stop barking.” She firmed her tone. “I mean it. Quiet.” At last he obeyed. “Where did you come from, anyway? I thought you’d be miles away by now.”
Kozmer took his staff, levered himself to his feet, and made his way over. “Didn’t you feel him coming?”
“No, I was meditating.”
“Meditating, or distracted?” There was a light edge in his tone that turned serious. “Your mind was wandering down strange trails—I felt your sowen bleeding off. Having second thoughts about returning to the mountains in the morning?”
Narina didn’t tell him that it was his own secret that had intruded into her meditation, although she wasn’t sure she could rely on that excuse. Not entirely. She’d set off from the temple several days ago thinking she’d grow more confident as the journey continued, growing into her role as master sohn and coming to a conclusion as to how to confront Lord Zoltan over his attack on the temple.
All while maintaining the peace. But there was no peace down here, only chaos spreading across the land, as inexorable as a river of flowing lava. She feared it would burn everything.
“No second thoughts,” she lied. “We’ll find a different way to get Balint his weapons. Then, when there’s no longer a reason for Lord Zoltan to attack us, we’ll have our conversation with the villain and set matters straight. Now,” she said, turning back to the dog, “what’s this about? Where are all the rest of them?”
Skinny Lad was all excitement, his aura a mess. There had been violence, she sensed, and the dog seemed to have run away in its wake. Worried, she tried to untangle the threads. Was Ruven injured? Andras? With those worries came more self-doubt. Why hadn’t she insisted they stay with her until they’d passed safely through the war zone?
Gyorgy emerged from the barn, complaining that Brutus was ignoring the hay served up to him, and stealing from the neighboring stall, where the boy fed two smaller, domestic goats who’d been penned up and left hungry when the farmers and their hands fled. He stopped when he saw the dog.
“Go outside the gates and see if you can spot Andras and the rest,” Narina told him. “Arm yourself first.”
She was still trying to sort through Skinny Lad’s aura when the boy returned from outside, shaking his head. No sign of them, he said. Narina kept working while Kozmer soothed the dog, calming him with gentle words while petting him with a gnarled hand. Soon, a picture began to come through.
She saw a dog fly through the air as if thrown, another dog hit by a stick. No, not a stick, a spear. No danger to the humans; it had passed, apparently. So where were they and why had Skinny Lad left them behind?
More images came. Horses. Men in chain mail. A small army of them, riding hard, ignoring the dogs and their masters, who lay cowering in the mud. Dozens of men, perhaps hundreds. There was urgency about these horsemen, and that urgency left Skinny Lad anxious. But not for Andras and his son.
“It’s not the ratters who are in danger,” she said as realization came to her. “It’s us.”
Gyorgy shook his head. “Huh?”
“Andras sent Skinny Lad to warn us—that’s why the dog tracked us down.”
Kozmer pointed his walking stick overhead. “Look skyward.”
Crows had been flying about since the companions had entered the plains, and Narina hadn’t paid them much attention for some time. Now she took a closer look. The crows weren’t any more numerous than they had been, but the smaller ones were gone, leaving only the large, glossy black ones. That was Zoltan’s flock, wasn’t it?
Even as she took note of them, a crow settled onto the farm compound’s wall. It cocked its head, fixed an eye on her, studied the others in turn, and took note of the dog, as well. Its aura was sharp, curious. Suspicious, even. Kozmer gripped his staff and shoved at the bird with his sowen. It lifted off and flapped away to the north.
“Enemies are near,” she said. “Zoltan himself, unless I’m completely wrong. Gyorgy, bar the gates, then fetch the swords. Kozmer, get into the barn.”
“What good will it do me cowering in the barn?”
“We’re all going into the barn,” she said.
“No point in that.” The elder stared after Gyorgy as the boy hurried off to obey his master’s command. “And I doubt barring the doors will do any good, either.”
With any luck, Kozmer was wrong. Even assuming Lord Zoltan got a report from his crow, it would be a jumbled mess, much like Skinny Lad’s impressions. There had to be thirty little farmholds like this within a mile or two, and if they hid in the barn going forward, Zoltan might not be able to find them before nightfall. They could slip away in the darkness.
And if they were attacked, horses couldn’t scale the walls, which meant that Zoltan either needed to assault the gate or send his men scaling the walls. They wouldn’t do it so easily as Narina, with her mastery of sowen and her physical training. In short, the compound was defensible.
“Stay here,” she told Kozmer. “I’m going to have a look myself.”
She leaped, grabbed the roof, and hoisted herself up to look for the enemy. Once on top, she ran lightly across the tiles with her thin slippers giving her a sure grip. She leaped atop the eastward-facing gate, crossed it with arms held out for balance, and continued to the northernmost part of the farm compound’s walls. Here she got a better view across the fields and patchwork rice paddies than Gyorgy would have enjoyed from a lower vantage point when he’d gone out for a better look.
Smoke trailed into the sky from the northeast at several points, three smaller fires, and one larger conflagration that might be a village going up in flames. The smoke added to the general haze that was settling over the land now that the rain had died. That would be from Manet Tuzzia erupting to the south. She wondered if the people of the plains saw the lava glowing on the horizon at night and worried that it was a portent of destruction.
Narina was beginning to wonder herself. That volcano had been asleep. Now the demons were out and attempting to burn the forests, while lava poured forth in a fiery river and an ash cloud blasted skyward in an eruption that showed no sign of abating.
Before her mind could follow this path any farther, she sensed a disturbance to the north. Her eyes and ears didn’t perceive it yet, but she could feel something rippling through the auras, moving across the landscape at a steady clip. It came from plants being trampled, worms and moles retreating into their holes as hooves pounded over the top of them, and the occasional rabbit or pheasant exploding out of its hiding place before it could be trampled.
Shortly, the disturbance approached a visible stand of trees planted as either a windbreak or a source of wood. It moved around the backside, as if the riders were attempting to shield themselves. She jumped back down from the roof to rejoin the temple elder.
“I take it they’re close,” Kozmer said.
“You read the auras from down here?”
“No, but I can read your face. Still think we can hide?”
Narina sighed. “No, there’s no point in it. They likely had us pinpointed earlier, and that last crow only confirmed.”
She could hear horses now. Gyorgy came up, strapping on his swords, his expression worried. He handed Narina her own weapons—or rather, her father’s—and she tied them at her waist.
“Fetch Kozmer a weapon.”
“Oh, I don’t want a weapon,” the man said. “You know that. Anyway, can’t the two of you manage?”
Narina pointed Gyorgy to the cart, still sitting in front of the gates where Brutus had left it after being unhitched. “Bring him one of the swords we forged for Stronghand. You’ll stand at the gates with my student,” she told Kozmer as the boy set about his task.
Kozmer’s response came out in a grumble. “What is the point in that?”
“You were a sohn at one time, and you are still a bladedancer. Your muscles will remember when a sword is placed in your hand. Your sowen will carry you forward.”
“It’s not the muscles, Narina, it’s the joints. I can barely grip this walking stick, you know.” He shook his head with an exasperated look, as if he were liable to cut off his own leg once the sword was put in his hand. “And you will be where, exactly, while we’re guarding the gate?”
“On the roof. Negotiating. I don’t expect either of you will need to fight, but if someone breaks through the gate, you’ll fight them back.”
“And if they come over the top?”
“Then fall back and defend the cart until I join you.”
Narina didn’t wait for his response, but climbed back up to the roof, just as the horsemen came around the copse of trees and broke hard toward the compound. Her initial estimate was correct; a casual glance showed a good two hundred men and horse, while the crows flying over the top in great numbers confirmed that the crowlord himself must be leading them, though she couldn’t yet pick him out from his men.
Narina imagined what her father must have thought as Miklos’s men poured out of the forest that day. Some sixty of them, according to the man’s boast. Her father had died in the fight, but then again, he’d been caught somewhat off guard. And alone.
She was not alone, although admittedly, she wished she had Abelard and Katalinka at her side, not a student and an old man who claimed he couldn’t so much as pick up a sword. And she was not unprepared. She knew the men were coming, thanks to Skinny Lad, knew what they wanted. On the other hand, this was a lot of horsemen, and Zoltan would have his best fighters at hand.
One of the riders spotted her and shouted a warning to his companions. The horsemen grew wary and slowed their pace, with all eyes on her. She wore no cape, and crossed her arms so they could see the black and white hilts jutting out from her hips. A confirmation of what she was, and what they risked by confronting her.
Nevertheless, the riders didn’t withdraw or come to a halt. They fanned out as they drew near, moving to encircle the compound. When they had the walls surrounded, a single rider pushed through the mass of spears and drawn swords of his companions.
He was a strongly built man, about forty years old, broad in the shoulders and tall in the saddle. A hard look glinted in his eyes. A battle-axe hung in a sling by the side of the horse. It had a wicked, curving edge on the cleaving side and a sharp point on the other. She reached for the weapon’s aura and felt the power. The axe had been crafted in a sword temple, most likely by the warbrands.
The man called up to Narina in a deep, carrying voice. “You know why we’re here and what we want.”
“No introductions?” she said. “Isn’t that the way these negotiations usually begin? You tell me you’re Lord Zoltan, commander of two hundred armed horsemen, all ready to kill at your command. And I say that’s very good, but I’m Sohn Narina, and I can cut your two hundred down to size.”
A wave of murmurs and muttered curses passed through the riders. There were a few angry shouts among them, but there was worry on their faces, as well. Nobody could think facing off against a bladedancer would be a good idea. Zoltan lifted a hand, and the noise died, leaving only the stomp and snort of horses.
“I don’t want any bloodshed, woman. That’s not why I’m here.”
“Good, neither do I.” Narina cocked her head. “But if my memory serves, that line has been crossed already. A good number of your men fell by the sword already, and you drew blood, as well.”
“Why did you do it?”
“The temple made an agreement. We’re only delivering what was agreed upon, and asking that nobody else try to break our agreement, either.”
“That’s a question for another time,” Zoltan said. “Yes, I would like to know why you’d think to arm a villain like Balint Stronghand. But for now, tell me why you slaughtered my men.”
“You want to know why we killed your men?” Her voice rose, and her sowen slipped. She felt the storm rise inside her, an anger that blurred her vision with its ferocity. “They died murdering my father, who was only defending himself.”
“My man came to you in peace. You attacked his riders while they slept.”
“Your man? You mean Miklos? Is that what he said, that we killed his men in their sleep? Either he’s a liar or you are. The demons scald you both.”
“I know what happened up there.”
“Did you notice that Miklos is uninjured, and did you wonder why? I’ll tell you. It’s because he was attempting to distract me with gentle words while his men caught my father alone so they could kill him and steal the weapons.”
“I see what you’re doing. You want to confuse matters, make me back away.” A grim smile came across Zoltan’s face. “Miklos didn’t come back alone—other men are on hand to confirm your treachery.”
Narina shook her head. Either Miklos had invented a narrative to explain his losses at the temple, or Lord Zoltan was in on the lie and needed his army to believe it. To believe that their lord’s motives were virtuous, and not simply a grasping attempt to seize the weapons that he’d failed to acquire earlier.
“I was there,” she said. “I know what happened, whether you believe it or not. But it doesn’t matter either way. You won’t get those weapons. Those are promised to Lord Balint, and I will deliver them. If you want them, you’ll have to take them from him on the battlefield. I swear by demon and demigod that you won’t get them from me.”
