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Chapter One
Early spring, four months before the slaying of Bronwyn of Arvada on the king’s highway.
The paladins were two miles east of the village of Gronhelm when Sir Wolfram spotted the dead animal in the road. Or rather, his horse did. Wolfram was riding next to his sister at the head of the company, and had been squinting at the sky so intently that it was a surprise when his mare pulled up, shaking her head and balking.
The villagers had warned of griffin riders in the hill country, and so the paladins had kept their focus on the sky, eyes drawn to every crow, hawk, and eagle. They had nervously cleared their throats and eyed each other whenever the wind shifted and the slate-colored clouds began to drift lower. Perfect cover for griffins.
“Well,” Bronwyn said as she and Wolfram eyed the dead animal. “That isn’t a good sign.”
There was so much blood and carnage that it took a moment to identify the carcass as belonging to a horse, and not a cow, goat, or sheep. Its throat was torn open, and its innards lay in a sloppy mess outside its belly. Blood had drained out and collected at the bottom of cart ruts, where it had yet to congeal, and there were few flies. No crows or other scavengers, either. The kill was fresh.
 A saddle lay to one side, the leather bloody and shredded, and Wolfram eyed the scrub country surrounding the road. No sign of the unhorsed rider. A glance overhead. No circling griffins, either, thankfully.
Bronwyn motioned for the others to hold position behind her. “Crossbows,” she told them. “If it’s a lone beast, you fire your bolts and drive it off. If it has a rider, let him see your arms, but do not fire at him or his mount.”
“And if we’re attacked anyway?” Wolfram asked. “Do we fight to kill or to drive them off?”
“These griffin riders are brave enough, but they’re not suicidal. A lone rider won’t attack a company of twenty armed paladins.”
“It’s not the lone griffin that worries me,” he told her. “The Gronhelmers said the griffins have been attacking eight or ten at a time—slaughtering entire flocks of sheep.”
“We’re not sheep, Brother.”
“They’ve killed people, too.”
“Herders and farmers, the lot of them. Anyway, they might be exaggerating.”
The road was already rising toward the mountain passes, and Wolfram looked east, to the snow-covered peaks of the Dragon’s Spine. Three years had passed since the first griffins were spotted flying over the hill country of Eastern Eriscoba, and now the mountains were infested with them.
Whatever had driven them from their homelands had also brought wolves—starving packs from the northern mountains—followed by giants and other strange beasts. And it wasn’t only the icy wastes of the north that were in upheaval. Packs of gray marauders came pillaging and killing, and only Captain Bronwyn and her paladins were capable of resisting them; anywhere the paladins were not, the marauders slaughtered at will. More terrifying still, a dragon of the vast southern deserts, as big as a house and huffing smoke, had flown the length and breadth of Eriscoba. Thank the Brothers it had vanished again over the mountains.
Meanwhile, the griffin riders, while not exactly numerous, had settled into aeries all throughout the central portion of the massive mountain range that divided the Free Kingdoms of the west from the decadent city states of the eastern plains known as the khalifates. While they’d strangled travel through the high passes, they didn’t usually descend this low, and the paladins hadn’t made open war with them as they had against the marauder bands.
“And the villagers might not be exaggerating,” Wolfram said. “What if we have to face an entire flock of the beasts?”
“If it’s a flock, we make them pay dearly. We’ll wipe them out to the last beast, the last rider. That is our way. Am I right, Sir Wolfram?”
Her voice was firm, and she was no longer speaking to him as a brother, but as one of her paladins, and he responded in kind.
“Yes, Captain.”
When Wolfram was a child, his sister had given him affectionate nicknames: Wolf Cub, when he was a scrappy boy, the youngest of six; later, Wolfie. The name carried affection, but also dismissed him as a child, someone coddled by his parents and his hard-fighting older siblings.
“Someday, you will be a wolf,” Bronwyn used to say when she was a knight in training and he would carry her breastplate and shield, “but for now you are only my little cub.”
That had changed when he’d joined the paladins, and changed again when his older brother, Randall, fell to a gray marauder wielding the red sword. Bronwyn was captain now, the red sword hers and hers alone, and he’d become Sir Wolfram. But he wondered if she still saw him as her little cub.
Now he felt a twinge of his old pride and love as she turned about in the saddle and waved the others forward with a gloved hand. She sat strong and confident in the saddle, her face severe and yet beautiful at the same time. There was a painting of Mother in the great hall of the keep that looked like that. Their mother, a warrior queen of the small kingdom of Arvada, rising in the saddle, a sword in hand.
They were brave and proud, the barons and baronesses of Arvada, and sometimes hard and unyielding. Too much duty, and not enough tenderness. His mother shared that trait, as did his father, his uncles and aunts, and his older brothers and, of course, his sister, Bronwyn.
On the surface, Wolfram was much the same as the rest. Strong and tall and a ferocious swordsman in combat, even at the young age of twenty-three. But sometimes, he wanted to be Wolfie again.
Bronwyn ordered him to remain by her side as the two led the company of paladins onward. Abandoned pastures lined the road, shaggy with knee-high grass and six-foot saplings that would soon turn the meadows into forest if the shepherds and their flocks didn’t return. A stream flowed by, but its millrace was empty, its windmill still and silent. A few minutes later, they passed a pair of crofter’s huts with collapsed sod roofs and a sad, abandoned air.
A bony dog exploded onto the road, barking furiously, and Wolfram flinched at the unexpected racket. A woman’s furtive voice hissed at it from a copse of trees growing atop an old burial mound, and the dog went slinking back to its hiding place with its tail tucked between its legs.
“Should I dismount and collar the owner of that dog?” Wolfram asked.
“To what purpose?” Bronwyn asked. 
“To question her about what happened here.”
“Seems obvious enough.”
It wasn’t though, when the possibilities might include everything from griffin riders to gray marauders. Maybe nothing more than bandits, taking advantage of the collapse of law and order.
“There are more than twenty of us,” Bronwyn added. “I have Soultrup”—she dropped a hand to touch the hilt of the massive two-handed sword strapped to her saddlebags—“and the rest of you are a match for whatever enemies face us on the mountain passes.”
Suddenly, a frown crossed her face and she gripped the sword hilt more tightly. She studied the surrounding terrain with narrowed eyes. Her lips pulled into a tight line.
Her reaction alarmed him. “Sky or ground?” he asked.
“Ground. Prepare arms, Sir Wolfram.”
Wolfram lifted a hand and gave a sharp chopping motion. Paladins drew their swords and unstrapped helms and gauntlets from their saddlebags. Shields came up next, with their gleaming array of painted fists, crossed swords, sunbursts, and other symbols of the baronies, earldoms, and free kingdoms from which they hailed.
Bronwyn glanced over her shoulder, gave an approving nod to see the fourteen men and six women of her company armed and ready for combat, and pulled her horse into the lead. She loosened her sword in its sheath, but did not yet draw it. She raised her shield, which had the same silver moon painted on its gray surface as Wolfram’s, and placed her helm on her lap to get it in position to put it on in a hurry.
The company traveled for the next few minutes without speaking, although the jostling, tromping horses made enough noise that there would be no sneaking up on whomever their captain had sensed.
The road ahead passed through a narrow defile tucked between two hillocks, which seemed a perfect place for ambush, and Bronwyn gestured for Wolfram to leave the road and circle up to the right while another young paladin by the name of Sir Marissa made her way around the obstacle from the left.
Wolfram didn’t question the order. Bronwyn had an uncanny ability to sense danger from afar, an ability granted her by the sword she’d used to kill the marauder, Wolfram knew. Sometimes, Bronwyn had confessed one night over ale in a Vilsylvan tavern, it lied. Other times, it gave her bits and pieces of information without putting them together in a reliable way. Knowing this, and remembering the warning of the Gronhelmers earlier in the day, he kept glancing at the leaden sky even as his horse crested the hillock with the road below him on the left.
The road dipped briefly toward a river channel flowing down from the mountains. A wooden bridge wide enough for a single cart crossed the river, but the center span had collapsed, or, more likely, had been torn down by marauders to keep people from crossing. A squat stone keep sat on the near side, where it had long collected bridge tolls, but it had been sacked. Its oak door hung from a single bent hinge—the other hinge torn out of the stone—and the thatch roof had burned off. The whole thing—bridge, ruined keep, and weed-infested road—had a sad, forlorn air.
Ironically, the river was so low at the moment that neither keep nor bridge were necessary to accomplish a crossing. The bridge was probably sixty feet wide from bank to bank, but two thirds of its posts jutted from muddy ground, with only the middle, deepest third of the channel carrying water. It was said that drought had ravaged the eastern plains, and while Eriscoba remained green and lush, the river levels were all low as they flowed west from the mountains to join the Thorft running through the heart of Eriscoba.
But it wasn’t the destruction of the keep and bridge, or even the low level of the water that drew his eye, but rather a huge figure sitting on its haunches in the middle of the river with its back to them. A blasted giant.
The creature had shaggy red hair, not only on its head and beard, but curly and almost pelt-like on its massive forearms. It wore a vest made of deer hides and a necklace of skulls and other bones that clanked as it moved, and it had jammed the end of a crudely carved club into the riverbed, with the top half emerging from the surface of the water like a totem. The giant was eating something, tearing off chunks of meat with its teeth and grunting like a huge boar as it chomped and smacked its lips.
But why eat in the water? Seemed a strange place for a meal. Maybe the brute had clubbed its prey as it tried to cross and been too lazy or hungry to dress it and cook it properly, instead sitting down to eat it raw, even if that was right in the middle of the river.
The giant tossed aside part of its meal, which splashed, bobbed up, and floated downstream, trailing bits of torn, bloody clothing. Wolfram’s stomach clenched as he realized it was part of a human. Most likely, the rider from the dead horse. A traveler, unwisely wandering alone in the lawless territory east of Gronhelm, had come under attack from a hungry griffin, who’d killed his horse.
The traveler had escaped that attack only to be spotted by a giant, who had chased the tired, desperate man into the river and caught him where the water was deepest. A knock over the head, and the giant had his meal, which it was now enjoying.
An hour earlier on the road and we’d have saved the poor fellow.
Or been killed themselves. A giant of that size could tear a man’s limbs from his body as if they were the legs of a grasshopper.
Wolfram slipped his left hand inside his tunic and touched the silver crescent moon on its chain, given to him by his father when he’d joined the paladins. It had two small bits of magic. One was to let the former holder of it—in this case, his father—know that its new owner was still alive. The second bit of magic whispered courage to its bearer. Wolfram heard that whisper now, and a small surge of confidence tightened his muscles and made his fingers twitch to grab for his sword.
He glanced across the road to where Marissa was watching the giant silently from the opposite hillock. He waved a hand to get her attention and gestured back toward the company of knights. They turned around while the giant carried on with its meal, back turned, unaware that it had been spotted.
A few minutes later, they were reporting to their captain. Bronwyn’s face hardened as she took it in.
“This lawless hill country is in need of a purifying crusade. We could gather the other companies and sweep the area in force. Clear out these beasts and giants, all the way to the griffin redoubts in the mountains.”
“What about the sorcerer?” Wolfram asked.
Bronwyn strapped on her helm. “I haven’t forgotten him—stopping him is the only thing that matters in the end. Until he’s gone, the attacks and raids and lawlessness will only spread.
“But I never thought we’d lose the road through the mountains—if a giant can sit in the middle of the river picking over some poor fool’s bones with impunity, the road is as good as closed to anyone but a company of knights or a small army.”
“There are other ways through the Spine,” another paladin offered.
Bronwyn glared at the man. “The sorcerer will never subdue this land. Eastern devils, all of them. Meanwhile, the old road must be reopened.” She drew her sword. “Let’s send this giant’s soul to the Harvester. It will be a good start.”
They unloaded saddlebags and other spare gear—anything that would weigh them down in battle—and began their move, with Bronwyn up front, and Wolfram joining her at the head of the paladins. There was no leading from behind in Bronwyn’s company of holy warriors. She was the fiercest of all of them, the first into battle, and the last to withdraw, and she expected the same of her brother.
The only thing that seemed to give Bronwyn pause was the red sword itself. Soultrup had the power to bind a man’s soul, and killing enemies strengthened the evil forces inside. Someday, she claimed, she would take one evil soul too many, and the sword would fling itself from her grasp and into the hand of an enemy.
But Soultrup didn’t trap the souls of beasts, so she could kill this giant with impunity. And no doubt would, brutally and without mercy, if she could get her blade through the creature’s thick hide.
Sir Andar joined them at the front of the company. He was a thickset man, about forty, with a heavy jaw and a scar that bent from his forehead to his cheek like the curve of a Marrabatti scimitar. He had a thick mustache, turning gray, that completely covered his mouth when he frowned. One of the first to join the unnamed order of paladins formed by Wolfram’s brother, Randall, he had ranged up and down western slopes of the Spine for years, fighting, killing, and nearly dying on several occasions.
His helm was old and battered, his bent, oft-broken nose matching it in appearance, but Andar’s shield had been freshly painted, sky blue with a trio of gold stars in the center. The stars represented the three fortifications at the perimeter of his fiefdom of Greymarch, on the north bank of the Thorft across from Arvada.
“I’ve never killed a giant before,” Andar told Wolfram as the company set in motion. He stated it casually, though the same nervous tension had to be coursing through his veins.
“Since the giant is unlikely to have killed a paladin, either,” Wolfram said, “one of you will soon enjoy a new experience. I wonder if it’s still hungry.”
Andar chuckled. “It’s fresh meat it wants, not a tough old warrior like myself. One glance at that smooth boyish face of yours, and the brute will feel its stomach rumble. Juicy and tender.”
“Quiet, the both of you,” Bronwyn said. “This is no time for banter.”
That not only silenced Wolfram and Andar, but the rest of the company, which was now squeezing between the hillocks that had made the captain fear ambush. When they emerged onto the open slope leading down to the riverbank, the giant was still squatting in the middle of the river with its back turned, sucking on something and picking at it with a long dirty fingernail. It grunted as it ate, and muttered to itself in a deep rumble. It lifted whatever it was gnawing at, and Wolfram saw with disgust that it was the skull of its victim, mostly picked clean, but with strands of skin and hair still clinging to the scalp. An object for its necklace of bones, apparently.
Sir Andar’s horse balked suddenly and let out a frightened whinny. Other horses followed its lead, until eight or ten were stomping and pulling at their reins. Trained warhorses, all, experienced in battle, but the massive smelly thing ahead of them had them terrified.
The giant cocked its head slowly and stupidly, and only gradually turned its head to look for the sound. Its eyes widened slowly, almost comically, as it took in the company of armored knights already gathering into ranks for a charge. It rose to its feet, and water streamed from its body, its dangling beard, and its pelt of animal skins. Thirteen, fourteen feet tall, from the looks of it. A massive, meaty fist grabbed for its club and wrenched it from the river bottom. Mud dripped from the end.
By the Brothers, what an ugly beast. And huge, too, more than twice the size of Sir Gregory, the tallest man in the company, and several times as massive. Must weigh two thousand pounds, and it was said there were giants eighteen, twenty feet tall in the northern wastes; they would dwarf this one.
Wolfram had his sword in his right hand and his shield in his left, or he would have touched the crescent moon pendant for courage. It rested against his chest, a comforting weight, and he felt its whisper.
Bronwyn’s eyes seemed to glow with righteous anger. She pointed Soultrup at the giant. “Charge!”
The paladins had faced down marauders, had battled griffin riders swooping in on the backs of their horse-size mounts while swinging their slender blades with deadly skill. Last fall, forty of Bronwyn’s warriors faced off against the barony of Estmor, held a bridge for four hours against repeated mounted charges, and decisively beat an army of eight hundred men, forcing the king of Estmor to allow the paladins to pass unimpeded through his lands.
But a giant . . . this was a new experience for all of them. A thrill of fear raced through Wolfram’s body as he joined the charge and saw the creature’s features harden into rage as it drew back its club for a mighty swing. Club? More like a tree trunk. One blow could kill a horse and rider alike. Bronwyn, Andar, and Wolfram entered the shallow waters, with their companions pouring in after them.
Crossbow bolts flew through the air from behind. Some sailed wide or high, while others pinpricked the giant’s flesh, barely penetrating its tough skin. But the shots were enough to distract the creature, and it made a wild swing at the riders while trying to duck the bolts. Wolfram flattened himself against his horse, nearly dropping his sword as the club whistled above his head.
Andar came in from the other side and took a big, hacking swing at the giant’s wrist. The blow would have severed a man’s arm, but barely drew blood against the giant, who turned with unexpected swiftness and punched at the paladin’s horse as he went past. The horse went down and threw Andar into the river, where the giant tried to stomp him to death.
Before it could find the downed, flailing paladin, Bronwyn launched herself from the saddle. She slammed into its chest with such force that her shield drove under its chin, and Soultrup—a two-handed blade that she wielded lightly and expertly with one hand—thrust into its chest. The giant fell back with a roar of pain.
Bronwyn fell into the river with a splash, but quickly regained her feet in the knee-high water, and she took another swing even as Wolfram and a growing collection of paladins surrounded the giant and attacked from all sides. One man hurled himself from the back of his horse in an attempt to do from the rear what his captain had done from the front, but the giant slapped him away.
Blood streamed from the giant’s chest where Soultrup had penetrated its cloak of skins, and its rage turned to fear. It forced its way through the attackers in an attempt to reach the deeper water beneath the bridge. Bronwyn scrambled onto her horse and shouted for the paladins to follow her. They plunged after the giant, and the swirling waters rose almost to the horses’ chests as they approached the bridge, already too deep for some of the smaller mounts to fight through.
Bronwyn and Wolfram caught the giant first, followed by Marissa and a man by the name of Lucas, who wore a patch over an eye taken by a marauder’s dagger. The four of them hacked and chopped. Lucas landed a blow on the giant’s hand, and it dropped its cudgel, which floated harmlessly downstream. Now weaponless and bleeding heavily, but not mortally, the giant grabbed for one of the large wooden pillars that held up the center of the bridge.
Wolfram’s mare was in up to her neck and struggling against the current. Bronwyn’s horse was stronger and taller, but the captain, too, had a hard time getting closer. Behind them were the rest of the paladins, horses churning, men and women trying to close with the enemy. The water was too deep and the current too swift; they couldn’t get at it.
“Pull out!” Bronwyn shouted. “We’ll attack it from upstream.”
Wolfram cast a final glance at the giant as he let his horse fall back. It clung to the post, wounded and bleeding heavily, trembling and seemingly terrified. If he hadn’t seen the creature sucking the flesh from a man’s skull, he’d have felt almost sorry for it.
No, he realized belatedly. Not terrified, and not clinging or trembling. It was wrenching. Pulling at the pillar and yanking it this way and that. Before he could shout a warning, the massive wooden column came loose from the riverbed. The heavy planks and posts of the partially collapsed bridge tumbled onto the giant’s head and splashed into the river. A wave of muddy water heaved up and threw Wolfram and his horse backward, followed by debris from the river. A chunk of it slammed into his shoulder, and he grabbed at the horse’s neck to keep from being thrown from the saddle. A plank struck a nearby paladin, and both horse and rider disappeared under the water.
“Brother!” a voice shouted. “Help me.”
Bronwyn was dismounted again, half wading and half swimming, but still fighting the giant, who’d been swept back with the debris. Blood streamed from its head where a falling beam had struck it, but it was still struggling. Wolfram pulled his horse toward his sister and the flailing creature. By some miracle, he still had his sword, and was able to position himself behind the giant as it fended off Bronwyn’s blows. He drew back his sword, waited for the right moment, and swung with all his might at the giant’s neck. It was like hitting a post, but the blade bit through its hide and drew blood. The giant roared, slipped in the water, and came up again with another roar. Grievously wounded now, struggles weakening, but not yet finished. The current had carried them back to the wider, shallower part where Wolfram had first spotted the giant picking over the bones of the murdered traveler. The paladins surrounded their enemy, and swung again and again while the giant lifted its arms in a weakening attempt to fend them off. It staggered, fell, struggled to get up, and fell again, even as the attacks continued. At last the giant lay facedown in the water, a small island in the middle of the stream, surrounded by beached logs and other debris from the bridge. They stabbed it repeatedly until they were sure.
Exhausted, shoulder aching from where he’d been struck by a piece of the collapsing bridge, Wolfram dismounted and waded toward the shore, leading his mare, her sides heaving. He and his companions struggled onto the bank, one after another, where they lay gasping or looked to injured companions.
A nearby paladin drew in her breath sharply. “By the Brothers, will you look at that.”
Wolfram followed her gaze to the far shore. Three riders on horseback stood on the riverbank, watching the aftermath of the battle. As word rippled through the paladins, the riders turned without a word and rode up the road that led deeper into the hills. But not before they’d given the paladins an eyeful. The three men had dead eyes and faces the color of ash.
Gray marauders.
 
 



Chapter Two
Wolfram stirred the campfire with a stick and rested a hand on his belly. Not full—one was never full on the road—but the dull ache of hunger had retreated, and he was satisfied. Men and women coughed and turned in their sleep in the surrounding tents. He and Bronwyn sat in the open, huddled near the flickering warmth of the fire, one half of the first night watch. The other two paladins on watch were in the darkness somewhere to their left, about a hundred feet out from the camp, where they could keep an eye on the road.
Six small warding stones had been placed at intervals around the camp to provide additional warning against a night invasion. Wolfram could sense the nearest one, about fifty yards to his right, pulsing with a subtle, comforting magic, like a rumble from the chest of a faithful watchdog.
“That was the last of the beef,” he said. “And there are no more villages to buy supplies between here and the high passes, so we’ll be eating lean through the mountains. Maybe longer if they won’t accept our coin on the other side.”
“We’re down five warriors,” Bronwyn said. “That will help the food situation some.”
“You sent the wounded back without provisions?”
“I assume the good people of Gronhelm will give them a hearty meal and a bit of flour for the road. It’s the least they could do—those paladins saved a good number of Gronhelmers today when we defeated the giant.”
“Gratitude will be hard to come by from that village,” Wolfram said. “Griffins have eaten their flocks, chased the villagers from the fields, and the children already looked pinched and hungry.”
“They have no choice. If the villages of the hill country won’t keep us fed, we’ll fall back, and they’ll be overrun. Then what? They’ll be dead or slaves or worse. And that will be a good lesson for the rest.”
“You are a hard woman, Sister.”
“Hard times call for hard people.” Bronwyn’s sword lay across her lap, and she touched the hilt. Her tone turned even darker. “As several of our paladins discovered this afternoon.”
Thankfully, only one had died in the battle, a woman from Alsance who’d only joined the paladins two months earlier. The other four had suffered broken bones or other wounds that would necessitate extended rest. Of these, the most grievous loss was Sir Andar, his sword arm broken, and his horse lamed, both of them struck by debris when the giant pulled down the bridge. He was going to return to his homeland of Greymarch to recover.
“How many marauders will we face?” Wolfram asked.
“I’d hoped to face none. Had hoped we’d slip through the mountains undetected. Once down in the plains, we’d be hard to catch. Turn the tables on the enemy as we surge and then feint, and all the while making our way toward the sorcerer.”
“Yes, well . . . we were detected. So how many do you figure?”
“Might be only those three—a scouting party, nothing more. But I wouldn’t count on it. Could be an entire company, their twenty against ours. Against our fifteen, since we’re down five.”
“Sixteen,” he corrected. “You’re not counting yourself.”
“I’m not counting myself for a reason.”
Wolfram frowned and studied Bronwyn, who looked down at her sword, her hand on the hilt as if she wanted to draw it from its battered leather sheath. The dying campfire shimmered and reflected off her face.
“Add a few more sticks to the fire, Sir Wolfram.”
“Bronwyn?”
“Please, I’m cold.”
He obeyed, and the sticks crackled and popped and flared into life as the fire caught hold. They gave off a cheery warmth, but it was small and temporary, and the chill would return soon enough. He didn’t stop studying his sister, and her troubled look lingered.
“Are you leaving us?” he asked.
“The road is as good as closed already. Gray marauders, giants, and griffins in the higher passes. Gronhelm should be evacuated. A dozen marauders could carry off the entire population in chains.”
“We’ll mount an expedition. Gather the other companies and apply maximum force. Sir Andar’s brother is the baron of Donevale, not three days’ march from here—he could lend us archers to drive off the griffins. We’ll clear the road. Rebuild the watchtowers, the bridges.”
“You do all of that, Sir Wolfram.”
“While you . . . what? Go it alone?”
“This won’t stop until the sorcerer is defeated.”
“Which is why we are sending a company of paladins through the mountains.”
“We fought a giant and lost five of our number. There are marauders on the road, and they know we’re coming.” Bronwyn kept staring into the fire. “A lone rider stands a better chance of getting through.”
“Maybe,” he said, dubious.
“And there is something else.”
She drew Soultrup slowly from its sheath. In contrast to the worn, battered leather sheath, the sword had a clean, beautiful line to it, with hilt and pommel of impeccable workmanship, yet not in a showy way. The edge of the blade glinted red, and whispers sounded in his head. Voices.
“Take it,” she said.
“What? Me? No, I don’t want the thing.”
“I mean hold it, that’s all.”
“Oh.”
“Did you think I was giving it to you?” A smile played at the corner of Bronwyn’s mouth. “No, but I want you to touch it so you’ll understand. Soultrup will talk to you.” She held it out. “If your muscles begin to move of their own volition, don’t fight for control, put it down at once. There’s a war inside, always a struggle for command.”
He put his hand tentatively on the hilt, and the whispers grew urgent. So many voices—dozens it seemed, or hundreds. Had this blade killed so many? He set it across his lap, and his sister took his free hand, spread his fingers, and placed it palm down on the flat of the blade.
“Good, now close your eyes and let your mind go blank,” she said. “When it’s clear, ask the sword to show you the sorcerer.”
“I’m not much for meditation, you know that.”
“No need to meditate. Just open your mind, and the sword will do the rest. Believe me, you’ll see things whether you want to or not.”
Wolfram did as she said, still skeptical he could calm the anxiety, the worry about the sword, and the memory of the battle, of dragging the dead paladin out of the river and turning her over to see where the beam from the falling bridge had caved in half her face. The thought of Sir Andar cursing his broken arm and complaining that they should have bypassed the giant—the stupid thing never would have known they were there—and continued up the road without fighting. All of these worries and more crowded his mind.
But almost instantly, a clear vision swept everything aside. The camp was gone, and it was daytime, not night. He stood in the middle of a forest, surrounded by the largest trees he’d ever seen, their trunks as wide as houses, rising like towers into the sky. One massive tree had fallen and battered a path of destruction through the forest where it had crashed to earth. Ferns and giant, finlike mushrooms grew along the side of the fallen tree, which also sprouted saplings, these alone the size of a maple or birch from the forests he knew. Somewhere nearby, a woodpecker was hammering away in its endless search for insects.
Wolfram opened his eyes in shock, and found himself once again in front of the little campfire. His eyes took a second to adjust to the change in light, as if he’d really moved from a forest in daylight to the foothills of the Dragon’s Spine at night. 
“You were in a forest, right?” Bronwyn asked.
“How did you know?”
 “I can feel it coming off you. And I’ve seen the place before. That wasn’t long enough. Close your eyes and try again.”
“But what is it? How did I . . .”
“It’s not real. It’s a vision sent by one of the more powerful souls trapped in the sword. Now close your eyes until you see the garden.”
Bronwyn’s tone was impatient, and he obeyed.
The forest reappeared, but only for an instant, and then he found himself walking a road as it bisected a stretch of fertile farmland. But not any road. This was made of finely cut and fitted stone, its surface even except for a slight rise in the middle so water could drain off the sides. He had never seen a road so precisely built, except perhaps over the stone bridge crossing the Thorft east of Arvada, and that was only thirty feet long and ten feet wide. This massive construction seemed to continue for miles.
“The work of the sorcerer,” a voice said.
It wasn’t his sister, but a man walking next to Wolfram in the vision. The man wore a robe with its hood drawn, and carried a walking stick of pale carved wood. A gnarled hand with bent knuckles emerged from the sleeve to grip the staff.
“This road will soon penetrate your own lands unless something is done to stop it,” the man said. “The sorcerer’s highway will cross all lands and kingdoms until his dark hand controls every land, every people.”
“But how?” Wolfram asked.
“Thousands upon thousands of slaves. And evil magic to bind their pain to the stones.”
“He must be stopped. Must be killed.”
The old man’s stick clicked on the paving stones. “It might not be possible.”
“We will do it. By the Brothers, we’ll cut him down. Where is he? How do we find him?”
He caught motion out of the corner of his eye, something shadowy slinking along behind his right shoulder. A chill raced down his spine as he turned, expecting to see an assassin coming up behind him with a dagger. But there was nobody there, only a breeze that gusted dust onto the road from the ditch on the edge of the farmland. When he turned back, his companion was gone.
Wolfram glanced behind him once more to be sure that whatever he’d spotted was gone, too, and then suddenly he was gone. Gone from the road, gone from the forest, gone from the campsite in the foothills of the Dragon’s Spine where he’d been talking to his sister.
Instead, he was in a small garden. Vines with flowers and ripe fruit snaked up the surrounding walls. Birds with crimson plumage and long iridescent tails chattered in the boughs of orange and lemon trees. Bees the size of his thumb hummed past his ear. The air smelled rich and alive and yet deadly; the threat of it surrounded him. Indeed, the entire place throbbed with sorcery.
The stones beneath his feet murmured angrily at his presence. A breeze ruffled the vines, and they seemed to bend toward him, the leaves curling and beckoning, and he knew that if he stepped closer the vines would strike like snakes and drag him in. If he took a single step, the ground would heave and throw him down, and the roots of the trees would break from the ground and pull him under.
A hand on his shoulder, a voice. His sister’s. And then he was blinking in the darkness again, sitting in the chill air of an early spring night in Eriscoba. Bronwyn removed his hands from the blade and returned her sword to its sheath.
“The garden wanted me dead,” he said. “Thank the Brothers it’s not real.”
“Oh, it is a real place, I’m convinced of it. That sorcery you felt would have killed you, too. Or tried to, at least.”
“Is that the seat of the sorcerer’s power?”
“I believe so, yes. The sword can be . . . tricky. The visions are real, but not always what they seem.” Bronwyn snapped a stick and fed the pieces into the fire. “I’m going to find this place.”
“How?”
“The sword will show me.”
“You said it was tricky.”
“I will be cautious.”
“You’re going alone?”
“Yes. And I doubt I will return.”
“Don’t talk like that. Why wouldn’t you?”
“The only thing that can kill him is Soultrup,” Bronwyn said. “And once I’ve bound his soul, the blade will turn against me. The sorcerer will inhabit the sword, and he will overwhelm the others living inside.”
“But it won’t matter if he’s in it or not. The sorcerer will be dead. You can rid yourself of the blasted thing and return in triumph.”
“You think the sorcerer is alone in this war? That he doesn’t have lieutenants whose hearts are every bit as dark as his own? One of them will pick up the sword, and it will obey him. And whoever that is will renew his master’s fight.”
“So you’ll kill the sorcerer, the sword will fall into the hands of an enemy, and you’ll be killed in turn?” Wolfram asked. “In that case, what will you have accomplished but your own death?”
She put a hand on his forearm. “No, Wolfie. You still don’t understand. I’m going to fall on the blade as soon as I’ve killed the monster. I will be inside, too, and I will resist.”
He lost his resolve when she spoke his childhood nickname, and found himself blinking back tears. Bronwyn was a hard woman, filled with resolve and purpose, but she hadn’t always been that way. She’d been his older sister, protective and sometimes even tender.
“You must be strong,” she said.
He cleared his throat. “Yes. I will be.”
“Because you are the captain of the paladins now.”
“No, I’m not that strong. Give it to Andar, to Marissa.”
“You are that strong, Sir Wolfram. You will be their captain, and you will continue our crusade against these invaders.”
“I’m too young—”
“Young, yes. But also the brother of Randall and Bronwyn, and they will respect you in turn as they respected us. Act the captain, and you will be the captain.”
He hesitated. “All right. But only until you return.”
Bronwyn took him by the shoulders. “Listen to me. I’m not going to return. I will do this or die trying.”
“You might,” he insisted. “The Brothers will guide your path, and the time may come when you find another solution.”
She released him, and a bitter looked crossed her face. “What other solution?”
“An ally, a hidden path that you haven’t yet discovered . . . something. Anything but allowing yourself to die.”
He slipped the pendant with the silver moon from around his neck and gave it to her. “Wear this.”
“When did you get this?”
“Father gave it to me before I joined the paladins. It has a small bit of magic in it. If you are still alive . . .”
“I know what it is, and what it does. Mother used to wear it, too, before she could no longer fight. But how did it come to you, little brother?” There was a smile in her voice as she said it. “Always the coddled one. Everyone’s little wolf cub. Here, take it back—you need courage more than I do.”
He refused to accept. “It’s become a crutch to lean on. Anyway, I’m a different man than I was three years ago.”
“You were a boy three years ago.”
“Exactly my point. I’m a man, not a boy, and I can stand on my own two feet. Besides, you’re forgetting its other purpose.”
“Ah, that. So you want to know the precise moment when I’m killed? That sounds like torment. Why do that to yourself?”
“Not at all. I want to confirm that you’re still alive so that I can come look for you when you need help.”
“You can’t come look for me, because I’m not coming back.”
“Like I said, anything can happen. Put the chain around your neck. Please.”
Bronwyn did so, but seemed grudging as she tucked it beneath her shirt. Then she rose to her feet holding the sheathed sword and glanced at the moon as if to gauge its position in the sky. When she spoke, her voice had hardened once more.
“Our watch is up, Sir Wolfram, and it’s time to wake our replacements and get some rest. We each have a long day ahead of us. You, leading the paladins as their captain. And I, riding through the mountain passes on my way to the khalifates on the other side. Alone.”
She made for her tent without another word. Wolfram tossed more sticks on the fire so it would still be burning when the next watch came, picked up his own sword, and started after her. Bronwyn. So bloody stubborn, and so dismissive. He was just little Wolfie, after all, her wolf cub who had once carried her shield and breastplate.
No, Sister, you are wrong. I am not a cub anymore, I am a wolf. And I am as tenacious and stubborn as you are.
 