Zoltan gave a little toss of the head that almost could be taken for a nod.
A sudden shift in the auras whispered a warning in Narina’s ear. She clenched her sowen, and movement seemed to slow down. Her swords were in her hands, even as a half dozen crossbow bolts—fired from weapons apparently hidden beneath their owners’ cloaks—streaked toward her from several directions.
She leaned away from the first to arrive, and it zipped past her left ear. A second bolt was off target, but its companion, an instant behind, was aimed true at her unarmored belly. Her demon blade came around with a flick of the wrist and cut it in two. The dragon blade took another, which would have hit her thigh, and a quick dodge to one side narrowly avoided one that would have hit her shoulder. The final bolt, fired late and from hands perhaps shaky with fear, flew wide, and she ignored it.
There were gaping faces below as she relaxed her sowen. Even Zoltan looked surprised, though he quickly recovered, and a steely expression returned.
“You thought you could take me with arrows?” she said. “That’s an impossibility, you fool.”
That wasn’t entirely true. A hail of thirty or forty might have taken her. Not now, though, when her stance was better, and her command of her sowen awakened and singing battle inside her.
“I know your strengths and weaknesses,” Zoltan said. “You are not invincible.”
“I don’t think you fully understand,” Narina said, “or you wouldn’t throw away the lives of two hundred men, plus your own. What will become of your wars then?”
“I’m not taken by your bluff,” he responded. “Even when you caught Miklos asleep, his men killed three of your number and wounded three more. We are not asleep this time, we are wary, and we are mounted. Also, you are surrounded. Even if there were ten of you inside—and the crows have given me your exact numbers, so I know that is not the case—you wouldn’t survive. Hand over the weapons and leave these lands. It’s the only way to save your life.”
“You are wrong in so many ways,” Narina said. Swagger had failed—maybe a gentler approach would work. “I don’t want this fight, either. Let me and my companions go about our business while you return to the battlefield. Maybe you can negotiate with your enemies to bring the war and suffering to an end.”
Zoltan threw back his head and let out a long, bitter laugh. His tone was acidic. “My enemies. If you knew what kind of people they were, you would never suggest it.”
With that reaction, Narina knew two things. First, that Lord Zoltan was convinced he was in the right, not only in attacking her, but in his wars against Balint and Damanja. Second, that there was no way of resolving this standoff except with bloodshed.
Nevertheless, she tried one last time. “Then if your war goes badly, come to us at the temple and negotiate your own purchase. We are reasonable people. We will listen.”
Zoltan ignored this final effort. He lifted a gloved hand and formed a fist, and his men made their move.
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
Miklos waited about an hour after Lord Zoltan departed before he set his plan into motion. First, he moved into the crowlord’s tent, called up Davian, and explained what he intended to do. The old soldier’s face was grim, and his scars seemed to glow with a pale light in the dim environment of the tent.
“And when Zoltan returns?” the man asked.
“If he returns, the army will be committed. There will be the chaos of battle—he’ll take command of his troops and try to carry the day, or at least manage an orderly loss. We’ll either flee in the confusion, or. . .”
“Or. . .?”
“Or perhaps I’ll settle matters in a different way. We’ll figure that out later. But I don’t think Zoltan returns. I think the bladedancers take him.”
Davian looked skeptical. “Two hundred men on horse. Against three bladedancers, with one being an old man, and another a beardless boy of seventeen.”
“The third is a master sohn.”
“Even then.” Davian shook his head. “I’ve seen Zoltan in battle, and I saw the cavalry he held behind, the ones he took with him today. They’re good men, and he knows how to command them. We’d better be ready for his return, by god, and armed with the bladedancer weapons, too.”
Could Davian be right? Miklos wasn’t sure one way or another. He’d met Narina, felt her sowen, knew its potential. Yet she hadn’t guessed at his identity, hadn’t broken through his disguise. Her father had been the master, with his daughter untested, naive. There was an excellent chance that Narina would fall on the battlefield and some remnant of Zoltan’s men would return. What if the crowlord himself were one of the survivors?
Narina’s death wouldn’t end the bladedancers—not with other sohns at the temple—but it would weaken them for the upcoming struggle. He’d deal with the other two in due time. Meanwhile, whether or not she died, he didn’t think Zoltan would return, and if he did, Miklos intended the situation to look very different when he arrived.
He sat down at the crowlord’s table and shifted through maps and dispatches until he found some blank sheets. He dipped the quill and began to scrawl out orders, which he signed as Miklos, Field Commander of the Zoltan Army. A small embellishment, but the crowlord would have passed along word of Miklos’s command before setting out.
He blotted each letter and handed them to Davian in turn. He stopped midway through and waved one of them for emphasis. “Deliver this one first. I need the spear phalanxes moving before the other dispatches are delivered. If the lieutenants don’t have their men in motion already, the others might balk.”
“Balk when they see the flaws in your battle orders, you mean?”
“Exactly. Flaws or no, once the phalanxes are in motion, they’ll have no choice but to support the attack or the whole center of the army will collapse.”
Davian read the dispatch in question while Miklos continued to work. “Captain Rokus will have strong words all the same,” he said.
“I know. This one is for him.” Miklos signed with a flourish, sprinkled sand across the wet ink to dry it, and shook it off. He handed it to Davian, whose eyebrows rose as he read it.
“He’ll be furious.”
“That’s what I’m counting on. Wait while he reads it, then tell him to come see me here if he has doubts.”
A pain flared in Miklos’s chest, and he stopped to rub at it. Yesterday it had awakened him with a sensation like a cold hand around his heart. Now it was hot, like a cinder of fire. He took a deep breath and waited for it to subside.
“Sir?” Davian said. “Is it the same pain from the mountains?”
“It’s nothing.” Miklos smoothed out his expression. “Go now, hurry. If you’re right, and Zoltan returns, we might only have a few hours.”
A few hours to work mischief, to fatally weaken the center of the crowlord’s armies. And even should everything go according to plan, and Lord Zoltan fell, there would be others to worry about. Zoltan had a half-brother who would lay claim to the crowlord title, and there was the lord’s wife and three children to think about as well. The oldest of Zoltan’s children was a son of thirteen, old enough to be propped up by others until he came of age.
Time enough to worry about that later.
Miklos emerged from the tent with Davian and watched until the old soldier had hurried off with the dispatches before he turned his attention to the battlefield. Lady Damanja’s forces had spread into a shape much like a bowed horn bulging toward Lord Zoltan’s lines. It was thicker on one end than the other, but it was hard to tell if this was a screen for what looked like archers setting up on that side, or if it meant she would sweep up with the left side of the horn to try to flank Zoltan’s lines.
Most likely she was screening archers, Miklos decided. Damanja’s force of female archers were respected and feared, but that same value made them a tempting target. She wouldn’t leave them dangling on the flank, vulnerable. In any event, there was another enemy force of several hundred footmen being held back from the horn, and dust and noise from farther east suggested cavalry, or perhaps additional reinforcements on their way.
How many troops did Damanja have in all? Seven thousand, perhaps? She was planning a major pitched battle, that much was certain. She was far into Zoltan’s lands with many men, and her position was aggressive.
Against this force, Lord Zoltan’s army numbered roughly five thousand. Another eight thousand loyal men were to the north, warring outside Riverrun, a town they’d seemed likely to overrun just a few weeks ago. Then Balint’s forces had stiffened their lines, and Damanja reacted to Miklos’s provocation and invaded from the south. The northern front had been weakened with the withdrawal of these troops.
Although Zoltan’s men were fewer in number than Damanja’s, they currently held the high ground. Such as it was. It was only a slight swelling that led to this small hill, but enough of a climb to tire horses and armored spearmen as they trudged up to do battle. With Zoltan’s army maintaining a solid defensive posture, the enemy’s victory was far from assured. In fact, if Miklos’s master managed to return with temple weapons to harden his forces, the tide would turn in his favor.
He didn’t have long to wait. Davian must have already delivered the first dispatch, as the first battalion of Zoltan’s spearmen hastily formed ranks and began to march slowly down the hillside to meet the enemy. The other two battalions of spearmen Miklos intended to send forward had been out front digging trenches and throwing down caltrops. These spiked iron triangles were covered in dirt and grass to conceal them, and were designed to slow enemy cavalry.
The men looked up from their work to watch their fellows marching, but soon got orders of their own. They threw down spades and picks, took up spears, and formed their own lines.
Soon there were close to a thousand men in motion, but it was a ragged, poorly organized advance. Had Zoltan been here, he’d have been riding in front of his battalions, organizing them into ranks and controlling their march. Forward a few hundred yards, then reform the lines. Hold position while he maneuvered the rest of the army into action.
Instead, they continued advancing. Other troops trudged into motion. Miklos was a relative newcomer to the plains, but he’d seen enough in the north to know at a glance that the army was in disarray. And all before the first arrows had been loosed from enemy bows.
Captain Rokus came stomping up the hillside a few minutes later, his face a mask of anger. There were three other men with him, a staff lieutenant and a pair of the captain’s personal guards. He snarled at Zoltan’s own guards to stand aside. These men had been standing uneasily since their master rode off, but now stiffened in irritation at the command.
“Go on,” Miklos told them, his tone conciliatory. “Give us some space. Fall back to the perimeter and hold there.”
Rokus grunted at this, looking anything but appeased as Zoltan’s guards quit the scene, leaving him and his small entourage alone with the self-proclaimed field commander.
The captain was barely past his mid-twenties, and a cousin of Lord Zoltan’s. It wasn’t the relationship, however, that had elevated Rokus, but his skill with a sword, a cool head in battle, and an ability to lead men. From the look on his face, it was clear he had a firm grasp of battlefield tactics and had set off at once when he caught wind of Miklos’s intentions.
“Dammit, Miklos, what are you playing at?”
“Trying to hit the enemy before she hits us.”
“We had our orders! Hold the line until our lord returns. Don’t risk battle unless we’re attacked.”
“I have different information,” Miklos said. “Reports from scouts that you could not possibly have seen, and so you do not understand. We have to move now. It’s an opportunity to scatter her troops before she brings up her big weapons.”
Captain Rokus gave him a hard stare, as if disbelieving and trying to suss out his real intentions. Miklos had already been firmly established in Zoltan’s forces by the time the pair met in Belingus a few months ago, but the captain had seemed suspicious of the older man’s ability to bend Lord Zoltan’s will from their first encounter. It was the reason Miklos needed to deal with him now.
Suspicion continued to harden on Rokus’s face. “I can see the blasted enemy forces from here,” he said at last. “There’s no imminent attack. It’s a maneuver for position, nothing more. That villain is waiting for something, and she can keep waiting until our lord returns from whatever has taken him from the battlefield.”
“That is exactly my point. She’s waiting for something. When it arrives, we’ll be in a terrible position. Lord Zoltan’s arrival will be too late. But if we move first, we’ll cut her off from this new threat.”
He kept his words perfectly vague, and the sneer in Rokus’s expression was his reward. Meanwhile, the troops Miklos had set in motion continued their slow, irregular march down the hill. Soon it would be too late to alter events. Already, Damanja’s side had begun to stir. First, the ends of the horn-like formation bent inward, and there was more movement to the rear.
“Fire demons take you,” Rokus said. “I don’t believe it. I’m calling them back.”
“Wait! Come into the tent, I’ll show you what the scouts reported. You’ll agree, I swear to it. Bring your men, too. This is no trick.”
Rokus took another glance at the developing situation. “Make it quick.”
“It will only take a moment.”
Miklos stepped into the tent, and Rokus and his companions followed. Rokus had a wary posture as they entered the dim light of the interior. The two bodyguards were tense, hands near sword hilts, as any good man would be when his master entered an unknown situation, even among supposedly friendly forces. Rokus’s lieutenant had a more relaxed posture, but he, too, was armed.
Miklos had set his sheathed sword propped against the crowlord’s table. It was a falchion, made in the warbrand temple, as Narina had seemed to notice that day when he’d confronted her at the bladedancer temple. He’d bent its aura to conceal its true nature from her. No need for that today; these men would be blind to such things.
He moved to the table as if to reach for a dispatch from the reports and maps still strewn about. Instead, he bent for his weapon and drew the falchion in one swift motion. It was a two-handed sword, and as he brought it around, it nearly scraped the side of the tent.
One of the bodyguards cried a warning, and the captain grabbed for his sword. He didn’t get his weapon clear of the sheath before Miklos’s blade completed its arc. It struck the captain at the waist and nearly cut the man in two. Rokus died without so much as a whimper.
Miklos brought the falchion around to strike one of the bodyguards, who got his sword free and lifted it in time to make a weak parry. The falchion struck it with a clang, and the lesser weapon shattered. The bodyguard fell to his knees under the blow. The other two had their swords out, and darted at Miklos.
But even in the tent, facing a weapon that should have been unwieldy in such an enclosed space, the remaining two were no match for Miklos. They moved in slow, exaggerated movements with their smaller, supposedly more maneuverable blades. He ducked and parried and cut them down, one after another. When they were dead, he finished off the first bodyguard, who was still trying to regain his feet.
Miklos looked at the four dead men, his blood singing in his ears. It had been over in an instant. Too soon, in fact. If only he had more men to fight. Or better still, Narina. His weapon begged to be tested against the woman and her twinned blades.
Some day.
After carefully cleaning his sword and returning it to its sheath, Miklos stepped outside. As short as the fight had been, there was still a chance that one of Zoltan’s guards had heard the commotion and come running back up the hillside, perhaps even suspecting treachery and calling for reinforcements. But the men were a good distance off, watching the situation playing out on the plains below.
Half of Lord Zoltan’s army was now in motion, as was the bulk of Lady Damanja’s. She had clearly spotted the opportunity Miklos offered, and had tossed aside whatever plan she’d been developing. A large part of Zoltan’s forces was dangling in front of her, ready to be destroyed piecemeal before it could organize or receive reinforcements.
Even so, Damanja was moving cautiously, no doubt afraid of a trick. It was a trick, just not the kind she was expecting.
Soon, now. No more than fifteen minutes, and the two armies would begin a clash that would determine the fate of the fiefdoms of the central plains.
And more.
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
Narina circled the farmhouse compound from above, using the roof like it was the wall walk of a small keep or fortress. Below her, Zoltan’s men rose in their saddles, grabbed hold of the tiles, and hoisted themselves up with the help of their companions.
Or rather, tried to. They didn’t have the same strength and flexibility as Narina, who had pulled herself up in a single, effortless gesture. Weapons and armor weighed them down further.
As they struggled to gain the roof, she stomped on hands, kicked men in the face, and once, when one of them got up top long enough to draw his sword, slid past him and shouldered him off the roof. He landed on top of several dismounted men, who all fell in a heap as horses scattered, snorting.
Crossbow bolts whizzed her way whenever someone thought he could take a shot while her back was turned. She felt them bending auras. First, a surge of violent intent from the men themselves as they fired, followed by a tearing sensation through the air. It gave her time to respond.
Narina’s experience with arrows was fighting off attacks during temple training sessions. Her father had mastered the longbow as an act of mental and physical rigor, and he’d had better aim than those targeting her now. But the heavier arrows at the temple traveled more slowly than crossbow bolts, so there was no room to be careless.
Most of the time, she sensed the movement of the bolts and knew they would travel wide, but the occasional skilled or lucky shot made her duck and weave, and occasionally use her swords to cut them from the sky.
She had just dodged two of these bolts when movement on the far side of the compound gate drew her attention. A man had reached the roof, a strong fellow with a heavy war maul, which he lowered to one of his companions, who used it to hoist himself up. By the time Narina raced around the perimeter to knock them off, they were in the process of hauling up a third man.
Narina slashed her demon sword at the first two men and cut their arms deeply enough to force them to drop the third, who fell back to the ground outside with a cry. She planted the sole of her foot in the chest of the second man and kicked him backward off the roof. The final man bent, cursing, to retrieve his maul. She lowered her shoulder, leveraged it against his chest, and flipped him off.
He’d left the maul behind, and she tossed it inside the compound, where it couldn’t be used against her. Kozmer, leaning against his walking staff, looked up and shook his head with a weary expression. No sign of the swords she’d told him to carry. Gyorgy was armed, at least, and stood in position near the gates, where men were banging away ineffectively, trying to knock them down.
“Are you planning to carry on like that all day?” the elder said.
Narina ran a few paces to stomp the hands of two men trying to scramble up. “It’s working so far.”
“Let a few gain the roof. Their fate will serve as a warning for the rest.”
“Or I could just keep knocking them down until they get discouraged.” She dodged another crossbow bolt. “Same result, but I won’t be decapitating some poor kid who only wants to return to his family in time for the harvest.”
“Don’t fool yourself. These are hardened crowlord troops. The only farms they’ve seen are the ones they’ve burned and pillaged. How many peasants have died under their horses’ hooves? How many villages have they sacked?”
“How do you know that? You can’t even see them from down there.” Narina shouldered off another man who’d gained the roof.
She had her hands full for the next few minutes, but at the back of her mind kept wondering about Kozmer’s words. Why was he so determined to show Zoltan her strength? The temple was too involved as it was; what good would come of throwing themselves into the war?
During a lull, Narina glanced out to see that only a portion of Zoltan’s men were trying to scale the roof. Others were forming a wedge that looked set to attack the door with hammers and axes, while still others were lighting torches and gathering brush. Push it against the walls and light it on fire, and it might prove to be trouble. If it came to that, she’d need to jump down outside the compound to disrupt matters.
She’d just knocked another man off the roof when a shift in the auras warned of several crossbow bolts all streaking toward her at the same time. She whirled, swords in hand, and cut down two while dodging two others.
Another stream came in at the same time, but from a different angle. She ducked, jumped, rolled, and slashed. And then one got past her defenses.
It buried itself into her thigh. She winced in pain and fell back. Other bolts were flying in, and it was all she could do to crab walk backward until she fell off the wall into the farmhouse compound. She rolled when she hit the ground, then stood wincing with the bolt still buried in her flesh. Outside, men cheered in triumph.
Kozmer came up, his face a mask of concern. “Blast it, what happened?”
“Coordinated attack,” she said between clenched teeth. “Too many at once. Get Gyorgy on the wall. Hurry.”
But Gyorgy didn’t need to be told. He was already hoisting himself up. Kozmer called to him not to mess around, to defend himself as best he could. Narina could only nod her assent. The boy was only a student—there could be no half-measures in defending himself.
“Get it out, quickly,” she told Kozmer. Sweat stood out on her forehead, and she felt faint.
Kozmer lowered himself to the ground and felt for the bolt. Narina closed her eyes and drew in her sowen. In response, the pain faded from a sharp point to a dull, diffused ache. She felt the blood pooling around the shaft, and even the filth from the unclean crossbow point, as well as slivers of wood that had come off when the shaft entered her flesh.
The elder sohn wrapped both hands around the bolt and yanked. Another sharp point of pain, but she broke it apart in an instant. And then, eyes closed, she used her sowen to gather the broken tissue, to draw the severed vessels of her leg together. She rose unsteadily to her feet. The white dragon blade was still in hand, but she seemed to have dropped the black demon. It must be still on top of the roof.
A man fell silently into the compound. His hands clenched at his throat, which was opened from ear to ear. Gyorgy stood above her, blood on his blades, his expression grim. Narina’s pupil had killed his first man.
There was no time for the boy to stand gawking at the result of his actions. A second man threw himself forward with a spear aimed right at Gyorgy’s chest. The boy’s sowen was dangerously scattered, but even caught in the terrifying moment of a real life-and-death struggle, he was stronger than his opponent and drove him to the edge of the wall.
Unfortunately, there were others gaining the roof all around, running toward the fight. That was probably fortunate for Gyorgy in the short term, as the presence of their companions kept the enemies below from firing more crossbow bolts. Gyorgy didn’t have enough command to avoid incoming fire. But they’d be on him in moments, and in numbers, too.
“You’d better get back up there,” Kozmer said, “or you’re going to lose your student.” A crow landed in the dirt next to him, and he lashed at it with his cane. The bird hopped away, just out of reach. “Out of here, you wretch.”
Narina said nothing, only closed her eyes. Her leg was healing, but for now the wound would be a liability, drawing away the same sowen that she needed to fight. And she’d lost one of her weapons. Until she regained the demon, she’d be doubly disadvantaged.
“Narina?” he said.
She opened her eyes. “I’m going. Now get yourself a weapon from the cart, dammit, and prepare to defend yourself.”
Narina sheathed her dragon and used both hands to climb up next to Gyorgy. He’d finished dispatching his enemy, but was already beset on both sides by new attackers. Narina came in with her remaining sword. She plunged it into the belly of the man trying to spear her student, then whipped it out to fight a second man swinging his sword.
Gyorgy finished the first man, and Narina killed the second.
She took a deep breath and reshaped her sowen, surprised that she didn’t feel more shaken by the deaths. Gyorgy wasn’t the only one to kill for the first time. She expected to feel shock mixed with shame as she looked down at the bodies lying slumped across the tile roof at their feet. Instead, it felt. . .natural.
Of course it would. That was the point of her training, of the thousands of hours spent with a master’s hand guiding her movements and giving her minor corrections, of the hundreds of bouts against fellow students, and later, fighting other sohns in the training arena at the shrine.
The purpose of years of training was to turn the killing moment into something that could be done by reflex. Now that she’d done it, she had no doubt she could do it again. Repeatedly, if necessary.
But by all the sleeping dragons, why had it come to that?
Her sowen tightened as the wound in her thigh continued to heal, with pain fading moment by moment. She spotted her demon sword lying a few feet away, undisturbed, and raced to pick it up even as more enemies gained the roof. There were at least six men up top already, and more grasping hands all along the edge of the roof, with men grunting and struggling to join their companions.
Narina cut down two crossbow bolts, but otherwise didn’t move. She could use a few more seconds to let her injury heal. The leg still threatened to give way, and she couldn’t risk that.
“Follow me, and stay on the inside edge of the roof,” she told Gyorgy when she felt a little more stable. “I’ll take care of any bolts. If you see men jump into the courtyard, go help Kozmer, not me.”
A curt nod. “Understood.”
“And for God’s sake, get your sowen under control. You’re a mess.”
“I’m sorry, Teacher.”