 



Chapter Three
A road west of Aristonia, several weeks after the assault on the gardens of Memnet the Great.
It was a simple trap that lamed the horse. One moment it was walking at a good pace, an older mare leading a younger, less sure-footed one at dusk, while the two humans kept their attention on their surroundings, and the next it went down with the distinctive groan and rolled eyes common to injured horses.
The two travelers coaxed the animal onto its side, and it was there that Markal found a two-inch nail speared through to the soft part of her hoof. Nathaliey calmed the horse with gentle words and a whispered spell while Markal pulled out the long bloody piece of iron. He searched where the horse had gone down and found the trap a moment later.
“Someone dug this hole,” he said, “and lined the bottom with nails.”
Nathaliey muttered an oath. “Marauders?”
Almost two weeks had passed since they’d left Memnet’s gardens, long enough that the road seemed to have become their entire life. Every day the same exhausting slog, beginning with a bit of cheese and bread, followed by a long morning crossing open plains and abandoned farm roads through drought-blasted fields, with a bit of rest taken at nearly dry streambeds or wherever else they could get water and forage for the horses. More walking in the afternoon until finally exhaustion and nightfall brought them a few precious hours of rest. When the enemy was close, they hid during the day and traveled at night.
They’d paid for two nights’ rest in dusty farm villages along drying, nearly empty canals, and spent eleven nights sleeping under the star-choked skies. Markal had expected to reach the mountains by now, but the magical scent of hunting marauders had sent them on several detours, and the jagged peaks of the Dragon’s Spine remained nearly twenty miles to the west.
Memories of the chaotic weeks before their departure had taken on a hazy, dreamlike quality. First, Nathaliey riding into the gardens in anguish, carrying Memnet’s head after he’d been murdered by marauders in the desert north of Marrabat. Markal led the burial of the master’s head. Then, the arrival of Bronwyn of Arvada, followed by her brutal slaying of the elderly acolyte, followed in turn by Markal accompanying her to search for the sorcerer.
He’d witnessed the horror of the sorcerer burning the Sacred Forest and Bronwyn’s attack on King Toth in a battle that had killed the king’s pasha, Malik, before Bronwyn herself fell. Finally, Memnet’s awakening from his death—or near death, as it turned out—and the defense of the gardens against an army of marauders, wights, and Veyrian soldiers trying to destroy the order and recover Bronwyn’s sword.
Markal unstrapped Soultrup from the injured horse’s saddlebags. The sword was carefully wrapped in linen and bound with leather thongs so that nobody would accidentally touch either blade or hilt. He set it aside and worked to remove the saddle and bags while Nathaliey stroked the animal’s neck and encouraged her to stay down.
“I don’t think it’s marauders,” Markal said. “I haven’t felt them for the last two days, and they’d be more likely to ambush us from the road than try to lame our horses.”
“Except that we’ve slipped several ambushes already,” she said. “They might be wise to us by now, and set a conventional trap instead.”
“Fair point. You’d better send a seeker just in case.”
“Why don’t you let me see to the horse,” she said, “and you can send the seeker.”
“I suppose I could. Better you, though.”
“Why? Are you testing me? A wizard and his apprentice—there should always be a lesson somehow.”
“You’re not my apprentice, and I’m barely a wizard.” He shifted the horse to get the other side of the saddlebag out from where her body was pinning it down, then eyed Nathaliey, who studied him with a questioning frown. “You don’t really think I’ve been testing you, do you? I thought you were joking.”
“When is the last time you spoke an incantation?” she asked.
“I cast spells every day.”
“A real spell.”
Markal sighed and admitted the real reason he’d asked her. “I want you to send a seeker because yours are stronger than mine.”
“Is that all?” Her frown turned to a smile, and she shook her head. “And I don’t want to cast the spell because I can’t remember the words. I knew it this morning but . . . well, the blasted thing has slipped my mind again.”
Now it was Markal’s turn to smile. “In other words, your insecurities and mine are clashing. How about I help you with the words, young apprentice, and we both ignore the fact that the student is stronger than the master?”
It had been a source of low-level tension since leaving the garden, usually manifested through banter and gentle teasing, that Memnet the Great had officially named Markal a wizard after decades of study, while Nathaliey, much younger, but with greater power, remained an apprentice. If only she could hold the slippery incantations in her head, she would far outmatch his meager abilities, and they both knew it.
Markal fed her the words to the incantation, and magic flowed out of her, together with blood from her pores that ran down her forearms to her palms. The seeker materialized. It was a small invisible eye that floated above the ground in whichever direction she sent it. Nathaliey wiped her bloody hands on the towel at her belt, sat cross-legged in the middle of the dusty road, and closed her eyes as she guided it out. Markal let her work while he saw to the injured horse.
He cleaned the wound with water and vinegar—much to the horse’s distress—and applied a poultice of herbs and honey so that it wouldn’t get contaminated, but when he raised the animal to her feet, she stood awkwardly with her hoof raised. He brought her forward, but she refused to put weight on it.
“I’ve found them,” Nathaliey announced. “Four men coming this way from the east. And this isn’t the only trap they’ve set. In fact, it seems as though we’ve passed two or three traps already, and neither saw them nor tripped them. Good fortune, I suppose, but it was only a matter of time before it ran out on us.”
“What about the men?” he pressed. “Are they enemies?”
“Of course they’re enemies—they just lamed our horse. But not marauders, if that’s what you mean.”
Markal breathed a sigh of relief. King Toth’s gray-skinned champions had magic about them, mostly contained in their gray cloaks, which had been imbued with power. They were formidable foes. It had been a marauder who cut off the master’s head, and marauders who led wights into the garden. Markal had witnessed Bronwyn fighting a marauder, and she’d overcome him only with difficulty and some magical help.
“Look at this!” Nathaliey exclaimed. “They’re carrying something—they must be something more than mere bandits.”
Markal released the reins of the horse, closed his eyes, and followed the tendril of light from his companion until he found her seeker, west on the road where she’d pushed it. It was a full half mile from their current location, yet strong enough to show the four men in bright relief, with a gray spot on the road where they were bending to attend to one of their traps. Had it been Markal’s seeker, and not Nathaliey’s, it would have begun attenuating in strength at five hundred feet, and faded entirely a few thousand feet after that. Yet she held it in place effortlessly, and he knew she could send it for many miles more before she lost control.
The bandits had a donkey with them—no doubt stolen from some other traveler—laden with bundles and bags. Using Nathaliey’s seeker, he took a closer look and saw that the bundles hid clothing, a pair of brass candlesticks, and other objects whose forms could be seen, but not exactly sussed out. And there, within them, was something glowing cool white. An object of power.
“Stealing magic,” Markal said with an ironic cluck of the tongue. “You’ve been very bad, my friends.”
“What is it? It’s not one of our books or scrolls, is it?”
“Not a book, and not something of ours—the feel is all wrong. I think it’s a charm of some kind, most likely a vizier’s chain or a ring for a wealthy merchant who wants protection from bandits.”
“It can’t offer that much protection if these four got their hands on it,” she said.
“No, I suppose not. They’re coming this way—I was going to suggest hiding, but now I’m curious.”
“You’re always curious, Markal. Besides, isn’t a magical sword enough trouble without adding someone’s ring of non-protection?”
“It should be. But it’s not.”
#
Markal told Nathaliey to send the seeker farther down the road to make sure nobody else was lurking and using the four bandits as a shield to hide a more nefarious attack. But the road looked clear, and the surrounding brush held no additional secrets that either of them could see, and so they tied the horses to a drought-killed tree by the side of the road and settled down to wait.
One of the four men came strolling up the road with his donkey a few minutes later. It was laden with the goods that Nathaliey’s seeker had spied earlier, but Markal noted that the nature of the bundles had been carefully disguised with wool blankets tied down with twine.
The supposed traveler was an older man with a gray beard, idling along as if in no hurry, and even though drought had strangled the land west of Aristonia, there were still enough people holding on at scattered oases and watering holes that most travelers wouldn’t have thought much to see this solitary older man approaching, even after an obvious trap had lamed their horse. Probably, they would even ask his help. But Markal and Nathaliey were not most travelers.
The two companions were forty miles beyond the western edge of the Sacred Forest, and eight or ten miles south of King Toth’s new highway, where massive crews of slaves were building not only the road itself, but a series of watchtowers and heavier fortifications. Although this country was nominally outside of the borders of Aristonia, most of the people were of Aristonian stock, but a fair number were either darker skinned descendants of some ancient migration from the south or showed barbarian influence in their fair complexion, auburn hair, and light eyes.
This man was one of the latter. Both hair and beard were largely gray, but there were streaks of wheat color among the gray, and his eyes contained flecks of blue. The deep tan of his skin and a certain turn to his nose indicated eastern heritage as well.
The man pulled up short with his donkey to study the travelers and the horses. He looked over the saddlebags and Bronwyn’s weapon, well-bundled but obviously a sword from its shape and size, sitting on the ground where Markal had set them. The man looked suitably wary, as any innocent traveler would be coming across such a scene, but his eyes lingered too long on the sword.
“Funny place to make camp for the night,” the man said. The accent was more Aristonian than not. “No water and rough territory, especially after dark, which it will be shortly.”
“One of our horses is lame,” Markal said, “so it’s hard to press on at the moment.”
“Oh?”
“Stepped on a nail,” Nathaliey added. “Went right up into the hoof.”
The man frowned and looked her over, then turned back to Markal. He seemed momentarily confused, and Markal knew he was trying to suss out who these two unexpected people were. The companions would appear to be of indeterminate age. They had a sword, but didn’t appear to be warriors. Neither did they seem like merchants. All this flickered across the man’s face in an instant, and then it was gone, and he was a simple man again, who’d come across two travelers in need.
“I see. Well, you don’t want to be caught out after dark. Several men have taken up residence atop an old fairy fort south of here, and they come out looking for trouble once the sun goes down. They’ve robbed a number of travelers and even killed a man once, if the rumors are true. I wouldn’t be surprised if they purposefully lamed horses like yours to make it easier to rob their victims.”
“Neither would I,” Markal said. “Not surprised at all.”
“Either way, we’d be better off elsewhere when it gets dark,” Nathaliey said, nodding. “Where do you suggest we go?”
The man gestured over his shoulder. “There’s an inn about a mile up the road, nicely fortified, too, with a good stout oak door. Easy enough to find. I’d accompany you if I weren’t worried about being caught out myself.”
“Ah, so that’s the plan,” Nathaliey said.
The man blinked. “Huh?”
Markal nodded. “He sends us toward his so-called inn, pretends to continue on his way, then turns around and follows us from a safe distance. We run into his companions in the road, and this fellow is behind to rush in to help if we prove difficult.”
“Meanwhile, we don’t suspect a thing,” Nathaliey said. “This man offered help, but said he couldn’t accompany us. The bandits sound threatening, but not too threatening. That way we don’t make a run for it, we try to get our lamed horse up the road.”
Even in the failing light, it was easy to see the man flushing. “Now listen here—”
“And that bit about the fairy fort was a nice touch,” Markal added. “Gets the superstitious thinking about wights and other old magic. Gets them worried, makes them extra susceptible.”
“I didn’t think of that,” she said, “but I’ll bet you’re right. Such an innocent-sounding detail, but clever. This is a good tactic for an undersized band of men when you don’t know exactly who you’ll be laming on the road. If it’s someone dangerous, you circle around and warn your friends, and the four of you vanish into the night.”
“The Harvester take you both if the bandits don’t first,” the man said with an indignant huff. He jerked on the reins of his donkey and made to push past them.
Markal held up a hand and blocked the man’s way. “Before you go, there’s something in your bags I’d like a look at.” He reached for the bundles. “It’s a ring or a chain or some other small token. Something you stole. It will save us both time if you hand it over instead of making us search.”
The man shoved him back with a forearm. There was a good deal of strength in it, and while Markal had spent years building muscle and toughening sinew while laboring in Memnet’s gardens, he suspected this one would best him in a fight. Assuming that Markal had been alone, which he was not, and if it were a purely physical conflict, which it would not be.
The man pulled out a knife when he saw that Markal wouldn’t stand aside. It wasn’t a crofter’s knife, something with a wood handle tied with leather cord and a blade that had been sharpened and resharpened over the years, but a fine little dagger with a small jewel at the hilt.
“I’m warning you,” he said. “I have friends.”
“The friends who are not lurking up the road?” Markal said. “Who are not bandits intending to knock us over the head and rob us of our horses and possessions? Nice knife you have there—looks like a merchant’s dagger. Did you murder him or just rob him and leave him for dead?”
The man glanced over his shoulder. He looked worried now.
“I’ll tell you what I told Memnet on the Spice Road,” Nathaliey said from behind Markal’s shoulder. “You kill a few of these robbers, and you do your fellow travelers a big favor. And not just travelers. It would be a service to any honest folk who live in these parts.”
The bandit made a lunge for Markal. Nathaliey waved her hand, and the man made a futile stab in the wrong direction, got himself turned around, and spun about several times, like a dog going after its own tail. He shook his head, as if to clear it, and took a step back in alarm.
“There’s a drought here,” Markal told Nathaliey. “Farms have blown away in the dust, entire villages have been abandoned, and the alternative to thieving might be selling yourself to the king’s road crew for a bit of daily oatmeal and a mug of sour beer.”
“And you think that bands of thieves roaming openly through the countryside is going to help the other drought survivors get along better?”
“A valid point,” Markal conceded. “But even if we were to kill them—and I don’t like bloodshed unless it’s absolutely necessary—our . . . methods for killing are likely to attract the kind of attention we’ve been avoiding for the past few weeks.”
“Also a valid point,” Nathaliey said. “But before you send this one on his way with our blessing, I want whatever he’s carrying. Can you get it without killing him?”
“I think so. Probably.”
“Help!” the man cried, apparently tired of waiting for his companions to come looking for him on their own. “Thieves! Murderers!”
His donkey shied backward from the cries and brayed, which set off Markal’s and Nathaliey’s horses, who pulled at their tethers where they’d been tied up on the side of the road. Nathaliey went back to calm them, muttering something about Markal taking care of matters quickly, as she was hungry and the horses needed seeing to. Markal wasn’t ready to turn the encounter violent, and stayed in the middle of the small country lane, blocking the man from escaping, but otherwise doing nothing to engage him further.
Three more men trotted up the road a minute later, breathing heavily. One held a cudgel, another a dagger like the first, and the third a scimitar, battered but with an edge. The tallest of the three newcomers looked much like the older man with the donkey. The first man’s son, most likely.
“Only two?” the tall one asked. “They’re not even armed.”
“Look at the sword on their saddlebags.”
The son did so, and his eyes narrowed. He took in Markal and Nathaliey, and his expression turned dismissive. “We’re not killers,” he said.
“Good,” Markal said. “You never know in these parts. Neither are we.”
“Give us your horses and all your possessions and we’ll let you go.”
“Oh, so you don’t kill directly,” Markal said. “You let starvation and exposure do it. That’s a relief. My cost is lower. I want something in your baggage. Something you stole, and I’m going to steal it back.”
“Are you mad? Who are you anyway?”
“I’m the vizier of the khalif of Aristonia, and this is—” He glanced at Nathaliey, who had come up beside him. She frowned and shook her head. “—well, another vizier. Or she will be soon. Her memory is lacking, and she can’t hold the khalif’s law code in her head.”
Nathaliey snorted. “You’re terrible, and it’s obvious we’re not viziers. Anyway, they’re not going to hand it over. Just take the blasted thing. If you don’t, I’m going to use Chantmer’s hammers and knock some sense into them.”
“Don’t you dare cast volans malleis. If anyone is out there listening, they’ll be on us by morning.”
“Then do it your way, just do it quickly.”
The older man had pushed his donkey behind him while he kept the dagger in hand. The other three spread to the sides, moving as if to flank their two victims, who hadn’t moved. Neither did the bandits appear anxious to attack. Only four men—no margin for error even against two lone travelers. And it made Markal all the more convinced they were thieves by circumstance, not by nature. Probably all four had family of some kind to feed.
The other three glanced at the tall one Markal had identified as the first man’s son, as if waiting for a signal. The leader of this little band, apparently.
“Last chance,” the young man said. “Think long and hard if this is how you want to trade your lives.”
“We’re not trading anything,” Markal said. “I’m only trying to convince you to give us the trinket before there’s trouble. Look at us. Do we seem worried? Are we acting like people who are about to be robbed? Doesn’t that give you pause? Either we’re sun-touched after so many days on the road, or we’re more dangerous than we look. So I would suggest that you do some long and hard thinking if you want to survive.”
“They’re waiting for someone,” the young man said. “Take them before it happens.”
“No,” Markal said with a groan. “We’re not waiting for someone. That’s your tactic, not ours.”
But the men were closing now, and there was no time left to negotiate. He had already rolled back his sleeves as the men started to fan out, and now he closed his eyes to concentrate.
The last time he’d cast this spell, most of the strength had boiled away as his doubts crippled him. This time, perhaps because of the speed with which he’d called it up, he didn’t have a chance to worry—anyway, these were just hungry bandits, not marauders or Veyrian soldiers.
Blood rose from pores along his forearms and rolled toward his palms. The incantation came out in the old tongue.
Let your limbs turn weary. May sleep cloud your mind.
More pain than he was expecting. More magic, too. Too late, he tried to hold it back, but it was already rolling out in a wave. He opened his eyes to see the four men drop in place as if their souls had been sucked from their bodies.
The donkey fell too, going down with a frightened honk, and lay on its side, feebly trying to right itself before its head sank to the dirt. The horses collapsed on the side of the road with a pair of thuds.
Only Nathaliey was still awake, and she sank to her knees with a groan and looked like she was going to fall face-first in the dirt. Markal wiped his hands on the cloth at his waist as he hurried to her side and grabbed her. She shook her head, opened her eyes halfway, then shut them as her head nodded.
“No, don’t,” she murmured as he tried to lift her to her feet. “So tired. So very . . . tired.”
And then she was out. Markal eased her to the ground, rose, and looked around in frustration.
The sun had finally dipped below the horizon, and the sky had darkened to a blue-black, with stars beginning to speckle the night sky. No moon yet—it would rise above the plain to the northeast in about two hours.
Meanwhile, the air was humming with the aftereffects of Markal’s spell. So many, many times he brought up his magic only to waste its strength in the casting. This time, he’d had the opposite problem. Too much power—he’d have put down a small army of Veyrian soldiers with that spell—and that was its own kind of lack of control, wasn’t it?
The magic would be rolling across the surrounding countryside. No garden walls to contain it here. The right person, someone who knew how to listen, would hear it ten miles away, ringing like a gong. And it would continue ringing for some time, then cling to him as he traveled. Linger here, too, for hours.
“Well done, Markal,” he said aloud. “You have just called out a challenge to your enemies.”
 
 



Chapter Four
Markal didn’t have time for niceties, so rather than untie the donkey’s burdens, he took the dagger from the old man and cut the cords to the larger of the two bundles. Once they were on the ground, he pawed through the possessions looking for the object spotted with Nathaliey’s seekers. He only found mundane items: a belt, a man’s soiled shirt, an empty wineskin, well-worn boots, and some socks that had been mended again and again until they should have been thrown out. Also a small bag of flour, which he set aside to replenish their own stores, and a couple of moldy apples, which he didn’t. Where was the object he’d spotted earlier?
He wished he had Nathaliey’s seeker to hover above the goods and pluck it out by its magical glow, but he wasn’t sure it would work at such fine detail, not with the stink of his own sleeping spell still hovering about them.
She groaned behind him. “Oh, my head.”
“Rise and shine, sleepyhead.”
“What in the name of Memnet’s beard did you do to me?” She struggled to her feet and took in her surroundings. “Oh, I remember. Did you mean to do it like that?”
“Put them asleep for the next six hours, knock out my companion and my horses, and sound a trumpet of magic to the gray marauders who’ve been hunting us the last two weeks? Oh, sure. That’s exactly what I intended.”
“All right, all right. It’s not like I have great control, either. Move out of the way and let me in there.”
Nathaliey cut the cord on the other bundle while he continued his search. He rifled through the pockets of a pair of farmer’s trousers and moved on to a shirt folded into a bundle. A moment later, she drew in her breath.
“Look at this.”
She held up a barbarian-style breastplate with smooth lines and fine workmanship. Armor for a knightly type of warrior. It was battered and nicked, and the straps had been cut. Moments later, she pulled out a single gauntlet.
That side looked far more promising than the old boots and such Markal was searching through, so he joined her. More gear from a downed knight, and a prickle worked through him. There was something familiar about all of this. Before he could consider further on that point, Nathaliey straightened.
“Got it!”
She held a chain with a silver crescent moon on it, and he knew even before she handed it over that this was the magical object they’d spotted earlier. It was warm to the touch and emitted a low, comforting hum. What’s more, he recognized the talisman.
“Whatever it is,” Nathaliey said, “it can’t be very powerful. Because it didn’t keep this poor fellow from being run down by bandits and murdered for his armor and gear.”
“The bandits didn’t kill the owner of this pendant.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Because I’ve seen it before. And I know how its owner was killed. It wasn’t by four clumsy bandits, that’s for sure.”
“Are you saying . . .? Oh! Bronwyn! I remember—I saw it too.” Nathaliey lifted the breastplate. “And this was also hers, wasn’t it?”
Yes, and he knew why it was so battered, too. A swarm of Veyrian soldiers had knocked Bronwyn down after Soultrup slipped from her grasp. They’d stood over her, hacking and stabbing until they’d finally killed her.
“The only question is how these bandits got hold of it,” Markal said.
He rubbed a thumb over the silver crescent moon, and was tempted to slip the chain around his neck to see what would happen, but the last time he’d picked up a magical item—the red sword itself—it had gone badly. Better wait until he’d sussed out its powers, minor as they may be. Instead, he walked back to his saddlebags where they sat next to the sleeping horses and tucked it into a small coin purse he carried with him.
“The pendant was in this pocket.” Nathaliey held up a pair of trousers. “Weren’t these Bronwyn’s, too? It must have gone undiscovered all this time.”
“But how did they get her gear in the first place?”
Yet even as he asked, it wasn’t hard to imagine a scenario. After Bronwyn’s death, Markal had fled the king’s encampment carrying her sword and escaped into the woods before the enemy could catch him. They’d hunted him through the Sacred Forest, then quickly brought a massive force to bear on Memnet’s gardens. The king had had other things on his mind than the paladin’s body.
Once Bronwyn was dead, some low-level Veyrian soldier must have sacked her gear and sold it on the road to someone who was then robbed by these four men. Or maybe they’d been the ones to buy it in the first place, or . . . well, any of a number of possibilities, none of them overly strange.
“We don’t have time to question these fools,” Nathaliey said. “Not with as loud as you cast that sleeping spell.”
They did a cursory search through the rest of the thieves’ possessions, taking a little of the food, but leaving everything else, including Bronwyn’s gear, which was really just her clothes and a partial set of armor. It was more than the bandits would have done for them, and more than they deserved.
Nathaliey cast a small spell on the horses to wake them, and another to heal the lame mare’s injured hoof beyond what the poultice of honey and herbs could accomplish alone, and they set off again before the moon rose. They traveled carefully at first as they watched for more of the bandits’ traps, then picked up the pace when they were safely to the west.
“We should have killed them,” Nathaliey said some time later.
“Didn’t we already discuss that? When did you get so bloodthirsty, anyway?”
“Not for the reason you think. They’re fast asleep on the road—easy prey for whoever finds them. If that’s the marauders, they’ll torture those fools until they talk.”
“Hmm.” Markal hadn’t considered that. “And what could the bandits tell them? A pair of travelers with some magic, and not much else. But we’ve already fought the marauders, and it’s no secret that we’re on the road—they’ve been hunting us since we left the gardens.”
“But they don’t know we have the sword. Didn’t you see the bandits taking note of it?”
That was another good point. They’d cast some minor hiding spells on top of the sword before leaving the gardens, and had hoped to slip through the mountains and into the barbarian lands to find Bronwyn’s company of paladins before the enemy realized Soultrup had left.
“We could go back,” Nathaliey added. “We’re only twenty minutes down the road. What about that incantation we were studying in the vaults? Something about tarda memoria, wasn’t it? I’ve got enough strength left to speak the spell if you feed me the words. We’ll clean their minds, wipe the memory of the encounter.”
“Tarda memoria? I can’t remember the entire incantation,” Markal confessed. “It’s a tricky one, difficult to hold.”
“Well, then. Only one other way to be sure they don’t talk.”
“No,” he said firmly. “I don’t have it in me to cut their throats while they sleep.”
Nathaliey fell silent for so long that he looked over to make sure she hadn’t slipped away while he was lost in thought to take matters into her own hands, then catch up with him later. But she was still there.
“I suppose I don’t have it in me, either,” she said. “I should though. This is brutal business—if we’re too merciful, we’ll end up cutting our own throats.”
They continued in silence after that. Markal was tired. Bone-deep tired, and wanting to sleep, to settle into his bed along the forest path back home and let the magic of that place heal him. Between a lack of sleep—they’d only slept an hour or two the previous day—casting spells to strengthen the horses, and dealing with the four men, he was ready to collapse.
Fortunately, there was some honey and bread left from home, and they stopped to share it out, which strengthened them a little, but that was the last of it. From here on out, it would be provisions they’d either purchased on the road or stolen from the would-be thieves behind them.
They resisted the urge to cast another seeker as the night wore on, but stopped periodically to listen for pursuit. Marauders could travel quietly, but there was only so much you could do to silence a full company of riders, and they should have enough time to slip from the road and conceal themselves with magic if they heard anything.
Everything seemed safe enough. The only sounds were natural: an owl, hooting from the scrub oak on the surrounding hills; the snap and growl of a fox or a wild dog; a breeze sighing through the dry grass lining the road.
They approached an abandoned farmhouse—a rarity this far west, as this had been thinly settled land even before the drought—and stopped to see if the well would still draw water. The bucket raised a muddy, unwholesome residue that they declined to put into their waterskins.
The moon was up and gliding along the edge of the Dragon’s Spine, which loomed ever closer. A pair of jagged peaks forked the sky, higher than their neighboring summits. Snow crowned them throughout the year, but it was still too dark to see the heights.
“This is it,” he said. “The road we needed a week ago. It’s taking us straight toward the mountains. Not that we can take a direct route up and over. The high pass is where Toth is building his highway, and the master says the mountains are impassable to the north and south, as well.”
“Then how are we crossing the Spine?”
“I know a way. At least I think I do.”
“You’ve been this way before?” she asked.
“Once,” he said. His horse was beginning to limp again, and he gave it an encouraging pat. “Many years ago, when I was a new apprentice. Not much older than you, and merely twice as wise.”
She gave him a playful elbow.
“The master took Narud and me up where the air is thin,” he continued. “We were looking for the Mountain Brother, supposedly.”
“Did you find him?”
“He’s a god—you can’t find him if he doesn’t want to be found. Anyway, I don’t think that’s what Memnet was about, only an excuse to visit an old friend. There was a hermit living up there near an ancient circle of standing stone. A survivor of Memnet’s former order of wizards.”
“I’ve heard of the stones,” she said. “But isn’t that near where the griffin riders are building aeries?”
“Close to there, yes,” Markal said. “We found the hermit living in a stone tower he’d constructed stone by stone over the decades. It was cold and miserable, and the hermit was nearly naked. His beard was to his knees, and so much hair covered his body that he seemed as much animal as man.
“Which makes sense, as he spent half the time living as a bear or a giant badger,” Markal added. “We stayed there six weeks, and I don’t think he spoke fifty words to us the whole time. Mostly, he listened to the master talking. Nodded sometimes, smiled when Memnet reminisced about old times. But his mind . . . it was mostly animal, too.”
“You’d think Narud would take that as a warning to stay away from the shape-shifting business,” Nathaliey said.
“Narud wasn’t frightened by what the hermit had become, he was intrigued. He started talking to birds and mice not long after that.”
“Then he’s doomed.”
“Eventually, maybe,” Markal said. “This hermit fellow was three or four hundred years old, so Narud has a while.”
“Why did Narud choose a wolfhound for his first shape shifting? That thing smelled awful and left a mess in the garden before he went out looking for you.”
“Would you have preferred a bunny or a kitten?”
“How about a squirrel?” she said. “They can jump from tree to tree. Very useful for forest travel—that’s where he found you, wasn’t it?”
“And yet squirrels aren’t generally known as trackers, are they?”
Nathaliey laughed at this.
“Anyway,” Markal continued, “there’s magic in the stone circle, whether we find the hermit or not. It will be a good place to rest before pushing south, where we’ll find an old trading road the barbarians used to cross the mountains.”
“I know the road you’re talking about,” she said. “Heard of it, anyway. I also heard it’s overrun with giants and griffins.”
“Better giants and griffins than marauders and wights.”
The trail continued west toward the mountains, but it had begun to dwindle, and was soon no more than a footpath. Twenty minutes later, it rose to the top of a grassy foothill and finally disappeared. An old watchtower squatted at the end of the road, occupying a third of the hilltop.
The companions tied the horses to some brush while they took a closer look at the hill and its watchtower. Markal thought at first they might continue down the back slope, but it was too steep for the horses, dipping eighty or ninety feet before beginning an even steeper climb up the other side. In fact, there were enough poorly placed trees, boulders, and loose rocks to make it challenging even without animals, and given the poor light, it was hard to see what the terrain looked like beyond that, even if they should find a way across. Nathaliey walked around the ruined watchtower and touched the foundation stones. “There’s old magic here,” she announced. Her fingers traced the joint between two blocks. “Right here—do you feel this? A ward like one of our concealers in the garden.”
Markal studied the place in question. There was nothing left of the old tower but its foundation, and the highest parts of it only rose to his waist, so the stones alone offered little defensive value. But she was right; there were still runes and wards, nearly eroded, but ready to be awakened. The ward she’d drawn attention to felt so familiar that if he didn’t know better he might have thought he’d placed it himself.
“This isn’t like one of our concealers,” he said. “It’s exactly the same. I wonder if Memnet’s old order endowed this tower.”
“Maybe someday we can ask him. Meanwhile, what do you think? Is this a good place to bed down for the night, or should we keep going?”
“We’re exhausted, and so are the animals. Bring the horses inside. We can figure out the terrain in the morning when the light is better.”
Once they had the horses within the ruined foundation walls, Markal cast a spell to calm them for the night, and then they spent a few minutes raising the concealing ward before curling up with their blankets and bedrolls.
The sun was already high in the sky and Nathaliey up and grazing the horses when Markal rose the next morning and got a better look at their surroundings. They’d nearly reached the Dragon’s Spine, which dominated the western sky. Green forests blanketed the foothills ahead of them, which rose higher and higher until they touched the massive snow-topped peaks to their rear.
He looked back to where Nathaliey was grazing the horses, and at the olive-green hill country below her that stretched toward the east. They’d already climbed perhaps two thousand feet above the vast eastern plains, and he could see not only into the khalifates, but south into the desert, brown and hazy in the distance. The Spice Road lay in that direction, where it crossed the sandy wastelands of Kratian camel traders on its way to Marrabat and the sultanates.
Nathaliey looked exceptionally grim. Almost haunted, in fact. She stared in the direction of Aristonia, which wasn’t visible apart from a bit of green on the horizon, as if she wanted to abandon their quest to find Bronwyn’s paladins and go home.
“I know the mountains look daunting,” he encouraged, “but we’ll make it through.”
She stared at him. “What?”
“It won’t be easy, but we have supplies, and we have magic to open our passage. Anyway, it’s too late to turn around, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“You don’t understand. Look around you, Markal.”
He’d been so focused on the path already traveled and the route ahead that he hadn’t paid attention to the hilltop itself since rising. The grass was torn up all around the ruins, hoof marks in the sod, and horse dung, too. He bent and touched the ground, where he found the imprint of a boot. Another boot mark, this one of a different size. Fresh markings.
“Someone came up while we slept,” Nathaliey said. “Men on horses—your spell must have drawn them.”
“I never heard a thing. They could have killed us in our sleep.”
“Thank the Brothers those old runes kept us hidden.”
“How many?” Markal asked.
“I’d say at least a dozen riders, possibly as many as twenty. Marauders?”
“Had to be,” Markal said. “We’d have heard anyone else.”
“So our magic kept us hidden, and their magic kept us from waking to defend ourselves. It could have been worse.”
“A lot worse,” he agreed.
Nathaliey returned to the edge of the hilltop and stared east into the khalifates. “Markal, look.”
He joined her. A small cloud of dust rose two or three miles to the east on the same road they’d been traveling since before meeting the bandits. Riders, moving steadily in this direction, and he figured they were the same ones who’d nearly found them during the night. They must have retraced their steps, confused by the concealing runes activated in the ruined tower, realized their mistake, and doubled back to renew the hunt with greater determination.
“So, master wizard,” Nathaliey said, “you’re telling me there’s a way to cross the mountains?
Markal glanced toward the ravine on the opposite side of the hill. If he’d hoped that daylight would reveal a better way across, a closer look disabused him of that notion. It was just as steep and brush-clogged as he remembered, and the woods above were too thick for horses anyway.
“Because if there is a way,” Nathaliey continued, “I suggest you find it and find it in a hurry. Otherwise, we are about to be captured or killed by Toth’s marauders.”
 
 



Chapter Five
Chantmer approached the Veyrian soldier until he was close enough to see the pores on the man’s nose and a tiny blood vessel that had burst in his right eye, leaving it bloodshot. The soldier’s breath smelled of mutton and garlic, and Chantmer, who was nearly a head taller than the fellow, could count the gray hairs emerging on a crown of otherwise black hair.
I could kill him, Chantmer thought. Reach a spectral hand into his chest and squeeze his heart until it stopped. 
That was, if he could remember the incantation. When he tried to recall the words, they appeared briefly, then darted away like butterflies on the wind, one after another. Fine, then grab the man’s pike and ram the tip through his belly. Meanwhile, the soldier stared, oblivious to his presence, guarding the chamber against just such an intrusion as stood in front of him, but which he was incapable of seeing.
Memnet tapped Chantmer on the shoulder and gestured. Chantmer nodded and followed his master past the soldier and through a scalloped stone archway painted with alternating white and black stripes. Geometric designs everywhere; the architect of this wing of the palace must have been a Marrabatti.
“I was looking him right in the eye,” Chantmer said, “and he never even blinked.”
“It’s a useful spell,” Memnet said. They walked past another Veyrian soldier, this one also oblivious to their presence.
“Narud cast the same spell, but his isn’t nearly as powerful.”
“That is because Narud is a young wizard and I am the master of the order.” Memnet’s tone was mischievous.
“He wasn’t any kind of wizard when he cast it, he was a mere apprentice.”
“Ah, then perhaps he could do better this time around. Maybe I should have brought Narud to Syrmarria instead. That way I wouldn’t have to expend my feeble magic.”
“And leave me to defend the gardens?” Chantmer said. “I’m still a mere apprentice.”
Memnet either missed the edge in Chantmer’s words, or chose to ignore it. His beard had been growing in since they’d pulled his body from the soil of the walled garden, and now he scratched at the stubble.
“We haven’t seen a single Aristonian guard since reaching the palace,” Memnet said. “They’re all Veyrians.”
“Given that most of the palace guard deserted to defend the gardens, I imagine the remainder shortly found themselves without their jobs, if not their heads.”
“That isn’t what surprises me,” Memnet said.
The wizard paused as they entered an arcaded courtyard. He touched a stone in the archway, nodded, and turned right. The library was so well hidden in the palace that even those from the order needed to study the signs to find it.
A trio of servant girls carrying silver platters with mint tea and date pastries hurried toward them, and the pair pressed their backs against the stone wall until they’d passed.
“The servants are still Aristonians,” Memnet said when they were alone again. “As is that fellow cleaning the fountain in the center of the courtyard,” he added with a nod to the gardener. “Why do you suppose that is?”
“All guards do is stand around and try to look alert,” Chantmer said. “If there’s an attack, they’ll rush to the palace gates, and they have the power to challenge people entering places they shouldn’t, but neither of those things require much knowledge of the palace.”
“Go on.”
“Servants, on the other hand, have to find the larders, acquire supplies from the markets, dispose of night soil, and do a thousand other things to keep the palace running.”
“Exactly right. Guards are disposable, but servants are indispensable. And what is a vizier, after all, but a servant?”
Chantmer looked at him. “You think the new pasha has kept Omar’s ministers?”
“There was only one trophy hanging above the city gate.”
A grisly sight had greeted them upon their entry to Syrmarria an hour earlier—the skin of the khalif himself. Rumor in the souks had it that Toth’s torturers had skinned Omar slowly, almost tenderly, over two days, keeping him alive until the last moment. They’d cured Omar’s skin and hung it from a pole above the east gates, where a good wind made it flap like a war banner.
The streets and markets of Syrmarria were as busy as ever, although crowded now with workers, merchants, and slaves from the eastern khalifates, many of them Veyrians. Someone whispered furtively to Memnet and Chantmer that slavers had carried off a few troublemakers, but there had been no massive purge after the khalif’s palace guard joined in the defense of Memnet’s gardens against the high king’s army.
“Yes, but the viziers?” Chantmer asked. “Why would King Toth trust them?”
“I’m sure he doesn’t. But he’s expanded west so quickly that he might have no choice. He needs ministers to raise taxes, conscript men for the army, and ensure that the city functions as it always has.”
“Syrmarria is more than functioning, it’s booming.”
“And why shouldn’t it?” Memnet asked. “Aristonia is the farthest west of the khalifates, the crossroads of Toth’s new highway. Wait until he builds south to the Spice Road.”
“More strangers from foreign lands—the city is changing quickly enough as it is.”
“Syrmarria is only half Aristonian now. Give it ten years, and it will be something else entirely. The entire khalifate will be transformed.”
“I wonder how the Aristonians will feel when they’re only a remnant in their own lands,” Chantmer said.
“Has any people anywhere ever been consulted by their invaders?” They reached the south side of the palace hill, and with it the stairway to the lower levels. “Go ahead, Chantmer. Find the library from here.”
“A test?”
“Practice.”
Chantmer frowned in concentration. On past visits, he’d either relied on Markal to find the library or been greeted at the gates by an archivist. He led the master to the bottom of the stairs, took a wrong turn, and shortly found himself atop the stairs where he’d started. Chantmer tried again, took a left where he’d taken a right before, and somehow found himself in exactly the same place.
He threw up his hands. “But . . . I went the opposite way this time.”
Memnet leaned against his staff and looked on with an amused expression. “Not really, but I see how you might think that.”
No offer of help was forthcoming, and Chantmer refused to ask. He tried again, and this time didn’t double back. But there were several more embarrassing detours before they finally approached the simple oak door that marked the entrance to the library.
“There,” Memnet said, rapping the door with the end of his staff. “Remember that for next time.”
The library door swung open, and an elderly archivist greeted them with a solemn bow. He clasped Memnet’s right hand with both of his own, and a broad smile broke over his face.
“Master. Well met.”
“Jethro,” Memnet said warmly. “Very well met indeed.”
Chantmer struggled to respect the lesser members of the order, who were failed wizards after all, apprentices who had never risen above their limitations, but they had their purposes. The keepers tended to the magic of the gardens, maintaining their citadel against the outside world. The acolytes stored magic that could be called forth by their betters, and the archivists held tremendous amounts of magical knowledge in their heads, even if they lacked the power to summon it.
Jethro was the most important of the five archivists who maintained the library beneath the Syrmarria palace, and he led the master and apprentice through the doors and into the expansive first room of the library. High bookshelves held thick leather-bound volumes, while niches in the wall contained scrolls and clay tablets.
An archivist sat at a table with a piece of cut glass pinched to her eye and a quill gripped between stained fingers, with an open book on one side and loose leaves of parchment on the other. She was so intent on her work that she didn’t look up when Memnet and Chantmer approached.
Fire was the enemy of most libraries, but here candles burned freely, including four lighting the copyist’s work as Jethro, Chantmer, and Memnet walked past her on their way to the Vault of Secrets. The runes and protective wards were so strong, even in the outer rooms of the library, that the copyist could have taken the leaf from her book, dipped the edge in camphor, and thrust it into the flame without it catching fire.
They passed through an archway and into the small chamber at the rear known as the Vault of Secrets. The ribbed ceiling was low enough that Chantmer had to duck until he reached the center of the room, and not only was the vault smaller than the outer room, but to the untrained eye, the small number of books, scrolls, and tablets on shelves and in niches would have appeared unimpressive. Not that any untrained eye would ever see this place; the air fairly shimmered with protective magic. A palace guard or servant would never even spot the door leading to the library, wouldn’t even find the stairs that had given Chantmer such trouble, but if a guard were somehow dragged in by a member of the order, he would immediately double over and vomit before fleeing in unnamed terror.
A table sat in the center of the room, with a massive book lying open across it. Curious, Chantmer approached and bent over the pages. Several leaves of the thick vellum had been removed, leaving a neat ridge where they’d been cut.
“Is this it? The Book of Gods?” he asked.
“How many cut books do you suppose we have?” Jethro said, and there was more than a touch of defensiveness in the old archivist’s voice.
“I don’t know, you tell me. Once the necromancer sent one enemy to steal from our library, why not another? The first thief slipped in right under your nose, after all.”
Memnet laid a hand on his shoulder. “Gently, Chantmer.”
“Apologies, archivist. The protection in this room is as strong as ever. I didn’t mean to imply you had been neglecting your work.”
“It’s stronger than it was, actually,” Jethro said. “Such little magic that we command has been set to strengthening our defenses. We’ve done little else these past weeks.”
“The defenses certainly feel adequate,” Memnet said. “But they are obviously flawed, or the enemy wouldn’t have gained entrance.”
Jethro winced, and it was apparent that Memnet’s words stung more than Chantmer’s open challenge.
“Now that we’ve lost the walled garden,” Memnet continued, “there is no better-protected spot in the order than this. But we’ve seen these past months that our defenses can be breached. And I don’t like having our library sitting literally beneath the enemy’s feet. They know it’s here, and it’s only a matter of time before they make another attempt.”
“What are you suggesting, Master?” Jethro asked. “Move the archives to the garden?”
“It would be safer,” Chantmer agreed.
“That is not an assumption I would make,” Memnet said. “It isn’t the distance from the enemy that gives a fortress its strength, but the height and width of its walls. And the walls here are higher than back home.”
“But Master,” Chantmer protested, “it isn’t merely the size of the fortress that matters, either. It’s the strength of the army within its walls. Our army is at the gardens, not here.” He waved his hand at the archivist. “With apologies, friend.”
“I understand,” Jethro said. “We maintain a guard post, nothing more.”
“Read for me from the Book of Gods,” Memnet told Chantmer.
“Which section?”
“Anything will do.”
Chantmer bent over the volume and touched a finger to the page. The vellum was warm to the touch, humming, almost alive. An illustrator had decorated each leaf with snaking vines, animals fancifully drawn, and strange, magical beasts, all done with vibrant colors of azure, emerald, and crimson. The letters themselves were neatly formed and artistically sculpted at the same time, yet when Chantmer tried to read the words, they swam in and out of focus.
He got one word, skipped another, backtracked to repeat it, fumbled the next three, and started over. Finally, he gave up in frustration.
“You know I can’t do it like this. I need to meditate first, and it helps if someone feeds me the words one at a time.”
“Would you like my help?” Jethro asked.
“No, I would not.”
Memnet scooted Chantmer out of the way. The wizard bent over the page, traced the words with his finger, and began reading in a clear, steady voice with no assistance or preparation whatsoever.
“You make it look so easy,” Chantmer said when the wizard had stopped. “But I suppose that was the point, right? To show how much better you are at it than I am. Which is why I’m still an apprentice.”
“Chantmer, I’ve been at this for centuries. Of course I’m better. If I weren’t, you’d be the head of the order, not me. But that isn’t the point.”
“Then what is, Master?” he asked, somewhat mollified.
“If we were to take the Book of Gods to the garden, my reading would be more like yours. I could do it, but only with a good deal of preparation. Meditation and the like, as you said.”
“And I suppose that it would be pure gibberish to the likes of me.”
“Yes, exactly.” Memnet closed the book and nodded at Jethro, who hefted it and carried it to a shelf. “This room functions as more than a mere fortress. What I could accomplish here in a week would take me a year outside this room. What would take you a month would cost a full decade. This library is its own center of power, the work of not only the Crimson Path, but the order that preceded it.”
“So it must be protected at all costs.”
“Yes, Chantmer.”
“And that’s why you’ve brought me here, isn’t it? To care for the library.”
A smile touched Memnet’s lips. “And this is why I know you will be a true wizard someday, and not an acolyte. You are too clever to be held down.”
Chantmer wasn’t amused by Memnet’s teasing. He could only think about Narud and Markal, whom the master had declared wizards. If they’d been better than him, he could have stood for it, but his power was greater than both of theirs put together.
Yes, but what about your knowledge? a small, bitter voice asked. How many spells have you mastered without Markal or an archivist feeding you the words? 
And that, he realized, as Memnet turned to question Jethro about the goings-on in the palace, was the master’s unstated purpose. Chantmer would be here, guarding the library, and at the same time, would be surrounded by all these books. Memnet must know that, spurred by his jealousy of Markal and Narud’s accomplishment, Chantmer would redouble his efforts to master the incantations and other arcane knowledge needed to progress from apprentice to full wizard.
Jethro asked a question that Chantmer didn’t quite pick up, lost as he was in his thoughts, but he heard Memnet’s definite answer.
“If that happens, you do whatever it takes to save the archives. The stone walls themselves are nothing. The order itself is only slightly more important. If necessary, we will sacrifice our very lives,” Memnet added. “Because whatever else happens, the works in this room must be preserved. The walls of a library can be rebuilt and new wizards trained. But knowledge, once lost, is gone forever.”
 
 



Chapter Six
Late spring, two months before the slaying of Bronwyn of Arvada on the king’s highway.
Captain Wolfram waited outside the barbican while his servants assembled themselves. Some of them had rushed forward after he’d been announced, eager to embrace him after his long absence, including his old nursemaid, nearly sixty and grandmotherly in appearance these days, but they stopped when they saw that he was mounted, with his shield in hand and his sword sheathed, but at the ready. The other servants looked more circumspect as they emerged from the small chatelet and studied not only their master but the men and women he’d brought with him.
Six other paladins had accompanied him. They were dirty from the road, and grim-faced after a long brutal struggle in the mountain passes that had seen the loss of several of their companions. The others waited until he gave the signal, then joined him in dismounting.
Because he’d been away for so many months, he was able to study the family’s chatelet with a fresh eye, and what he saw did not please him. The gate towers needed repair, and ivy covered the wall behind the moat, giving an appearance that had once seemed homey and garden-like, but now presented nothing so much as an easy way for enemies to scale the walls and gain entrance to the courtyard of the small castle. The water in the moat was low, and outbuildings crowded its banks, and the wall walk was too narrow, with short, ineffective crenelations.
An army could sack the place without much trouble, and his father’s castle on the opposite side of the kingdom was nearly as bereft of effective defensive structures. Situated far from either the hill country or the northern marches, the villagers and lords of the small free kingdom of Arvada were fortunate to face few threats of attack.
He took in the crowd. “Is this everyone? Where is old Franklin?”
“He passed away, Sir Wolfram,” one of the kitchen girls, Franklin’s niece, said. “A bad ache in his tooth, and then he took the chills. Two days later, he was gone.”
His tone softened. “That is a shame. I am sorry to hear it.”
Franklin had worked the family stables for thirty years, and while he’d grown too old to shoe the bigger draft horses, he was a mature and calming force among the younger hands. There seemed to be other changes, too, he realized as he saw one young woman with a babe in her arms, and another—that was Jameson’s wife, wasn’t it?—with a hand over a swollen belly. It made what was coming all the harder.
“The stable hands will see to the horses. The kitchen staff will bring the biggest kettle you can find out to the courtyard and light a fire underneath it. Bring up a barrel of vinegar from the cellar, too.”
This brought quizzical looks. “My lord?” the baker said.
“See that it’s done, and quickly. As for the rest of you, bring everything out of the manor. I want it emptied.”
“Empty the manor, sir?” a man asked.
“Yes. Food from the cellars, crockery from the kitchens. Clear the armory, the treasury, the chapel. Take down the tapestries and haul out the furniture and bedding. Everything must come out. Everything.”
“I don’t understand,” the same fellow said. “Is there an enemy approaching, sir? And what shall we do with it all?”
“Bring it here to the gates and heap it up. Far away from the building. I’ll give you more instructions when that is done. Quickly now, do what I asked.”
“As for you,” he said to the other paladins, “keep your shields and your swords, but leave the rest of your gear. My grooms will see that it is well cared for.”
“You’re not going inside first?” Sir Marissa asked when the servants had scurried off and the horses had been led away. “One last time to see it how it was?”
Wolfram’s stomach clenched. “No, that would make it worse. You’ll understand when it’s your turn.”
Her eyes widened. “My turn?”
“What is this all about?” Sir Andar said. He propped his shield against an oak tree that grew on the edge of the moat. It was painted with the sky-blue field and trio of stars representing Greymarch. “Are you really going through with this?”
“You thought I was exaggerating last night?”
“I thought you said it for effect, yes. I didn’t think you would go so far as to . . . well, this!” Andar swept his arm toward the chatelet, where servants were already emerging laden with bundles of clothes and stacks of dishes.
“The manor and the entire estate was a gift from the king—my father—and it’s mine to dispose of as I see fit.”
“And yet I’m pretty sure he didn’t mean this,” Andar said. “In fact, I’ll go so far as to say that your campaigning is only possible because of the bounty this property provides. Without it, you are nothing.”
“Without it, I am a paladin and a defender of this land.”
Wolfram took off his shield and propped it against the tree, next to Andar’s. The crescent moon of Arvada gleamed on its field of gray, and that reminded him of his pendant, and that reminded him that he’d given it to Bronwyn, and he couldn’t help but close his eyes briefly to look for her.
The moon pendant he’d given her contained two pieces of magic. The first strengthened the courage of the wearer at the moment of maximum danger, when fears turned to hesitation, which then became either cowardice or paralysis. And after surrendering the pendant to his sister, Wolfram had struggled in battle, fighting trembles in his hands, anxiety in his belly. He’d learned to overcome it with time, but still wished for something to calm the terror in those last seconds before one’s sword clashed with the enemy’s.
The second piece of magic showed the one who’d handed over the pendant if the recipient was alive, and where she might be. But only in very general terms. It was like staring at a bright candle flame in the darkness and then closing his eyes. An afterimage of candlelight flickered on the edge of his vision—this was his sister’s soul, still burning out there somewhere, although much more distant and faded than it had been in the first few days—and when he turned his head, the light maintained its location relative to his position.
She was east, always east. And like looking at a mountain from a distance, no matter where he rode, campaigned, or battled, that little light, that afterglow of the candle of her soul, was always in roughly the same direction. She must be over the Spine by now, in the khalifates and searching for the necromancer. Had she seen the extent of the sorcerer’s highway, already thrusting through the mountains and almost to Estmor?
The other paladins set their shields next to his, until a ring of them encircled the oak tree. So many colors, so many proud little kingdoms, baronies, and freeholds represented by just these seven shields. Among the nearly hundred paladins who’d survived the spring campaigns, there were more than fifty different designs: snarling bears and rampant lions, crossed swords, and clenched fists. A green eye, a white crown, a golden hammer. Dragons, griffins, and giants, representing ancient battles, triumphs, and defeats.
Wolfram turned back to watch the servants sacking his manor house, and the other paladins came up alongside him.
“Why are we here?” Marissa asked
“I need witnesses. You will report to the others what I’ve done.”
“So that everyone will know that our captain has lost his mind?” Andar said, to a few nervous chuckles.
Wolfram fixed the older man with a hard stare. “When we rode to Sylvan Heights, Sir Jerome refused to fight. Refused, even, to give us advice on how to assault the castle.”
Andar shifted from one foot to the other, and his mustache bunched down over his mouth. “It would have taken a hard man to do otherwise—the marauders were keeping Jerome’s family hostage. You couldn’t expect him to turn on his own land, his own people, not when the enemy would have butchered them all.”
“And yet now Sylvan Heights has fallen,” Wolfram said, “and the gate is opened to Estmor—the enemy has a base from which to attack the whole of the north country—and we are unable to dislodge them. That was the result of Sir Jerome’s refusal.”
“Sylvan Heights was his homeland,” Andar insisted. “What man could fight against his homeland?”
“Exactly right. What man could?”
“For that matter,” Marissa said quietly, “Jerome still rides with his company even while his wife, children, sisters, and mother remain under the thumb of the sorcerer’s gray marauders.”
“Are you suggesting he’s a traitor?” Andar said. “That is a hard accusation.”
“I’m suggesting he may not be fully invested in throwing the enemy out of Sylvan Heights,” she said. “Not if it means watching his family be slaughtered by a retreating army.”
Marissa seemed to understand what Wolfram was getting at, but the others could use a demonstration. The kitchen workers had hauled the largest kettle into the courtyard and lit a fire beneath it, which had outgrown the kindling and turned into a small blaze. Wolfram grabbed his shield, told the others to follow, and set out across the bridge, beneath the barbican, and into the courtyard.
“Where is the vinegar?” he asked the servants.
“Over there, Sir Wolfram,” the head cook said. “With them casks of wine.”
“Bring it over and fill the kettle.”
“With vinegar, sir?”
“Yes, with vinegar.”
“What is the point of vinegar?” Andar asked when the cook had set off. “And the Harvester take me for saying it, but you should not abandon your manor. What would your sister say?”
“You’ll understand soon enough,” Wolfram said.
He took in the others and singled out Sir Gregory. Gregory was the tallest of the bunch, with muscles like a bull. A tremendous fighter who seemed to know no fear, and loyal too. Because he was so quiet, Wolfram had initially taken the man to be simpleminded, nothing but a warrior, a sword, but Bronwyn had told him once that Gregory could read and write.
A few weeks ago, Wolfram’s right arm had been badly bruised in a fight, and he’d dictated a letter to Gregory to be sent to another company of paladins asking for reinforcements. Wolfram read over the letter before sending it, and had been surprised to see that not only was Gregory’s handwriting fluid and neat, but that he had subtly rephrased the captain’s words to make him sound more clever. Wolfram had used the man in this way several more times since then, and to the same result.
“Gregory, in your opinion, what is our weakness in battle?”
“My opinion, sir?”
“Yes, what is our weakness?”
Gregory scowled. “I would rather not say. It isn’t my place.”
“I want your opinion. By the Brothers, will you give it to me?”
“Insufficient forces. When we lose, it is always because we do not have enough paladins relative to our needs.”
“How many do we need?”
“Again, I would rather not—”
Wolfram sharpened his voice. “Gregory!”
“Five hundred.”
“Oh, five hundred,” Sir Andar said sarcastically. “What a nice, round number. Why not five thousand? Or fifty thousand? We could march all the way to the eastern sea with fifty thousand.”
“Because it would be impossible to raise fifty thousand men on horse with sufficient skill and devotion to call themselves paladins,” Gregory said.
“I know that, you dolt,” Andar said. “That’s my entire point. Finding paladins is not like raising footmen. You can’t drill them for a few days, throw a pike into their hands, and march them into battle. A paladin needs to be an expert fighter to begin with, own an excellent horse or two, and be devout enough to surrender material comforts to live on the road for weeks or months at a time.”
“Exactly right,” Wolfram said. “There are only so many of these people across the whole of Eriscoba—probably not even five hundred in total. But there are more than a hundred—our current number—that’s for sure. Most of them won’t join us, and it’s not because we ask too much. It’s because we ask too little.”
“I understand,” Marissa said quietly. Two of the others nodded their agreement.
“Oh, do you?” Andar said. “That’s good, because I don’t. You think that to recruit more paladins, we need to make the ones we have suffer more? That’s what will do it?”
“Yes,” Wolfram said. “I noticed it after that first battle at the river, when we fought the giant.”
“That wasn’t the first battle,” someone said. “We’d been on the road three years already at that point.”
“It was the first battle where I was paying attention,” Wolfram said. “Let’s put it that way. Sir Bronwyn told me that night that she was leaving and putting me in charge of the company. Andar and the other injured paladins had already returned home to recuperate. Two of them never returned.
“I thought we’d been going too hard, that people were exhausted, so a few days later, after we fought the skirmish against the gray marauders, I spent twelve days encamped at the edge of the beaver lake to rest.”
“I remember that,” Marissa said. “We were idle—it was terrible.”
“Bored, but getting necessary rest,” Andar said. “You all looked much healthier when I returned to the campaign.”
“Yet we lost three more paladins,” Wolfram said. “They returned to see to matters at home while we were idle, and they never returned.”
“And you picked up five more shortly after,” Andar said.
“Not the right kind of men, though, were they?” Gregory asked. Everyone turned to look at him.
“No,” Wolfram said. “No, they were not. Too soft, too nervous about battle. They lasted a few weeks, then were gone. And those ones I encouraged to leave.”
“You can’t just throw them into battle,” Andar said. “They need to be trained.” 
“They need to come trained,” Wolfram said. “You made that point yourself. We can perfect their swordsmanship, teach them bushcraft for surviving in the wilderness, but they need to be paladins from the moment they arrive. We’re recruiting warriors, not would-be warriors.”
Wolfram continued. “After that, I started going harder—longer rides, more aggressive tactics—and that’s when I saw a change. We lost a few, gained a few more.”
“We’re back where we were, more or less,” Marissa said. “Since Bronwyn rode off, I mean. But the ones we have are stronger.”
Wolfram nodded. “Strong in the mind, and that’s where it really matters.”
The vinegar was bubbling now, and he ordered one of the servants to bring him a pair of the big tongs they used for pulling clay pots out of the ovens. While he waited for her to return, he removed the straps from his shield.
“What the devil are you doing with the vinegar?” Andar asked.
Wolfram turned over the shield and looked at the crescent moon on its field of gray one last time. The same crest flapped from a flag atop his father’s castle and had adorned his brother Randall’s shield. Bronwyn had carried the glowing moon emblem on her shield when she left for the khalifates to find the sorcerer. To deface it now seemed like disloyalty. He picked up the tongs and hefted the shield over the pot of bubbling vinegar.
“Captain?” someone said. “Are you sure about this?”
Wolfram let the shield slip into the vinegar. It bubbled across the surface. He forced himself to turn away, tongs still gripped in his hands.
“My sister said that hard times call for hard people. These are very hard times, and we must be equally hard.” He looked over the others. “I’m convinced we haven’t been hard enough. We collect paladins, we lose them. They return to their homes, they rejoin us when they feel the call. Meanwhile, there are dozens, maybe even hundreds, across the free kingdoms who would be fine additions to our order.”
“You can’t force men and women to join,” Andar said.
“No, but once they join we can force them to stay.”
The older knight made a scoffing sound. “How?”
“By forcing them to abandon everything before they join. Do that,” Wolfram added, “and they will flock to us—we won’t need to recruit.”
“How old are you, anyway?” Andar demanded.
“Twenty-four as of the last full moon.”
“You are twenty-four,” Andar said, “and commanding paladins ten, fifteen years older than you. Bronwyn is a fine warrior, but she’s not much older than you are, and now I’m questioning her judgment in naming you captain when she departed—”
“Be quiet, Sir Andar, and let him finish,” Gregory said. The tall quiet knight spoke in a low tone, but there was an edge to it, and Andar shut his mouth.
“Men and women need a banner to flock to,” Wolfram said. “One true banner. One true path, and one leader. A mission and a quest. And that is what we’ll give them. No divided loyalty, no ability or need to return to the family manor, only the company of paladins.”
He dipped the tongs into the pot and pulled out his shield. Hot vinegar dripped off the end. The silver moon was gone, eaten away, as was the field of gray. Left behind was a black patina on the steel surface.
“Our banner is the black shield,” he continued. “And no shield will contain any other insignia or color.”
“We can’t give up our family crests,” Andar protested. “Those crests represent everything we are—our independence, our loyalty to family and farm and home. It is why we are the free kingdoms and not under the tyranny of the eastern despots.”
“We can and we will,” Wolfram said. “The ones we need will come to us with their shields already darkened, all other ties renounced as they pledge their swords to the Blackshields.”
“The Blackshields?” Andar said. “Is that what you’re calling it? You’re mad, boy. It will never happen.”
“It already has.” He tapped the shield, still hot from the vinegar. “This is the beginning, right here.”
Wolfram glanced at the other five paladins, and was pleased to see the skepticism fading from their faces, replaced by hardening resolve. In perfect timing, the steward approached with a nod.
“The manor is emptied, Sir Wolfram.”
“Good. Take lamp oil and spread it through the building. Anywhere there is a wooden floor, I want it soaked with oil. Then I want a big pile of oil-soaked wood placed in the dining hall where the table was.”
The steward blinked. “Are you . . . is this real? It isn’t some sort of test?”
“You will divide the possessions and money from the strongbox as you deem appropriate. Those who wish can approach my father and tell him that my desire is that he hire them as he is willing and able.”
“But Sir Wolfram, I couldn’t possibly give this order.”
“The manor will burn,” he said steadily. “If you will not spread the oil, I will be forced to do it myself, and I have urgent business at hand. Do this, my friend, and the Brothers will bless your soul.”
“Yes, Sir Wolfram.” The steward hurried off to obey the order.
“As for you, my fellow paladins, you are my lieutenants. It falls on each of us to raise and organize a minimum of thirty Blackshields, starting among the existing companies of paladins—I expect most of them to follow, but some will leave us.”
Andar snorted loudly.
“After that, another pass through the free kingdoms to gather men and women to our side,” Wolfram continued. “There’s no time to waste—the enemy is growing bold, and it’s time to move from the defensive before they overrun us entirely. But first . . . you will return home, rid yourselves of your possessions, and renounce any titles you may hold.”
Andar turned without another word and stomped off toward the stables, his shield in hand. The others stared after him, and Wolfram braced himself for at least one more defection, possibly two. Like Sir Andar, they all came from families of wealth and privilege and titles. One of them, Sir Corlyn, was already the earl of Westerly.
“I’m with you,” Gregory said.
“Me, too,” Corlyn said.
The other three hesitated.
“Sir Marissa?” Wolfram asked.
Marissa removed the straps from her shield, took the tongs from him, and dropped it in the bubbling vinegar. She turned, put her hands on her hips, and held the captain’s gaze. He acknowledged her gesture with a curt nod. The rest of them worked to remove the straps from their own shields.
Sir Andar stomped into the stables, out of sight. Wolfram sighed. Andar was a warrior and a leader. Why couldn’t he have seen the vision and understood the urgency of the situation?
It took some time for the steward to organize enough servants to spread lamp oil through the manor, and as the rest realized what was going to happen, they ran back inside, apparently not having cleared out everything of value as they’d been instructed. At last, the steward approached, grim-faced, and said that the deed was done.
Wolfram stuck a piece of kindling into the fire beneath the pot of vinegar, which still contained the last of the shields to be blackened. When the end of the kindling was ablaze, he carried it toward the manor house, a heavy, dead feeling in his chest.
This was necessary, but that doesn’t mean it would be easy. He climbed the steps and entered the building, remembering his pride as his father had given him the small castle on his nineteenth birthday, explaining its history, how Wolfram’s third great-grandfather had built it to secure the rich farmland on the northern edge of the small kingdom of Arvada during a period of threatened war.
The chatelet had never been attacked or besieged, but had provided an excellent base for developing the farms and vineyards of the surrounding countryside. There was wealth to be had here, his father had promised, and more wealth to come if the king’s son proved a wise steward of the land.
And now Sir Wolfram was going to destroy it. The others followed him to the edge of the dining hall, but didn’t enter as he set the flaming bit of kindling onto the oil-soaked pile of firewood placed where the table had been. He felt sick as he watched it spread through the firewood, then take hold of the wooden floor. Once he was sure, he led the others back outside, making sure that his face was smooth and impassive.
Even with all the oil and firewood, it took several minutes until flames burst through high glass windows in search of fresh air. Smoke poured out, driven by hot gusts.
Andar emerged from the stables, mounted and with all his gear. He stared with openmouthed horror at the burning manor, then gave Wolfram a look of searing disgust that bordered on rage, before he gave a hard jerk on the reins and turned up the road. By the time the flames burst from the roof of the manor, Sir Andar was long gone. Off to his home in Greymarch. Off to a life of comfort and ease, Wolfram supposed.
And a good riddance, too. Only pure paladins of the newly formed Blackshields remained.
 
 



Chapter Seven
The company of gray marauders rode toward the ruined hilltop watchtower while Markal and Nathaliey made hasty plans to escape. The ravine facing them was so daunting that Nathaliey suggested they hunker down in the foundation and try to cloak themselves behind the wards and runes. It had saved them during the night—perhaps it would work a second time. Go inside, wrap themselves in blankets, and remain perfectly motionless until the enemy had departed.
Yes, Markal pointed out, but if the marauders were returning for a second search, they must already know that their quarry was ahead of them. Would the spells hold a second time, during daylight, after their pursuers already knew they’d been tricked? He doubted it. And what about the horses? Wrap them in blankets, too?
There was no way across the ravine without abandoning the animals—that much was clear—and so they rifled through the saddlebags and carried off only what they could carry: food, waterskins, a pair of knives, and some small items like a fire-starting kit and a needle and thread. Finally, Markal grabbed the linen-wrapped sword and hefted it under his arm. Nathaliey stuffed the rest of what they would carry in a saddlebag and threw it over her shoulder.
They were down the ravine and into the brush just in time. The company of horsemen thundered to a halt not fifty feet above them on the recently vacated hilltop, and one of them immediately spotted Markal and Nathaliey. Two gray-faced men whipped out crossbows, fit bolts, and fired.
Markal waved his hand with a quickly muttered incantation as they fired, and the bolts bent wide. More bolts zipped toward them, and when he repeated the simple incantation, the bolts corrected mid-flight. The marauders had their own magic. But Nathaliey threw up her cloak with her own spell, and the bolts struck it and fell harmlessly to the ground.
The pair took refuge in the scrub oak and juniper that clogged the bottom of the ravine, and the natural obstacles proved even more effective in stopping crossbow bolts than magic. The marauders tried several more times before giving up.
A line of brush crept up the far side, as well, and Markal used it for cover as they climbed. It kept them safe, but at the cost of scratches and scrapes. He grabbed a branch to use as leverage to get up a steep stretch, and it gave way, sending the sandy soil tumbling down. He almost dropped the sword, and when he glanced back, he saw six or seven of the marauders off their horses and picking their way down the hillside after them. Other marauders directed them from above.
“Do you have any strength left?” Markal asked, gasping.
“You mean magic? Of course. Most of it, in fact. Don’t you?”
“No, blast it. Those little spells with the bolts cost me some blood.”
“Oh,” Nathaliey said between her own heaving breaths. “I thought maybe you were tired from climbing straight up this cursed ravine.”
He glanced back again. “They’re gaining on us.”
“That’s because they’re climbing down, and we’re climbing up. Wait until they hit the bottom.”
“No, really. They’re moving faster. No supplies, and they’ve got direction from above. Plus they don’t have to stick to cover.”
A hooded figure on a horse moved to the edge of the ravine and gestured with sharp, barked orders. The others seemed to defer to him, and Markal caught a sense of magic emerging, as well. A whisper of power that was strengthening the men in the ravine.
Markal fought his way through more scrub oak. “Even if we reach the top, that only buys us a few minutes.”
“We have to do something,” she said.
He cast another glance at the one on horseback above the ravine, more certain than ever that he was the marauder captain. If only he could peer behind his hood to see the captain’s face, he might be able to see if it was one of the ones he’d fought in the garden. Instead, Markal studied the man’s posture, tried to hold the scent of his magic so that he could recognize him later.
“I have an incantation,” he said. “It won’t last long, but it might be enough.”
“Is it the one about passing through the forest? I was trying to remember the words just now, but I can’t find them all. Do you remember it?”
He turned it over, thought through each part of the incantation. “Yes, I have it.”
Nathaliey fought her way to a place where she could brace herself against the gnarled trunk of a scrub oak. He was below her now.
“Give me ten seconds to clear my head,” she said, “then feed me the words.”
She closed her eyes, and he waited while a calm look came over her face. The marauders had reached the bottom of the ravine and started up the other side. Moving too swiftly. It was dry here, and he considered a different option: a fire spell. It would set fire to the grass first, racing from there to heavier brush. The juniper trees would go up like flaming torches, and they would set fire to the scrub oak in turn.
But that might cook Nathaliey and Markal, too, might burn for miles, destroying all of the drought-stricken hill country, killing people and animals alike. And the marauders wore their cloaks, which had protected them from magical attack in the gardens. No, he wouldn’t win this fight with fire.
Ten seconds had passed. Maybe more. Nathaliey nodded, and he gave her the spell.
“Flectere cuncta terrae virentia ante nobis. Figura terram.” Bend the vegetation ahead of us. Shape the land. 
She fumbled the words, and had to gather herself again when the magic evaporated before it came up. At least she hadn’t bled herself yet, so she could try again. Provided she hurried. Trying not to panic, and more, not to feed Nathaliey’s fears, Markal slowly repeated the words of the incantation.
This time she got it right. And her magic was strong, too. It flowed up and away from them toward the crest of the hill above the ravine.
When they resumed their climb, the hillside was just as steep, but whereas before they had fought their way around every obstacle, stumbled in every patch of loose soil, and clawed their way through every patch of brush, now the land and vegetation conformed to their wishes, instead of eagerly attempting to thwart them.
Where there had been crumbling shelves and rocks waiting to tumble, the ground seemed firmer. They didn’t need to flail their way through clumps of brush and weeds with burrs, as the vegetation parted to let them through, then closed tightly behind them.
They were still tired, still laboring, but it no longer seemed a desperate struggle, and when they finally reached the top of the ravine, Markal glanced behind to see the marauders still near the bottom, and if anything, farther away, as if they’d come up a fruitless path and been forced to backtrack.
“Looks like we finally had some luck,” Markal said.
“If by luck, you mean they’re fighting my spell, then yes, I suppose,” Nathaliey said. “I bent your spell at the end. Turns out you can both open the way ahead and close it behind you at the same time.”
“How did you do that?”
“You tell me. You’re the wizard, and I’m a mere apprentice.”
A few bolts sped toward them across the ravine, and though they fell short, it was a reminder not to linger. The magic wouldn’t last forever, but the scent of it would cling to them for a good long time. They set off along the ridge to find a way up and over the next set of obstacles, and the ones after that.
Their pace was laborious now that the road was gone, the horses were abandoned to the enemy, and they were forced to carry what remained of their supplies. Markal removed his belt and fashioned it into a sling to hold the sword. He thought about unwrapping some of the dirty linen covering it to use instead, but he didn’t like handling the weapon, and even well wrapped and positioned on his back, he could hear it whispering whenever he stopped to catch his breath.
They were in the mountains finally, albeit only the lower stretches, and Markal stopped about an hour later to study the rocky spires that rose above them like the jagged scales on a dragon’s back. He indicated two of the peaks and said he thought that was above where the hermit lived. Two mountains further south they would find the road that would carry them through to Eriscoba. Or maybe it was the third mountain down, which wasn’t currently in view; they’d have to investigate the various canyons along the way until they found it.
“Unless you want to continue north and try to slip through the mountain pass where King Toth is building his highway.”
“Didn’t we already discuss this?” she asked.
“I’m laying it out as an option one last time before it’s too late. It would be quicker, but more dangerous.”
Nathaliey rubbed a dirty hand at the back of her neck, which was sweating from the exertion. “I like quicker. I don’t like more dangerous. We aren’t without resources, but now that the marauders know we’re trying to cross, they’ll be watching every step of the high passes.”
“They could easily search the old road, too,” he pointed out.
“But without a Veyrian army and five thousand slaves to help them look.”
“We rescued maybe two days’ worth of food,” he said. “Three if we stretch it. It might take us twice that long to reach the southern road. That means foraging, which is harder than it sounds.”
“I know how to forage. I once survived three weeks in the desert on nothing but lizard eggs and roasted bugs. Here’s a tip—pull off a scorpion’s stinger before you pop it in your mouth.”
“The south road it is!”
They continued doggedly, and seemed to have lost their pursuers, at least for the moment. The marauders had apparently decided against abandoning their horses, and were probably riding along the lowlands, looking for another way up. Or maybe they’d already decided that there were only two ways through the mountains, and had sent riders north and south to guard them.
The marauders wanted the sword, wanted the two members of the Crimson Path who carried it, and Markal wasn’t so deluded as to think that the pursuit wouldn’t continue until those objectives were obtained in the most brutal manner possible.
Still, he allowed himself to relax into the journey, enjoying Nathaliey’s company while the food held up, but missing their four-legged companions at the same time. It was easy before setting out on a journey to think solely of the human portion of an expedition, with horses being along to carry the bulk of the weight, and the heavy sword was reminder enough of that aspect as his back was already sore.
But animals provided companionship, as well, and brought along their personalities. Donkeys, patient and plodding, and willing to eat anything put in their way. Camels, cranky and irritable, but with endless stamina. And finally, horses, with their lively curiosity, their ability to be helpful or stubborn depending on mood. More than a little naughty, too—Markal’s mare had never missed the opportunity to trot off in search of good grass or a roll in the dust. If she was carrying goods that you didn’t want wet, you’d better shift them to the other horse when crossing a stream, because the mare was liable to throw herself down for a good wallow.
The blasted marauders had his horse now. If the mare thought Markal had been too much of a taskmaster, she was in for a cruel awakening.
“Find cover!” Nathaliey said suddenly, breaking him from his thoughts.
They were hiking through a stretch of mixed pine and grass, and he hurried to one of the trees and flattened himself against the trunk, with the sword swung around to clench against his chest. Nathaliey pressed herself in next to him.
A shadow darkened the sky, flickering as it hit the tree branches and turning into a solid shape when it passed away from the trees. He risked a look and caught sight of a huge animal, as big as a warhorse, with the tawny back legs and paws of a lion, and the front talons, wings, feathers, and beak of a white eagle. It swooped overhead, beating its wings with such power that the branches of the pine tree shook as if caught in a gale. The griffin was already out of sight when it let out a piercing cry that rolled over the hills.
“Did it have a rider?” Nathaliey asked when they finally shook off their fear and stepped away from the tree.
“I couldn’t see.”
“And were we spotted?”
“We’d better hope not.” Markal propped the sword against the tree and picked off bits of sap from his palms. “I was wishing for our horses a minute ago, but maybe it’s a good thing we left them behind. They’d have been spooked, and the griffin would have gone after them. Maybe us, too.”
“We’ve got magic for controlling animals, though. Cast it at the griffin, scare it off . . .” She shrugged.
He gave her a look. “Really? You think that would have worked?”
“Hmm, maybe not. Without Narud here, we’d be lucky to dissuade an angry badger. That monster would have torn us apart.”
“Like a pair of juicy rabbits,” Markal agreed.
They’d been studying the land below them as they climbed, more worried about marauders than anything they’d find in the mountains, but their near encounter with a griffin had altered that worry, and they turned their attention to the sky and the higher peaks as they set off again. A few hours later, they spotted a trio of distant shapes that might have been only hawks or eagles—the scale of things against the sky at a distance being difficult to determine—but were more likely griffins given how they were flying together. The animals spent a half hour or so soaring in front of the mountain. They eventually vanished to the south, moving with purpose and speed.
“Hopefully far, far to the south,” Markal said. “We don’t want them lingering by the old road.”
And yet the trio had returned within an hour, and with two more companions. No question now that they were griffins, not simple birds of prey. Markal and Nathaliey were closer now, and the five animals were circling about more methodically in an east-west direction, and though they were still several miles away, drew near enough for the companions to spot riders on their backs.
Markal and Nathaliey shortly approached another difficult ravine to cross, and by nightfall they would reach a set of higher, forest-covered hills, which Markal had determined would be a good place to cut south toward their goal, but he debated whether to stop here for the day or to forge on.
Continuing would mean crossing the ravine, but he was afraid to leave the shelter of the trees to study it while griffins were still wheeling about in the air.
“What are they doing, hunting?” Nathaliey asked.
“With five griffins?” Markal said. “If they are, it must be something big. A moose maybe?”
“I was more thinking people. Specifically, hunting us.”
He hadn’t considered this before, but it was a worrying thought. Nobody quite knew why the griffins and giants had migrated from the north country, but he’d assumed that it had nothing to do with King Toth, or at least that they weren’t his allies.
But what if the griffins had been warned, and were watching for intruders? There was so much open cover between here and the barbarian’s southern road that it was hard to see how they would cross it all with griffins hunting them from above and marauders searching from below.
“Send out a seeker,” Markal said.
“And look for what?”
“Find whatever they’re hunting. Five griffins—that’s a lot for a moose. It must be humans, so if you don’t find anyone, that will mean we’re the humans in question.”
“A seeker will leave a magic trail. If the marauders are still following . . .”
“If they’re still following, they’ve got plenty of physical signs to track already,” he said. “As well as the remnant of the magic you were tossing about in the ravine. That’s still hanging onto you.”
“Is it?” She sniffed at the air as if it were an actual physical scent, rather than something to be detected through her magical perception. “I can’t smell it.”
“We always smell worse to others than to ourselves. Which is both a metaphor for your magic and to be taken literally—neither of us has bathed in a week. We’ll be lucky if the griffins don’t track us by the stench of our body odor.”
“All right, enough with that. I’ll send a seeker. Help me follow it.”
They sat on a bed of pine needles, and Nathaliey called it up. They needed it to range at a distance, and so Markal strengthened it as much as he was able. He trailed along, and the two of them followed the seeker toward the mountains. It wandered up and down precipitous terrain that they would soon need to cross, and then came upon what wasn’t precisely a plateau, but had straightened into a meadow. Markal recognized the spot.
“Go to the left. No, more to the left.”
Nathaliey sent the seeker where he instructed, and they found the stone circle he’d once visited with Memnet and Narud. The stones were splotches of shadow through the dim vision of the seeker, more visible from the ancient magic they contained than anything else. The old hermit’s home used to be nearby, and Markal wondered if Memnet’s former companion still lived there, or if he’d transformed once and for all into a bear or mountain goat.
Nathaliey stopped the seeker suddenly. There was a giant sitting in the circle of stones, with his back against one of them for support as it gnawed at a deer carcass. That must be what had the griffin riders worked up; it made sense that they’d want a small flock to drive it off. Nathaliey moved the seeker north again, and it sped over the terrain.
“Slow down,” he told her. “It’s all a blur—I can’t see anything.”
“The seeker detected something. I’m only giving it its lead.”
It soon slowed, hovering above the trees and moving back and forth as Nathaliey tried to find whatever had alerted her magical eye. And then the seeker entered a clearing on the hillside, where a group of men had gathered, not more than a mile and a half from Markal and Nathaliey’s position.
The men were on foot—no way to get horses through this terrain—but heavily armed and wearing hooded cloaks. It was a look that was all too familiar. Seen only through the dim vision of the seeker, the leader’s features weren’t clear, but Markal thought this a different group of enemies than the ones who’d chased them out of the ruined watchtower. They were too high in the hills and too far south to be the same ones.
Nathaliey shifted the seeker and turned its vision skyward to the peak of a fir tree with a trunk at least twelve feet in diameter. A griffin perched in its heights, with a rider on its back, held in place with a complex arrangement of tethers and harnesses. He held a slender sword in hand. The tree swayed from their weight.
The griffin flapped its wings, as if anxious in the company of so many strangers. One of the men on the ground pointed south in roughly the direction of Markal and Nathaliey. In turn, the rider gestured at the sky with his sword.
The seeker dissolved, and the vision disappeared with it. Markal and Nathaliey exchanged glances.
“A company of marauders below,” Markal said, “and another above. With griffins to hunt us from the sky.”
“What do we do?”
Their options had narrowed into a handful of bad outcomes: hide, run, or fight. All of them destined to end in disaster. Only one thing gave Markal any hope, and it was barely a pinprick of light against an otherwise bleak landscape of possibilities.
“We’ll run for the standing stones.”
 