“Don’t be sorry, fix it. Without your sowen, you’re of no use to anyone.”
He gave an anxious look at the men scaling the roof, then glanced back to Narina as if wondering why she was standing in place instead of throwing enemies off the roof. Let him think it was to allow him to gather his own sowen, not because of her wound. That would only worry him more.
“It won’t be bloodless,” she warned as the boy closed his eyes and controlled his breathing. “But we don’t want a slaughter, either. We’ll knock off those we can, and kill those we can’t. The ones banging at the gate will back off once they see I can take a crossbow bolt and still keep fighting.”
Gyorgy opened his eyes. “What about the fires?” He nodded to where two different groups of men were working with brush and torches, but with little result so far.
“The brush is wet, and the mud in the walls will resist fire. By the time they get a good blaze going, we’ll have seen them off, and we can put out the fire with water from the well. The gate will hold, too. They don’t have a battering ram—it won’t come down easily.”
There were more than a dozen men up on the roof. Some were eyeing Kozmer and the animals, perhaps wondering if they should drop down, kill the old man, and open the compound from the inside. None had yet made that move, however, and they were edging toward Narina and Gyorgy from opposite sides while others continued to climb onto the roof. They were cautious, but determined.
“All right,” she told Gyorgy. “One quick sweep around perimeter should do it. Ready? Let’s go.”
Her student’s sowen remained unsteady, and his contact with the surrounding auras was weak as they made their move, but he was stronger than he had been. It should be enough.
Gyorgy ran alongside her left shoulder, holding the inside edge of the roof while she took the more vulnerable outer edge. They burst into the first trio of enemies and cut them down in a flurry of blows. One died, and two went flying back into the horsemen with wounds.
Moments later, she swept the legs out from under one man, kicked another in the face as he tried to climb onto the roof, and bashed her sword hilt against a third man’s head. The next enemies were also knotted together, four this time, and she was forced to kill two, with Gyorgy killing a third, before they drove the fourth off the roof.
It went like this all the way around the farm compound perimeter, and by the time they finished and returned to where they’d started, the roof was littered with bodies, with several others having fallen down among their companions, some wounded, a lucky few unharmed. No living enemies remained up top. She knocked aside two more crossbow bolts, then moved until she stood above the gate, her father’s swords sheathed once more, while several men hammered and hacked at the reinforced oak below her.
“Zoltan! Show yourself!”
The crowlord pushed his horse through the riders until he was below her. His battle-axe was in hand. Crows wheeled and cried overhead. Zoltan looked up at her with his expression grim. There was a hint of fear in his aura, though not as much as she’d have expected, and a good deal of determination. That determination continued to radiate from him and into his men.
“Turn around,” she pleaded. “Fight your real enemies, not us.”
“Give me the temple weapons. Swear you’ll leave these lands and never return. Then I’ll call off the attack.”
“I can’t do that,” she said.
“Listen to me, woman. If you give that villain Stronghand these arms, my fiefdom will fall. He’s a tyrant—he’ll turn this farmland into a blasted waste. I won’t let it happen. I’ll kill you first.”
“After everything you’ve seen so far, you think you can do that?”
“I know I can. You’re one person. I have an army.”
Zoltan lifted a gloved hand and made a fist. Men charged at the compound from where they’d been concealed among the horses, dismounted. They made a fresh attack at the compound gate with mauls and axes. Narina was looking down at them, her attention fixed on what she thought was the crowlord’s signal to redouble the assault, and she didn’t spot the real threat until it was upon her.
It was only a change in the auras of the crows overhead that caught her attention, an alteration from the chaotic blur of a hundred small, individual minds all moving about in different directions. There was a darkening of their auras, followed by something that could only be called a push.
Narina turned her gaze skyward to see dozens of Zoltan’s enormous black crows diving toward her. She had only a moment to bend her sowen outward to divide the combined aura of their attack. That blunted the first wave, but they were soon on top of her in a pounding, screaming fury of beaks and claws and furiously pounding wings. Gyorgy cried out beside her, facing his own attack.
She stabbed and chopped, and every blow cut down one of the birds, but there were so many of them. It was like trying to cut a river with her swords. Beaks struck her on the neck and face and arms. She could see and feel nothing through the attack, and her sowen also started to break apart.
Gyorgy was somewhere to the left of her, she could feel dimly through the chaos. His aura was there, but his sowen had dissolved completely. There was only flailing about with his swords.
“Get off the wall,” she cried. “Get down below.”
With forearms extended, swords outstretched, Narina leaped into the cloud of crows in the direction of the courtyard. She burst through them, got her first glimpse of the ground below, and changed her body position to hit the ground rolling. She came up regaining control as the crows came after her with a fresh attack.
Gyorgy was not so lucky. He landed a few feet away with an awkward turn of the ankle that sent him sprawling and his swords clattering away. He lifted his arms to beat at the crows that had chased him down.
“Kozmer!” Narina yelled.
The elder stood close to the gates, which were shaking, axes and mauls opening holes in the wood. He still didn’t have a weapon, the stubborn old man, but held his walking stick in hand. He was leaning into it with his eyes closed. Gathering his sowen. He turned slowly in her direction.
The sowen flowed out from him, slow but powerful. It caught the crows and washed away their auras like hot water poured over filthy gray ash. As their auras dissolved, the birds scattered in all directions, crying in alarm. Some of their number remained behind, dead or dying and flopping on the ground. The rest fled.
Narina cast a quick glance to Gyorgy, who clenched his ankle with his face turning gray. There were bloody peck marks on his face and hands, which she could feel on her own body, as well.
“Gather your sowen,” she said. “That is the first and most essential step.”
“It hurts,” he said through clenched teeth.
“Which is why you need to master your emotions and channel your sowen. I will need you in the fight, and that means regaining control and healing your body. Do you understand? Good. You are on your own.”
The gate was rocking now. The holes grew larger, and the remaining shreds were barely being held together with the iron bands that had reinforced the wood. Men shouted a war cry behind it. Other figures were above her, still scaling the compound wall, and their numbers up top were already greater than when Narina and Gyorgy had cleared the roof moments earlier.
But the entire scene began to slow in Narina’s mind. The shouts sounded hollow, muffled, while the men on the roof seemed to be moving with unusual slowness. Deliberate and clumsy. Even the crows regrouping overhead seemed to be moving slowly, as if the air had thickened, and each wing beat was pushing through water. Their caws were deliberate, drawn out.
That change in perception was her sowen bringing her to full battle readiness. Everything else had been a warming skirmish. This was to be the real fight. And her sowen sensed it.
“As for you, old man,” she told Kozmer, “didn’t I tell you to draw a sword and prepare to defend yourself?”
“It’s a good thing I ignored you. Otherwise Master Sohn Narina would have lost her life just now, ignominiously mobbed by crows.” Kozmer stepped back from the door as it shook on its hinges. “I’ll hold off threats to your sowen. Otherwise, you do the fighting.”
The gates rocked again, and this time burst inward. The shattered remains thumped on the ground, raising a cloud of dust. There was a moment of pause, and then riders galloped into the farmhouse courtyard with spears lowered at Narina’s heart.
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
For a moment everything seemed to freeze. Narina stood about fifteen feet from the gates with her demon in one hand and her dragon in the other. Her posture was light, agile. The first horse charged toward her with its eyes rolling in their sockets, its nostrils flared.
Sitting on its back was a man with a helmet and nose-guard, a kite shield in one hand and a lowered spear in the other. She could hear his heartbeat, which seemed to have slowed. She felt the spear splitting the aura ahead of it; it was one of their own. Manufactured in the forges of the bladedancer temple. A hardened steel point capable of driving through armor. Or Narina’s heart.
The second man, riding just behind the first one’s shoulder, also carried a sword temple weapon, this one a mace reinforced with spikes. Not one of theirs; most likely it came from the warbrands, from the feel of it.
The third man carried nothing but a lowland spear, but his posture and the aura of violence about him warned of competence. Zoltan had put his best-armed, most lethal warriors up front, with other capable fighters riding hard on their heels.
At the same time, men who’d scaled the walls of the farm compound came jumping into the courtyard. Some were behind her—sensed only by their auras—while others landed at her flanks or dropped from either side of the ruined gates. So many men, all bent on violently taking the cart of weapons she’d hauled from the mountains, which she’d only desired to peacefully deliver to Lord Balint.
As they closed on her from several sides, they were almost exaggerated in their slow, clumsy movements, with even the horses of the mounted ones plodding into action. Their auras were diffuse, childlike. A hint of sowen lingered about the strongest of them, that little which they could instinctively gather from their surroundings. Otherwise, they seemed almost defenseless against the death that would shortly be visited upon them.
Narina ducked the first man’s spear point and sliced the shaft in two. As the horse passed, she dipped the other blade behind her shoulder and thrust the point into the rider’s belly. She knocked another man from his horse, then wheeled as two enemies came in behind her, sprinting on foot from where they’d dropped into the compound. A flash of blades. She left the pair bent and falling with multiple gashes.
A sword slid past her ear, and a spear thrust at her back, this one sensed, rather than seen. As she fought these enemies, more men poured into the courtyard. There were horses and spears and swords and mauls all around her. A battle-axe clipped the sleeve of her left arm.
When she turned, she saw it was Lord Zoltan himself swinging down at her. Demons, his weapon was a good one. It glowed in her mind from its aura, and she could almost hear the hammer of master craftsmen in the warbrand temple where it had been forged. How had he got such a battle-axe, and why would he be complaining about the items she was giving Balint Stronghand if he had access to such weapons?
There were so many enemies all around, and as she cut and hacked, spears and sword points began to get through. There was a light prick on her shoulder when she didn’t flinch away from a spear quickly enough. Moments later, an enemy drew blood with a slash across her forearm.
Zoltan circled her on horse as she fought other enemies. Not only was his weapon superior to anything else on the battlefield short of the bladedancers’ swords, but he had some natural command of sowen, as well, or at the least, she couldn’t easily break through his aura, nor feel where he was going to move next.
Once, when she was engaged with three enemies at once, he pushed in with two other horsemen. She was forced to attack the horses themselves to drive them away. Zoltan leaped from his dying mount and came at her with the axe point out. She bent backwards as the spike split the air where her chest had been moments before.
After the first few minutes, where she’d enjoyed unrestricted movement, her enemies began to push her toward the wall while they formed a bristling ring of thrusting spears and swords. Heavier blows from axes and mauls tried to come in over the top. When her situation grew too precarious, she sheathed her demon, jumped up to grab for the roof tiles, and swung herself up top.
Only there were enemies above her, too. Some were still trying to get in over the wall, but others had climbed up top to shoot down at her with their crossbows. She’d barely noticed the bolts coming in through the rest of the madness of battle. The whole flow had been too fast for anyone to get a clean shot.
Now she cleared out a number of them and glanced about to see that the compound was packed with enemies, both inside and out. Fires licked the walls. Kozmer stood by himself against one wall, either ignored, or so thoroughly using his sowen to deflect attention that the others scarcely noticed him.
Gyorgy, however, was fighting a side battle with four different enemies, who were trying to get at the cart and pillage the temple weapons while Narina’s attention was diverted. Her student had regained control of his sowen better than she’d thought possible, and was managing in spite of his turned ankle. Three men lay at his feet, evidence of failed attacks. At the same time, she could feel his stamina flagging, and with her absence from the battlefield, more attention was turning his direction.