 



Chapter Eight
“There is a problem with your plan,” Nathaliey said in a low voice as they cowered in yet another clump of trees while a pair of griffins circled overhead.
“You only see one?” Markal said. “I stopped counting at five.”
“Apart from the griffins, the two companies of marauders, the red sword calling to the marauders—I’ll bet you forgot that one, didn’t you?”
“Forgot the sword? My throbbing back muscles remind me every step of the way.”
“It’s the small problem of a giant sitting in the stone circle, casually gnawing on a deer carcass.”
“That’s not a problem, that’s our hope.”
One of the griffins screamed, and the other answered. Markal thought they were a little farther away, and to the east. Nathaliey shifted the saddlebag with their provisions from one shoulder to the other.
“Our hope is that there’s a giant?” she said.
“Yes. We find the giant, we cast a little magic to hide ourselves, and we hope its presence dissuades griffins.”
“It won’t scare off a company of marauders, though. They have the numbers to drive it off or kill it.”
“The giant will give them a good fight, and we’ll slip away while they’re otherwise engaged.”
“That’s a crazy plan, Markal.”
“You have a better one?”
“I was hoping the old wizard would help us.”
“He’s not an old wizard, he’s a crazy hermit. I don’t know if he’s turned himself permanently into an animal or even if he’s still alive, but even if he’s still there, he’s obviously disinterested in these things, or he wouldn’t have let a giant take up residence under his nose.”
“Admittedly, that’s a good point,” she said.
“You’re not entirely wrong, though. The stones are a place of power, and we’ll be stronger there. Possibly, the marauders will be, too—I’m not sure. But there’s a giant, and maybe a hermit, and old magic in the stones, and almost anything could happen.”
“You don’t sound convinced.”
“I am not remotely convinced, no. Most likely we die and the enemy carries Soultrup back to King Toth.”
“If they’re going to get the sword anyway,” she said, “we could always ditch it, see if it draws them, and make our escape while they’re looking for it.”
“And when a marauder enters the gardens with Soultrup in hand, I’m sure the master will tell us, ‘thank the Brothers you threw it away to save your own skins!’”
“I didn’t say we should do it,” she said defensively. “I’m only pointing out that if you think it’s so hopeless, why aren’t you suggesting we get rid of the thing that’s got them hunting us in the first place?”
“All right then, so we’re agreed. We stay alive as long as possible with as little cowardice as we can manage.” Markal listened for the sound of griffins and heard nothing. “Let’s keep moving.”
It would soon be night, which seemed encouraging on the surface. No need to keep to cover in the darkness, and Markal and Nathaliey had good enough eyesight to travel by starlight. But it wouldn’t stop the marauders, who had the senses of a wizard, with the ability to raise wights to hunt them.
The two companions had been going up and down hills since their initial flight from the ruined watchtower. They’d rested little and eaten less. The casting of the seeker had drawn blood and left them weaker still. Markal shifted the sword, which seemed to weigh a hundred pounds, and he swore the air was getting thinner the more they climbed.
He caught a glimpse of Nathaliey in the twilight gray as they emerged from a copse of mixed pine and hardwood, and her face was slack with exhaustion. She met his gaze and shook her head.
“We’re almost there,” he encouraged.
“Wonderful,” she said, tone sarcastic. “Let’s hope the giant’s belly is full and he’s sleeping off his meal.”
They were crossing a bare, rocky stretch of ground, when motion in the sky caught their attention. There was nothing to do but freeze in place and wait in terror as the griffin swooped overhead. To their relief, neither animal nor rider seemed to spot them, but instead flew higher into the mountains, apparently abandoning the hunt with nightfall. Markal felt a stirring of hope.
“Look, a trail,” Nathaliey said.
It was little more than a deer path, but it was an improvement over the struggles of the last few hours, and they picked up the pace. Minutes later they came upon a single standing stone squatting toad-like next to it. Heavily eroded lines spiraled around the stone from the top to the ground, and when Markal bent to scrape the dirt around the base, he discovered that the stone wasn’t short, so much as buried by an accumulation of leaves and sticks turned to soil over the centuries. He rested a hand on the crown, curious as to what magic it held. A tingle on his fingertips, and then it was gone.
“Feel anything?” Nathaliey asked, sounding hopeful.
“There’s magic there, but it’s too eroded. We’d never raise it.”
“It must be very old.”
“It was already ancient when Memnet was a boy,” he said.
“Someday they’ll stumble over the ruins of our gardens and call it something out of antiquity.”
“I never thought of it, but yes, I suppose you’re right.”
“So what was this place?” she asked. “It must have been something important.”
Markal studied his surroundings with fresh attention, and noted something artificial about the landscape. Could it be that what he’d taken for rows of trees and brush were the edges of ancient retaining walls, and the entire hillside had been terraced at one point?
The deer trail flattened into something that must have been an old road, now overgrown with trees, but flat enough to allow easier travel up the mountainside. The place seemed familiar, and he was pretty sure this was the path Memnet had led them up toward the stone circle all those years ago. It must be right ahead of them, no more than five minutes away. What about that giant?
He warned Nathaliey, and they continued in silence as the evening grew darker. An owl hooted, a small animal moved in the brush, and a wind shook the boughs of pine trees. All normal sounds.
Markal sensed the stones before he saw them, felt resistance in the air, something pushing them back toward the pine trees clogging the trail. It was old magic, grumpy and reluctant, but like the wards around the ruined watchtower, familiar at the same time. This was not Toth’s necromancy, it might even be friendly to them.
But what about the giant? Was it still sitting there, digesting its meal, perhaps even still hungry? And were marauders still hunting them? Most likely yes to both of those questions.
They reached the end of the road, and there was the ring of stones, standing in a meadow beneath the moonlight like sentinels, each fifteen to twenty feet tall. Unlike the overgrown terraces further down the hillside, some magic had kept the forest at bay. No trees sprouted in the middle of the ring, and no brush or climbing vines touched the individual stones. Even the grass had contented itself with growing to ankle height and no higher.
There was no sign of the giant. It must have wandered away to sleep off its meal, or maybe to find another giant so they could bash each other over the head with their cudgels. But it might still be nearby, perhaps squeezed into the dilapidated tower where the hermit had once lived, so it was best to remain wary, but at first glance, Markal was relieved. Something shifted in the breeze, and a voice whispered in his head.
We are here, wizard. Waiting.
Markal blinked, startled. It was the stones, speaking directly to his mind. 
Something had changed in him since his last visit, something profound. He remembered their final day visiting the hermit, when Memnet sat across from his old companion, the two of them staring at each other for hours without speaking, while a fire crackled in the hearth and two mugs of mead sat untouched on the table in front of them.
Markal and Narud had sat fidgeting in the maddening silence, as neither of the others stirred except to feed the fire. Memnet finally turned to the two apprentices and suggested they put their time to use. Go and touch the stones, he’d said. Let them speak to you. Relieved, the apprentices left the two old men to sit and stare at each other.
Markal had touched the stones and sensed the runes and wards, felt something below the surface, lurking, waiting for a finer touch to raise them to life, but the glimpses were fleeting. Mostly, they were just stones. Narud shook his head, bewildered, reporting the same impression. That Markal could hear them now told him he had grown in power and knowledge. He must have. The stones were alive and calling to him, a source of both strength and danger. What secrets did they contain?
He was so busy listening to the old magic of the darkened ring of standing stones that he didn’t notice the figure standing against one of the taller stones until Nathaliey touched his arm and gestured. The man wore a cloak, hood drawn, and seemed to be staring right at them, though he’d made no move.
Nathaliey squeezed Markal’s arm with what seemed to be a question. Who was he? The old hermit, somehow taking the profile of a younger man? Or was it one of the marauders?
A twig snapped on the path behind them, and Markal was instantly alert for other sounds in that direction. Someone was coming up the hillside behind them. Multiple someones. Whoever it was made an effort to be quiet, but it was dark, and sticks and leaves littered the ground. There were eight or ten that Markal could hear, and his sensitive ears picked out individuals. One was heavier, one more slightly built. Another had the gait of a tall man. They were about thirty feet away and drawing near.
Nathaliey squeezed his arm again, this time harder, more urgent. He still had no idea who was standing on the opposite side of the stone circle, but the ones coming up from behind could only be the marauders they’d spotted through Nathaliey’s seeker.
Markal and Nathaliey were in no condition to fight multiple enemies, which left little choice but to go forward, enter the stone circle, and take their chances with the solitary figure waiting for them. Stay rooted any longer and it would be too late.
He nudged her, and they started forward. The solitary figure remained in place, but there was a subtle change in his posture. There was no doubt that Markal and Nathaliey had been spotted.
The circle whispered louder as they approached, and when they broke the plane between two stones and entered, a low murmur passed around them. Something was awakening to their presence. Old runes beneath the surface, wards of power—their purpose was unknown and perhaps unknowable.
The solitary figure still wasn’t moving. But the men pursuing from the hillside were. As Markal and Nathaliey cautiously crossed the open space in the middle, he heard the first of them arrive and come to a halt just outside the stones, as if prevented from entering. That wouldn’t last, and Markal could no longer hesitate. He stepped up to the figure, reasonably sure that it was the hermit in the form of a young man, but still cautious.
“I’m Markal from the gardens. The wizard’s apprentice. I’ve been here before, I—”
The man lunged for Markal with one hand and swept aside his cloak with the other, revealing a sword. Markal was not so unwary as all of that, and had already been leaning on his heels as he approached. He danced out of the way before the man could seize his throat.
Nathaliey dropped the saddlebag, put her palms down, and cast an illusion spell. The man drew his sword only to see it twist in his hands like a snake. He dropped the sword with a curse and grabbed for his dagger, only to find that this was another snake.
Noise and movement from behind. Several men were breaking into the stone circle, armed with swords and shields, and they charged across the open space with a collective shout. Nathaliey was murmuring again, and a green light spread between her open palms. Whatever she was calling up, she couldn’t have much strength left to cast it.
Better the stones, if Markal could wake them. The first man was still struggling with his dagger, seeming to recognize that the snake was an illusion and fighting to overcome it. Markal had only moments. He approached the nearest stone with his hands held out, and spoke out loud.
“Come to me. Whatever you are, whoever endowed you with power, lend me your strength.”
The standing stone gleamed with ghostly light where moments earlier there had been nothing but dull gray stone. Glowing blue letters in an ancient tongue rose to the surface. The stone whispered louder, more urgently, making promises and threats and warnings. Words left for him by an ancient order of wizards. The whispers were too much to fully understand, and he couldn’t tell what power this stone contained, or even if he could call it up, but unlike the squat, toad-like stone they’d discovered earlier, this magic was alive and ready to be used.
His outstretched hands were reaching for the stone, so close that the tips of his fingers were tingling, when two figures stepped out from behind it, one on either side. Several others emerged from around the stone. Markal found himself face-to-face with one of them, who grinned wolfishly at his shock.
Before he could so much as flinch, the man smashed him in the face with his shield. Light flashed in his head, and he went down, everything suddenly dim, sound muffled. Nathaliey’s incantation died in a cry of pain as someone got their hands on her, too.
Rough hands pinned Markal to the ground, flipped him onto his belly, and wrenched off the sling that had been holding Soultrup on his back.
“I have it!” one of them shouted. “I have the sword!”
This brought more shouts, and a slackening of the grip. His head was beginning to clear, and he raised his power and began to speak—the same incantation that had turned the first man’s weapons into snakes would work in much the same way if he cast it against himself, making him slippery and hard to hold—but his head was throbbing, his concentration broken by pain and fear, and he fumbled the words.
Before he could try again, someone stuffed a rag in his mouth.
 
 



Chapter Nine
Chantmer had a new incantation he wanted to use, but he didn’t need observers, and so he invented tasks to distract the archivists. He put Jethro to work searching for references to one of the lost oracular tomes, had Karla and Erasmus copying clay tablets onto parchment, and instructed the last two to strengthen the library’s concealing spells.
One of the defining characteristics of an archivist was an ability to focus intensely for hours at a time. It was that ability to study and study and study some more that allowed them to hold so much knowledge, and if only that had been coupled with a command of power, each and every one of them would have made a powerful wizard.
So once Chantmer had put them to task, they were so single-minded in their work that they didn’t seem to notice when he left the library, and hopefully didn’t feel him gathering his concentration as he made his way up the corridor mumbling the words of the new incantation.
Chantmer climbed the stone stairs from the vaults and went outside to one of the terraced gardens overlooking Syrmarria. Khalif Omar—he whose skin now flapped as King Toth’s gruesome banner above the city’s west gate—had been proud of these gardens, declaring them one of the wonders of the world. And perhaps they did look appealing to the untrained eye. But to Chantmer, who’d spent the better part of two decades in the lush, magical gardens of Memnet the Great, they were a poor imitation of home. The vines looked sickly and diseased, the flowers pale and wilted, the honey bees small and feeble. He’d eaten food sweetened with honey from the khalif’s hives; it left a strange aftertaste and did nothing to strengthen one’s limbs like honey from home.
What did fascinate him were the statues of dragons and griffins and fire salamanders, of winged horses from the cloud kingdoms and hairy elephants from the north country. The statues were older than the gardens, possibly older than Syrmarria itself, and many were badly eroded. It was night, and they marked weird silhouettes against the surrounding vegetation. Chantmer found a quiet place behind a life-size statue of a lion, folded his long legs beneath him, and closed his eyes to meditate.
The incantation remained on his lips, and he didn’t dare let it slip for a moment. This was a new spell for him, and even though he’d been practicing it for the past two days, it would dissolve into the air the moment he stopped. He needed to call it up slowly, with maximum control, for it to be effective.
The name of the spell was summa sensu, and it had a strange connection with one of Markal and Narud’s favorites, magic which gave one the ability to pass undetected beneath the noses of others. That was the spell Narud had used to enchant the monkey that unlocked Nathaliey from her cell in the dungeon and then allowed her to slip past the guards unseen.
During the long, grueling years of training, Memnet had taught Chantmer that spells could be mapped onto a spectrum, grouped defensively or offensively, and then further divided into types—spells of earth, fire, and water, spells shifting the nature of a thing, and spells disguising its purpose. When you called up magic, it helped to know where the spell fell in relation to others.
But Chantmer had also learned something curious, that spells maintained an affinity for their opposites on the spectrum, as if they were connected by invisible threads that crossed entire groups of magic.
Like his companions, Chantmer could only master one bit of arcane knowledge at a time, although not always for the same reason—in Markal’s case, for example, it was a lack of command, while in Chantmer’s it was a lack of knowledge—and he’d largely shunned the defensive spells. Who cared for skulking about when one could fling magical hammers? Why change into a rabbit or sparrow when you could call lightning from the skies or make the ground swallow an enemy whole?
But he had learned the concealer spells like disorder and disconcert favored by Markal and Narud, because one did need to slink about the palace unseen. And strangely, the spell he was now working on—summa sensu, a form of evigilare, an awakening spell—had an affinity with those hiding spells, even though it was on the opposite end of the spectrum.
Knowing that, he drew from a familiar source of power as he spoke his enchantment, and found that the incantation worked in pulling up plenty of magical strength. That power boiled out of him as he spoke the words, and blood rose quickly from the pores on his forearms and hands. He wiped the blood onto the cloth at his belt and rose to his feet behind the stone lion, curious and excited to see the results of his work.
The spell, if he understood the text correctly, would sharpen his senses. He’d be able to hear the ants marching in their lines. He would smell the bakeries of the city below, and tell which one was preparing flatbread, and which one fig pastries. If he walked through the spice markets blindfolded, he could not only pick out the cardamon vendor from the cinnamon vendor, but he could tell who had bathed in which soap, and when.
Or so he supposed. He emerged from behind the lion expecting that his already sharp eyesight would be able to see the gardens, the palace walls and towers, and the city below as clearly as if it were daylight. But everything seemed unchanged. He sniffed at the air and caught only the same array of scents as always, and with the same strength. His ears were sharp, and he had no problem picking out the low murmurs of servant girls behind a nearby wall, but he’d expected to hear their words as clearly as if they’d been whispered in his ear.
Chantmer muttered a curse. What the devil had gone wrong? 
“You were expecting a different result?”
He avoided giving a start, and turned slowly to see a man standing next to a statue of a fire salamander. Chantmer had taken special notice of the stone creature before, its body writhing as it seemed to come burning out of the ground, and there had been nobody standing there before, he was sure of it.
His senses tingled, calling a warning. Chantmer kept his mind still and clear, ready to call up more magic.
“Who are you, and why are you in the khalif’s gardens?” he asked.
“What khalif?” the man said. “There is no khalif of Aristonia, only the high king and his pasha. Two hundred trumpets announced Pasha Izak’s arrival not ten days ago. Or are your senses so dull that you didn’t hear it?”
Chantmer ignored the insult and his growing fear that this man had been the one to disrupt his spell. “It doesn’t matter if a khalif rules the palace or a pasha, there is still the matter of keeping the peace, and a man who is not a vizier or a personal servant of the master of this place may not enter the gardens. You are neither of these things. So why are you here?”
This was something of a bluff, but from the man’s accent, he didn’t sound Veyrian, so he was unlikely to belong to the pasha’s inner circle. He sounded like he was from the khalifate of Starnar, a hundred miles or so to the northeast.
The man stepped out of the shadows. He wore a simple nut-brown robe, with no chain of office, which confirmed that he was not a vizier. He didn’t appear armed, either, so not a guard or military man. Yet he wore a ruby ring on his right middle finger and two heavy gold bands on the fingers of his left hand, so he appeared to be a man of some consequence, although that was apparent enough by his bearing and tone of voice. He had a slender, almost gaunt face, with deep-set eyes and sharp cheekbones, along with a penetrating gaze as he studied Chantmer. Indeterminate age—thirty, perhaps? Forty?
“What are you doing here?” the man asked.
“I am taking the night air. My chamber is stuffy, and I had too much wine with supper. Unlike you, I have a right to use these terraces.”
“Let me be more direct, and hopefully cut through pointless lies that serve neither of us. You were casting magic, my friend. It failed. I know this because I was the one who discovered your efforts and caused them to fail. But I couldn’t catch its purpose, not fully,” the man continued. “It was something to spy on my master, but the exact nature eluded me.”
An enemy. Of that Chantmer was now certain. There was something malignant hanging about the man, an aura of sorts, and he’d made a reference to his master, who could only be the necromancer himself, King Toth.
 
“Who are you? What is your name?”
“Zartosht of Starnar.”
Chantmer hadn’t expected the other man to respond to a direct question, and the answer caught him off guard. It took a moment to respond. “I heard the accent, and figured you were from Starnar. My name is Chantmer.”
“Just Chantmer?”
“Chantmer the Tall, if you wish.”
“Chantmer the Tall,” Zartosht said. “A title, even—you must be a full-fledged wizard.”
“Yes, and you see the bloody cloth, so you know my order. You know what we’re capable of.”
“I know that you waste your strength by drawing it from your own pores. So much easier to draw from another man’s pain and not one’s own.”
“That is a wicked thing to say. You sound like one of the king’s torturers.”
“Ah, is that what you think? I am not a torturer, and I far surpass their feeble skills. I am an acolyte of the dark wizard.”
“Oh, an acolyte. How impressive.”
“A dark acolyte, my friend. And that is far more powerful than a mere apprentice. Like you are.”
Zartosht’s tone was mocking, and Chantmer knew that his rival had seen through the lie and knew that he wasn’t a true wizard.
“In my order, acolytes have power, but no wisdom,” Chantmer said. “An acolyte is a tool for his betters to use. Is that how your dark wizard puts your skills to work? You stand by with a blank mind, waiting to be called upon when needed?”
“Listen to me, Chantmer the so-called Tall. I came upon you unawares. I caught you struggling with your spell and crushed it to dust without your even noticing.” Zartosht held up his palms. “And I did it without wasting a single drop of my blood. I could have killed you if I’d wished. Made your blood flow until you collapsed from the loss of it. And then, while you lay there, barely breathing, cut your throat. But I didn’t.”
“How generous of you. What do you want?”
Even as he asked it, Chantmer was sizing up his opponent. An enemy in the khalif’s palace, an invader—he should be destroyed, not conversed with. Chantmer could smash him with the hammers, or burn him up, but he’d already expended a good deal of his strength in the failed incantation. The enemy had thwarted his incantation, but that didn’t mean that he had real power; it was too early to say.
“I am here to destroy you and your order.”
Chantmer scoffed. “Indeed.”
“And I’m not alone.”
“Neither am I.”
“Yes, I’m aware of those pathetic old fools in the library.” Zartosht smiled. “I’ve met them . . . in their lair. And was unrecognized.”
“It was you who defaced the Book of Gods. A destructive, blasphemous act.”
“And I’ll do it again. I come and go as I wish.”
“Now who is it telling pointless lies?”
The dark acolyte’s lips curled into a sneer. “I’ll see your books burn. Your library in ash.”
“Those books will be here long after your necromancer is dead and the Harvester has gathered his soul. And why would he destroy them anyway? Steal them, yes. He is incapable of gathering his own knowledge.”
“I said burn them. Why does Toth have need of such pathetic scribbling? He has power over the dead, and when his highway is built, he will bring all kingdoms under his control. Even the Harvester will not dare molest him. What are a few worm-eaten scrolls and dusty tomes to that?”
“What delusions you have,” Chantmer said, and Zartosht’s face darkened in rage.
This one was easy to work into a frenzy. A little more anger, and he might reveal what he was doing in the palace. One more prod would likely send him into a rage.
“Is stark madness a prerequisite for becoming a sorcerer’s acolyte,” Chantmer said, “or does that come with years of intensive training?”
Zartosht’s expression unexpectedly smoothed, became thoughtful. “We don’t have to be enemies, you and I,” he said. “We could be allies in a great venture.”
“Wait, are you trying to recruit me? Is that what this is about?”
“Those archivists in the library—would you rather be allied with them? Chain yourself to their feeble skills? Their leader—Jethro, isn’t it?—stood over my shoulder while I cut the book with my master’s knife. He saw nothing, detected nothing wrong.”
“So you can find your way to the library any time you wish? Are you still making that claim?”
“As for the others, they are not your equals. You know this, Chantmer. Only the wizard himself, and Memnet is no more capable of defeating Toth than you are capable of defeating me.”
“We already defeated him,” Chantmer said. “An entire army of your gray warriors and your Veyrian troops were slaughtered in their assault on the gardens. Wights, too. What did that cost your master?”
“It cost him nothing. A trifle. Syrmarria is ours, your Sacred Forest burns. The Tothian Way continues its march west. The number of ravagers increases day by day.”
Ravagers. Is that what the enemy called the gray marauders?
“Yet our gardens stand, as strong and defiant as ever,” Chantmer said.
“Are they?” Zartosht asked. “Or did you destroy the strongest part of your defenses to win a temporary reprieve?”
“That is rebuilt as well,” Chantmer lied. Nothing would take root in the walled garden—it was a withered patch of ground that Markal had bricked over so the blight wouldn’t spread. “Come with me, and I’ll show you if you’d like. You might not return to report your findings, of course.”
“I felt your magic just now, Chantmer. It was strong and wild, but fatally weakened by the limitations of your body, the blood you draw from your own pores. My spell to counter it cost me nothing.”
“It is easier to destroy than create,” Chantmer countered, “so that is no testament to your skill or power. Where did you draw your power, if not from your own body?”
“I drew it from the dungeon. A few choice enemies who resisted Pasha Izak’s rule are languishing below.”
“Choice enemies such as those loyal to the rightful sovereign of Aristonia? Will your pasha wave their flayed skins above the gates alongside the khalif’s?”
“Perhaps eventually. It would be a good lesson to the viziers.”
“I was under the impression that Omar’s viziers, being a cowardly lot, had capitulated to the unlawful and villainous usurpation of the khalifate.”
“All but one. There was that fool who led the palace guard in a revolt.” Zartosht raised an eyebrow. “Did you think he’d escaped, or that his treachery had gone undetected?”
Zartosht must be talking about Kandibar Liltige, Nathaliey’s father. After the battle, Kandibar had gathered the surviving palace guards and set off on the Spice Road for Marrabat, hoping to enlist the aid of the sultan by warning of Toth’s designs on the south. Nathaliey had accompanied them for a stretch, only abandoning them when she’d seen them safely into a camel caravan of Kratians. But Kandibar had apparently been betrayed or ambushed before he could reach his destination.
“I can sense your desires, Chantmer—”
“Doubtful.”
“—and you do not belong with this inferior order of magical dabblers. None of them recognize your power or potential. Come with me—I’ll present you to the others. Then you will meet the high king himself.”
“I know Toth already. I’ve met him, and was unimpressed.”
“That was before he came into his power. Wouldn’t you like to come into your power some day? I am giving you that opportunity. It won’t be offered a second time.”
“No, it won’t,” Chantmer said. “Because I’m tired of this conversation, and it is time to destroy you.”
He put his hands palm down and brought the words to his lips. His opponent had been standing in front of him with his legs apart, his posture arrogant, and he stiffened quickly and raised his hands in a defensive posture, eyes widening in alarm. The man had been caught unprepared.
Had Chantmer been at full strength, he could have crushed the dark acolyte, either smashed him or burned him, but he’d already bled off most of his strength. So instead, he cast a simple concealing spell. Everything turned to shadow around him, and as the magic was still taking hold, he made to run for the staircase that led down from the terrace toward the gate towers, as if attempting to flee the palace entirely.
The ruse worked; Zartosht’s eyes followed where he supposed Chantmer was going based on his initial feint. Instead, Chantmer shrank back among the statues lining the walkway, wrapped his arms around the lion, and became one with the stone.
Zartosht hissed something into the darkness, and another figure appeared, this one a woman, also gaunt faced and bony. Didn’t the sorcerer feed his apprentices? Or did they burn off their own flesh when casting their spells? Yes, most likely. How else would Zartosht have gathered the vizier’s pain all the way from the dungeon if not with a small bit of magic to initiate?
The two of them chanted in unison, and Chantmer paid close attention. There was power there—real, raw strength—but he measured it when it emerged, and was not overwhelmed with what they’d called up. It was a seeking spell of some kind, although he didn’t recognize its exact nature, but it wasn’t strong enough to penetrate his disguise. Not if they set off toward the lower gardens instead of searching first among the statuary.
Hands outstretched, they peered into the gardens, heads turning this way and that. Sniffing, touching the ground, looking for his trail. There wasn’t any trail, the deluded fools, because he’d only moved three steps to disguise himself against the stone lion. Their seeking magic had completely failed.
I am a match for either one of them.
Which reminded him that he was more than a match for Nathaliey, Narud, and Markal, too—especially Markal, the glorified archivist—and that two of the three had already been named wizards, with Nathaliey sure to follow. For some reason, Memnet the Great was holding Chantmer back, refusing to grant him the position that was rightfully his. No doubt trying to teach him a lesson, but by the Brothers, he couldn’t imagine what that would be.
And for the first time, he was actually tempted by Zartosht’s offer. Not by the thought of serving the sorcerer, but by getting out from beneath Memnet’s whims. To learn fresh magic, unbounded by the rules of the order, the false humility that was forced upon him at every turn.
Don’t delude yourself. You wouldn’t be unfettered serving under the dark wizard; you would be his slave from the moment you accepted until the moment you died. And perhaps not even death would release you.
He shook his head to rid it of treasonous thoughts, angry that he’d even considered such a thing. Knowing he’d bested the dark acolytes, especially Zartosht, cheered him. He’d gained knowledge, first that Kandibar Liltige was a prisoner beneath the palace, and second that the enemy was raising more gray marauders. Or rather, ravagers.
Now, a plan. Find Nathaliey’s father in the dungeons, break past whatever physical and magical protections guarded the place, and free him. Then, when that was done, Chantmer would present his accomplishment to Memnet the Great and openly suggest it was time he be named a full wizard of the order.
If not, well, what more could he do to prove his worth?
 