Narina raced around the compound wall, dodging bolts, cutting down swordsmen, and ignoring the cries of those below who were trying to target her. She leaped into the midst of the enemies surrounding her student with her blades dancing. When she fought her way clear, nobody but Gyorgy was left alive.
The area surrounding the shattered gate was littered with dead and wounded, but one of Zoltan’s lieutenants was there, organizing a vicious looking phalanx of riders with spears, now eight abreast, who were determined to pin Narina and Gyorgy against the far wall. Others, having dismounted willingly or otherwise, formed an even larger knot to one side, with Zoltan himself at their head.
Together, these groups gave a shout and charged.
Narina felt for her sowen, drew it in, and watched everything slow. She ducked, slid to one side, and leaped to cut down one enemy, pushing his dying body from the horse in the process. She leaped onto the saddle, but not to take command of the animal. Instead, she used the saddle as a launching point, flipped into the air, and came down behind the horses to the side of Zoltan’s group of dismounted fighters.
The riders were already turning with spears and swords raised to keep them clear of their companions. Before they could rejoin the fight, she smashed through Zoltan’s force with a blur of spinning swords. Her dragon took three enemies, her demon, two.
Zoltan shoved aside one of his dying men and swung at her head with his axe. It whistled past her ear as she ducked aside. Too close; he was moving faster than she’d have thought possible. He came back around, but not quickly enough, and she’d have got underneath his defenses and disemboweled him if two of his men hadn’t thrown themselves suicidally into the path of her blades.
By the time she got clear of them, she had to face horsemen again. After that, another battle to free Gyorgy from a fierce attempt to seize the weapons. She settled that fight and came back around to see Zoltan regrouping yet again.
Cries and screams of men and horse filled the air. The smoke was roiling over the top of the wall and licking the side of the barn. If someone didn’t open the barn doors, Brutus, Skinny Lad, and the rest would burn to death.
The crowlord had lost dozens of men and horses already. He was trying to call his crows to the attack with a clenched fist, and didn’t seem to notice the old man standing in one corner, using his sowen to scatter the birds. Many of Zoltan’s men, too, were dispirited, wounded, and exhausted, their auras shaking with uncertainty as they tried to close with Narina from all sides.
Yet the crowlord still refused to call off the attack, and it seemed that he had only begun to tap his strength, as more men kept leaping off the roof of the farm compound wall or riding through the ruined gates. And his soldiers were apparently willing to throw their lives away to the last man. There were so many of them willing to kill or be killed.
Narina clenched her teeth. Time to finish this slaughter.
“Zoltan!” she cried as she fought through horsemen, with more injuries and deaths resulting. “End this. You can’t win.”
“The only thing I’m ending is your treachery. Ya!”
This last was a command, and his forces renewed the attack. Her swords blurred in front of her. Spears, cut in two. Swords, hacked off at the hilt. Sword arms, severed. Her demon was dripping with blood, and the arm carrying the dragon had done so much parrying, thrusting, and slicing that her arm felt numb. She might have also suffered a hammer blow on that side, but there was no time to consider the matter.
It took several long minutes to fight her way through the increasingly desperate knot of men no longer trying to overwhelm her, but to protect their master. She held off a counterattack with one arm, continuing to fell the crowlord’s defenders with the other, one after another. Soon there were five men at Zoltan’s side, then three.
The crowlord himself came at her, snarling. A sweeping axe blow, narrowly dodged. She slashed the legs of two more defenders in the moments while he brought the axe back around. This swing was more feeble, and she dodged it easily, then came up with her dragon blade and gave it a terrific thrust.
The dragon went clean through his belly and came out the other side. She dragged it out with a sideways jerk of the wrist. Zoltan fell with a groan. His axe thudded to the ground as it fell from his grasp. One shudder, and then he was still. A cry of anguish and rage went up from the remaining men.
Their lord and master was dead.
#
It took several more minutes until the last attackers lost their courage and fled, some still on horses, others fleeing the battlefield on foot.
Narina cast a weary look around her. The scene was a slaughterhouse of dead and dying men and their mounts. More dead littered the roof, some hanging halfway off, with blood dripping from limp hands and legs. The farmhouse was on fire, with flames spreading along the wall and to the barn, too hot and widespread to extinguish.
Kozmer stood to one side, his eyes closed, head bent. His sowen was barely intact, and an aura of grief and frustration radiated through it.
“What are you upset about?” she snapped. “This is what you wanted, wasn’t it? A demonstration. Looks like you got your wish.” Her anger continued to radiate heat. “Well? Don’t just stand there, you old fool, get the animals out of the barn before they burn alive.”
She turned to see Gyorgy standing by himself with the weapon cart, which was thankfully far from the flames. Zoltan hadn’t wanted to burn them, after all. Her student looked gray, but not about to do something silly, like throw up or cry. Narina wished they could indulge in such displays, but there was still work to be done.
“See to the injured horses,” Narina told her student as Kozmer made for the barn. “Put the poor things out of their misery.”
“What about the injured men?”
“The men can help themselves or not. It’s the animals that deserve our mercy.”
Narina winced even as the words came out of her mouth. It had come out harsher than she meant. These men had been fighting to protect their lord, and whatever else Zoltan’s faults, he seemed to have inspired loyalty. And it wasn’t like she wanted them suffering, but she couldn’t stop to evaluate this man or that, which one could be healed and which should be put down like an injured horse. Could she commit that sort of mercy killing, anyway? She didn’t think she could. Strange that one could be more compassionate toward an animal than a human.
Narina picked up Zoltan’s battle-axe and was surprised to see blood on it, which led to a self-examination. She discovered a gash through her tunic right below the left breast. He’d apparently nicked her with the point side during one of their fights, though she hadn’t felt anything at the time. After tossing the axe into the cart, she looked around for the other temple-made weapons and found two spears and a sword of medium quality. These, too, were added to the cart.
Moments later, Kozmer drove the farm animals out of the barn and through the gates, while Narina and Gyorgy yoked Brutus to the cart. The giant goat was angry, biting and kicking with his shod hooves, and it was all they could do to calm his aura enough to let them do the job. Skinny Lad was jittery, and his aura said he wanted to bark or run or bite, but the rat dog was well-trained, and held still until they were ready to go.
At last, they were out through the destroyed farmhouse gate, while the entire compound burned behind them. Narina refrained from looking back.
They traveled in near silence for the next hour, only communicating so far as needed to bandage a pair of light wounds on Gyorgy’s arms and see to her own bruises and cuts. Narina felt filthy, both inside and out, and her sowen lay in tatters. Yet even as she fought to regain control, her mind continued to work at matters. When they came over a slight swelling to see an open road ahead of them, empty of enemies, she felt ready to talk.
“I want answers, Kozmer.”
“That was a horrific scene, and I’m sorry it had to happen.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“I know. I’m not sure I have any answers to give. You won, and you proved yourself—that’s all that matters for now. Over a hundred men cut down by your blades alone. Another handful from the boy. Your student acquitted himself well.”
“I didn’t win, damn you. I didn’t want to fight in the first place.”
“The fight was going to happen whether you wanted it to or not.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. The fight was unnecessary from the beginning. We didn’t need to take the direct route, we could have gone home at the first sign of trouble, then taken the slow route through the mountains. For that matter, if my father hadn’t agreed to sell so many blasted weapons at one time, we’d have never been attacked in the first place.”
“I think maybe your father. . .no, there’s no thinking about it. I’m sure of it.” Kozmer sighed.
“Sure of what?”
“Narina, your father knew what he was doing. He knew he’d be attacked at the temple. In fact, he might have let himself be killed.”
She felt hollow. “What do you mean?”
“I mean Master Joskasef let his sowen slip during the fight. He let that spear point enter his body, and then he purposefully did not heal himself until it was too late. He needed you to take up the mantle—or Katalinka or Abelard, if you fell short. One of you, though. A younger, stronger bladedancer.”
“Kozmer, please. By all the demigods and demons, what are you talking about? Why would he do such a thing?”
“Because he read the signs, just as I have. In fact, I’ve read them twice,” Kozmer said, and let out a bitter laugh. “Only this time I’m right. All the evidence is there—the sleeping volcanoes coming awake, which means the dragons will be rising out of their mountain lakes. It’s a time of prophesy. Narina, the time has come to choose the sword saint.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty
Miklos stood at the edge of the hillock watching events develop on the plain below. Davian stood at his side, his bearded face scowling. His scar turned white as he clenched his jaw.
Runners arrived with messages from the lieutenants and captains in the field, then tore off again, sometimes with fresh dispatches, sometimes without. The incoming messages were argumentative or pleading in tone, depending on the temperament of the one sending it, but all were upset with his orders. Lord Zoltan had chosen his men well—they knew what a successful assault looked like, and this wasn’t it.
At first the battle had gone surprisingly well for Zoltan’s forces. Or rather Miklos’s, as he’d taken full command of the crowlord’s army, and didn’t expect the lord to return. The sudden, unexpected advance hadn’t caught Lady Damanja’s men by surprise, exactly, but it was clear that she’d drawn up battle plans with another conflict in mind. Her frontline troops were armed with pikes for stopping a direct assault by cavalry—one of Zoltan’s favorite tactics—and carried a motley collection of swords as backup, some of which should have been supported with shields or better armor.
In addition, Damanja’s archery companies started shooting early, when Zoltan’s men weren’t yet in range. The largely female force of archers might have been masters of their art, but they were only as skilled as the ones commanding them, and those commanders mistimed the initial volleys.
As a result, a good number of arrows fell into her own forces, which led to a great cry from the affected men, who dove to take cover. Damanja’s front lines were ragged when the charge Miklos had ordered broke into them. For several long minutes, his forces drove a wedge in the enemy ranks, and there were shouts and chants from the men Miklos had held in reserve as they thought victory was at hand.
But then the north-facing point of Damanja’s horn formation closed in against Lord Zoltan’s left flank, and her superior numbers began to tell. The cheering slowed on the hillside, then died entirely. More of Miklos’s men began to arrive on the battlefield, but piecemeal, which allowed the enemy to respond appropriately.
The enemy sent a flock of crows against a force of two hundred men Miklos had sent in for relief, blinding them with aerial attacks, while she finally moved her vaunted archers forward and to the flank where they could be better positioned against the incoming enemy. A pair of heavy volleys flattened the assaulting companies. At that moment, the chance for victory ended.
“Now?” Davian asked. His voice was low and tense, and his expression mirrored the anxious faces of the small knot of personal guards still holding position in front of Lord Zoltan’s tent.
Miklos kept his own voice low to keep the others from hearing. “Too many troops yet. More of our men must fall. We need the offer to look plausible.”
He put a hand against his chest, where a familiar throbbing chill worked beneath the skin. The cursed wound wouldn’t leave him alone. This was it, this was the moment of highest danger.
The risk was that a battlefield loss would turn into a total rout, with Damanja’s forces overwhelming his army and perhaps even assaulting him on the hillside. If that was the outcome, he’d have no choice but to grab his sword and cut his way out of here. Damanja’s troops might advance all the way to the mountains, or they might wheel around to sack Belingus. Either of those possibilities must be prevented.