 



Chapter Ten
Nathaliey had been caught by surprise when the enemy emerged from behind the standing stones. She’d been too intent on the ones hunting them from behind, fighting her exhaustion, wondering if Markal could draw power from the stone circle. The situation seemed beyond desperate, and that was before the marauder stepped out from behind the stone and smashed Markal in the face with his shield.
Now they had him, and men grabbed her, as well, with more enemies rushing into the stone circle from the trail behind. The attackers wrenched Soultrup from Markal’s grasp, and one of them held it up and shouted in triumph.
“I have it! I have the sword!”
Markal kept struggling, trying to free his hands and raise magic, but they stuffed his mouth with a rag and hit him with closed fists. The sword had drawn attention, and the one who’d grabbed it tried to undo the leather thongs holding the linens in place, even while someone else snarled at him not to touch the blade.
The sword and the assault on Markal slackened the attention they were paying Nathaliey, and she took advantage. One man had her by the wrists, but not firmly enough to keep her from turning her hands palms downward. She had an incantation on her lips before someone noticed she was calling up magic and shouted for help.
“Labi et cadere. Lapidem te percussit!”
The ground heaved, and the marauders flailed for balance and fell all around her. It was the same spell she’d used to escape the Veyrian soldiers when Pasha Malik had seized her in the khalif’s throne room, and the result was greater than she’d hoped. They rolled about as if caught in an earthquake. The one holding the sword dropped it as he went down, and the ones hitting her friend collapsed as well.
“Markal!” she cried.
But her companion was groaning from the blows, and either didn’t hear her or couldn’t respond. Already, the enemies were struggling back to their feet, shouting instructions to each other. Nathaliey froze for a split second, torn between her desire to escape and her need to help Markal. But she’d help more if she stayed free of the enemy’s grasp, so she fled, just ahead of grasping hands.
Nathaliey didn’t expect to get far before they hunted her down, but her spell was strong, as if the stone circle had strengthened it, and the ground kept shaking and tilting. She staggered past the stones and into the darkness, where she doubled over to catch her breath. She was too exhausted to continue, worn out, beaten down by the hard day of travel on an empty stomach and the cost of the magic she’d called up.
“One more spell,” she whispered. “One more.”
One more incantation to hide her in the wilderness so she could rest a few minutes and then double back to rescue Markal. Somehow. She would find a way.
She scratched through her memory until she found a spell to conceal her from her enemies. But when she held out her hands, there was no power there, no reserve. No way to raise blood to her pores and draw it out again, and if she tried she might only succeed in killing herself.
If only she hadn’t dropped the saddlebag, she could have rummaged through it and found some last scrap of bread or oatcake from home. Something from the gardens would give her strength.
The ground stopped shaking, and the men grabbed for Markal, who was trying to rise to his feet and come after her. Others looked around, and someone spotted her and shouted. She forced herself to move.
Something growled from the darkness ahead of her, and a large dark shadow loomed in front of her. Nathaliey’s heart gave a frightened thud. The giant!
No, it wasn’t big enough. A pair of gleaming eyes studied her from chest height, and she saw its snout and heavy body. A smell, thick and musky, hung in the air. It was a large male black bear. And no natural bear—of that she was suddenly sure.
“Narud?”
No, it wasn’t him. Nor could it be the hermit. It didn’t smell right, not like a shape-shifting wizard, but an actual bear. She remembered the bear in the gardens who’d surprised the Veyrian soldiers.
“Wilford? Is that you? Did the master send you?”
Shouts came from behind, and the bear growled again and turned away. Nathaliey was afraid of every option that presented itself, but this seemed the least bad of any of them, so she followed. The bear rumbled up the hillside, surprisingly deft as its paws padded forward, and she was equally surprised to discover a hidden reserve of strength that propelled her up and after it. It was nothing more than fresh hope—that was all it took to get her moving again.
The men came crashing after her in the dark. Their search seemed disorganized in the aftermath of her illusion spell, but already their captain was shouting orders, and it wouldn’t be long before they were coming in numbers. The bear had better be something more than a dumb animal, or she was doomed.
The bear stopped and turned its head, as if waiting for her to catch up, and that eased her doubts. Could it be the hermit after all? At the very least, it was imbued with unnatural intelligence. More hope came with that realization, and she found the strength to continue.
She struggled another eighty feet or so up a hillside that was growing steeper and more brush-clogged, and then she came to a rocky cliff face, roughly sixty feet high with no visible means to scale it. The bear lifted its head and rumbled deep in its throat, as if telling her to go up.
Nathaliey gasped for air and shook her head. “I can’t climb that.”
It rumbled again, more insistently. Maybe there were handholds, and maybe in daylight, freshly rested, she could find them, but not now. And it would be slow going even if she could find a way up, with the marauders overtaking her before she was ten feet off the ground.
The bear nudged her with its nose. She pushed back, and the bear pushed harder, turning her halfway about. She could see the cliff to her right, and down the hillside on her left. The marauders were shadows in the night, moving with purpose and armed with swords. The bear nudged her again; it seemed to want her to look right. She obeyed, and saw only the cliff, as impassable as always . . . no!
It wasn’t a cliff at all, it was a tower. Yet when she glanced at a different angle, it looked once again like a rock face leading to higher terrain. Only when she saw it from the corner of her eye, saw it sideways, did it appear to be a tower. The disguise was so clever that she’d been standing right in front of it, searching for a way up, and still hadn’t spotted it. The bear moved toward the tower, and she followed, walking at an angle, and then there was a doorway, with light on the other side, a fire or a candle—she couldn’t see exactly what.
Nathaliey stepped through and turned around, momentarily disoriented to find herself in a small room. A fire crackled in the hearth, with a bubbling pot suspended over it on chains and hooks, but the tower had no door, and the fire did little to cut the chill. There were clay pots, empty wine jugs, and other tools and implements in niches, but they were all dirty and unused except for the pot over the fire. A wooden staircase rose on one side of the room toward a second floor, and a thick coat of dust covered each rung, as if it hadn’t been used in months, or even years. A pile of animal skins in the corner may have served as a bed, and there was a plank-like table, with a tree stump for a stool.
Voices sounded to her rear, and she whirled back around. A figure stood directly behind her, not five feet away, on the other side of the threshold, staring right in at her. This marauder was a woman, not a man, but she carried a sword and had a hard glint in her eyes as she peered inside. Nathaliey stood frozen in fear, waiting for the marauder to step inside and challenge her, knowing she’d have no recourse when it happened.
“There’s no way up from here,” the woman told someone behind her. “No handholds, at least none that I can see, and no vegetation to cling to, either.”
“She came this way, all right,” a man’s voice said. “I saw her standing there just a moment ago.”
“Then she got up by magical means, not with her hands and feet.”
Nathaliey realized that the woman wasn’t staring in at her, she was staring at the cliff face—or what she thought was the cliff face, anyway. It was the same view Nathaliey had faced moments earlier, and if the woman put out her hand, she’d feel that there was a way through. To her relief, the marauder continued on. A man followed her, and the voices faded as the search moved away. The danger seemed to have passed.
She turned back around to see the bear standing on all fours in front of her, looking up with its wild gaze. It rumbled deep in its throat, something that sounded like an attempt to communicate.
“Who are you, and where is your master?” she asked. “Wait, you’re not”—Nathaliey searched her mind, and realized she had no name for the old hermit from Markal’s story—“the master’s friend, are you? A wizard from the old order? You are, aren’t you? I could have sworn you were a real bear. You even smell like one.”
It must be the hermit, because all of the pieces matched, down to the tower that Markal had mentioned. This was a full-fledged wizard in front of her . . . of sorts. The twenty or so years since Markal and Narud met the man had surely done little to improve his sociability. But he was staring at her intently and making a variety of coughing, chuckling noises in his throat.
“My friend is down there and needs help. You know him—Markal, he’s one of the master’s apprentices, like me. Well, not anymore. He was made a wizard before we left. The gray marauders have him—they’re servants of the sorcerer. You probably know the sorcerer, too, he was . . .”
Nathaliey stopped. It was too much all at once, and very little of it mattered.
“I have to rescue my friend. Can you help me?”
The bear let out a low moan, and a miserable expression passed over its face, as if frustrated by its inability to communicate, although she was certain that it could understand her. It turned toward the fireplace and nodded at the pot held over the fire with hooks and chains.
The smell of wild leeks, other mountain vegetables, and some sort of gamey meat made her stomach rumble anxiously, and her mouth watered at the thought of a hot meal after so many days on the road eating cold stale food. It seemed heartless to sit down for supper when Markal was in the hands of the marauders, probably suffering torture, but she realized that the bear’s suggestion was the best possible one.
Short of the soil and sustenance of the gardens, nothing would help her regain strength so quickly as food. She found a slightly less dusty wooden bowl on the shelf, but all the spoons looked filthy except the ladle already sticking out of the soup pot. She’d have to use that to eat. She scooped herself some of the meat, broth, and wild vegetables, and sat down on the tree stump, which wobbled as she put her bowl on the table.
The broth was scalding hot, and she blew furiously to cool it down, then sipped and slurped so as not to burn her mouth. The meat wasn’t rabbit, but most likely squirrel, dark and strongly flavored. Hopefully, squirrel; some of the other possibilities were unpleasant to contemplate.
When the bowl was empty, she rose to get more, and that’s when she saw that the bear was gone. In its place was a very hairy man squatting on the skins in the corner with his knees pulled up to his chest. He seemed to be naked, but there was so much body hair, and his beard was so long, that it was hard to say for sure.
“Hello, I’m Nathaliey.” Speaking to him felt even more awkward than addressing the bear. “I am, um, Aristonian, born in Syrmarria, the daughter of the vizier. I’m Memnet’s apprentice, like Markal and Narud, who you already know. You’re Memnet’s former companion, aren’t you? What is your name, Master?”
He didn’t answer, only watched her, face blank and expressionless.
“Your voice must be rusty after so long living by yourself,” she said. “But try it—I’m sure it will come back.” He didn’t respond, and so she prodded with what she hoped was an encouraging tone. “You tried to speak as a bear, and now you’re back in a human body. That must be easier, right? Could you at least try?”
He only stared, and she grew impatient. She had to get back to Markal, and this old hermit wasn’t helping in the slightest. He must have plenty of magic about him; even the bear form would be useful. Send him roaring through the stone circle, and maybe she could use the shock of his passage to free Markal.
“I know you want to help,” she said. “You saved me from the marauders, you fed me—there was something in the food, wasn’t there? It wasn’t just soup, was it? I feel stronger than I have all day.”
He remained silent.
“Tell me what to do,” she urged. “Should I stay and rest? Should I go down and make an attempt now? Will you come? Tell me.”
She clenched her teeth in frustration. The hermit had seemed more alert in bear form than he was as a human. In fact, now that she thought about it, maybe that was more true than she’d guessed. The old wizard, closed off, as mute as stone when in human form. In bear form, he was alert, sentient to his surroundings, but unable to do more than grunt or growl in communication. It was as if the animal were human, and the human an animal.
“It’s already been too long—I’ve got to do something. Come with me or don’t, but I’m going.”
Nathaliey went to the doorway and gave a final glance at the hermit, hoping he’d returned to a bear form while she wasn’t looking. But he remained sitting on the deer skins, legs tucked up, and now he wasn’t even looking at her, but staring into the fire. Oh, come on. He couldn’t be completely gone in the mind. A bear could hardly build a fire and make soup, after all.
But whatever help he’d offered seemed to have come to an end. So what now? The only thing she could think of was to creep back through the dark and spy on the marauder camp to see what they’d done to Markal. She slipped outside.
Nathaliey hadn’t gone more than ten paces when she found a sentry. If not for the heightened senses endowed to her by the Crimson Path, she’d have stumbled into him in the darkness, but instead she slipped past, holding her breath and hoping that the magic in his cloak wouldn’t allow him to spot her. She got past undetected.
Nathaliey reached the ring moments later, several stones around the circle from where she’d departed. The marauders had set up camp in the center, tearing up the meadow with their boots and campfires, and throwing down bedding they’d hauled into the mountains. They had a surprising amount of gear, as if they’d been prepared to hunt the two fugitives on foot for an extended period of time.
She spotted Markal. He was alive. And in fact, seemed largely unharmed.
They’d bound his hands behind his back and put him on the far side of the stone circle next to a cook fire. His back was to her, but he held himself upright and stared into the flames. She couldn’t see his face to be sure, but it didn’t seem that the beating he’d taken had done any serious damage. The red sword sat in front of him on the ground, still wrapped in linen and cord.
Most of the marauders were about their business setting up camp and preparing supper, but a pair were questioning Markal: a man squatting in front of him and a woman leaning against one of the standing stones with her arms crossed. Nathaliey thought the woman was the one who’d approached the hermit’s shelter and stared inside without seeing, although it was hard to be sure given the distance and poor quality of light. The pair spoke to Markal in low, harsh tones, and Nathaliey strained to hear over the wind, the crackling fires, and the sounds of marauders preparing their supper and making camp.
The man squatting in front of Markal snatched up the sword and rose to his feet. He gestured at the weapon with a question, and Markal shook his head, which brought an angry remark from his interrogator, something about shoving the sword through the captive’s heart. Markal responded, and while she couldn’t hear his words, she caught their meaning from his tone.
Go right ahead. Kill me with the sword.
Yes, and bind his soul to it. May as well, if he were going to die anyway, and once inside he could join the struggle for control. Except he didn’t know that Nathaliey had returned. She willed him to hold on for a few more minutes before he threw his life away.
Nathaliey remained behind one of the standing stones on the opposite side, lurking in much the same way the marauders must have done while waiting to spring their ambush, and the cool stone whispered to her as her hand grazed the surface. Old magic, ancient magic, but as recognizable to her touch as ginger or peppercorn would have been to her tongue.
The magic of this place had much in common with the master’s gardens. It wouldn’t surprise her, in fact, if Memnet had studied the stone circle before crafting his defenses. Just in this single stone she felt runes to break bones and wards to confuse, and when she moved to the next stone, she felt enchantments to maim, to kill, and to drive an enemy mad. The standing stones had more than enough power to destroy an entire company of marauders.
But Nathaliey wasn’t of the order that had built this place, and there was an aggressive note to the magic, as well, a warning that it would attack her like any other intruder. Slipping silently to the next stone, she let her fingers trace an engraving in the surface. This one could open the ground and swallow their enemies alive, much like what had happened during the fight for the walled inner garden. But the more she touched it, the greater the warning became, until it was almost hostile. She could bring it to life, yes, but the ground would devour her, too, and Markal, as well.
The enemy captain shifted the sword to one hand and slapped Markal across the face with the other. “You lie! Where is she?”
Markal didn’t answer, which brought more shouts. The captain handed Soultrup to the woman and drew his own blade. All the commotion drew the attention of other marauders, and Nathaliey used the distraction and the darkness to slip from stone to stone, working her way around the ring from the exterior. She ran her fingers along each stone as she passed behind them. There must be something here to help her.
Some seemed entirely dead, their strength spent years or generations ago. Others were only a ghostly whisper, magic faded like oil evaporating from an uncorked flask. The ones with stronger magic were either shielded, and harder to wake, or openly hostile like the one with the devouring spell she’d touched earlier. Finally, she came in behind the stone nearest where they were holding Markal. She paused to listen, to feel, and her hopes took a leap forward at what she sensed. The stone murmured to her, welcomed her touch, promised to obey her command.
Nathaliey reached through the stone, figuring that she was on the opposite side of the woman who’d been leaning against it, listening to the interrogation. She should be able to feel the woman from here, using the stone as a conduit for her senses, but something blocked her, and strangely, the sound was more muffled than it had been, as well, as if the circle were acting as a barrier, a membrane that was stronger on this side of the ring than the other. A part of the circle’s defensive structure, perhaps?
What first seemed a frustrating development, blocking her from listening in on the enemy, soon struck her as an important aid to her efforts. The membrane would give her cover as she worked, and it was clear that work would be necessary as she ran her fingers over the stone, searching for the magic that had drawn her attention.
What are you? What do you have for me?
And more importantly, where? Her fingers found carvings in the stone, but they were either worthless or resistant. Yet something was still calling to her, promising help.
Nathaliey found it at last, a rune near the base of the stone, a powerful incantation partially buried in the earth. She studied it as her fingers brushed away the soil to fully expose the markings.
The magic was strong and useful. Calling it would draw enemies toward her, and then send the stone crashing onto its side, crushing them as it fell. How many marauders could she kill? Most of them, perhaps, if she did it right. If only the rune weren’t so eroded, and the magic were closer to the surface. It would take at least ten minutes to coax it out.
Nathaliey sat cross-legged with her eyes closed and her hands against the stone. She felt stronger, more confident and serene, and remembering the mute hermit in his hidden sanctuary and his soup, she silently thanked the Mountain Brother for bringing her aid.
Now, she thought. Come to the surface, my friend. Wake from your slumber, and help me defeat my enemies and yours. Break their bones and call the Dark Gatherer to collect their souls. 
 
 



Chapter Eleven
Markal had been in a panic as his captors dragged him across the stone circle with his hands bound behind his back and a rag stuffed in his mouth. Several of the marauders had rushed off to hunt Nathaliey, who’d momentarily escaped their grasp. She’d had more presence of mind than he had, and cast a simple but deceptively powerful spell to slip away. Even as enemies were beating him, he spotted her fleeing from the stone circle and vanishing into the night.
The attackers shortly returned from their hunt, breathing heavily and shouting with frustration, and a serene feeling washed away his fears. Their agitation and anger told him everything. Nathaliey had eluded their grasp. It was a small miracle, but there was hope so long as she was free.
The marauders should have fled the stone circle—surely they were sensitive enough to recognize that this was a place of danger for them, but a center of strength for Markal and Nathaliey—but instead they put themselves to making camp. Markal’s hopes rose.
Men and women lit a campfire and brought out kettles and other cooking gear. Venison appeared, a grouse. Some vegetables, a bit of dry meal they mixed with water to make flat cakes. It was all a reminder that the marauders were only men after all. They needed to eat, to rest.
The marauder captain and one of his companions—a woman—approached. The captain stood over Markal, while the woman moved to lean against a nearby stone. The captain’s back was to the fire, his face hidden in darkness, except for a glint from his eyes, an angry glare.
“Are we safe here?” the woman asked.
“There is nowhere safe for us in these parts. Is the watch out?”
“Sentinels in the usual locations,” she said. “But if the other one comes back, she might slip past our defenses.”
“She’ll be miles away by now,” Markal said. “Changed into a bird and flying for help.”
The captain turned to him. “If your friend had that kind of power, surely she’d have done it long before we hunted you to this place.”
“She was reluctant to abandon me. I begged her to change earlier, to fly away and save herself, but our types are loyal, you understand.”
“You are an ineffective liar,” the man said.
“And since you are well schooled in the art of deception, you would be trained to recognize it, wouldn’t you?”
The captain left him, conversed in low voices with some of his comrades, and returned a few minutes later carrying the linen-wrapped sword. He squatted and placed Soultrup on the ground between him and the wizard.
“And how did you come by a magical sword?” the man asked.
“Is it magic? I didn’t know.”
“Now you’re not even trying. How did you get it?”
“I’m not even trying because it’s pointless to answer a question whose answer you already know. Surely your master told you before sending you off on the hunt.”
“I don’t know the answer. That’s why I’m asking.”
Was that possible? They carried enough supplies that they must have been mounted at some time, which meant they’d likely come from the Tothian Way, possibly from the direction of the mountains. It might be that they’d been given vague instructions to retrieve a magical sword, but knew nothing of Bronwyn’s death, or even the attack on the gardens.
“Answer my question,” the man said.
“Could you loosen these bonds on my wrists, first? They really hurt.”
“Yes, naturally. Let me free your hands so you can wave them about and cause trouble. Tell me, how did you get the sword?” The man’s voice was calm, but there was an edge to it. “I’ll beat it out of you if I must.”
Markal gestured at Soultrup with his chin. “Let me suggest you take the sword and kill me. That will solve both of our problems.”
The captain turned to the woman. “If he does not answer, tighten the cords until his wrists bleed. It will weaken his magic and perhaps clarify his mind at the same time.”
Markal decided to answered truthfully for a stretch. That might confuse the marauders more.
“The sword was in the possession of a paladin by the name of Bronwyn of Arvada.”
“Yes, it was. Tell me more.”
Something darkened in the man’s tone, and Markal sensed danger. He kept his tone calm as he continued.
“Bronwyn went looking for the sorcerer, determined to cut him down with the red sword and then fall on the blade herself.”
“Now you’re telling the truth. You will suffer less if you continue to do so.”
“You threaten me whether I’m telling the truth or not.”
“Oh, excuse me,” the man said sarcastically. “Please, do go on. I will refrain from the threats. And then I will kill you either way once we’ve finished. Does that suit you better?”
Markal took a deep breath to calm himself. “Bronwyn found her enemy in the Sacred Forest, where he was burning thousand-year-old trees to build his highway. But the sorcerer is cunning, and Bronwyn didn’t recognize him. She fought Pasha Malik instead, killed him, and the sword slipped from her grasp.”
“And then what?”
“Then she found another weapon and fought on.”
“Continue.”
“There were too many enemies. She fell, cut down by Veyrian soldiers.”
“Now you’re lying again.”
Markal blinked. “What?”
“You heard me. She didn’t die at the hands of Veyrian soldiers.”
“I was there. I saw it. There were too many soldiers, and they surrounded her. She’d lost Soultrup, but she kept fighting to the end. They stabbed her to death.”
The captain opened his fist. He held Bronwyn’s pendant with the silver moon. “And this?”
“You found that in my bags.”
“How did you get it?”
“We recovered it from bandits in the hill country west of Aristonia.”
“You claimed to have witnessed the paladin’s death. Yet somehow you got her pendant from bandits?”
“I don’t know how they got their hands on it. They had some of her other gear, too. Her breastplate, her trousers . . . we left the rest of it behind, but the pendant seems to have some small magic, and I took it with me.”
“You season your lies with truth. I see what you are, servant of the enemy. Now tell me, where is she? Where did she go?”
“I told you, she turned into a bird and—”
“Not the girl, you idiot, the paladin. Where is Bronwyn of Arvada?”
“I told you, she was cut down by Veyrian soldiers. Why don’t you know this already?”
The man leaped to his feet. “You lie! Where is she?”
His voice was a shout, and others looked at them from around the stone circle. The man stepped closer, face raging in reflected light from the growing campfires, and Markal noticed something strange. He might have noticed it earlier, had he not been exhausted and hungry, hands bound, and facing his own death while thinking desperately on Nathaliey’s escape.
The young man facing him wasn’t a marauder.
He didn’t have gray skin, and his eyes weren’t dead. Markal glanced at the woman, and she didn’t look like a marauder, either. Neither did any of the others. What’s more, their gear was different—their cloaks, their tunics, even their swords—than that of marauders he’d faced before.
It was all so obvious now, but he’d put the pieces together and crafted a narrative. Marauders below, marauders above. Griffins in the sky. All allied to hunt down the pair of fugitives from Aristonia, kill them, and recover the red sword.
“Who are you?” Markal asked. “You’re not marauders.”
“Tell me what happened to the paladin. Where is she?”
“I’m telling you the truth. I wasn’t her enemy—I thought you knew that—I was her companion.”
“More lies.”
Even the man’s accent was different from that of the east side of the Dragon’s Spine, with the ends of the words swallowed and the vowels elongated. If Markal hadn’t been deaf, as well as blind, he’d have noticed it at once.
“Are you Bronwyn’s companions?” he asked. “Is that who you are? Paladins from the barbarian kingdoms? I’ll tell you what happened. Bronwyn attacked our gardens, thinking she’d found the necromancer, but she hadn’t. We are an order of wizards who have always sought peace and harmony while protecting our native land. We’re enemies of the necromancer, not his allies.
“I accompanied Bronwyn to hunt the sorcerer, and I helped her along the way. Using my magic and her strength, we fought our way to the necromancer’s side. I was with her at the end. When she fell, I carried the sword back to the gardens, and stood by my master’s side while Veyrians, marauders, and wights tried to take it. Soultrup had cut down Pasha Malik, and his malignant soul is bound to it. The enemy wants the sword, he thinks it will fight for him.”
The young man was silent, and Markal continued, giving details of the battle, then backtracked to the destruction of the Sacred Forest and the fight against the marauder on the burned road through the forest. If Markal had guessed wrong, and these men and women were King Toth’s servants, he was giving away all manner of information. But they had him already, had the sword in their possession, and he could only fight to prove he wasn’t an enemy before they killed him.
The captain stared at the pendant in his hand as he spoke. When Markal told how Bronwyn died, tricked by the necromancer, he closed his eyes, then opened them again when Markal trailed off. His face was as hard as ever.
“I gave this to Bronwyn before she departed Eriscoba,” he said. “It created a bond between us. When I close my eyes, I sense her spark of life. It’s like standing in a dark room and seeing a candle in one corner—it glows on the edge of my vision at all times.”
“You were seeing the pendant, not the paladin,” Markal said. “Thieves plundered her body and carried her gear into the hill country, which is where we found it. I’m sorry, but your captain is dead, and you’ve been chasing a ghost.”
“You are either lying or deceived.”
“I saw her go down, I swear it. I heard her cries. I wouldn’t have left her if she were still alive, you must believe me. They killed her.”
“No, sorcerer. You are wrong.”
“My name is Markal. I’m no sorcerer, I’m no liar, and I haven’t been deceived. I am a wizard of the Crimson Path, and I witnessed Bronwyn’s death. I swear it by the Brothers.”
“Very well, Markal of the Crimson Path. I believe that you’re trying to tell the truth. But let me explain something to you. My name is Wolfram of Arvada, and Bronwyn is my sister. This pendant has been in my family for generations.” He held up the chain, and the silver crescent moon dangled from his palm. “It’s more than a charm. It shows me two things—first, where the pendant is, and second, if the bearer is alive. The rightful bearer, not you.
“I led my company through the mountains following the light. I faced unbelievable hardships, the death of beloved companions, and the only thing that kept me going was knowing my sister was still alive. She was coming east again, but slowly. Was she hurt? Had she completed her quest, or did she need help?”
Markal fell silent. He didn’t know what to say.
“Now what do I do? There are marauders on the move, and they know we’ve crossed over to the east. We can’t stay in the mountains because of the giants, and griffin riders have threatened us, as well.”
“We saw you. We thought you were marauders and sharing the hunt.”
“We were sharing the hunt. They’d spotted interlopers. The griffin riders agreed to aid us in the search if we would leave the mountains when we were done. There’s been some trouble between us already, with two of our number dead, and one of theirs badly injured.”
Markal nodded. Wolfram studied his face. “You claim my sister is dead, but I believe otherwise.”
“I only know what I saw.”
“And where were you going, you and the girl?”
“The girl is a fellow apprentice. Not a fellow . . . what I mean is that she’s a companion from my order. We were carrying the sword across the mountains to give it to . . . well, to you, apparently.”
Wolfram blinked. “To me?”
“Bronwyn told me how she got Soultrup. It killed her brother—that would be your brother, too, wouldn’t it?—and the sword threw itself into her hands. She told me you were a loosely bound group of warriors fighting to rid Eriscoba of invaders.”
“Not so loosely bound anymore. Not since the Blackshields formed. So you thought you’d bring me the sword, and I would carry it into battle? How would we do that, if it’s turned against us?”
“My master thought you might have a wizard to advise you, someone who knew the sword and could pull it back to our side of the war. But mainly, your wizard would keep it safe on the other side of the Dragon’s Spine so it wouldn’t fall into the hands of the marauders. If not him, a king to unite your people.”
“We have no wizard. No king or enlightened ruler. And there’s no safety in Eriscoba, believe me. The sorcerer’s road is already crossing the mountains, growing faster than I’d thought possible.”
“The sweat and blood and pain of twenty thousand slaves hurries it along,” Markal said.
“The sorcerer has castles in the high passes, sharp as dragon’s teeth, and an army advancing at the vanguard. They’ve reached Estmor already. The fool baron of that land allowed them in, and then rebelled when he realized that the sorcerer king meant to take the whole of it. The enemy broke Estmor’s dam, smashed the levee, and now it’s a swamp.”
“Not so different from what happened to my own homeland,” Markal said. “The khalif let him in, and now Veyrians occupy the country.”
“Only a fool would ally himself with a necromancer,” Wolfram said.
“Some khalifates resisted. The high king burned them to the ground and enslaved their people.”
“Then they didn’t resist hard enough,” Wolfram said.
“That makes no sense.”
“I need to find Bronwyn. I’ve reorganized the paladins, built their strength, and given my warriors a holy oath. We are strong, and we will fight, but I need her to take command if we are to defeat the enemy.”
“It sounds like you’ve done well since she left.”
“As well as could be expected. But it’s not enough. If you’ve met my sister, then you understand. She is something rare in this land, a hero.”
“I understand.”
“She’s the only one who can lead us to victory. Now, I will ask you a final time. Will you help me find her?”
“I told you—”
Wolfram threw up his hands and turned away with a disgusted expression. “Marissa, cut the wizard’s cords. He may be a deluded fool, but he’s not our enemy. In fact, Markal, you can keep the sword. Carry it with you over the mountains, if you wish, and dispose of it in Eriscoba. Or throw it from a cliff top into some deep ravine.”
“Wolfram, listen to me—”
But the young captain was already giving orders, even as Marissa came to cut Markal’s cords. Wolfram sent a man down the path to where a second company of men was apparently keeping vigil. A scout approached and reported griffin aeries in the hills above them, and Wolfram discussed where to put men with crossbows in case they were attacked from the sky at dawn.
Markal listened to all of this as he sat rubbing the circulation back into his hands and wrists, and it was then that he noticed something curious. The Blackshields were drawing toward this side of the stone circle. It was slow and subtle, and didn’t happen all at once. Instead, someone stood to check the big pot of soup or the biscuits cooking on hot stones, and when he sat down again, did so closer to Markal. Another paladin joined Marissa in leaning against the stone at Markal’s back, and a third paladin joined them moments later. A fourth set his black shield atop his bedroll and strolled around the circle before sitting down a few feet away.
It took a few minutes, but one by one the paladins gravitated to this side of the ring without any one of them seeming to make a conscious decision, until roughly fifteen men and women, the captain included, sat, leaned, or stood in the shadow of a single nearby stone. It was as if someone had been swirling pebbles around a bowl while gradually tilting it to one side. A handful had departed on other tasks, but the rest were right here, vulnerable. If Markal had still been trying to escape instead of plotting how he could retrieve Nathaliey and help these men fight the dark wizard, he could have . . .
Suddenly he understood. Nathaliey! Markal sprang to his feet.
Something forced him back, like a blast of air, and he staggered away, even as the paladins tripped, stumbled, and rolled, seemingly pulled toward the standing stone as if they were being drawn in by the inhalation of some great beast. The stone wobbled, and Markal managed to cry a warning as it began to topple.
 “No, Nathaliey! Stop!”
 
 