Thankfully, the lines held. The battle raged for another hour before he began an orderly withdrawal. Time to see if the vaunted Zoltan discipline would help, or if the enemy’s victory would send them throwing down their weapons in headlong flight. But it was nearly dusk, and Damanja’s forces had been bloodied as well. She looked ready to charge after him, then seemed to flinch at the last moment, content to take her victory without risking a counterattack in the dark.
At almost the precise moment the enemy began to withdraw, riders came streaming from the south in a ragged, bloodied file. They bore grim news. Their company had been gutted. Lord Zoltan himself had fallen to the swords of a bladedancer from the mountains.
All the men on the hill looked skyward for confirmation. There was no sign of their master’s large crows. They had fled with the death of their master.
The timing was perfect. An hour earlier and the news would have sent panic through the ranks while they were still in the field of battle. An hour later and the surviving captains and lieutenants would have been gathered, and there would have been angry demands for Miklos to step down as field commander. His generalship had led to defeat, and with the death of their master, new leadership would have been found until the matter of an heir could be worked out.
Instead, Miklos had a few precious moments, and he worked swiftly to consolidate his rule before these military rivals gathered. He sent three of Zoltan’s most loyal officers riding north at a gallop to carry orders to the forces facing Balint Stronghand’s army. Withdraw at once. Protect the heart of the fiefdom.
Another loyal Zoltan lieutenant left with fifty riders to carry word of the crowlord’s death to the man’s wife. The most important point, Miklos told the lieutenant, was to protect the lady from those who might assassinate her in an attempt to seize power.
Shortly, any rivals to Miklos’s field command were either dead or riding away on other missions. That gave him time to reinforce the hillside and put his own loyal men into command of the individual units of the army.
He spread word. It had been a defeat, yes, but they were not yet beaten. Hold their nerve, keep their discipline, and tomorrow would bring more promising news.
#
Miklos rode toward the enemy encampment at dawn. Davian was beside him, carrying Zoltan’s banner on a pole: a crow on a white field with its beak holding jagged yellow lightning bolts. The flag had been deliberately torn down the middle, and flapped in two pieces, while long white ribbons streamed behind.
The ripped banner represented submission. The white ribbons begged for a truce. He’d waited until riding out of Zoltan’s camp before unfurling it, afraid of provoking revolt if the soldiers saw that he’d torn their lord’s flag in surrender.
Miklos carried two weapons. One was his own sword, strapped over his back where it could be drawn in a single fluid move. The other was a second warbrand, not so skillfully made as the first, but still of a kind that had rarely been seen on the plains. This one he’d wrapped in soft kidskin and bound with thongs. The beautiful pommel was visible, however, wrapped in carefully tooled leather and inlaid with onyx where it met the hilt.
There was a tense moment as Miklos and Davian approached Damanja’s outermost picket. The dull-faced spearmen holding the line told the pair they had to disarm before they’d be allowed through.
“We’re envoys,” Miklos said. “We have a right to be armed.”
“Aye, so you say,” one of them said. “How do we know you ain’t assassins? Took a beating on the battlefield yesterday, so you figure you’ll settle it with treachery, is that it?”
“I won’t submit to the likes of you. Men at the pickets—your best use is to dull enemy swords with your skulls. Run and fetch your master, tell her I want through.”
This brought angry grumbles, but they went off, and soon a cluster of hard, intelligent-looking men on horse arrived, forced a gap in the picket, and ordered the two riders to be allowed through. They let Miklos and Davian keep their weapons, including the second falchion wrapped in its kidskin, but made them dismount, and kept them hemmed in by riders as they were escorted to their master’s command tents.
Lady Damanja stood with her personal bodyguard in a circle of tents on a patch of high ground between what had once been rice paddies, but had been grazed down by horses and trampled to mud. She was a tall woman, dressed in a tunic belted over trousers, black boots studded with iron, and a silver buckle at her waist in the shape of a wolf head. Her hair was pulled into a short dark braid, and she wore a long dagger in a sheath. She had a puckered scar at the hollow of her throat that looked a good deal like one Miklos had seen on Davian’s shoulder, where an arrow had penetrated his flesh. She was damn lucky to be alive if she’d taken an arrow there.
One of the riders dismounted, holding the torn banner with white ribbons Davian had carried. She drew her dagger, cut it off the pole, and sent the men back to guarding her perimeter. For a long moment, she rubbed a thumb over the crow stitched into the middle, her gaze distant.
When Damanja looked them over at last, she fixed them both with a hard gaze, before her eyes settled on Miklos. “Your master is dead.” It wasn’t a question.
Miklos allowed a frown across his face, though he was glad she’d received word; there was too much to discuss without trying to convince her that Zoltan had fallen. “Yes, my lady.”
“I am a crowlord. Address me as you would have your master.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Who are you?”
“My name is Miklos, field commander of Zoltan’s armies. The captains and lieutenants have vested in me the right to negotiate.”
She waved Zoltan’s banner. “And this is what?”
“An offer.”
Her eyes fell to the wrapped sword, still carried in his hands, then met his gaze again. “You still have several thousand men in the field. They didn’t break and flee. My supply lines are stretched. Even with Zoltan dead, it hardly seems the time for you to panic.”
“It isn’t panic. It’s realism. Lord Balint is pressing us to the north, and you know what he’ll think when he hears of our defeat and of his enemy’s death.”
“I can hazard a guess. He’ll want the lot of it.”
“Zoltan’s heirs are weak. His wife is no warrior, his sons too young to take power. There’s a cousin, but he’s a cruel man, the sort who would make trouble on the borders, which this land can hardly afford.”
“If that’s the way your master felt, why did he send those so-called brigands over my border in the first place? Why did the fool not concentrate on the threat to his north?” Damanja waved a hand. “Never mind. So you, what? You want to beg for mercy, to pay me an indemnity for the raids across the border, and then turn your attention to fighting off Balint?”
“The inevitable result is that Zoltan’s cousin becomes the new crowlord. He’s too strong already, and Zoltan’s heirs too young to fight him. You’ll have trouble at your border again soon enough. Who do you think stirred it up in the first place? Zoltan’s cousin, is who.”
“It little matters what the fellow does—assuming you’re telling true,” Damanja said. “Because this fiefdom is unlikely to stand. Balint has some assistance, doesn’t he? I expect him to make use of it.”
Miklos hid his smile and instead let a grave expression settle onto his face. “Nobody knows why the bladedancers are here. But their weapons are a terrible concern. More than your army, in fact. That’s how Zoltan died, why he left the battlefield. He was trying to stop the weapons from reaching the enemy.”
“What are you carrying, what’s that weapon?”
“A gift from the bladedancer rivals. And now I want to offer it to you.”
“You’re giving me a sword?”
“A falchion made by the warbrand temple, my lord. The best they’ve offered to an outsider in generations. I understand that you’re a skilled fighter already. What might you do with this weapon in hand?”
Something flickered in her gaze, a look of greed. Even the famously practical Lady Damanja was not immune to avarice. She reached out a hand, then withdrew it.
“It’s a two-handed weapon. Too heavy for me. But perhaps one of my commanders. . .” Disappointment lingered in her expression.
“Not this one, my lord.”
He unwrapped the thongs and removed the sword from its covering of kidskin. The weapon’s aura lifted into the air like a shimmering, glowing mist.
Damanja’s eyes widened at the long, gleaming blade of the warbrand falchion, and widened even more when she took it in her hand and felt how lightly it rested there. She grasped it with both hands and moved into a stance, not without skill, he thought. The weapon itself would make her more skilled, still. Better than Zoltan with his battle-axe, he thought.
“The sword is yours, my lord. Together with this gift, I offer command of Zoltan’s land, and the wealth and power that comes with it. Mastery over our armies.”
She licked her lips and stared at the sword. It took visible effort to tear away her gaze, but gradually, her expression steadied. “You want something for this. What is it?”
“I want to be named as your second-in-command. To lead armies, not only Zoltan’s, but yours, as well.”
“So pure ambition, is that it? Born a commoner, grasping for what is not yours by birth. You are a rapacious one, aren’t you?” 
He almost laughed; that a crowlord should accuse others of being predatory and grasping was the height of irony. Also, he noted that for all the disdain in her words, Damanja did not hand back the falchion.
“I’m ambitious enough,” he admitted. In an offer otherwise layered with as much lie as truth, this was the most accurate thing he’d said yet. “Under other circumstances I might battle Zoltan’s widow and cousin and see if the crows would follow me. But I’d fall just the same as they would—Balint is too strong, and will soon grow stronger still with the bladedancer weapons in hand.”
“And?”
“I want to stop Lord Balint Stronghand. To do that, I’ll throw in my lot with you. In return, it will be my leadership, my armies. Men will bow to me, and I will bow to no other but you. You’ll find me very loyal.”
If word of his ambition had been the truest part, this last statement was his purest lie. If Lady Damanja accepted the warbrand sword, just as Lord Zoltan had accepted the warbrand battle-axe, he would soon enough see her follow her rival into death.
She nodded. “Very well, Miklos. I’ll keep the sword. Open the gates of your towns and your castles. Deliver Lord Zoltan’s army and lands, and you will be my general and executor.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Andras and Ruven spent three days crossing Zoltan’s fiefdom. They crossed the post road north of a burning watchtower that cast flames into the sky, kept a wary eye on a second volcano that was belching smoke and rock, and hid on several occasions when they crossed the path of soldiers and brigands. The soldiers were more numerous than the brigands, but also less likely to cut down the ratter and his son to steal a few coins. After the experience that had led to the death of one of his dogs, however, he was taking no chances.
Ruven kept asking about Skinny Lad. Was he all right? Would the bladedancers bring him north to Riverrun? And would they give him back when they arrived?
Yes, yes, and of course. What did Narina and her companions need of a scrawny lurcher anyway? She’d be relieved to return the dog to his rightful owners.
Notch was walking again by the second day, but both the boy and the dogs suffered from Digger’s loss. Ruven would get a far-off look in his eyes, which watered silently as he fought back sniffles. Notch and the other dogs seemed fine until the time came to bed down in a dry ditch or abandoned barn, and then they would circle as a pack, sniffing each other and licking snouts, and came to Andras whining anxiously. He scratched their ears and used his most soothing voice, but it didn’t settle them.
Andras felt the loss, too, but he had too many other worries to linger on this one. Every sign of brigands reminded him of the horror of losing Terezia, and every soldier of the attack that had killed Digger and could easily have destroyed them all, if not for the arrival of an even more violent company of men.
The danger didn’t end when they entered territory controlled by Lord Balint. Stronghand’s army had crossed the Vestanovul at Riverrun, and though these latest troops were ostensibly on the same side as Andras, an army on the move was always dangerous. 
The ratter, his son, and the dogs had gained the banks of the Vestanovul itself, making their way cautiously toward the fords, with Andras trying to work out how to present himself for the crossing, when an arrow came whizzing through the air and buried itself in the turf at Ruven’s feet. The boy stared down at the arrow with a look of stunned incomprehension, and a second arrow zipped past, this one nearly impaling one of the terriers, who yelped in alarm and shot away at a run.
Andras looked desperately around. A group of eight or ten archers stood on a hillock about seventy or eighty yards away, together with a number of others who were hauling logs to build a sort of palisade or defended camp. The archers, spotting lowborn travelers, had decided on a little target practice. Several were laughing, while two others notched their bows for another go.