Chapter Twelve
It took longer than Nathaliey expected to raise the magic from the standing stone, but she could feel it down there, pulsing, awakening, strong and eager to come forth and destroy. Both defensive and offensive at the same time, it would draw in marauders, then crush them. She only had to bring the magic to the surface and keep it from turning on her and Markal.
Voices murmured on the other side of the membrane that shielded her from both Markal and her enemies. She heard Markal’s voice, raised, protesting. The marauder captain responded, angry and demanding. As she brought the magic to the surface, the voices faded in the background, and she sensed the marauders coming to stand beneath the stone.
The stone began to move. It was a slow wobble at first, resisting, waiting for her final permission. She gave it, pushing magical power through her hands.
Go! Fall, crush. Save the wizard. Destroy the rest.
Twin pulses of magic pushed from the long-dormant rune. One, to expel, to knock Markal clear, and the other a powerful calling spell to suck in the marauders and place them beneath the massive, fifteen-foot-tall stone as it dropped on their heads.
Triumph rose in her. She would get them all. Destroy every last enemy.
Now you come into your power. Now you will be a wizard.
“No, Nathaliey! Stop!”
It was Markal’s voice, crying a warning, and it almost broke her concentration. Was it him? Was it a trap? She had a split second to decide. Keep the magic pushing forward, or break her hold on the spell and let it dissolve. If she did that, if she’d been deceived, all of her work would vanish, and the marauders would take them both.
But it was Markal’s voice calling to her, not a trick. She was sure of it. The connection between them was too intimate to be simulated by an enemy. Not only his voice, but his tone, the mixed fear and worry and warning all at once.
The magic was like a rope between her and the stone, with the power of the rune glowing fire along its length. It was powerful and fragile at the same time, like the surface tension of a drop of dew, and it only took the slightest relaxing of her concentration to let it burst.
A wave of spent magic rolled over her and knocked her from her feet as it dissolved noisily into the air. The stone rocked on its foundations and seemed ready to topple anyway from sheer momentum, and then it settled. The magic continued to roll away from them in a shock wave, until all that was left was its shimmering afterimage in the air.
For a moment, Nathaliey sat on her backside, stunned with the force of it. Right there at hand, only to vanish in an instant. And only a slight relaxing of her hold had done it. That must be how Markal felt when he called up his magic. There was always power there—he had as much as any of them—but he couldn’t control it, and the majority of it burned off without being directed into his spells.
Too late, she remembered the marauders on the other side. Someone grabbed her by the arm and hauled her to her feet, and another shoved her, stumbling, into the stone circle.
Markal stood there, staring up at the standing stone with alarm, as if still waiting for it to fall. He wasn’t bound, though he looked pale, and there was dried blood at his nose where the marauder had smashed him with his shield. But free; what was going on here? And why hadn’t she crushed the marauders when she had her chance?
“Let her go,” a man said. “This one isn’t an enemy, either.”
“She’s no friend, either,” a man growled. “She nearly killed us.”
“What is this?” Nathaliey asked. “What is going on here? Why are you giving orders to the marauders?”
“They’re not marauders, they’re paladins. Bronwyn’s companions.” Markal moved to the standing stone and put his hands on the surface. “It seems to be stable enough. That was close. Captain, gather your paladins and prepare them for battle.”
Nathaliey looked around and wondered how she hadn’t noticed before. It was dark, certainly, but not so dark that she couldn’t see these men and women had wheat-colored hair. Barbarians, not gray-skinned marauders with dead eyes.
“What do you mean, prepare for battle?” the young man asked. He’d been studying her with a sharp expression, but now looked to Markal.
“There was power in that stone,” she explained, “and when I stopped it from killing your men, it needed to go somewhere. Think of a boulder that falls off a cliff and lands in the middle of a lake. There’s a giant splash, followed by a wave.”
“I felt nothing,” the man said.
“You might not have,” she said, “but others will. Marauders. The wave will roll for miles before it dissipates. If the marauders feel the wave, they’ll have no trouble following the ripples back to their source.”
This got the captain and his paladins in motion. While they bustled about, she made her way to Markal, who lifted his hands from the stone.
“It’s gone,” he said. “You spent it all. And a powerful rune, too.”
“I’m sorry, I thought . . . how was I supposed to know?”
“Thank the Brothers you didn’t kill them. It was stupid, really.”
Her face flushed. “I was trying to save your life!”
Markal looked up, blinking. “No, Nathaliey, that’s not what I mean. This is my fault. As soon as they cut my bonds, maybe before, I should have called out to you. But I thought you’d be miles away.”
“I wasn’t going to run,” she said, bewildered. “Why would you think that?”
“Why wouldn’t you? They’d caught me and taken the sword. If they really had been marauders, there would have been nothing to do except save yourself.”
“What kind of nonsense is that? I was about to save your life and kill them at the same time. It would have worked, too.”
“But you couldn’t have known that ahead of time. Most likely, you would have come back here and failed, or taken out a few of them, but been killed anyway. The wise thing would have been to get as far from here as possible.”
She threw up her hands. “Unbelievable.”
“Don’t be angry. I’m grateful, I really am, but I’d never want you to die on the small chance of saving my life. You’re too important to me for that. Don’t be angry, please.”
Nathaliey’s anger deflated, but not her frustration. “It’s not that, not really. This was going to be my moment—saving your life and killing the enemy at the same time. Instead, I burned through the magic of this stone and shouted an invitation to our enemies at the same time.”
Markal smiled. “A couple of hours ago we were running for our lives, pursued by griffins and marauders. Then I was taken captive, and marauders had the sword—or so we thought. Now I’m free, they’re not marauders, but paladins on our side of the fight, and the sword is still in our possession. We might even survive the night if the Brother Gods favor us.”
“If only I hadn’t wasted it. There is so much power in these stones, but we can’t use most of it.”
The paladins gathered gear, strapped on swords and hefted shields, and the younger one who’d been interrogating Markal approached. There was something familiar in his posture and the hard set to his eyes as he studied the two companions. His shield had no crest, only a black patina.
“This is Wolfram of Arvada,” Markal said.
“Just Captain Wolfram.”
“Of Arvada?” Nathaliey said. “Isn’t Bronwyn . . .?”
“Bronwyn is my sister, and I’m here to find her. If these marauders have taken her prisoner, I’ll kill them all to free her.”
Nathaliey looked at Markal, who shrugged and said, “I tried. He . . . well, I’ll explain later why he thinks she’s alive.”
“You’ve drawn enemies, all right,” Wolfram told Nathaliey. “Wights, anyway. One of the scouts spotted several blue lights down the mountainside, coming this way.”
“Wights wouldn’t come unless something was driving them,” Markal said.
“Precisely my thinking,” the captain said with a sharp nod. “Which means marauders. My question is, do you think this is the best defensive position? Marissa is uneasy—she says the circle wants to reject us, and there was that matter of the stone that tried to crush us. But the pair of you seem to have some control over the place. So . . . should I be worried or hopeful?”
Markal looked to Nathaliey. “Give him an answer.”
“There’s power in the stones,” she said, “and it’s more favorable to us than to the enemy. But the magic is old and it’s bottled up. No easy task to call it out. The longer we have, the better. Do you have magic? Can you hold off the wights while we work?”
Wolfram shook his head. “We have a few rings and charms, but nothing that could turn them if they’re being driven by sorcery.” He cast his eyes to the left, where Soultrup remained on the ground, bound in its linens. “Unless . . .”
“No,” Nathaliey said firmly. “You can’t touch the red sword. It serves the enemy now.”
“I told him that already,” Markal said. “But our friend is full of doubts . . . about a good many things.”
“My sister’s light is still burning, wizard. I know she’s alive.”
Paladins kept arriving from below, and Markal asked for an assessment of the Blackshields’ strength. Wolfram had brought three companies through the mountains, during which time they’d lost ten paladins—two killed by griffin attacks, three dead fighting giants, and five more who’d been injured or taken ill, and were forced to retreat to Eriscoba. One of the companies had established a redoubt at the end of the old road, where they kept the horses and most of the gear; that was roughly fifty miles to the south of here, and would be of no help. That left Wolfram with two companies and forty-seven paladins in total.
It was a good number, Nathaliey thought, almost a small army. If the approaching enemies were the marauders they’d spotted that morning at the ravine, Wolfram had double their numbers, and if these men and women fought with a fraction of Bronwyn’s skill and confidence, it was a battle they should be able to win. The presence of wights complicated matters, of course, but so did the standing stones.
When the captain set off on other business, Nathaliey turned back to Markal.
“You didn’t tell Wolfram his sister is dead?”
“Of course I told him. He doesn’t believe it—something to do with the pendant we took from the bandits. It’s apparently telling him she’s still alive. He followed it over the mountains, and it apparently helped him find us with some sort of seeking spell.”
“But he’s seen that it’s just us, that there’s no Bronwyn.”
“He’s convinced she’s still alive. And . . . well.” Markal shook his head. “He’s convinced. What more can I say?”
“What do you mean by that?” she said. “You saw her die, didn’t you?”
“I thought so, yes.”
“You thought so? What exactly happened that day?”
“She went down under a swarm of Veyrians. They weren’t trying to take her captive, they were trying to kill her.”
“So you saw her go down, and then what? You fled? Could it be they just took her captive?”
“No, I didn’t flee. Not right away, not without seeing the end of it. I’m telling you, I saw her go down. They disarmed her, knocked her to the ground, and kept stabbing her even when she’d stopping struggling. Maybe the master could have survived that, but nobody else would have. And the enemy had her body—if there had been any spark of life, they’d have extinguished it.”
“Then Wolfram must be wrong,” Nathaliey said firmly.
“I need something to eat,” Markal announced. “Even a scrap of bread or a bit of that venison stew they were cooking, if there’s any left.”
The paladins had turned the cook fire into a small blaze, seeming to prefer as much light as possible. Probably a good idea; the marauders’ night vision seemed to rival that of Markal and Nathaliey. No sign of any food, but Nathaliey had an idea.
“I know where there’s something to eat. And it has a little magic in it.”
“Did you find the hermit? Is that where you were?”
“He’s in a tower off in that direction.” She gestured toward the south side of the circle. “He gave me some soup, and it very nearly brought me back from the dead.”
“I was wondering—you seem fresh enough, and you dug the rune out of the stone. No way I could do that in my current condition.”
“Was he always like that?” she asked.
“He’s a strange fellow, isn’t he?”
“He’s a naked, hairy hermit who can’t speak a word.”
“I don’t know about naked, but he can speak. He just chooses not to.”
“Maybe twenty years ago he could,” Nathaliey said. “But he can’t speak now, or the choosing not to is so strong it makes the same difference. He was a bear at first, and I swear the bear could communicate better than the man.”
“So long as I can eat some of the soup,” Markal said. “Can you bring me some? I’m going to tickle these stones and see what I can find. But hurry—the enemy is coming.”
Nathaliey felt it too as she crossed the ring of stones. A stirring to the north and from below them. A whisper at first, carried on the breeze, of motion and a malignant presence similar to what they’d felt that morning upon leaving the ruined watchtower. With everything that had passed, that felt like a week ago, though it couldn’t have been more than fourteen or fifteen hours.
She hadn’t felt that same presence when entering the stone ring, pursued by Wolfram’s paladins, which should have told her they were someone other than marauders. She’d been exhausted, terrified, and the stones themselves carried such an aura that she hadn’t noticed what should have been obvious.
Nathaliey reached the rocky ledge a few minutes later, or what looked like a ledge. With no time to waste, she picked her way to roughly the correct spot and turned her body at the precise angle the bear had shoved her into earlier. When her head was positioned just so, she looked for the tower doorway out of the corner of her eye.
No, this wasn’t right. It must be back a few feet. She stepped back and tried again, but still couldn’t see the fire burning on the hearth or any other sign of the tower. Growing frustrated, she tried in the other direction, but had no luck there, either, and so she returned to her original spot.
You’re too anxious. Clear your mind.
This time, she felt along the ledge to aid her search, going back and forth, groping for the door by touch. But after a few more minutes of searching, Nathaliey began to suspect another possibility: the hermit no longer wanted to be found. For whatever reason, he’d revealed his tower and offered his hospitality when she hadn’t been seeking it, but now that she was actively trying to find him, he’d gone into hiding.
And if that was the case, she’d never force her way inside. She had too much experience turning away unwanted visitors from Memnet’s gardens to think she could overcome those kinds of wards with non-magical means. For all she knew, the illusion was so complete that she was groping along a tree trunk, or still back at the ring, only thinking she’d come up here in the first place.
Nathaliey was ready to abandon the search, when a shout came from below, and a clank of steel on steel. Already? She’d hope for more time, but it seemed that the enemy had arrived.
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
Markal was waiting with Captain Wolfram and about a dozen of his warriors when there was a clash of weapons and a few shouts from the trail below them, and eight paladins came running up the hillside from the darkness below. They were breathless, shields dangling from their arms as they sheathed their swords, but unharmed. Markal stepped aside to let them past, and they stumbled to a halt in front of the captain.
One of the newcomers wheezed out a report. “There’s at least . . . twenty . . . marauders.”
“More,” another said. “And wights.”
“How many wights?” Wolfram demanded.
But the paladins didn’t have an answer to this, only that they’d spotted glowing blue forms moving among the enemy. The captain had positioned the eight at a defensible position on the overgrown trail below, with orders to skirmish and test the enemy’s strength. Then the wights appeared, and they’d fled for their lives.
Nathaliey had gone to search for the hermit, hoping to secure help, or at least some of his magical stew, but there was no sign of her yet. Markal couldn’t afford to wait; he moved to a pair of standing stones that he’d investigated earlier, and felt for the runes and wards chiseled there. They whispered to him again, louder this time, as he felt the cool hard surface. Some of the magic was inscrutable, but he recognized other parts. One rune, in particular, held promise, with the ability to blind approaching enemies, but the endless wash of seasons, the rain and wind and snow, had eroded its surface and buried the magic so deeply that he’d need days to bring it up again. He searched for something more suitable.
The whispering stones were noisy, distracting, and he gave up at the first glimpse of blue light entering the trees below. Markal stepped away from the circle and made his way toward the trail leading down the hillside, ready to fall back if needed, but anxious to observe the enemy’s approach. He stepped to one side in a little hollow carpeted with pine needles.
A line of fir trees stood on the side of the trail like silent witnesses to the lights that came flickering toward him. He counted four wights in all, bunched in a mass and slinking forward reluctantly, as if driven. Shadowy figures in gray cloaks followed, easing toward the stone circle so furtively they might have been ghosts themselves.
In spite of his exhaustion, Markal felt calm, his fear banished as the enemy approached, some fifty feet away now. They were within charging distance, and he prepared to flee, but they hesitated right when Markal thought they would break into a run.
To what purpose, he didn’t know. Perhaps they felt the power radiating from the stone circle, threatening them, much as he felt the malignant magic of the wights and the dark auras of the marauders themselves.
He sensed rather than heard Nathaliey coming up behind him. She held out something, which he took, then turned over in his hand.
“A biscuit?”
“It’s a kind of unleavened bread with wild berries and suet. Paladin food.”
“What about the hermit?”
“He has withdrawn his assistance,” she said. “Or maybe he’s going to appear in our midst as a raging bear and tear these marauders limb from limb.”
“In other words, you couldn’t find him.”
“I swear I went to the same spot, but I couldn’t find the tower.” Nathaliey nodded at the wights and marauders. “Why are they stopped? Why don’t they charge?”
“Gathering power, I suppose.”
Meanwhile, he may as well do what he could to regain his own strength, so he took a bite of the paladin biscuit. It was terrible. Greasy and overly salted, and the berries were tart, not sweet. Also, it was small. When he finished, his stomach was rumbling harder than ever.
“I don’t suppose you have another,” he said.
“Were you expecting to make a meal of it?”
“How about a little wine to wash it down?”
“Strangely, I thought I should get here as soon as possible, rather than rummage about until I could serve you a proper feast.”
His amusement was short-lived, as it seemed that the enemy was gathering to charge. There were four wights and roughly twenty marauders, including a hooded figure directing them into ranks who had to be the captain. His posture was familiar, and Markal thought it the same man who’d chased them into the ravine that morning. The marauders began a low, wordless chant, filled with grunts and snarls, and the wights added a long, miserable-sounding moan that made the hairs stand up on his neck.
Markal and Nathaliey fell back toward the circle. Wolfram met them just outside it. The captain cast a glance down the hillside. His face showed nerves, but his voice was steady.
“Not so many.”
“Every marauder is equal to three regular soldiers,” Markal said.
“And every paladin is worth five.”
“Have you faced marauders before?”
“Several times.” The defiant edge softened in the captain’s voice. “And I won’t lie, they are daunting enemies. Implacable and untiring. But we outnumber them, and we have a position of power. I have only one question of you.”
“You want to know if we can handle the wights.”
Wolfram nodded. “We can turn them aside with our charms and trinkets, but not if marauders are driving them forward. The wights are already dead—our swords pass right through them.”
“We have magic for that,” Nathaliey said. “An incantation to give your weapons the power to puncture wights and send them fleeing in terror.” She must have caught Markal’s doubtful look, because she added, “I suppose I could do it if you’re not ready.”
“You’ve regained your strength?” he asked.
“I . . . I’m not sure. Maybe.”
He thought about one of the stones he’d identified while she was searching for the hermit. “I might have something else. Enough power for the both of us.”
Something changed in the tone of the marauders’ chanting, and all three of them glanced in that direction to make sure they hadn’t begun their final push.
“Nathaliey’s spell won’t last long,” Markal said. “Watch for the gold fire on your blades, Captain, and make the most of it.”
Given the length of the marauders’ hesitation, Markal expected them to approach warily, pushing against the resistance of the stone circle, but they suddenly broke into a charge. If the enemy hadn’t been running uphill, Markal, Nathaliey, and Wolfram might have been caught out, and as it was, they barely had time to fall back to join the paladins before the first three marauders forced their way between two stones and entered the stone circle.
They found the Blackshields braced for combat. Wolfram, Marissa, and three others attacked with swords, while a second group slammed into them with a shield wall to pin them against the stones. More paladins waited, ready to pounce on any who escaped or broke through.
Any other enemy would have crumpled under the ferocious defenses, but the three marauders held their ground. Each man faced multiple attackers, and paladin swords broke through to batter helms and slash arms and shoulders, but the marauders held just long enough for more of their comrades to come pouring between the two stones.
Markal and Nathaliey had withdrawn several paces until they were safely positioned behind the swords and shields of their new allies, but maintained a view of the fighting. Markal was watching for the blue glow and anguished faces of wights.
“Have your spell ready,” he said. “The wights are coming.”
And yet for a moment, he dared hope it wouldn’t be necessary. The stone circle was resisting the intruders, and Wolfram was overwhelming those few who’d broken through. One marauder was down already, two more faltering, and most of the enemy company was blocked outside the circle, unable to force their way in to join the fight.
And then a cloaked figure burst through and gave a shout of triumph. The enemy captain. He raised his sword, and a dark aura surrounded him. Others came streaming in after like a current through a breached dam.
Wolfram shouted for a counterattack, and his reserves hurled themselves into the battle with shouts and clashes of steel on steel. Within seconds, the center of the stone ring became an all-out battle. Markal and Nathaliey fell back to keep from being caught up in it.
“Where are the wights?” she said.
Markal scanned the battlefield. No sign of their ghostly light, but it wouldn’t be long. “Keep ready—they’re out there.”
“Markal, I’m not sure I can . . . you said you had something else? What is it?”
“Follow me,” he said.
He led her to one of the promising stones he’d identified while she searched for the hermit. They put their hands against the cool surface.
“I felt this one before,” she said, “but I don’t know what it is or how to call it.”
“It’s a well of power.”
“Oh,” she said. Then, more fervently, “Oh! Like the master’s orb. But it’s corked up down there. How would you break it free? It’s too strong . . .”
“It had to be strong to keep the power bottled all this time. I can’t free it entirely, but look, there’s a trickle that’s come out already. Do you feel it? If we can get it out, we’ll have more than enough power to finish this fight—fire, shaking earth, a rain of stone—whatever we need.”
She closed her eyes. “A thread, just a . . . I can’t get to it. Grab it and help me pull it out.”
Markal bent his will into the stone and felt for the tip of the thing. He could brush the edge of it, but couldn’t quite get his will so deep into that ancient magic as to seize hold of it, not with the sounds of paladins and marauders fighting and dying only feet away. A man screamed, and Markal looked up and saw four ghostly blue lights flowing into the stone circle.
The wights were old, twisted, decaying souls—a near-formless mass of grasping limbs—who must have been languishing among the ruins of the hill country for generations, hiding to avoid the Harvester and his hounds. Their long, rotting faces were barely human, and their eyes burned with anguish and hatred as a pair of marauders drove them forward with lashes that glowed with a sickly sorcerous green light.
The wights fell on a paladin and dragged him down screaming. The screams continued as they enveloped him in a blue-white light. More light poured into his mouth and nostrils and ears, and he threw aside his sword and shield, writhing and clawing at his face as if trying to tear it off.
“Markal!” Nathaliey cried. “Pull it out. I almost have it—help me!”
He turned his attention back to the standing stone, and reached deep into the rock to tease out the thread of power. But it was too deep; he couldn’t get hold of it. And then Nathaliey caught hold of it and gave a tug, and he lent her his will. The magical power began to emerge, but it resisted, fighting every inch, like a viper being pulled from a hole by its tail.
Meanwhile, more screams as the wights found another victim. Wolfram shouted, tried to regroup his forces to hold their ground, but the enemy was driving the paladins across the circle and pushing some of them out the other side.
Nathaliey had a good hold of the thread now, and gave it a final yank. A flood of magic was there, ready to boil out and correct any deficiencies of the two magic wielders, but just before she had it out, the thread snapped, and the bulk of it recoiled, burying itself deeper than ever. She only had the tip of the thing, and it was weak, tenuous. It would have to be enough.
“The spell,” he said.
“I . . . I can’t remember. I had it, but now it’s gone.”
“Quickly!”
“No, you do it. Markal, for god’s sake!”
The power pulled out of the stone hung in the air, ready to dissolve if they didn’t use it quickly. He drew it to him, and it warmed his hands and forearms as it flooded into him. It was the same warmth he got from drawing blood, but there was no pain with it, no resulting weakness.
He knew the spell, and couldn’t understand why Nathaliey had forgotten it. The words were simple to remember and command, and he’d used it effectively in the past, feeding the spell to acolytes when wights broke through the outer gates and penetrated Memnet’s gardens. Now it was his turn.
Minis mortui incantare arma perdere.
Nathaliey added her power to what they’d drawn from the rock, and it all poured away from him as he turned to face the battle. Marauders had pushed the Blackshields to the far end of the stone circle and squeezed several of them out. Wolfram’s forces had not broken ranks, but were faltering.
It was a conscious assault by the enemy, Markal recognized, to force the paladins from the circle, away from this place of power, and push them into the darkness of the woods beyond, where they could be slaughtered.
Several bodies lay strewn across the center of the circle already, most of them paladins. Another man lay in the campfire, crying in pain as wights held him in the flames. When several of his companions tried to come to his aid, marauders forced them back.
Markal’s spell rolled across the stone circle. He held his breath until it hit, then sagged in relief when a golden light flickered along the blades of the defenders. It would only last moments; the paladins had better make the most of it.
“The wights,” Nathaliey cried. “Attack the wights.”
Wolfram lifted his blade skyward and roared a command to his men. “Shield wall, forward!”
Shields slammed into place until the front ranks formed an armored turtle. The paladins surged as one and drove a punishing wedge into the marauders. They must have been conserving strength, for they drove marauders backward.
Watching the battle play out, Markal recognized that all the marauders had to do was hold their ground long enough for the spell to wither and die, but the enemy commander either didn’t understand or couldn’t resist the powerful shield wall. They parted to let the wights through just as the wights finished off their victim in the fire and came slithering to meet the Blackshields in battle.
Wolfram’s forces fell upon the ghostly figures with their gleaming swords. Wights screamed, light faded and dissolved, and the dead creatures departed the battlefield as wisps of smoke, one after the other until there was only one left, and it was fighting desperately to flee.
“Where is the red sword?” Nathaliey asked.
Somehow, Markal had forgotten about Soultrup in the chaos of battle, and he scanned the circle for the weapon. Wolfram didn’t have it, and it wasn’t lying on the ground, forgotten by the combatants, either. Could a marauder have it already? Not that he could see or feel.
The enemy commander had fallen back as the Blackshields surrounded the final wight. The commander stood apart from his men, weapon in hand, and looked about, searching the shadows. The intent behind that hooded gaze was clear: the marauder captain was hunting for the source of magic that had destroyed the wights. 
Markal was suddenly aware that they stood alone, with the enemy between them and the paladins, and he stood perfectly still, willing the shadows to swallow them into the standing stone at their backs, with Nathaliey motionless beside him. It was no good. The marauder turned toward them and pointed with his sword.
“There they are! The wizards.” To Markal’s surprise, it was a woman’s voice behind the snarled command. 
Several other marauders disengaged from the main fight and joined their commander in rushing at Markal and Nathaliey.
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
Wolfram thrust his sword through the chest of the final wight even as the gold fire on the edge of his weapon began to fade. The wight dissolved with a howl of rage and pain, and a smoky blue light fled from the stone circle. His men shouted and pushed forward to renew their attack on the marauders.
The enemy captain shouted a command in turn, and several marauders tried to fight clear. Wolfram hoped that they’d won, that the enemy was disengaging to abandon the battlefield. Marauders were relentless fighters until they broke from a fight, and then they were vulnerable like any other opponent. If the Blackshields turned the fight into a rout, they’d destroy this company of marauders as a coherent fighting force.
But the enemy captain wasn’t sounding the retreat so much as redirecting the fight. He stood off a pace from his companions, gesturing with his sword at something on the far side of the circle. The shadows were deeper there, and Wolfram wanted to look away, as if his attention were called elsewhere. It was magic telling him not to look, and even without seeing the two wizards, he knew they must have drawn the marauder’s attention and were desperately trying to hide.
Markal and Nathaliey had just saved Wolfram’s life and the lives of all of his men by endowing their weapons with power, and he swore he wouldn’t let the enemy have them. He shouted at Marissa, fighting nearby, and she in turn got Gregory’s attention. Gregory swept his massive sword like a scythe among the wheat, clearing a path to the other two.
Two other paladins followed, and they caught the rear elements of the charging marauders and forced them into battle before they could attack the wizards, now visible with their backs pressed against the stone. He stabbed one marauder in the back, and Marissa brought her sword from over her shoulder and nearly severed the man’s head from his shoulders to finish the task. Gregory leaped into the fray with a roar, and at last the enemy captain himself turned around, forced to fight.
It was five against five, a furious knot of swirling swords, battering shields, thrusts, and parries. Another marauder went down, and Wolfram shouted, thinking they had won. Then Marissa’s sword shattered under a tremendous blow from the enemy captain, and Wolfram and Gregory had to fight to her side to allow her to retreat.
Once Marissa was clear, Wolfram and Gregory brought the captain under their combined assault. They had him now. Another blow or two and the enemy would be dead. But their opponent fought like a possessed demon, unbelievably quick and seemingly tireless. A jab and cut, and Gregory took a slash to his thigh. He staggered and nearly fell, and his opponent came forward with the killing blow.
Wolfram threw himself between Gregory and the marauder captain. He lifted his shield as the enemy sword came crashing down, and it rocked under the blow.
“Get back!” he told Gregory.
The big knight staggered away from the fight, bleeding from his thigh, pursued by another marauder. Wolfram had no chance to see if Gregory had escaped before he was fending off a vicious follow-up swing from the enemy commander. He parried blow after blow, absorbing them with sword and shield, but finally took a glancing strike on the right shoulder. The chain beneath his tunic held, but he rocked on his heels from the strength of it, and his defenses nearly fell at a fatal moment. He got his shield up just in time.
Somehow he fought off the attack and briefly returned to the offensive, but the enemy was too strong; Wolfram couldn’t get past the man’s defenses. He could only hope that Marissa or one of the others joined him in time, but they were locked in their own life-and-death struggles.
“Beast of hell,” he swore between clenched teeth. “The Harvester take you.”
“The Dark Gatherer will not have me,” the enemy commander said. It was a woman, not a man—between the darkness and the hood of her cloak, he had somehow missed it all this time. “And neither will it have you. Because tonight you will join me in service of the dark wizard . . . wolf cub.”
And now he heard it. Heard her voice, heard her old nickname for him like poison on the tongue. Wolfram stared in horror as the enemy threw back her hood to reveal his sister. Or, rather, a cruel mockery of who she had once been.
Bronwyn’s face was gray, her eyes dead. Her mouth turned up in a sneer that made a cruel parody of the strong, proud woman she had been. Yet everything else about her appearance was the same, right down to her brutal fighting style. He had witnessed it a dozen times, but had never faced her devastating skill himself until now.
“The Brothers save me,” he whispered.
“Not tonight, Wolfram. Tonight, nothing will save you.”
All those weeks crossing the mountains, seeing her soul still burning with life every time he closed his eyes. The certainty he’d felt when denying Markal’s assertion that Bronwyn was dead, even though the wizard swore he’d seen her fall.
All of his beliefs now bled away into horror. Here Bronwyn was, facing him, neither dead nor alive, but something else entirely. Something terrible.
Markal hadn’t been lying, and he hadn’t been deceived. The wizard really had seen her go down under the Veyrian attack, and perhaps she had truly died. And then, as the warmth of life was expiring from Bronwyn’s lips, the sorcerer must have taken her body, bound her soul to the dead flesh, and reanimated her. Some terrible sorcery had her leading the enemies she’d once fought. She was trying to kill her former companions, her own brother.
Bronwyn renewed the attack. Paladins cried out that Wolfram was in trouble and attempted to fight their way to his side, but marauders were regrouping as well, and they beat back all attempts to reach his side.
“Where is the sword, Brother? Give it to me. Give it to me now. I will have it, and I will have your soul, too. You will ride beside me, and together we will destroy these lesser beings and press them to the service of my master.”
Wolfram was tiring, and couldn’t answer. One of the standing stones loomed at his back, and Bronwyn pinned him against it, stabbing, thrusting, and battering. His shield shivered under blow after blow. His arms felt like dead weights; he could barely raise his shield one more time as she raised her sword for what was to be a killing blow.
A brilliant white light flared to his left. Another light flared to his right. Voices rose, chanting in some strange tongue. Bronwyn snarled and whirled about, facing first one light, then the other. The wizards had taken up positions, flanking her, and were throwing magic onto the battlefield.
And as the stone circle was illuminated, Wolfram saw his victory materialize. Men and women lay dead across the battlefield, stretching from one side of the circle to the other. The number of fallen on each side was roughly equal, but at least ten marauders had fallen, which gave him the clear advantage. Only a small knot of enemies remained, and paladins crowded them from every side. And now, the wizards had apparently raised more magic from the stone circle.
The Blackshields were going to win, and Bronwyn knew it, too. Dismay and rage crossed her face, now more pale than gray under the light flaring from the wizards’ hands.
“I will have you,” she snarled, and then she burst past him, leaving the circle and entering the darkness.
The rest of the marauders fell back, cursing and shouting. They swept their cloaks around them as they moved, and a black energy radiated outward as they rushed past, some sort of magic to aid their escape. Some clenched wounds, and one ugly brute held a sword in his right hand while tucking the bloody stump of his left hand against his body. He snarled a curse at Wolfram as he fought his way clear. Others swore they would drink the paladins’ blood as they vanished into the darkness. And then they were gone.
The light flickered and faded, and Wolfram hesitated rather than call for his exhausted, wounded forces to pursue. He was certain that final bit of taunting as the marauders fell back had been to draw his forces out of the protective stone circle. Instead, he raised his black shield and shouted victory. A ragged cheer rose from the survivors.
#
It was a bloody aftermath. Wolfram ordered the fallen marauders beheaded to be sure they wouldn’t rise again later, then set about numbering his wounded and dead. Nine paladins killed out of forty-seven, with two others so close to death they wouldn’t survive the night. Eight others had suffered wounds sufficient to render them helpless.
As for the wizards, Markal collapsed in exhaustion in the center of the circle, looking nearly corpse-like himself, but the woman tracked Wolfram down a few minutes later as he attended to Sir Gregory. The wounded paladin lay on a blanket, arm draped over his face. They’d removed his trousers, leaving him in his braies, and he shivered with cold and shock from the grisly cut across his upper thigh. Wolfram doused the wound with wine, and Gregory grimaced but didn’t cry out.
He was getting ready to bandage it when Markal’s companion told him to step aside so she could see to it herself. He obeyed, curious and hopeful. She brought out a small clay flask, from which she removed a dab of brown ointment that smelled first of eucalyptus, and then of something bitter and eye-watering. Gregory gasped in pain when she touched the ointment to his thigh wound, but his gasp became a long sigh of relief.
“Good,” the woman said. “Now hand me the bandages.”
Wolfram nodded to a paladin who’d been standing by with linen strips. The young woman took them and began to expertly wrap Gregory’s wound.
“My name is Sir Wolfram, captain of the Blackshields. I’m glad to have you with us. You have some skill.”
“I know who you are.” She kept at her work. “You, standing there. Has that knife been cleaned with wine? Good, cut the bandage right here.”
“And what is your name, wizard?” 
“Nathaliey of Syrmarria, and I am not a wizard, only an apprentice.”
He studied her more carefully. She seemed young at first glance, and he supposed she’d escaped his grasp in the ambush because the paladins had dismissed her and focused on taking Markal. But now he reconsidered her age. Her face was smooth and unlined, and she was an attractive woman in a strange, eastern way, but her eyes had depth that could not have possibly belonged to a young woman. Her skill in both magic and healing was impressive and spoke to years of training.
“And Markal? Is he an apprentice, too?”
Nathaliey glanced at her companion, sprawled and exhausted in the middle of the stone circle. Someone brought him a waterskin, but he waved it off and asked for wine.
“Markal is a wizard, a master of the order.”
“But you fought as his equal. During that last magical attack, your light was brighter than his. And the stone you almost dropped on our heads . . . are you sure you’re only an apprentice?”
Nathaliey rose to her feet. “I need to see the rest of them, starting with the most gravely injured.”
Wolfram led her to Doran and Liliana. Doran had suffered a brutal cut to the head, and was lying senseless with a gash straight to his brains. Liliana had lost an arm at the elbow and taken stabs to the chest, and she was pale and barely breathing.
Nathaliey bent over them, and her face fell. “I am sorry, Captain. I can’t help these two. They will die soon. Give them a soporific if you have it, and ease their passing.”
Wolfram nodded, feeling lightheaded. “I understand. I hope you can help the others, then.”
“I hope so, too,” she said.
They found another injured paladin, this one with a painful shoulder wound that might leave him disabled, but wasn’t life-threatening. Nathaliey made hopeful comments as she applied her balm.
“The light you saw had no power behind it,” she said as she worked. “The marauders have their strengths—they never tire in battle, for one—but they have their weaknesses.”
“It was only a trick?”
“We were exhausted, our magic spent. The light? It was only a trick. The marauders fell for it because they don’t tire, and so they forget that others do. Let someone else bind this wound. Who else do you have?”
Wolfram led her to another injured paladin. “Trick or real magic, it worked.”
“It was your paladins who won the fight, not us.”
“It was a costly one.”
Wolfram looked across the churned-up meadow between the standing stones. Marissa had the paladins dragging the decapitated marauders outside the stone circle while she tossed their severed heads into a pile near the fire. The injured Blackshields gathered in the center, and healthy men and women took position around the edges of the stone circle in case of a fresh enemy assault. The ground was torn, stained with blood, and the smell of charred flesh hung in the air from the man who’d burned alive.
Markal rose to his feet and made his way over. The wizard nibbled on a piece of hard cheese given to him by one of the paladins, and looked a little stronger.
“Where is Soultrup?” he asked.
“I’d hoped you could tell me. I don’t think the marauders got it. She was still trying to get it from me at the end.”
“It’s still nearby. I can feel it.” Markal’s face turned grim. “We were both wrong, weren’t we?”
“Yes. Terribly wrong. My sister is both alive and dead at the same time.”
Wolfram had removed his torn, bloodstained cloak after the battle, and his hand went to the wool vest he’d put on to fight the evening chill. He pulled out his sister’s moon pendant and rubbed his thumb over the cool silver as a wave of grief threatened to drive him to his knees. When he closed his eyes, the spark of light was still there, showing that Bronwyn was alive, but what a horrible existence it was. The sneer, the hatred in her expression.
Markal touched his arm, and he opened his eyes to find Markal and Nathaliey studying him with expressions of concern.
“I misjudged you, friends,” Wolfram said, returning the pendant to his pocket. “And I’m especially sorry, Markal, for mistreating you.”
“That isn’t really your sister,” Markal said. “It’s something else. Don’t forget that.”
Wolfram’s anguish was too raw, and he couldn’t speak of it any more, so they set about attending to the rest of the wounded. The two wizards—he continued to think of the woman in those terms, in spite of her statement to the contrary—had a delicate touch, and the ointment from their gardens had special properties. Wounds didn’t magically heal themselves when it was applied, but the ointment eased suffering, slowed bleeding, and closed up even the nastiest gashes.
Nathaliey and Markal also knew something of broken bones, when they should be handled, and when they should be splinted and left alone. What these people most needed was rest, Markal said when they’d finished their work.
“Impossible,” Wolfram said. “Every paladin needs to be on his feet by morning. We can’t stay here—you know that.”
“Understood,” Markal said. “Now, about the sword . . . where did it go?”
“The marauders didn’t have it,” Wolfram repeated. “My sister was still trying to get it when you chased them off.”
“Oh,” Nathaliey said, and pointed. “It’s right there!”
Wolfram looked, incredulous, but she was right. There was Soultrup, only a few feet away and still wrapped in its linens, as if it had never moved. Impossible. Scores of combatants had trampled the meadow, and the grass was bloody and churned up with mud. Not only were the linens relatively clean, but Wolfram must have crossed the stone circle a dozen times since the battle ended. The sword had not been there, he’d swear to it.
Markal picked it up gingerly. He looked thoughtful.
“Someone had it,” Wolfram declared. “They took it during the battle and brought it back.”
The wizards exchanged glances. “What do you think, the hermit?” Nathaliey asked.
Markal nodded. “He must have taken it for safekeeping during the fight, then returned the weapon now that it’s safe.”
Wolfram looked between them, confused. “What do you mean, hermit?”
“He could have helped us, don’t you think?” Nathaliey said. “I don’t know, changed into a bear and torn apart a few of those marauders.”
“Or called up the magic from the stones,” Markal said. “He’s been here so many years—if anyone knows how, it’s him.”
“Will someone explain?” Wolfram said, more confused than ever.
“There’s an old wizard living nearby,” Markal said. “Half crazy. He’s a bear more often than not. That’s how Nathaliey got away from you at first.”
“Ah, I was wondering. We were right on her tail.”
“He has a stone keep,” Nathaliey said. “It’s disguised to look like that cliff you were searching. You walked right by without spotting it.”
That answered one mystery, but opened the door to another. “So why didn’t he help?”
“He’s not entirely in his right mind,” she said. “One too many transformations to animal form and back again. I don’t know why he didn’t help more, but he kept your sister from recovering the red sword, and that’s something.”
Markal held out Soultrup, and Wolfram took it reluctantly. It was heavy, and a whisper passed through his mind, then disappeared.
“No, take it back. I don’t want it.”
“It’s yours, though,” Markal said. “It came from Eriscoba, and it needs to go back.”
“What am I supposed to do with it? I can’t use it.”
“Not recommended, no.” Markal shook his head. “Leave it wrapped. Take it deep into your country, to whatever wizards you know and trust. And be aware that your sister will follow and try to get it back. You say you have another company of paladins waiting for you with horses? How long until you reach them?”
“Markal, listen to me,” Wolfram said. “I told you already, we don’t have wizards. So far as I know, there are none of your kind in the free kingdoms.”
“Someone must know how to deal with the sword.”
“Someone does,” Wolfram said. “You do.” He tried to hand back the sword.
Markal spread his hands. “Oh, no. The master told us to carry it over the mountains and give it to you. We were fortunate enough to find you on this side of the mountains, so here you go. Now we’re going back to the gardens to rejoin the order.”
Nathaliey cleared her throat. “Um, Markal? That isn’t precisely what Memnet said. He told us to find Bronwyn’s order of paladins, give them the sword, and make sure they knew its lore.”
“And that’s just what we’ve done.”
“But he didn’t say we were supposed to come back when we finished.”
“What else were we supposed to do?” Markal asked.
“Near as I can tell, Memnet wanted us to join forces with the paladins.”
“He never said that.”
“It was implied. Memnet would know that Bronwyn’s people don’t have wizards of their own. That’s why he sent us.”
“The Harvester take me,” Markal said with a scowl. “But I don’t want to cross the mountains, I want to go back to the gardens and help the master.”
“We can’t leave Wolfram while he’s still facing his sister, Markal. I’m sorry, we can’t go back yet, not while Bronwyn is still trying to regain the sword.”
Wolfram looked between the pair. “I thought Markal was the wizard and Nathaliey the apprentice.”
Markal sighed. “Yes, supposedly.”
“My friend suffers a lack of confidence,” she said, “and sometimes I have to take over.”
Wolfram tucked Soultrup under one arm and pulled out the moon pendant. “Here, Markal. I think you need this more than I do. It’s just the sort of thing for a lack of confidence.”
Markal eyed it skeptically. “I suppose.” He slipped the chain around his neck and tucked the silver crescent moon into his shirt. “Unless you want it,” he told Nathaliey.
“Not unless that confidence thing works in reverse. I’ll do a little spell in front of the master, and he’ll think I know what I’m doing.”
“Too bad you didn’t tip the stone on the marauders instead of calling it up to fight paladins,” Markal said. “That would have earned his respect for sure. Such a waste.”
“I was trying to save your life!”
Markal gave a mischievous smile. “I’ve got an idea. The hermit can vouch for you. You can bribe him with honey from the gardens.”
Nathaliey scowled, but there was no anger in it. It seemed these two had a long history, and he found himself instinctively liking them both. And they were allies, something in short supply these days. He’d be glad to have them by his side, even if only for a few days or weeks.
Wolfram’s thoughts turned dark again. Nine paladins dead, two more unlikely to survive the night. And his sister, Sir Bronwyn of Arvada, neither alive nor dead, but something in between.
“What is your plan from here?” Markal asked him. “Ride to the king’s highway? Return to the encampment where you stashed your horses? Cross the mountains on the old road to raise the defenses of Eriscoba?”
“Eventually, Eriscoba, but first I’m going to find my sister. She was the fiercest warrior in all of the free kingdoms, and if she is in command of the gray marauders, the only possible result is disaster.” A cold feeling settled into Wolfram’s belly. “We have to find Bronwyn, force her into a fight, and kill her. This time for good.”
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
Two days after his confrontation with the dark acolytes, Chantmer was in the library vault with a book of arcane knowledge, laboriously copying an incantation while trying to fix it in his memory, when he sensed a strange presence. A change, a scent on the air.
The library was drenched in magic already—runes and wards and the minor charms of archivists, all mixed with the deep, knot-like magic protecting the books and scrolls themselves—and if he hadn’t placed a special ward at the doorway against intruders, he might have missed it. The smell was like lemon. Tangy, distinctive. The ward had released it to his senses when it detected an unknown presence entering. Whoever it was carried magic with him, rich with power, and Chantmer sensed danger.
He didn’t rise from the desk over which he’d hunched. Instead, he slowly set down the quill on its cloth, turned his hands palms down, and brought up a spell. Spectral hammers. They might not destroy the intruder, but they would weaken him long enough for the library’s own defenses to activate. He began to speak the words.
“Volans maleis again?” came a familiar voice. “Aren’t you tired of that old spell?”
The half-spoken incantation died on Chantmer’s lips, and he turned. “Oh, it’s only you.”
Narud opened a satchel and set down a jar of honey, two bottles of wine, and a wheel of cloth-wrapped cheese on the table next to Chantmer’s open book. The former apprentice and freshly ordained wizard raised one bushy black eyebrow, seeming to enjoy looking down on Chantmer for once.
“And why should I change it?” Chantmer said. “Had you been an enemy, volans maleis would have been effective in this closed space.”
“Would it? I’m not so sure. The hammers rotate as they fly, and might have smashed apart on the vaults. Anyway, how about radicatus?”
“I don’t know what that is.”
“Which proves my point. If you didn’t lean so much on volans maleis, you’d have a wider repertoire.”
Chantmer gritted his teeth at Narud’s tone. It didn’t help that Jethro and Karla were in the library, studying the clay tablets from Marrabat and openly listening in on the conversation.
“I suppose you’re a wizard now,” Chantmer said, “and that means you can lecture me as you see fit.”
“I didn’t mean it as a lecture.” Narud shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “The master told me to check on your progress, to see what new spells you’d learned.”
“Never you mind, I’ve been studying hard.”
“And who were you expecting just now when you tried to smash my face?”
“His name is Zartosht of Starnar. There was another, too. They call themselves dark acolytes, and they serve King Toth.”
Chantmer explained to Narud how he’d been approached in the palace gardens, how Zartosht had bragged about entering the library and defacing the Book of Gods, and how he’d tried to recruit Chantmer to serve the necromancer.
“What a fool,” Narud said. “As if that could tempt one who follows the Crimson Path, no matter his position in the order.”
“Indeed,” Chantmer said dryly. “Who wouldn’t prefer to be an apprentice forever if it came right down to it?”
“Quite right,” Narud said, missing the sarcasm. He pulled up a stool to the table, where he glanced at the open book and then at Chantmer’s copy. “You have an excellent hand. I wish I could form letters so neatly—it would help my memory, I think.”
The compliment was cheering, and Chantmer’s irritation at being reminded that Narud had been elevated to wizard faded.
“It doesn’t help enough,” he said. “I copy and copy, and the words don’t stick. But I suppose if they did stick easily, there would be nothing special about being an archivist. Any old fool with no magic and an excess of patience could manage it.”
Jethro and Karla grumbled from the nearby table where they worked with clay tablets, and Chantmer waved a hand to dismiss their concerns. He obviously meant no offense by it.
“What brings you to Syrmarria?” he asked Narud. “Surely the master didn’t send you all the way just to check up on me.”
“Not just to check up on you. I’m here to help you strengthen the library defenses against fire.”
“Against fire? How much stronger could they possibly be?”
To illustrate his point, Chantmer took the sheet of parchment he’d been writing on and stuck the end in the candle flame. Not only did the parchment not catch fire, but the flame died in a wisp of smoke.
“And that’s a loose sheet,” he said. “A book is that much stronger still.”
“We went to the Sacred Forest a few days ago,” Narud said. “Memnet is improving day by day, and felt strong enough to leave the gardens to see the burned stretch for himself. He thought we might do something with the trees to strengthen them against the enemy’s desecration. It was too late. The Sacred Forest is cut in two, and the road is already built. It’s a long, blackened gash, uglier than you can imagine. And it was all done with fire.”
“How? How is such a thing possible? Those trees can’t burn any more than . . .” Chantmer’s voice trailed off, and he looked around him. “The enemy would never burn this library, even if he could. He might take the books, yes, but never destroy them.”
“Strengthen the library against fire. That is the extent of Memnet’s instructions.”
“Is the highway moving toward the gardens?”
“No,” Narud said. “It passes three miles from the garden gates, but no closer. Enemy riders have approached the bridge over Blossom Creek, but they haven’t crossed.”
“They did it once before. It’s only a question of time before they make another attempt.”
“This time they’ll find Memnet the Great awake and with his full array of power.”
“Good,” Chantmer said.
Narud bent over the open tome. “I remember this book. We studied it before, though I can’t remember the half of what I read. Something about bending pain.”
“Bending pain for the sake of power. Blood from the pores is arbitrary. We could have easily chosen another method. A cut across the hand, or burning our skin. Painful tattoos, or thorns in the flesh.”
“If we did that, we wouldn’t be the Crimson Path.” Narud traced the words with an index finger, and his lips moved silently.
Chantmer studied his companion as he read. He was still baffled by why Narud had been elevated to wizard so quickly, but the man had strength, there was no question. A bit on the odd side, with his obsessions about plants and animals, but they all had quirks.
“Nathaliey’s father is locked in the dungeon,” Chantmer said. “They’re torturing him.”
Narud looked up, and his heavy eyebrows knit together in dismay. “They’re not flaying him, are they? I saw the khalif’s skin flying above the city gate.”
“Gruesome and unseemly,” Chantmer said. “I shudder every time I see it. But no, not yet. I crept down to observe, and they have Kandibar chained to the wall, his arms stretched from their sockets, but they have not yet physically broken him. It’s the work of the dark acolytes, not Pasha Isak’s torturers. I believe they intend to break Kandibar’s mind and see if he’ll lead them to the gardens.”
“The poor man.”
“And poor us, if they succeed.”
“How did they get their hands on him?” Narud asked. “Nathaliey personally saw him to the edge of the desert.”
“They must have ambushed him on the road and dragged him back.”
“Did you try to free him?”
“No, this Zartosht villain is watching for me. I didn’t dare try it on my own, but I thought about slipping Kandibar poison to ease his suffering—surely I could manage that much. But now that you’re here . . . it might be worth an attempt.”
“Much better than poisoning the poor fellow.”
“He was going to die anyway,” Chantmer said. “I was only going to save him from torture.”
“If we get him free, I’ll take him to the gardens. He’ll be safe there.”
“The master sent him to Marrabat to raise the sultan against King Toth. We should put him back on the Spice Road.”
“The enemy already caught him once—what makes you think he’d manage now, when he’s beaten down and without the palace guard to protect him?”
It was a good point, but Chantmer still didn’t want Kandibar in the gardens. With as much damage as they’d suffered in the attack, Memnet needed to concentrate on repairing the defenses, not healing invalids. If Markal and Nathaliey hadn’t run off to get rid of the red sword—pointlessly, Chantmer thought—they’d be around to fill in the more trivial duties.
Narud flipped the page and began tracing letters again, lips moving like a child learning to read. Nevertheless, he was progressing more rapidly than Chantmer could manage, and that was grating.
“I have another idea,” Chantmer said. “We free the vizier from the dungeons, but keep him in the palace.”
Narud looked up. “He can’t show his face around here. They’ll kill him.”
“You’re not understanding the wider situation. Kandibar, for all his limitations, inspires loyalty in these parts. He turned practically the entire palace guard against the Veyrians.”
“That was Omar, actually, and his skin is flapping in the breeze as a reward. Besides, there are no more palace guards. They’ve either fled Aristonia or been enslaved on the king’s highway. There’s nobody left for Kandibar to inspire.”
“Nobody left at the moment, true. But that could change. And down the road, he might very well prove a loyal vizier to whomever we install in the place of Pasha Izak.”
“Go on,” Narud said.
“Omar had three sisters. Two of them went east—probably to serve in Toth’s harem. The third is still in the palace. There’s talk that Izak will take her to wife, and he will be installed as khalif, with Omar’s sister as khalifa to legitimize his rule.”
“I thought the pashas were military generals. Why would he stay in Aristonia?”
“An arrow blinded Izak in one eye,” Chantmer said, “and he lost the toes of his left foot last winter in the mountains. Hard to campaign with one eye and hobbling with a cane. It is time for him to retire and take his reward for all of the heads he’s taken in the king’s service.”
“And you think this girl will marry him? What’s her name?”
“Sadira, and she might. She is young and beautiful—or so they say—and under normal circumstances, I couldn’t imagine her marrying the fat old pasha. But she might see few other options at the moment. I will approach and offer her one.”
“You?” Narud looked doubtful. “Perhaps we should send someone more diplomatic.”
“Don’t worry, I know how to handle this sort. Spoiled princesses respond well to flattery.”
“If she’s a spoiled princess, how is she going to be of any use?”
“She’s spoiled, but she seems to be clever enough.”
“Hmm.”
“I don’t know, maybe I’m wrong,” Chantmer admitted. “I don’t understand women or their motivations.”
“Neither do I. If only Nathaliey were here to advise us.”
“Nathaliey is not precisely a woman,” Chantmer said. “Not since she left the mundane world to study the arcane arts.”
One of the archivists snorted, and he looked up to see Karla walking by with a book, one corner of her mouth turned up in a smile. Chantmer didn’t see what had her so amused. Surely he’d said nothing she could object to.
“I’m not sure I see the distinction,” Narud said, bringing Chantmer’s attention back around. “Anyway, Nathaliey is the closest we’ve got.”
“She and Markal must be in Eriscoba by now, so that option is out.” Chantmer gave it some more thought. “How about the vizier himself? We pluck him out of the dungeon, explain our plan, and bring him in to talk to the woman. Kandibar tells her what we need from her.”
“And that is what, precisely?” Narud asked.
“That when the order comes to move against the enemy, the pair of them—the new khalifa and her grand vizier—raise Syrmarria in revolt and take control of the armies of Aristonia.”
“The only armies in Aristonia are the ones brought here by the enemy.”
“Then we’d better find one,” Chantmer said, “or the whole of this country will be destroyed. The first step is to free the vizier. We’ll figure the rest of it out later. How do we get him out of the dungeon?”
“Are there monkeys in the palace?”
“They killed Omar’s pet for sport. I don’t know about any others.” Chantmer turned to Jethro. “Archivist?”
“There are still wild monkeys living on the hill behind the palace,” Jethro said. “They come over the wall and raid the fruit trees.”
“That’s right,” Chantmer said. “I’d forgotten about that. It shouldn’t be hard to enchant one to carry down a key, like we did with Nathaliey. Except,” he added, as something occurred to him, “Kandibar isn’t only locked up, he’s chained to the wall. We’d have to train the monkey to unfasten the chains as well.”
“That’s beyond a monkey’s ability to take orders,” Narud said. “And possibly its strength as well, depending on the chains.”
“Change yourself to a monkey, then,” Chantmer said. “Go down and see what you can manage.”
Narud looked doubtful. “I’ve only changed myself to a dog before. A monkey is something else entirely—I don’t even know the incantation.”
“Whatever it is, we’ll find it here in the books. You can study first, and when the time comes, I’ll lend you my strength.”
“That would take days, maybe longer. If it works at all. Meanwhile, every day that goes by in the dungeon makes the vizier that much weaker.”
Frustrated, Chantmer rose from the table and gestured at the book and writing implements so that one of the archivists would take them away. “Then we’ll have to make a more direct assault on the dungeons. Are you strong enough, or do you need to rest?”
“I have all my power. I haven’t drawn any since leaving the gardens—I didn’t want to drag a trail of magic into the city.”
“And I haven’t cast a spell since my confrontation with the dark acolytes. Only a little here and there to conceal my passage. We’re both nearly at full strength.” Chantmer looked at the food and drink that Narud had carried from the gardens. “You may share out the cheese and honey,” he told the archivists, “but save the wine. It will refresh us on our return.”
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
A web of magic grew as Chantmer and Narud made their way toward the dungeon. The enemy had placed fresh wards and protective spells along the various approaches, and more than once the pair found themselves turning around as if compelled to travel in a different direction. Distracted, Chantmer thought it would be a good idea to listen in on the pasha as he spoke to his viziers, and Narud suggested going to the kitchens to look for food.
Once they realized what was happening, Narud suggested a concentration spell, but neither had one at hand. That sent them back to the libraries to find one. Jethro brought out two books to present them with different options, and they located a spell simple enough that an hour of study was enough to fix it temporarily in their heads. An incantation was always easier to remember inside the library than out, so they cast it before leaving again.
Chantmer’s head remained clear as they approached the dungeons a second time, and Narud maintained a dogged focus as well. But a malignant feeling descended on them when they passed through a covered arcade, and it continued to grow as they slipped past a pair of Veyrian guards armed with hooked pikes. They entered a long corridor with a ribbed ceiling of variegated white and salmon stone, and Chantmer had to stop and lean against the wall to catch his breath. Narud doubled over, looking faint.
It was still afternoon, and the light was strong, but a shadow seemed to hang over everything. Chantmer’s heart thumped furiously, and fear prickled along his spine and the back of his neck.
“I can’t shake the dread,” he said. “Something is squeezing me from the inside, and it feels like shadows are going to go down my throat.”
“The shadows are illusion,” Narud said through clenched teeth. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his face flushed as he straightened. “But this confounded heat is going to make me faint.”
“That’s illusion, too,” Chantmer said. “There’s no heat, not behind all this stone.”
“I know that, but it doesn’t help me shake it off.”
Chantmer pushed himself from the wall, determined to press on. “That’s it, right ahead. We round the corner, face two more guards—no doubt idiots—and then take the staircase down. This is exactly where I came before . . . only it wasn’t so hard.”
“Let’s go, then.”
“Be alert, keep focused on the concentration spell. If Zartosht or the other dark acolyte is down here, you’ll spot him even if he’s concealed himself.”
“Yes, Chantmer, I know.”
Narud sounded uncharacteristically peevish. Must be the heat.
They started forward. The stones beneath their feet seemed to soften with every step, until Chantmer felt like he was wading through thick mud. At the same time, the ceiling grew lower and lower, until the ribbing bent around his head and shoulders. He ducked to get under it, unpleasantly reminded that he was a good deal taller than his companion, and would be crushed first.
“It isn’t real,” Narud said. “The ceiling isn’t going to fall on your head.”
Chantmer shook his head to clear the illusion. When that didn’t work, he closed his eyes and reached for the wall with his left hand to find his way by touch. It was burning hot, and he withdrew his fingers with a gasp. And his feet . . . they simply could not slog through this mud, which was now mid-calf, and growing deeper with every step.
“You’re going the wrong way,” Narud said in a sharp whisper.
He opened his eyes and was startled to see it was true. His right hand was on the wall, he was moving away from the final turn that would take them to the staircase into the dungeons, and the corridor seemed to slope upward behind him at an impossible angle. What’s more, his concentration spell was fading. Already, random thoughts were crowding his mind, begging to be addressed. How long had they been in this corridor? The light coming through the slit windows seemed different.
Narud came back to him. His teeth were clenched, and sweat ran down his temples. “We need more than a concentration spell. Their wards are too strong.”
“You’re right,” Chantmer said reluctantly, with a final glance down the corridor. “Those villains—I’ll break them, I swear by the Brothers.”
They froze at movement ahead of them, and shrank against the wall as a figure appeared. It was only a servant girl carrying figs, grapes, and cheese on a tray—food for guards, obviously, not prisoners. The girl didn’t notice the two intruders as she hurried past, but it reminded Chantmer of their precarious position. They didn’t want to be here when the guard changed, or when the dark acolytes came around to see if any of their wards had been tested.
Narud seemed to be thinking the same thing. “Let’s go outside.”
Chantmer reluctantly agreed.
The instant he’d made the decision to turn around, the need for fresh air and sunlight was almost overwhelming, and even though he knew it was the enemy’s protective spells doing it, he was practically running as he lifted his robes and hurried through the maze of corridors and chambers until he was in the fresh air, with Narud following on his heels. Once outside, the two of them looked at each other with rueful shakes of the head at how easily they’d been defeated.
“Is that what the enemy faces when they try to find the library?” Chantmer asked. “It must be.”
“We’ve been building our defenses for decades. What we faced was the work of a few days. It will only get harder for us.”
Chantmer frowned. “This is supposed to be friendly ground for us, enemy territory for the dark acolytes. They are chipping away at our advantage.”
“So what now?” Narud asked. “Return to the library and study until we find something to clear away their spells?”
“No time for that.”
“We need the master. Or even Markal,” Narud added. “He’d know what to do.”
“We don’t need Markal,” Chantmer said, irritated. “If all we need is knowledge, there are plenty of archivists at hand. And we have no time to ask the master for help, either. If we’re going to save the vizier, it will have to be soon. Another day or two of torture, and it won’t matter if he’s alive or dead—they’ll have shattered him body and spirit. We either have to find a way through or accept that Kandibar is doomed and there’s nothing we can do about it.”
“The servant girl got through easily enough.”
“Of course she did. The spells are only designed to repel us, not those who work for the Veyrians.”
“But that’s not how our defensive wards work,” Narud said. “They repel anyone not specifically invited. Remember when Kandibar tried to approach the gardens? He got lost, confused. Only members of the order can come and go. The same holds for the library—no servant could possibly find it, either by design or accident. But the servant was clearly no wizard or acolyte, and neither are the guards whose food she was carrying.”
“Ah, I see. Then the wards are specifically targeting us, is that what you are suggesting?”
“I believe so,” Narud said.
“So all we need is to get our hands on the servant girl and bend her to our will. A little enchantment . . . not so different from what we did to that monkey.”
Narud bunched his thick eyebrows as if turning this over, then shook his head. “As soon as you enchant her, the wards will attack her, too. Anything carrying our magic—even a monkey—would trigger them. It has to be someone who enters willingly, someone who already has privileges.”
Chantmer took in his surroundings. They stood on a square terrace open toward the city in front, with private apartments opening from the other three sides. The apartments had once belonged to stewards and other functionaries of Omar’s palace, but since the khalif’s overthrow had been given over to the pasha’s lieutenants, those responsible for military control of the city. 
The open side of the terrace gave a view down toward the city, with the rural countryside beyond. The orange sun burned up the horizon as it dipped toward the hazy edge of the Dragon’s Spine, just visible in the distance. Was it already so late?
Somehow they’d exhausted the entire day searching for the dungeon, memorizing their concentration spell, and then fighting the enemy’s traps and snares. A simple corridor, turned into a fortress.
Smoke trailed into the sky from the kitchens, below and to the left, while more smoke rose from the right side of the palace. That was a furnace room, which heated water from the palace spring, forced it through pipes, and sent it into a number of bathing rooms for the viziers, the khalif’s harem, and other higher-level officials. Chantmer had been studying the former khalif’s sister ever since hearing about her proposed marriage to the pasha. She liked to be washed, perfumed, and freshly dressed before she took her supper. Most likely, she would be in a bathing room now.
“There’s one place that won’t be guarded by enemy magic,” Chantmer said. “The baths.”
Narud had been staring down toward the city and its bazaars, which had their own haze of smoke rising from a thousand cook fires, and now turned toward him with a quizzical look.
“Come with me,” Chantmer said. “I have another plan.”
#
The concentration spell was gone, but Chantmer had grown adept at moving about the palace undetected, and it was no trouble to deepen the incantations shielding him and his companion from unwanted attention. They passed a stout, dark-skinned eunuch from the sultanates, armed with a spear and a curved, sheathed sword—a holdover from before the palace takeover—and entered the women’s baths.
Chantmer had never been inside before, although he’d spotted the princess entering and leaving most evenings, and didn’t know precisely where to find her, but guessed Sadira wouldn’t be found in the common baths up front. So he only glanced in at the initial chambers, where ten or twelve women at a time washed in large steaming basins while others dressed or groomed themselves to one side. The next room back was larger, and also shared, but by only four women, these ones attended by servant girls who scrubbed them with soap and pumice stones, or rubbed them down with oils.
Farther back lay the private chambers, small and intimate, with no outside windows, but lit by oil lamps, and perfumed with burning incense. From these chambers came the murmur of women speaking to servants and the soothing trickle of running water. The water from these initial basins would be reused by the servants in the latter chambers.
The companions passed all the way to the farthest of these rooms without being detected. Narud distracted a eunuch with a small spell, and they entered the final chamber unchallenged. A nude young woman was stretched out on a small table above a stone basin of steaming water. Two fresh-faced slaves, one a boy and the other a girl, dribbled olive oil onto her back, buttocks, thighs, and calves and rubbed vigorously at her muscles.
“Are we safe?” Narud asked. Neither Sadira nor her servants looked up at his voice.
“I feel nothing except the magic we’ve brought with us,” Chantmer said. “Do you?”
“No, nothing.”
“Still, we might have been followed.”
“I can put up a ward,” Narud said. “It will warn us if one of the dark acolytes approaches.”
Narud returned to the doorway to work, and Chantmer approached the princess, still undetected. He would let the spell fall in a moment, but first wanted to study Sadira and her slaves to better understand what he was dealing with. The pair attending her seemed to have been chosen for aesthetic purposes. The girl was dark skinned, of a complexion found only in the southernmost of the sultanates beyond the desert, and the boy had flaxen hair, pale skin, and blue eyes. A barbarian. Both were beautiful in appearance, as was the princess herself. Chantmer recognized this in a distant, objective way, as if he were observing the skill of a craftsman carving a chair or a sculptor working his stone.
Had he ever experienced such animal desires as another man might feel looking upon the naked princess Sadira and her two beautiful young slaves? He couldn’t remember, but if so, those impulses had long faded.
Sadira’s long black hair was already wet, so she must have bathed already, but she would likely enter and leave the water several times before she was finished. The servants would bathe her, massage her with oils, then bathe her again, before finally rubbing ointments and perfumes into her skin. The whole process could take two hours, based on Chantmer’s observations of her coming and going. A pampered, spoiled child.
And she was hardly alone in her appetites. The ruling families of the east were a decadent lot, spoiled by generations of wealth and privilege. None of these ruling families had seen personal hardship, and their wars had largely taken place in foreign lands: clashes with the barbarians, expeditions against Kratian nomads, or skirmishes with sultanate troops on the Spice Road. It was no wonder that a few punishing years of drought had crippled the khalifates and allowed King Toth to sweep them into his growing empire.
Chantmer unfastened the clasp at his throat, which opened his robe slightly, and thus unveiled him to the three people in front of him. The slaves massaging the princess drew back with startled exclamations. Neither was armed, and neither shouted for the eunuch at the door, who wouldn’t have been able to hear the warning against Narud’s spell anyway.
“I would think, Princess,” Chantmer began, “that any slave of yours in these troubled times should double as a bodyguard.”
Sadira turned her head and looked up at him. Her eyes widened slightly, but she controlled her reaction, and Chantmer could only guess at what she might be thinking.
“There were more than a hundred men in the palace guard, and they couldn’t protect my brother,” she said. “What use is a pair of slaves? I am still here by the grace of King Toth, may he live forever, and my existence depends on the good will of the king’s pasha. A noble, enlightened man, I assure you. No, I have no need of guards.”
Was that irony in Sadira’s tone? It wasn’t obsequiousness, as he might have expected.
“What about the eunuch at the door?” he asked. “Isn’t he a guard of sorts?”
“For show. So that the palace gossipers will not question my virtue.” A slow, languid smile. “Except for with my beautiful slaves, but that is to be expected.” Sadira reached out and caressed the hand of the young woman, who was kneading the small of the princess’s back. Then her voice turned demanding. “Remove the oil—I wish to enter the bath again.”
The two slaves took a pair of wooden paddles and scraped the oil from her skin. Narud returned as they were finishing, but the princess merely glanced at him before she slipped into the hot water with a gasp that turned into a sigh.
“I am Chantmer, and this is Narud. We are representatives of the Crimson Path.”
“I am aware of who you are. Nathaliey Liltige’s companions. The traitor’s daughter.”
“Is that what they call the vizier? A traitor?” Chantmer looked down on the princess with disdain. “A strange choice of words for one who risked his life to defend the khalifate from enemies.”
“Kandibar fought the high king. That makes him a traitor in the deepest sense of the word. And from what I understand, you are traitors, too.”
“We don’t serve the so-called high king, and we never will. The Crimson Path never bent its knee to Omar, either, so there is nothing and nobody we could have betrayed.”
“Why are you here?”
Chantmer hadn’t known whether Sadira would prove to be a half-wit, a cunning striver, or something else entirely. He hadn’t answered all his questions, but she was not stupid, that much was clear.
“You know why we’re here. Or you are clever enough to guess, at least.”
Sadira laughed and slipped lower in the water until it rose to her chin and steam enveloped her head. “You are fools, the both of you. Don’t you know they’re hunting you? Why stay in the palace? Flee to your gardens and prepare yourselves for death. My king will find you and end your little order of pretend wizards soon enough.”
Narud tugged on Chantmer’s sleeve. But he wasn’t ready to give up yet. “Send away your slaves so we can speak frankly.”
“I am speaking frankly, you pompous excuse for a man. But if it will make you leave me alone more quickly, so be it.”
Sadira snapped her fingers and made a waving motion toward the private door behind them. The slaves bowed and backed their way out of the room. When they were gone, the princess lifted herself to the stone lip of the basin, and water ran down her skin, which still gleamed from the oil.
“They are beautiful,” she said, “but I didn’t choose them for their appearance. I needed them simple—that was intentional. They’ll relay what they heard, how loyal I seemed. How I rebuffed you in clear terms.”
Chantmer nodded. “I thought it was an act.”
“But was it?” Narud asked him. “You haven’t proven otherwise.”
“No, he hasn’t proven it,” Sadira said. “And he won’t, either.”
“Is it true that you’ll marry the pasha?” Chantmer asked.
She didn’t answer the question. “Would either of you like to enter the water? That work you do—hunched over books, skulking about—must leave you stiff and aching.”
“Thank you, but I just arrived from the gardens this morning,” Narud said. “We have baths there. Water from hot springs—it is cleaner and more refreshing.”
“And you, tall proud one? Chantmer, is it?”
The truth was, Chantmer hadn’t bathed properly since leaving the gardens, and wouldn’t mind a good soak while they continued to talk. But he’d been wary since his encounter with Zartosht a few days ago, and there was no way he would lower his defenses here. The two slaves might not be so simple as the princess claimed, or the eunuch might wake from the stupor Narud had left him in. Or the dark acolytes might sniff their way down here looking for them.
“Very well,” Sadira said when he didn’t make a move. She slid back into the water. “As to your question, why wouldn’t I marry him?”
“The pasha is old, fat, lame, and blind in one eye, for a start,” Chantmer said.
“Very true, but I wouldn’t marry him out of love or passion. What do you mean, for a start?”
“He also had your brother killed.”
“That was King Toth.” None of that “may he live forever,” nonsense now. “Izak wasn’t even in Syrmarria when it happened.”
“But Izak was complicit,” Chantmer said. “Once Pasha Malik fell, Izak became Toth’s general in Aristonia, and that means that the torturers work under his command. Don’t fool yourself into thinking that Izak is a gentler soul than his predecessor.”
Sadira let out a bitter laugh. “How could I think that? If I stand on my balcony, I can see my brother’s skin flapping in the wind. They brought me to the dungeons once, and let me see the vizier in chains.”
“Oh, yes, the vizier. The traitor. Isn’t that how you put it? And how did his screams sound to your ears?”
“They terrified me, wizard,” she said. “What else would they have done?”
Chantmer glanced at Narud, who stood silently with his hands clasped in front of him. He couldn’t tell if his companion had already given up hope on the princess, or if he was thinking other thoughts.
“It didn’t arouse any compassion?” Chantmer pressed.
“Compassion is a virtue I cannot allow myself. If I feel compassion, then I start thinking about how to free the man. And then maybe I talk to someone—maybe the pasha, maybe only my slaves—and then what do you suppose happens?”
“I see.”
“They’re going to kill Kandibar Liltige,” Narud said. “He’ll be dead in two days if we don’t free him.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. Why would they do that?”
Chantmer lifted an eyebrow at the naivety of the question. “As an example to others, of course.”
“My brother Omar is example enough. You can’t enter the city without seeing what’s left of him. The vizier is a different sort of example.” Sadira rose from the water and took a folded towel from the edge of the table where her slaves had left the oil and combs. “They want him down there languishing, with occasional reports of his pain and suffering, for as long as possible. Weeks, months. Maybe years.”
“Even if you’re right,” Chantmer said, “you’re still abandoning him to suffering at the hands of the enemy.”
“Your enemy, not mine.”
“What is wrong with you?” Chantmer asked. “Don’t you want the vizier freed?”
“The pair of you came here hoping to bend me to your will. You would make me promises of the kind that could never be fulfilled in return for my help. That I would organize a palace uprising, or maybe step forward when you brought Syrmarria to revolt. We’d free the vizier from the dungeon, and with a loyal minister at our side, the people of Aristonia would rise in righteous fury. Somehow they would accomplish what the whole of the khalifates haven’t yet managed, and that is to defeat King Toth—his pashas, his armies, and the gray-skinned warriors who make people afraid to leave their homes whenever they are in the city.”
Chantmer had no response. This was, in fact, more or less what he and Narud had discussed, what they had hoped to accomplish.
“Against this plan of certain and catastrophic defeat,” the princess continued, working the towel at her hair to absorb the excess moisture, “I have been given the option of marrying the pasha, lending legitimacy to his rule as a loyal servant of the high king in return for a life of ease and pleasure in his palace.”
“A coward’s path,” Narud said in a low voice.
She twisted the wet towel between her hands. “They’ve turned my brother’s skin into a kite, damn you. A banner to flap in the wind. They skinned him so slowly and lovingly that he was still alive when the last of it came off. They made me watch—did you know that?—and I heard the torturers chanting their evil spells to keep him from dying. I wouldn’t be surprised if his skin was already flying in the wind before he finally died.
“Now go,” she snarled. “Leave me and never come back. If you do, I swear by the Brothers that I will tell the pasha and do everything I can to make sure he catches you. Then maybe it will be your skins flapping in the wind.”
This time, when Narud pulled on Chantmer’s sleeve, he didn’t resist. They retreated from the presence of the princess, who muttered angrily as they left. The eunuch sat at the door with his legs pulled up and his head between his knees, snoring lightly, and they pushed past without waking him. A few minutes later, they were outside the baths in the open air. Night had fallen, and crickets chirped from their cages.
“I think she wants to help,” Narud said, “but she’s just afraid.”
“Sadira is a spoiled child who has never sacrificed for anything or anyone,” Chantmer said. “The part about not killing Nathaliey’s father was her excuse, nothing more. A way to ease her conscience.”
“I’m not so sure.”
Chantmer stopped Narud in the middle of one of the courtyards. “What should we do about him? Trust the princess and let him languish down there?”
“I’m not sure what else we could do. We can’t get through the enemy’s wards, and we can’t turn Sadira.”
“We could probably poison the vizier’s food,” Chantmer said. “Put him out of his misery.”
“That’s . . . hard.”
“So is letting them torture him over an extended period of time. We poison the food and release him from his suffering. Then you return to the gardens and tell the master what we did.”
“I’m supposed to stay here and help you strengthen the library against fire.”
“The library isn’t going to burn,” Chantmer insisted. “It would take dragon fire, and one could never squeeze through the corridors to the vaults.”
“Nevertheless . . .”
“I won’t be defeated,” Chantmer insisted. “Zartosht and his ilk are fighting us—they’re the ones who put those wards outside the dungeons. If we can’t get through, if we can’t rescue the vizier, they’ll bring the fight to us instead. And that will be far more dangerous to the library than any risk of fire.”
“And how is poisoning the vizier going to help with that?”
Chantmer waved his hand. “We’re not going to poison him. That was me thinking aloud. I have a better idea.”
“Very well,” Narud said after a long moment of hesitation. “What do you propose?”
“I propose we find these dark acolytes and crush them.”
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
It was midmorning on the third day after the fight at the stone circle when a flock of griffins attacked. Markal and Nathaliey were up front with Captain Wolfram, with the rest of the company strung out on foot behind as they followed a ridgeline, the mountain heights frowning down on them from their right.
Nathaliey seemed to have an instinct for finding the gentlest paths, for carrying them wide of ravines and impassable ledges, while Markal had the better eyesight, and so it was his duty to watch the skies, while the paladins kept vigil for threats from the ground.
And yet the griffins seemed to come from nowhere. One moment Markal was staring up at blue sky, shielding his eyes against the sun, and the next, huge winged shapes the size of horses came hurtling downward. He could only think that they’d been lurking near the mountain heights, approached with the sun at their backs, and used its brilliant light to hide their approach until they swooped for an attack.
There were more than a dozen griffins in all, wings tucked into a dive, and as they dropped, they opened their beaks and screamed in unison, a long, terrifying cry that sent a shudder down Markal’s spine.
On every griffin was a rider, men and women with lithe muscular bodies and long braided black hair. Some clenched slender swords, others spears. Cords and tethers held them in place. At first, they flattened themselves to the backs of their mounts, but as the griffins pulled up, they leaned, acrobat-style, for maximum reach.