Andras whistled a shrill order to follow, collared Ruven, and dove for the reeds growing in the marshes. Shouted jeers greeted their actions, but no more arrows followed. The bored soldiers seemed unwilling to risk losing arrows by firing into the muck. Andras led them crawling for several minutes until he thought they were beyond range of the archers, and then several minutes more before he dared poke his head up and look around.
“I thought you said we were in Stronghand’s lands, Da.”
“This side of the river is—was—Zoltan’s land. But the army crossed over, so yes, those men serve our lord.”
“Then why are they shooting at us?”
Because we’re nobodies, he thought. We don’t exist except to amuse men with swords and spears. 
Not true. Lord Balint protected his people. And if he found out what had happened to his trusted vassal and spy, he’d be furious.
“They don’t know,” he answered. “They think we’re Zoltan’s people, and they didn’t care anyway.”
“But we weren’t doing anything. Couldn’t you explain who we are?”
Andras had no answer to that. None that wouldn’t diminish him in Ruven’s eyes. They continued on until dusk, more warily than ever, and after weighing matters a good deal, he decided to wait until morning to approach the fords, when he’d be less likely to fall under attack by Balint’s forces holding the river crossing. He’d do it alone, without the boy or the dogs. 
The next morning, he left them hiding in a copse of willow trees, with strict instructions not to move from that place until he returned. He continued alone and groped toward Balint’s lines, not without a good deal of fear. All too soon he found them.
There was a tense moment when men with spears challenged his approach. He shouted that he was Balint’s man, and brought important news from the south. As proof, he held out the brass ring he’d been wearing on his middle finger for the last several weeks. It showed the crow with a war hammer in its claw that was their lord’s sigil.
The men passed the ring around and discussed the verity of the ratter’s claim as if he weren’t present. One man suggested it was a ruse, and laughingly suggested tossing the ratter into the swift current below the fords and pummeling him with rocks as he bobbed downstream. It would be great sport.
But they were only having fun at his expense. In the end, one of them sent off for a lieutenant, who returned a few minutes later astride a horse. He looked down at the ratter with a dark, serious gaze. Finally, he snapped his fingers and told the men to hoist Andras into the saddle.
Andras grabbed hold of the saddle and held on as they rode east along the river. He kept thinking about Ruven, and wondered how long the boy would stay in place if he didn’t return. More than an hour later, they pulled up short at a small fortress.
It consisted of a single tower and a keep encircled by a wall. Dozens of similar fortresses lined the Vestanovul on both banks, with many of them fallen into ruins, cut off in oxbows, or too far from the water after the river had jumped its banks in floods and settled down again on a new course. This one was in good position, still trim and maintained, except for the roof of the tower, which was charred from a recent attack.
The interior had been looted, probably by Balint’s army, with tapestries ripped from walls, furniture smashed into heaps, and blood still splattered on the flagstones. The lieutenant led Andras in to where Lord Balint was engaged in earnest discussion with a serious-looking man wearing an unusual red-and-black cape and an ornamental silver gorget on a chain around his neck. The man was shorter than Balint, and carried a long, slender sword sheathed at his back, smaller and more elegant in appearance than Miklos’s falchion.
At the sound of footsteps, Balint turned, face alarmed, as if he’d been set upon by assassins. “Demons and demigods, I gave instructions that—” His eyes took in the ratter, and a warm smile came over his face. “Andras, my friend! You’ve returned. By God, I hope you bring good news. You,” he added to the lieutenant, “leave us. Return to your post.”
The lieutenant frowned. No doubt he wanted recognition after riding such a distance. “Yes, my liege.” He pressed the brass ring with the hammer-wielding crow into Andras’s palm and tromped out of the room.
“Come. Tell me your news, my loyal friend.”
Andras’s face flushed as the warmth of loyalty washed over him. It almost made him choke up. He owed this man his son’s life, rescued from brigands, but there was more. What other man in Lord Balint’s position would address a dirty, bedraggled ratter in such a way?
He spoke rapidly, beginning with Miklos’s attack on the bladedancer temple. By the time he started into an account of the man’s defeated return for his horses and remaining riders, he was rambling with exhaustion and a desire to explain how Zoltan’s failed attempt led Narina and the others to abandon their mountain home.
Balint chuckled, rested a heavy hand on his shoulder, and told him to slow down. Andras nodded and found his tongue again. He told the lord about the volcano, the circle of pitch on the road, and the demons.
Here, the stranger with the red-and-black cape interrupted. His voice was smooth, his accent foreign. Sounded a little like the bladedancer accent except even thicker, the vowels longer and more liquid.
“Was there a shape like this in the middle of the circle?” The stranger used a finger to draw across his palm, a triangle shape with two upturned marks like horns.
“Yes, my lord.”
Balint glanced at the other man before turning back to Andras with a nod. “Go on.”
As Andras did, he found his gaze wandering back to the stranger. A foreigner, certainly. But from where? The man had high cheekbones and light brown hair, with a pale complexion. Someone from the far north of the islands, or perhaps from the other side of the mountains. Not from the eastern plains, he didn’t think.
A few years ago this sort of questioning wouldn’t have occurred to him. Men like this one, with their swords and their rings, their offices and privileges, were to be avoided at all costs. Let a ratter work his trade from one crowlord’s lands to the next, never falling under the attention of armed men, tax collectors, or brigands.
But spying for Lord Balint had trained his eye. He took a closer look at the sword, long and slender and elegant. And there was something else. The man wasn’t wearing boots. He was barefoot, and there were red and black curlicues, like wandering vines, tattooed across his feet.
“Go on,” Balint said, and Andras realized he’d fallen silent right when he got to the part about Lady Damanja’s soldiers killing his dog.
The stranger noticed his stare and held Andras’s gaze with a cool, lizard-like expression until he looked away and fumbled back into his story, including where Zoltan had come through with his riders, on their way to attack Narina, Kozmer, and Gyorgy and steal the weapons.
I know who you are, Andras thought.
The man was a firewalker. From the Blade Temple of the Elegant Sword. Similar to the bladedancers and the warbrands, the firewalkers lived in their temple school high in the mountains, where the ice and snow of the dragon demigods battled with the demons pouring out of the volcanoes.
“How certain are you that the dog warned them?” Balint asked when Andras reached that part.
“I’m not entirely sure,” he admitted. “But I think so. Yes, almost certainly, my lord.”
“All the same, could Zoltan have taken the weapons?” the crowlord continued, and Andras was about to respond that he had no idea, when he realized the question was directed to the firewalker.
“No,” the other man said. “Not if she got warning.”
“Zoltan had a lot of men.” Balint didn’t sound convinced. “And word has it he’s carrying a weapon of great power.”
“A battle-axe forged in the warbrand temple,” the other man said. “A superior weapon that would best anything the bladedancers have sold you. But it’s no match for the woman’s twinned blades. And Zoltan is no master of the sword temples, regardless of what weapon he carries.”
“You still mean to challenge her when she arrives?” Balint asked.
The firewalker’s lips thinned and his eyes narrowed. “Yes.”
“But if she’s such a warrior, if she can defeat Zoltan and two hundred riders. . .”
“Narina received warning from the dog before the attack. She’d have felt the auras shaking when the men arrived. She will have none of those warnings when I welcome her to Riverrun.”
The firewalker reached over his shoulder and touched the pommel of his sword. A chill ran down Andras’s spine.
Once again, his betters were speaking in front of him as if he weren’t there, sharing the sort of detail that they’d have never spread in front of captains or lieutenants or wealthy merchants. Balint, at least, should know better. He’d trained Andras in the art of spying, after all, and knew it wasn’t just a simple ratter standing in front of him, but a man who could carefully observe and report.
A man who could give warnings when warnings were urgently needed. Such as to Narina and her companions. A man such as Andras could do such a thing.
No, you’re wrong. Your master doesn’t dismiss you for a reason. He speaks so openly because he knows you are loyal, that you owe him everything. Even your own life, if he asks it.
This stranger, this firewalker, was planning to ambush Narina and her companions. Someone could warn her, let her know that her life was in danger. Someone really should.
Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be Andras.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
“Don’t get too attached to that mutt,” Narina told Gyorgy. “With any luck he’ll be off our hands as soon as we reach Riverrun.”
Gyorgy was walking ahead of Narina and the cart, scratching Skinny Lad’s ears. The dog panted happily at the contact, and when Gyorgy stopped a moment later, he turned his head up and leaned against the boy’s leg insistently. They’d bathed the scroungy-looking beast twice along the way, picked out burrs, and trimmed his nails. Fed him plenty too—the beast had an endless appetite.
Yet there was no changing his inherent nature. He loved jumping in the mud, and it was hard to keep him from bounding after a rabbit or squirrel, and returning with a jaunty step, blood on his muzzle. He whined when they passed rat holes in the side of rice paddy berms, but there were no terriers around to dig up something for him to chase, so rabbits and squirrels it was.
Narina kept pace with Brutus, who trudged along peacefully for once, with only the occasional grunt to remind them that he was not pleased with this endless trek, pulling the cursed cart. Kozmer had cleared a space in the cart and was lying down. Not asleep though; Narina could sense his mind working.
She’d been turning over his words about the sword saint. It seemed mythical, the sort of thing mentioned in meditations and lessons that had no practical ramifications. Semi-legends from generations past, when the battles of fire demons and demigod dragons turned the mountains into a wasteland of ice and fire. When the lowland plains had no lords, when bandits, assassins, and brigands ruled the land, and every man and woman slept with a sword beneath their pillow.
She fell back by the cart. “Kozmer?”
“Hmm?” He sounded groggy.
“I know you’re not asleep in there. I can feel your sowen. It’s a bundle of auras, all vibrating. You’re meditating on something or other.”
“Maybe I’m meditating in my sleep.”
“You’ve been coy for three days now. I want some answers.”
“And you think I’ve got them?”
“You know more than I do, and that’s a start.”
Kozmer sat up and took in their surroundings, blinking even though the light was dim. They were passing through a forested stretch, along a road through the hill country. The occasional ruin of a house or barn appeared gloomily among the trees, speaking to a different past. Brigands infested the hill country these days, and lone travelers were scarce as a result. Narina had led them up here, deciding that fighting a few lawless sorts would be better than involving herself further in the crowlord wars. So far, however, they’d been left alone. All the better.
“Right now I’m wondering about this battle-axe we’re carrying,” Kozmer said. “How did Zoltan get his hands on such a weapon?”
“I presume the warbrands sold it to him, like we’re selling weapons to Balint. That’s their right.” She shrugged. “Better a battle-axe than one of their falchions.”
“This axe is a superior weapon, all the same. Hundreds of hours of work, imbued with lethal auras. Zoltan came very near to landing a serious blow when you were fighting him.”
“He wasn’t going to kill me. Not with that weapon, nor with anything else ever constructed.”
“No, but imagine such a weapon in the hands of a sohn. How would you have fared? For that matter, how can you be sure that its intent wasn’t to kill sohns? That it wasn’t placed into Zoltan’s hands in the hopes that it would separate your head from your shoulders?”
“So you’re proclaiming a war between the temples, based on a single well-made battle-axe?” Narina asked.
Kozmer took his staff and worked his way down from the back of the rolling cart. He came up alongside Narina, slowly gaining on her as she continued. Up front, Gyorgy tossed a stick to the dog, who bounded ahead with his long, skinny spine bending and unspringing like a bow as he raced to fetch it.
“How old are you?” the sohn elder asked.
“You know the answer to that. Twenty-seven.”
“Ever had a partner, thought about getting married?”
She gave him a sideways look. “You know I haven’t. It’s not the time for that.”
“When is the time?”
“I was waiting to be a master sohn—you know how distractions would have affected my mastery. Anyway, I hadn’t given it much thought. Mostly it’s the fraters who get married and keep families, not the sohns.”
“But some of us do. Your father, for one.”
“But you never thought to get married.”
“Actually, I did, Narina. Did more than think about it, in fact. I had a wife and a daughter. They were from the outside, so I maintained them in Hooffent. They could have lived up near the grazing pastures, which is closer, but the babe was an infant, and winter was coming on.”
“Weather is harsh up there,” Narina said with a nod. “It’s no place for a child.”
She waited for him to continue. Something about his tone, and the way he mentioned an infant—but no childhood—warned of a bad ending to his story.
“I had a dream one night. I was standing at the edge of a frozen lake high in the mountains. A cold wind was blowing, but it didn’t bother me. The ice cracked across the lake, and a demigod burst through the surface, roaring and shaking water from its wings. The water formed crystals as it froze and fell to earth.
“Each feather of the dragon looked like a long, slender diamond gleaming in the winter light. When the dragon opened its mouth, its teeth looked like icicles. It flew toward the plains, and when I looked into the sky, I saw the volcanoes on the edge of the range erupting fire.”
Narina was alert now. Dreams of dragons and demigods were not to be taken lightly. Her father had told her once of a dream of demons that had led him on an eleven-month quest through the mountains and across the Narrow Sea to the land of the wizard monks.
“I shared the dream with your great aunt—on your mother’s side. Your Aunt Martuska was a master sohn, and we’d studied together as youths. We were friends of a sort. . .and rivals. I thought she’d laugh at the dream, or give it a joking interpretation that made me sound a fool. Instead, Martuska fell silent. Her face turned gray.” Kozmer waved his staff at Gyorgy, who’d caught something of what the old man was saying and had let his pace falter to come near and eavesdrop. “Keep playing with that scroungy beast. Maybe if you wear him out, he’ll stop trying to run off with my walking staff.”
“I’ve been throwing this stick for an hour. He never wears out.”
“Let Gyorgy listen,” Narina said. “Wherever you’re going with this, I have a feeling it’s going to affect us all.”
“Aye, that it will.” Kozmer nodded. “All right, then. Let the boy listen.”
“Go on,” she urged.
“Martuska had had her own dream. In it, she was swimming in a lake of molten rock, deep in the caldera of a volcano. The fire didn’t burn her. Demons swam from the depths, cackling and screaming. The creatures followed a river of lava out of the volcano, and Martuska saw them swimming toward the highest peaks of the mountain range. A vast storm was brewing over the snow-covered heights.”
This sounded a lot like her father’s dream. What had he told her? That he’d crossed the Narrow Sea to visit the wizard monks. He’d departed intending. . .something. Her father had been vague on that part, only saying that when he returned, his energy had been spent, and he’d returned to the temple and abandoned his quest.
Kozmer continued. “A few days after my dream, a frater reported a firewalker sohn passing below the temple on the post road. The firewalker descended into the plains and was soon fighting alongside a certain crowlord. I spoke to Martuska, and we both came to the same conclusion—something must be done.”
“I see. So that’s when you left the temple. Both of you, right?”
“What choice did we have?” Kozmer asked. “We had been called. One of us—maybe both—would die in the end.”
Gyorgy had been listening to this with a puzzled expression, and now it seemed he could no longer hold his tongue. “I don’t understand. Were the sword temples fighting? Was there a war between the demons and the demigods?”
“There’s always a war,” Narina explained. “But both sides are constrained. Mostly. The demons stay within their flame and molten rock. The demigods chill the earth and sky from their icy lakes. Ice and fire—they keep the world in balance.”
“Like the crowlords,” Kozmer said. “When one rises, the others pull him down again.”
“The temples are in balance, too,” she told her pupil, who still looked confused. “Until the time comes when either the demons break from their fire, or the demigods awaken, or both. Then there is a great conflict, chaos across the land.”
Kozmer twisted his hands around his staff. “The auras shift. That changes the sowen. Makes us more powerful. Perhaps. Or simply more chaotic. I’m not sure how it happens, or why, but we become like crowlords.”
“Meaning we fight for dominance,” Narina said. “Until there is one remaining.”
Gyorgy’s eyes widened. “Oh, the sword saint.”
“Yes,” Kozmer said. “The one who has killed his rivals and taken all their power for himself.” He cast a glance at Narina. “Or herself, as the case may be.”
“But that must have been decades ago,” Narina protested. “Nothing happened.”
“Something most definitely happened, my friend. First, Martuska headed west on the post road, according to her dream. I traveled east, following the flight of the dragon demigod in my dream. When I came into the plains, there was a war. I chose a crowlord and stood by his side, opposite my rival from the firewalkers. Others came, too. Several sohns died over the next year. There was an attack on the warbrand temple. Crowlords laid waste to each other’s lands—many of the ruined castles we’ve passed date from that time.”
Kozmer lifted up his shirt and showed an old scar that cut from his naval, up his belly, and to the base of his ribs. The scar had a rope-like appearance, improperly healed, which was rare to see on the body of a sohn, who could heal themselves. What’s more, the scar was darker than the surrounding skin, almost black.
“A firewalker?” Narina asked.
“Their blades cut deep. They leave a trail of fire. I was never the same fighter after.”
“And the other man? Your enemy, I mean?”
“Woman. She died by my hand.” There was no satisfaction in his tone. “And all for nothing. The wars ended soon after. All sides exhausted. There was no last standing crowlord, no sword saint. Instead, we all limped home, and there was peace, after a fashion.”
Why hadn’t she heard of this before? She didn’t know what surprised her more, that she’d never heard of these half-century-old wars, or that the three temples had made such a terrible mistake as to think that a sword saint would rise in the land, and let it drive them into open conflict.
“What caused it?” she asked. “Were they false dreams, nothing more?”
“They were real enough. Many of us had them and heard the call. There were other signs, too. Once, a dragon flew above the mountains and ice and hail fell from a clear sky. Fire demons reached the sea on a river of lava. Everything seemed about to fall apart. But then. . .? I don’t know. The dragons and demons went back to sleep. The compulsion that had drawn me died, and I only wanted to go home and never speak of it again.”
His face darkened, and his tone turned black. “When I returned from the war after three years of fighting, I passed through one devastated land after another. I never thought I would be personally affected—our own temple was nearly unscathed in the fighting. Then I heard that Martuska had fallen in battle against a warbrand. When I reached Hooffent, the village had burned. Not by fire demons, but at the hand of an army. The few survivors were shattered, unreliable witnesses.”
Kozmer swallowed hard, and his aged face took on a withered, corpse-like appearance that only passed when he gave a violent shake of the head. “I looked for my wife and daughter, but they were gone. I never knew if they’d died in the fire, if they’d been murdered and thrown into the river, if they’d been carried off and worked to death. Whether they’d died easily or suffered to the end.”
Narina put a hand on his shoulder. The bones were sharp against her hand. “I’m so sorry.” She waited a long moment to see if he would say anything else before she prodded. “And you think it’s different this time, that it’s real?”
“I don’t know if it’s different or not. This may simply be another period of pointless convulsion. Let’s hope so. What comes after may be even more terrible. But it doesn’t matter. If the temple sohns feel the compulsion, and if bloodlust takes the crowlords, one after another, there’s no avoiding it.”
Narina continued walking in silence. She hadn’t felt any compulsion. Nor had there been dreams. If Kozmer had shared this story a few weeks ago—or even if her father had, for that matter—she’d have dismissed it.
Yet something had pushed them into action. Even now, her sister would be crossing through the mountains, perhaps retracing the steps of their great aunt Martuska half a century ago. And of her father, who’d traveled to the land of the wizard monks, perhaps seeking a solution to the madness.
Maybe other sohns had felt the call, even if Narina hadn’t. What would happen if Katalinka and Abelard reached the other temples and found enemies ready to cut them down?
For that matter, what if there were already a rival here on the plains? Miklos had a sword from their temple—some sort of lesser falchion—and Zoltan himself had carried one of their battle-axes. Someone had given these two men the weapons. Did that mean a warbrand had been actively arming Zoltan and his champions? Maybe that was why her father had agreed to deliver such a bounty to Balint Stronghand, Zoltan’s rival. As a counterweight to the treachery of others.
Thinking of her father brought a final, more chilling piece of evidence to mind. One sohn was dead already, wasn’t he? Joskasef, master of the bladedancers, speared to death in a treacherous attack. Zoltan had done it.
But now Zoltan is dead, by your own hand. There won’t be any more trouble from that quarter.
In any case, she was now the master sohn of the Divine School of the Twinned Blades. And while she wasn’t yet convinced that a great war had begun, there was something to Kozmer’s story, that much was clear. It fell on her to lead the temple in whatever struggle was to come.
#
Narina expected to lead them across the Vestanovul River before encountering Lord Balint, but the northern crowlord’s army was on the southern banks when they approached, invading Zoltan’s land in great numbers. The small company was still several miles from the river when a pair of outriders found them. The riders shouted a challenge, then seemed to recognize who they were dealing with. They jerked back on the reins, turned abruptly, and galloped away at top speed.
“I bet they recognized Brutus,” Gyorgy said. “Can’t be many goats his size in the lowlands.”
“Most likely, there’s exactly one, and he’s it,” Narina said.
“It won’t be long now,” Kozmer said, his voice flat. “Are you still planning to hand over the weapons and run back to the mountains?”
Narina had given the matter a good deal of thought in the hour since they’d last spoken. “We’ll speak to Balint first. And there’s the matter of finding Andras and returning his dog. Maybe the crowlord can help us find him. But I have second thoughts about surrendering the weapons themselves.”
Kozmer raised one of his bushy eyebrows. “How do you mean?”
“Zoltan is dead—isn’t that why Balint Stronghand needed them in the first place? There’s no longer a need. Say we tell Stronghand we’re returning his coin, but keeping what we’ve made.”
Even Gyorgy looked skeptical at this, and Kozmer let out a long sigh. “Don’t you think it’s a little late for that?” the elder asked.
“Maybe so, but there’s no way to be sure without talking to him. At the least, I want to know his intentions.”
“With our weapons? To kill his enemies and seize their lands, I would imagine,” Kozmer said. “What else does a crowlord want?”
Five minutes after the initial encounter, a larger band of riders came down the road. There were at least twenty in all, armed with swords and spears, but cautious in their approach. Their leader, a thin man with sharp eyes, pulled ahead of the others as they came to a halt.
“Masters of the bladedancer temple,” he said in a strong voice, “I’ve been sent to escort you safely to Lord Balint Stronghand. Will you come gently and with peaceful intentions?”
Narina met the man’s gaze without glancing at her two companions. She gave a short nod. “Lead the way, Captain, and we will follow.”
-end-
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