Wolfram shouted at his paladins, who drew into four distinct knots of defenders rather than waste time trying to gather into one force. The paladins around the edges of each group raised their black shields, while those in the middle worked at crossbows or raised swords to form a hedgehog-like thicket. Wolfram had drilled his forces every morning before setting out, and the Blackshields had nearly formed ranks before the first griffins fell upon them. Markal and Nathaliey found themselves in the center of the forward company.
The lead griffin rider, a woman whose fierce glittering gaze matched that of her mount, gave a sharp whistle, followed by two short blasts, and the entire company changed course just before they slammed home. They blasted overhead with a rush of wind from flapping wings, and charged the second collection of paladins, who were slower in gathering. The lead paladin in this group was Marissa, who seemed to be Wolfram’s closest confidant among his lieutenants, and she gave a warning shout just before the enemy struck.
Griffins slammed into her shield wall. There was a flurry of swords from both sides, coupled with talon and claw attacks from the half-lion, half-eagle beasts pressing down from above. And then, as quickly as the battle had begun, a whistled signal had the griffins pulling away. The whole thing had lasted ten seconds, no longer. The griffins had knocked several paladins from their feet, and one man had an ugly gash across his cheek, but miraculously, nobody had been killed.
Markal shielded his eyes. The griffins were wheeling in a big circle overhead, positioned to renew the attack. When it came, they’d only have seconds.
“Hold your men, Captain,” he said. “Brace for another attack.”
Wolfram told his fighters to maintain a defensive posture, an order that was shouted from group to group. Markal and Nathaliey pushed out of the cluster of paladins to get a better view. The flock of griffins was still climbing, now several hundred feet overhead. They were drifting gradually west. One of the griffins broke off from the rest and made for the highest peaks.
“Do you suppose it’s injured?” Nathaliey asked.
“The way it’s racing out of here?” Markal said. “Doesn’t look like it. The rider looks fine, too.”
“Then what? Fetching reinforcements?”
“Most likely, yes.”
They went back and reported what they’d seen to the captain.
“I’ve seen it before,” Wolfram said. “A probing attack to test our preparedness, followed by a serious assault.” He shoved his sword into his sheath. “We’re only three miles from Lucas’s encampment. It’s a box canyon—they’ll have a harder time hitting us there.”
“Assuming we can make it in time,” Markal said. “How many riders can they muster?”
“I’ve seen flocks as big as thirty.”
“That sounds . . . intimidating.” Markal glanced at Nathaliey and tried to think of what spells they might throw into the sky when the griffins returned. “They’re creatures from the north country, from a land of ice and snow. They prefer the heights, where it’s cold. We can add heat to the battlefield. That might help.”
“I’d like to avoid an open battle,” Wolfram said, “especially without our horses.”
“And you’re sure it’s a fight they want?”
“They don’t want us dead, just gone from here. But they’ll fight if they have to.”
Markal feared the griffin riders, but he didn’t hate them. From what he’d learned these past two days, the flocks were enemies of anyone who entered the mountains, including King Toth. Maybe more so, given that the king was building castles to control the mountain passes.
“You’ve spoken to them before,” Markal said. “Couldn’t you explain? Tell them we’re leaving?”
“This might not be the same flock. Anyway, it’s not like they came down and asked what we were doing here.”
“That’s true,” Markal admitted. “Hard to parley for a truce when the first encounter is all sword, beak, and talon.”
Now that the threat of imminent attack seemed to have passed, Wolfram called up the rest of the paladins until he had them in a single group. It would take longer to travel bunched up, but it would be safer so long as they were exposed on the ridge. They’d follow the ridge, he said, which continued another half mile or so, but instead of climbing the grassy mountainside beyond as had been the plan, they’d skirt the edge, sticking to the cover of the woods. A longer, but less exposed route.
The paladins were tired after nearly a week of traveling on foot, carrying their own supplies and gear, not to mention hungry, as their already slim rations had run out that morning. A few people suggested they should stand on the most exposed part of the ridge and lure the griffins into a battle. Kill a few of the beasts and teach them a good lesson.
Wolfram merely listened, then reiterated his earlier command. First the ridge, then the forest, where there was cover. There was no more argument.
They were almost to the woods when the griffins returned in greater numbers, at least two dozen this time, though Markal didn’t stop to count, instead joining the general scramble into the trees. The scream of a score or more griffins and the piercing whistle of riders communicating at distance was enough to put the fear of death in them all. And as the griffins swooped overhead, their powerful wings making the treetops shake, there was no more nonsense about taunting the riders into an attack.
“I feel like a hunted rabbit every time I step into the open,” Nathaliey said. “I can’t wait until we get to the old road.”
Markal glanced at her. “There may or may not be griffins in the high passes, but if Wolfram is right, the road is infested with giants and marauders.”
#
Markal waited until the company was pressing through the thickest part of the forested mountainside before he told Wolfram that he wanted to make another search for Bronwyn. The Blackshield captain called for a rest, and Markal and Nathaliey retired some distance from the company so they could have solitude to practice their magic. A few minutes later they were seated across from each other on a cushion of pine needles, with only the sound of birdsong and a trickle of water from a nearby stream to break the silence.
“We’ve seen very few signs,” Markal said. “I think we’re losing ground.”
“If the marauders are too far ahead, the seeker won’t reach,” Nathaliey said.
“I don’t think it’s come to that yet, but we can’t keep sweeping in a circle, either.” He’d been thinking about this since morning. “From here, the enemy either needs to drop into the plains south of Aristonia, or start climbing toward the old road. If they descend to the plains, we’ll lose them anyway.”
“Toward the mountains is where Wolfram has his horses and the other paladins,” she said. “You don’t suppose Bronwyn wants to kill them and steal their mounts to keep her brother from crossing back into Eriscoba?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “Wolfram seemed confident she wouldn’t be able to find where they’re hidden. Could be she’s just trying to reach the road herself.”
“And invade Eriscoba with all of fifteen marauders? Doesn’t seem likely.”
Yet Markal was sure Bronwyn had come this way. They’d searched before leaving the stone circle, and spotted the former paladin and the surviving gray marauders picking their way south on foot. Three more searches over the subsequent days had turned up nothing, but this morning they’d stumbled over the remains of a campfire, the ash still warm.
Nathaliey spoke the incantation, and an invisible eye formed overhead. Markal attached his perspective to the object as it floated up from the trees and moved south. The seeker was naturally drawn to movement, and they passed above a black bear foraging for berries, and then a partially constructed stone tower atop a rocky ledge, where four slender figures were building an aerie while their griffin mounts squabbled over a deer carcass. That was useful to know; even if Markal and Nathaliey didn’t find the marauders, they’d at least veer lower on the mountainside when going that way, so as not to alert more griffin riders of their presence.
The seeker moved in jerky movements, covering a good deal of ground at once, and then slowing to hover as Nathaliey regathered her will to push it into motion again. They moved over cliffs, deep gorges, rushing mountain streams, and thick woods.
“Keep going south,” he murmured. “The road should be just ahead of us.”
“The seeker is fading. I can’t carry it much farther or it will break apart entirely. Surely they haven’t reached this far south. They were only a few miles ahead when we spotted the campfire. Maybe they’re taking cover from griffins, like we are.”
“Didn’t the seeker hesitate a little ways back?” he asked.
“Just past the griffin aerie, you mean? I was trying to get control again, that’s all.”
“No, I felt something. Bring it back this way a little, but send it lower to the ground.”
Markal’s eyes were closed to follow the seeker, and he sensed Nathaliey’s doubt, rather than saw it on her face. As she brought the seeker closer to their position, her control improved, and its vision sharpened. Suddenly, the seeker came to a halt above a stony hillside, where only patches of scrubby brush had taken root. One of the larger rocks moved, and then he saw that many of them were not rocks at all, but people lying flat against the ground with their cloaks drawn up about them. He counted eight, but several of the other rocks might have been people as well.
They seemed to have solved two mysteries at once. First, that the marauders were indeed going toward the old road, rather than dropping into the lowlands. And second, the enemy was making better time than the paladins because they had the ability to cross open terrain without fear of attack from the air, thanks to their cloaks. Whenever Bronwyn spotted griffins, she and her men could flatten themselves and hide, as they were doing now.
Markal told Nathaliey to search the sky, expecting to see griffins overhead, but there was nothing. So why weren’t the marauders moving? The seeker dropped lower to study the enemy warriors more carefully, and that’s when one of the marauders threw off her cloak and looked directly at the seeker. It was Bronwyn. She clenched her jaw and narrowed her eyes, and her thoughts were almost audible.
I see you. I know you’re spying on me.
Nathaliey broke apart the seeker and let out her breath slowly as the two of them stood and brushed off pine needles.
“That was . . . unexpected,” Nathaliey said. “A seeker’s vision isn’t supposed to flow both ways.”
“It did this time.”
“Yes, apparently.”
They returned to the paladins, who were anxious to resume their march. Markal told Wolfram what they’d spotted. The captain listened thoughtfully, and didn’t seem thrown off that his sister had detected their presence and knew they were following.
“It’s a trade I’m willing to make,” he said. “Once we reach Lucas’s band, we’ll have mounts and more paladins with which to fight. Any battle on the road will be to our advantage. We’ll catch Bronwyn in the mountain passes and put an end to her.”
#
It was well after dark when Wolfram led them, stumbling and exhausted, into his hidden encampment not far from the old road, which had been abandoned by all but the hardiest bandits and large groups of armed men, thanks to giants infesting the passes. Towering cliffs rose on three sides of the narrow box canyon, leaving only a narrow slit for the stars overhead, but the canyon walls very nearly concealed them from overhead and left them invulnerable to ambush from below at the same time.
Before traveling north to the stone ring, Wolfram had left roughly twenty paladins to guard his horses and supplies, and their lieutenant was a barrel-chested man named Sir Lucas, with a red beard shot with gray, and a patch over his right eye. There were relieved greetings all around, and Lucas’s paladins set about putting up tents and bringing out food for the newcomers.
Markal and Nathaliey took their place at one of the campfires, and cold, weary paladins settled in all around with coughs and groans and murmured relief. Food and drink soon materialized. The rest were already eating by the time Wolfram settled in from inspecting the camp. He took a round of flatbread and a piece of cheese on a wooden plate, and took a swig from a wineskin as it went around the fire.
Lucas approached a minute later and sat down by the captain, but not without first fixing his good eye on Markal and Nathaliey with a suspicious gaze that gradually faded as Wolfram explained who they were and summarized the fight at the stone circle. Lucas expressed dismay to hear of Bronwyn’s dark transformation, then reported in turn.
He’d stayed hidden this past week, even when a scout reported a dozen marauders coming up the old road to cross west into Eriscoba. He’d very nearly led his company after them in an attempt to ambush the marauders from behind, but it was a good thing he hadn’t, as a much larger group of enemies was following in their wake. This was another company of marauders, plus some three hundred Veyrian soldiers on foot.
“I hated to let the devils go through unimpeded,” Lucas said. “I wanted to ignore orders and give them a fight.”
“Twenty paladins against three hundred men?” Markal said doubtfully.
“We’re mounted, and they were on foot,” Lucas said. “We’d have killed or scattered the lot of them.”
“Don’t be so sure,” Markal said. “Veyrians are brave enough in battle.”
“Like leaves to the wind,” Lucas said, and slammed a fist into his palm. “But the marauders are another matter. There were twenty in the second company.”
Wolfram looked troubled. “Twelve ahead and twenty behind. And three hundred regular soldiers on foot.”
“Plus Bronwyn’s fifteen,” Markal said.
“My scouts didn’t see her pass,” Lucas said. “I had a man watching the road all day, and he reported nothing.”
“If she came through after dark, you’d have never spotted her,” Markal said. “Not if she didn’t want you to.”
“That makes fifty marauders, give or take,” Lucas said. “Plus three hundred foot soldiers. It’s enough to cause trouble, but they can’t take the whole of Eriscoba with it.”
“Could be they intend to grab a toehold long enough for a full army to come in behind them,” Wolfram said. “What do you think, wizard? Does the invasion come here, in the south?”
“I don’t think so,” Markal began carefully. “Toth already holds the northern passes, and his army there numbers in the thousands, not hundreds. Plus tens of thousands of slaves, and a new highway to carry supplies quickly from across the khalifates.”
Nathaliey leaned around him to join the conversation. “He already has his toehold in Estmor, doesn’t he?”
Wolfram nodded. “Right where his highway comes down from the passes. He flooded the land, killing hundreds with flooding and disease, and enslaved or drove out the rest. Enemy troops hold the castle, but the kings, earls, and the like have bottled them up with an army.”
“How about here, in the south?” Markal asked. “Which lands are on the other side of the mountains?”
“Mostly freehold farms. Some towns left impoverished since the road closed. A barony that collapsed after marauders sacked its keep and killed the baroness. It wasn’t far from there that my sister took the red sword.”
“Did you say you’d got it back?” Lucas asked.
“We’ve got it,” Wolfram said, “but I don’t dare to use it. Not if it’s turned against us, like our friends here say.”
“It seems to me that the enemy has done well attacking from both the new road and the old,” Markal said. “He’s got a castle in your lands to the north, and left the hill country to the south lawless and infested with bandits.”
“Only near the mountains,” Wolfram said. “Go twenty, thirty miles west from the hill country and you’ll find everything in order.”
“But now they’re making a serious push with marauders and foot soldiers,” Markal said. “The marauders will raid and kill and force the Blackshields to chase them across the land while the Veyrian troops burn fields and sack the towns and villages.”
Wolfram glanced at Lucas, and the two men shared a troubled look at this assessment.
Markal continued. “And then, when the kingdoms near Estmor try to raise more troops for the main fight, the lands to the rear will refuse because they’re pinned down with an invasion of their own.”
“My sister is the key to all of this,” Wolfram said. “With fifty marauders under her command, she’ll be difficult to defeat.”
“We’d better catch her before she gets through the mountains,” Markal said. “But then what?”
Wolfram sounded more decisive. “Once we finish her, we’ll take the fight to the main invasion force and wipe them out.”
Markal glanced around the camp. “You’ve got sixty, seventy paladins in fighting condition. Before you’ve bloodied yourself against Bronwyn’s company. And then you expect to destroy a small army of marauders and foot soldiers?”
“This isn’t the entirety of my forces,” Wolfram said. “Not even the half of it. We’ve doubled our numbers since Bronwyn left, and the ones who’ve joined the Blackshields are more dedicated, better warriors on the whole than the ones we left behind.
“I’ve got another hundred and twenty paladins gathering near Arvada,” he continued. “When we get through the mountains, I’ll send a rider to fetch the rest of my forces, and we’ll end the threat once and for all.”
“All right,” Markal said. “But when you’ve destroyed Bronwyn and defeated the diversionary attack, the enemy will still be pressing through the mountains to the north. What then?”
Wolfram lifted his chin, and a passion Markal hadn’t seen before burned on his face until he looked like Bronwyn when she’d been standing on the bridge over Blossom Creek, sword in hand, facing down an army of wights. Just like his sister before, a holy warrior facing evil.
“And then, with victory at our backs and triumph on our tongues, we ride through Eriscoba, sweeping up all who would join us. Kings, knights, peasants with spears—all will join our army. We will meet these decadent eastern warriors and heap their dead upon the field of battle.”
Firelight reflected in Wolfram’s eyes as he turned his gaze on the companions from the Crimson Path. “And you, my friends, will stand at the head of our army, calling down the power of the Brother Gods to sweep this necromancer from the face of the earth.”
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
Nathaliey was still yawning and blinking back sleep early the next morning when they reached the old road. They’d given her a horse, but it carried supplies, and she was on foot, leaning against the animal for support as they both plodded along. She missed her old horse, and couldn’t help but wonder how it was faring in the hands of the marauders. But this was a good animal, with stamina enough to carry a burden, while still being strong and swift enough to carry a rider into battle.
They were moving toward a gash between two of the largest peaks, and Nathaliey could clearly see where passing Veyrian troops had come through and trampled the grass sprouting up in the middle of the neglected, seldom-traveled road. Once she was more awake, she thought she’d grab Markal and they could push ahead to study boot and horse prints to confirm the number of marauders versus men on foot.
But they’d been on the old road for less than an hour when a scout came pounding back down the road, anxious to report to the captain. Nathaliey and Markal brought their horses up to listen as the scout warned Wolfram that a giant blocked the road where it forded the river.
“How big is it?” Wolfram asked. “Bigger or smaller than the other one?”
The scout shook his head. “Not sure—I only saw it from a distance.”
“We fought one of these creatures just before Bronwyn left,” Wolfram explained to Nathaliey and Markal. “Lost a woman in the fight, with five more paladins wounded. That giant was about twelve feet tall, but there are bigger ones out there, and this might be one of them. I hate to leave it on the road menacing travelers, but I’d rather not suffer any more losses, either.”
“Is there another ford?” Nathaliey asked. “Another way to cross?”
“Not generally, but the river was low a week ago when we came through. It might be possible to find another crossing downstream and hook around to rejoin the road above the ford. It would help to know how big the giant is and if we need to stay away from it.”
Wolfram looked at the young scout. “Ride on ahead, see if you can get a closer look without being spotted. Don’t approach too close or try to cross the river.”
“Yes, Captain.” The young man turned his horse around and made to ride off.
“Henry, wait,” Wolfram said, as if something had occurred to him. He studied the two companions from the order. “What about one of your magical eyes? Could you send it ahead and see what you find? That would keep my scout out of danger.”
“I’d rather not use a seeker,” Markal said. “If Bronwyn is in the area, she’ll see we’re drawing closer. And then she’ll realize we must have picked up horses to carry our gear.”
“What if we go in person and investigate under cloak of magic?” Nathaliey suggested. “That way Henry doesn’t have to get too close.”
Wolfram liked this option, and so Nathaliey and Markal took a pair of horses and rode up ahead of the company. After traveling with the Blackshields these last few days, she welcomed the chance to leave them behind for a stretch, to leave the noise and smell, and the feeling of being crowded among nearly seventy paladins and their mounts.
But mostly it was nice to be back in the saddle and giving her footsore body a chance to rest. The scout led them. A second scout was concealed in a copse of trees off the road about a mile forward from the main company, and he stuck his head out long enough to indicate clear riding ahead. That allowed the trio to pick up the pace.
“Here we are,” Henry said some time later. “Another few minutes and you’ll reach the ford.”
“Stay here with the horses,” Markal said as he and Nathaliey dismounted.
They continued without Henry, and once he was out of sight, they stopped long enough to cast a concealing spell. Markal did the incantation, accomplished with a few drops of blood. A strange shadow seemed to settle on Nathaliey’s surroundings as the magic altered her perceptions.
“You did that well,” she said.
“It’s the pendant. Gave me a hint of confidence at the right moment, and I didn’t bleed it all off.” Markal tugged on the chain around his neck and pulled the silver crescent moon out from beneath his shirt. He ran a finger along the curved inner surface. “Such a little charm—could it be that’s all I needed?”
“Well there goes my advantage,” she said. “You’ve got both knowledge and power now.”
It was said in a joking tone, but as they continued, she found that she really was bothered. Not that Markal had overcome his doubts—she was happy for him—but by what it meant about herself. Markal was a wizard, while she was still an apprentice, and whenever that made her feel glum, she reminded herself of his limitations. There were clear ways in which her talents exceeded his; if he was a wizard, some day she would be, too.
It was petty to want Markal to keep his doubts just so she’d feel better about herself. If a simple pendant could break his lack of faith, so much the better. But then she would have nothing to console herself with, nothing to distract her from her own delays in advancing within the order. If she ever got back to Aristonia, she told herself, she’d go to the palace library and study texts until she’d pounded every last incantation into her head.
The air was more crisp the higher they climbed, and the pines grew thickly along the road and up the sides of the mountains to their right and left. The river churned below and to the left of the road, swift and deep, and even if they could have figured a way to cross, the opposite bank of the river was too steep for horses and paladins to scale.
Nathaliey and Markal came around a bend to where the road changed angles and hooked higher toward the mountain passes. But first, it passed through a meadow, where the ground was flat and wide, and the river spread its banks to become a shallow ford. Most of the meadow was on the near side of the river, but it stretched for maybe another hundred feet on the opposite bank, too, before changing into a pine forest that climbed the mountain on the opposite side of the canyon.
A jumble of downed pine trees clogged the near riverbank. If the weather hadn’t been dry, and Wolfram hadn’t already made a comment about looking for low spots in the river, Nathaliey might have thought them uprooted by flooding, then swept downstream in a torrent where they’d come to a rest as the water turned shallow. But the riverbanks were dry and overgrown with grass, and the pine trees were still fresh and green, as if recently uprooted. There were maybe fifteen or twenty in all, pushed up in a heap where the road met the river.
“What do you make of that?” Markal asked.
“The giant’s shelter, maybe? Is it sleeping under that?”
“So close to the river? And if that’s the giant’s doing, it must be a brute to tear them up by their roots.”
They left the road and pushed through the meadow, thinking they could get around the jumble of trees to see what was on the other side. Nathaliey scanned the peaks overhead, still wary of griffins, and then down along the riverbank, wondering where this giant had gone off to since the scout spotted it. It wasn’t until Markal directed her attention to the meadow that she noticed the clear signs of use ahead of them. Horses had cropped the grass, and they came upon an abandoned campground, with fire pits, latrines, and a makeshift defensive palisade. It was a few days old, at most.
“What would you say, three hundred soldiers and thirty or forty horsemen?” Markal asked.
“Looks about right.”
“If we’re right, that confirms Sir Lucas’s report.”
Nathaliey glanced toward the heap of pine trees, but saw no movement in that direction. No giant, certainly. “So they marched west,” she said, “and shortly thereafter the giant arrived? Or did the marauders chase it off so they could cross?”
Markal pulled one of the sharpened stakes of the palisade from the ground. “Nobody who was worried about a giant attack would put up this flimsy fence as a defense, which means the giant arrived after they left.”
“And Bronwyn?” Nathaliey said. “She wasn’t with the main army. In fact, she must have passed this way only a few hours ago.”
“With fifteen other marauders. Too many to sneak past the giant.”
“Maybe she charmed it harmless. If Narud were here, we could do the same thing.”
“Narud can only charm animals, and a giant is . . . well, some other creature entirely.”
“Could we put it to sleep, at least?” Nathaliey asked.
Markal looked skeptical. “Maybe. But if we try and fail, we’ll have trouble.”
“Whatever we do, let’s not stand out here in the open. Sometimes these concealment spells break up at an unexpected moment.”
They left the abandoned Veyrian camp and warily approached the heap of uprooted pine trees, searching for an entrance that might lead into the shelter, if that’s indeed what it was. They were still fifty or more paces distant when a terrific crash sounded from the opposite riverbank. A pine tree shook violently in the woods, rocking back and forth like it was caught in a gale. Another terrific crash, and it disappeared among the other trees.
A giant emerged on the far riverbank, dragging the uprooted tree out of the woods with grunts and growls. It was a brute, at least sixteen feet tall—much bigger than Nathaliey had feared. Massive shoulder and arm muscles bulged beneath a crudely sewn cloak of deer and sheep skins.
Nathaliey and Markal stood frozen while it waded across the river with the uprooted tree in tow. Once on the other side, it wrestled the tree onto the bank, heaved it into the heap of trees blocking the ford, then waded back across the river, where it disappeared once more into the woods. Trees waved about, as if the giant were searching for one with a shallow root system.
“It’s not a shelter, it’s a barricade,” she decided. “The giant is heaping up all these trees so the Blackshields can’t cross the river.”
Markal looked dubious. “Did you see its eyes? I’ve seen more intelligence in a horse.”
“I’ve known some clever horses. Remember how your mare used to steal fruit from the saddlebags?”
“Nathaliey, this thing is a brute, and it will kill without warning, but it’s not capable of defending a river. Lying low and springing an ambush, sure, but purposefully tearing up trees to block a road?”
She gestured at the pile of trees. “How else do you explain this?”
“It didn’t come up with this idea on its own, that’s for sure.”
“That’s even worse.”
They retreated from the meadow and found Henry waiting down the road with the horses. The young scout led them east, and a few minutes later, they met up with Wolfram’s company, still coming up the road, but now mounted. The companions reported their findings.
“Sounds like my sister’s doing,” Wolfram said. “She must have enchanted the giant and made it defend the road to slow us down.”
Nathaliey nodded. “That’s what I think, too.”
“And can you break the spell?”
“We could probably break it,” Markal said, “but that wouldn’t drive the giant off.”
“He’s right,” Nathaliey said. “Giants are stupid, but they’ll fight with objects at hand.”
“I know that,” Wolfram said. “One pulled a bridge down on us.”
“Most likely it sees us coming and hunkers behind the trees,” Nathaliey said. “We’d have to come up the riverbank to get at it, or worse, climb over the barricade.”
“Unless we catch it while it’s on the far bank pulling up trees,” Wolfram said. “We could take the near side before it even realizes we’re there. Then when it comes across the river, we have the advantage.”
Nathaliey glanced behind her, at the men and horses traipsing up the road. “There are too many of us. Even if we keep the paladins quiet, it’s going to hear the horses.”
“Giants have excellent hearing,” Markal said.
“Understood. Let me discuss with my lieutenants.” Wolfram raised his voice. “Company, hold position.”
Wolfram tugged the reins and fell back to speak with Marissa and Gregory while the rest of the company milled about on the road. He looked grim when he returned a few minutes later.
“Sixteen feet tall, you say?”
Nathaliey glanced at Markal for confirmation. “At least,” she said reluctantly.
“Even bigger than the one we faced at the bridge. And this one has built himself a barricade.” He let out his breath. “Well, there’s no way up the road without going through the giant.” He raised his voice. “Blackshields, prepare yourselves for battle.”
#
The paladins entered the meadow in two forces. The first, larger force comprised nearly fifty paladins, led by Wolfram and Marissa. Sir Gregory led the second, which numbered close to twenty and would be held in reserve. These ones left their swords sheathed and carried spears. Gregory’s task, should it come to that, was to ride down the wounded giant before it could flee the meadow and stick it full of holes.
That was the optimistic assessment, Nathaliey thought. If the giant started to get the upper hand, Gregory’s forces would ride in to guard the retreat. She eyed the giant, who stood glowering in front of the mound of trees, a massive cudgel in its hands, as the paladins assembled with their stomping, anxious horses. Its eyes were yellow and baleful, its beard a black thicket that hid its mouth, and veins stood out on its trunk-like neck. Each of its bare forearms was as thick as a man’s waist. It would take a fight, that much was clear.
Nathaliey and Markal pulled back from the others and dismounted. They tied their horses to a tree at the edge of the road and walked discreetly around the side of the meadow to better position themselves for the battle.
“This could get ugly,” Markal said.
“They don’t need to kill it,” she said, “only drive it off. How much pain can a giant tolerate?”
“I have no idea, and probably the giant hasn’t given it much thought, either.”
She glanced behind her at an opening in the woods where the giant seemed to have been pulling up pine trees, before apparently finding trees with shallower root systems on the far bank.
“You know, if it does run, this looks like a pretty good escape route.”
Markal raised an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting that we’re the final line of defense?”
“I’m suggesting we should get the hell out of the way if we don’t want to be stomped by a wounded giant who has decided to make a run for it.”
“When you put it like that, you don’t make us sound very brave.”
“There’s a fine line between brave and foolhardy,” she said. “Is that what the pendant is doing to you, making you foolhardy? I’m going to take it away, if it is.”
“Don’t worry, my knees are trembling the same as yours.” He gestured. “What about over there? That looks like a more promising site.”
Markal moved away through the tall grass, and she followed. They stayed as close to the tree line as possible, trying to get around to the far side of the battlefield, where they could throw magic into the mix without drawing attention to themselves. But what magic, precisely? Without the strength of the gardens, or even the stone circle, it would take all their combined power to make a difference.
Wolfram gestured with his sword, and the fifty paladins at his command urged their mounts forward. It was a powerful force, and the giant shook its cudgel and bellowed, but looked about uncertainly. With any luck it would stay out front where it would be vulnerable to a coordinated charge, instead of taking refuge behind the barricade it had been so laboriously building.
Wolfram came to a halt about fifty feet in front of the giant. Nathaliey worried that he’d lost his nerve, but he seemed to be giving instructions. Horses tossed their heads, and paladins slapped palms against their black shields.
“Do we have something ready?” Nathaliey asked Markal.
“I’m thinking.”
“What about an illusion spell?”
“The giant is too big to be toppled by an illusion. It might confuse it for a minute, that’s all.”
“Not just an illusion. You cast that spell while I soften the ground. We’ll throw it off its feet, and Wolfram can do some damage while it’s down.”
“A soft ground will hit the horses, too. They’ll fall.”
“I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted. “What about . . . I don’t know. Volans malleis?”
“Now you sound like Chantmer. You really think a couple of flying hammers is going to do much?”
She eyed the giant, which was still staring insolently from behind its heavy brow. Markal was right; a few spectral hammers would be like striking a boulder with a stick.
“Fire,” she decided. “Look at its clothes—those animal skins will burn readily enough.”
“Now you’ve got something. Come on, let’s get closer.”
Wolfram shouted. The main force dug in their heels to urge their horses into motion. The captain himself was in the lead wave, and he ducked beneath a sluggish blow from the giant and thrust his sword at the creature’s ribs. It didn’t seem to penetrate the cloak of animal skins, but the giant tried to grab Wolfram as he rode past, and this allowed two more paladins to come in from the other side. One thrust a spear at the giant’s bare calf, and the other hacked at its hand with his sword.
The giant whirled about with a sweep of its cudgel, and the blow smashed into the horse of the rider with the spear. It crumpled and threw its rider, who lost his weapon as he went down. The man struggled to his feet as the giant lifted a massive hairy foot, ready to crush him to death. Others charged in to defend their fallen comrade. They hacked and slashed, and the stomping foot missed. The man scrambled backward and escaped through the mass of horses.
“Look to the sky,” Markal warned.
A solitary figure wheeled in the air high above the battlefield. A griffin and rider. Was it a sentry, trying to stir up trouble, or merely curious about the battle taking place at the ford across the river? Nathaliey suddenly felt vulnerable. If the griffin spotted the dismounted pair far from the battlefield, they’d be hard pressed to defend themselves.
The giant stood over the body of the dead horse and swept its cudgel from side to side, forcing its enemies to maintain a healthy distance. Wolfram seemed to be trying to lure it out, but the giant was having nothing to do with that, and kept its back to the heap of downed pine trees. A dozen paladins broke from the main force and edged around as if trying to get behind the giant. Drive it into the open, and it would be more vulnerable to attack, not to mention a charge from Sir Gregory’s reserve force, still waiting at the rear.
The griffin was still alone and remained far above them, so Nathaliey and Markal kept most of their attention on the battlefield, creeping closer until they stopped some sixty or seventy paces distant on the east side of the barricade. It was a vulnerable position if the giant spotted them, but any farther away and their magic would lose its effectiveness.
“I’ll cast the spell if you feed me the words,” she said. “Which one are you thinking?”
Markal shook his head. “No, a fire spell is wrong.”
“What’s wrong with it? The animal skins will catch fire easily enough.”
“Set its clothes on fire and the giant is going to jump into the water to put it out, and that is the opposite direction of where Wolfram is trying to push it.”
Meanwhile, the giant had spotted the attempt to get behind it, and swung its cudgel at the threat, smashing the ground and stomping forward menacingly, until it had driven back the small cluster of riders. Wolfram didn’t let the distraction go to waste, and he charged in with several paladins, then fell back just as quickly as the giant whirled around with a roar. A handful of paladins fired crossbows from the wings. Bolts bounced off its skin and zipped past its face, and the giant swatted at them like they were biting flies, but held its position.
“We have to do something,” Nathaliey insisted. “Wolfram has barely even drawn blood—that thing’s hide must be as thick as boiled leather.”
“Maybe they’re trying to tire it out.”
“Someone is going to be tired,” she said, “but it’s not going to be the giant.”
Indeed, with all the flailing about, the feints and withdrawals, it hadn’t been much of a fight after that initial skirmish. Wolfram seemed reluctant to engage, and the giant resisted any urge to draw it away from the barricade.
And then a lucky crossbow bolt hit the giant’s ear and lodged in the cartilage. The giant turned on the offending party, who came from the knot of riders who’d been working to wedge themselves between the giant and the pile of downed pines. They scattered with their horses as the giant thundered toward them, bellowing in rage.
Wolfram’s forces had been milling about, seemingly disorganized as they stayed out of the giant’s reach, but they broke into a charge the instant the giant set off after the offending crossbowman. Swords slashed and horses slammed into the giant to knock it off its target. It was about to overtake the crossbowman and his companions, whose horses were bucking in terror, when Marissa threw herself from her mount with almost suicidal bravery and landed on the giant’s back.
The giant roared and reached around in an attempt to grab her. She’d be squeezed to jelly if it got hold of her, but she flattened herself on its back, holding onto the animal skins with one hand and stabbing with the other. The only effect of this was to further enrage the giant.
It was turning about now, tormented on all sides, an enemy still clinging to its back, and seemed to spot an opening. This was directly toward Markal and Nathaliey, and the ground shook as it pounded in their direction. Its eyes rolled back, and it whipped its head from side to side as if trying to shake off a pack of hornets. The thing seemed to have gone completely mad.
Gregory’s force came charging in from the wings to block the giant, and Wolfram ordered his paladins to give chase, but neither group would arrive before the giant overtook Nathaliey and Markal.
“Now,” Markal said calmly. “Now, is when I would suggest that we call up some fire.”
“You say the words,” she said, “and I’ll feed you my strength.”
Nathaliey placed her palms down and reached inside for her power. A familiar tingle moved along her arms and presaged the pain and the bleeding as Markal began the incantation.
He was only halfway through when the giant drew up short. Marissa fell off its back, her grip broken by the abrupt halt, and she rolled clear of its stomping feet while somehow maintaining her grip on her sword. The giant turned about suddenly, no longer in a panic, but calm and murderous, and swung its cudgel at the nearest paladin charging in from the side, who lifted his shield and spear. The cudgel was as thick as a small tree trunk, and it splintered the spear, smashed into the shield, and sent the paladin flying from his horse. He landed in a roll and tried to unstrap his shield from his injured arm while crawling away to safety.
The giant reached down and hoisted the paladin up by his jerkin. The man flailed, and two other paladins hacked and slashed, but the giant was full of rage. It lifted the man above its head and slammed him to the ground. The paladin didn’t move again after that.
Markal had cut off the incantation the instant the giant stopped running toward them, and Nathaliey turned toward him in confusion.
“What’s wrong? I’m ready to feed you my power. Say it.”
“It’s a fireball,” he said. “I can’t cast it or I’ll hit the paladins, too.”
She took in Wolfram’s forces, who surrounded the giant and tried to keep it from returning to the barricade, but with little success.
“Why did it stop?” Markal said. “What happened? What changed?”
It was a good question. The giant had been running pell-mell across the meadow, all discipline lost with a crossbow bolt impaling its ear and a paladin clinging to its back. Markal’s fireball would have won the battle; set on fire, the giant would have fled the meadow and left Wolfram’s company free to clear the obstacle and cross the ford. Then suddenly, the giant had pulled up short, as if an even bigger giant had yanked on an invisible rope tied around its waist.
“It’s the enchantment,” she said. “Whatever told it to build the barricade—Bronwyn, probably. Whatever power she had over it still has effect. We need that fireball.”
“Then we have to get in closer.”
“It’s almost back to the riverbank. That puts us back where we started. It’s just going to jump into the water if we set it on fire.”
Markal threw up his hands. “I don’t know . . . do you have a better idea?”
She didn’t, and so they set off after the giant as it battled its way toward the heap of uprooted pine trees. The wind changed, and carried with it a whiff of something foul, like there was a dead animal rotting upstream. Except this was no physical smell, but rather something that made her magical senses recoil in disgust. She searched for the source, and that’s when she saw the marauders emerging from beneath the boughs of the heaped-up pine trees.
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
The first part of Captain Wolfram’s attack had gone better than expected. After some initial skirmishing that cost them a horse, a crossbow bolt impaled the giant’s ear, and it fled the barricade of uprooted trees. Wolfram gave chase, and Gregory brought his reserve force thundering to join the battle.
The giant made straight for Markal and Nathaliey, who maintained an easy stance. Nathaliey held out her hands, palm down, while Markal’s lips began to move as he ducked his head in concentration.
Hopefully, they were throwing some real magic into the fight, and not a flash of light or some other gimmick. Either way, the Blackshields had the brute on the run, and it seemed like they’d be able to chase it into the woods long enough to clear the obstacle and cross the ford.
And that was when things went wrong. First, the giant hauled up short, throwing Marissa. It whirled about and clobbered one of the pursuing paladins, knocking him from his horse and crushing his shield arm, and before the injured man could be rescued, the giant hauled him into the sky and slammed him to the ground, killing him with a single blow. The giant stomped back toward the barricade, swinging its cudgel to clear a path.
If Wolfram didn’t do something, they’d be back where they started. He had lifted his sword to shout orders, when Lucas cried a warning from near the barricade.
Wolfram turned to see marauders emerging from beneath the branches of the giant’s barricade like rats boiling out of a hole. They kept crawling out until there were roughly fifteen in all, and an ugly, sneering cry went up from them as their captain took her place at their head.
Bronwyn lifted her sword, and Wolfram felt her power and confidence radiating forth. That gesture had once called paladins to battle; now, it was used to strengthen the enemy.
She met Wolfram’s stare, flashed him a malicious smile, and then her gaze fell to the linen-bound sword strapped to his saddle. Afraid of a trap, he hadn’t wanted to leave Soultrup with the handful of paladins guarding the supplies and spare horses while he led the rest into battle, and now he kicked himself. It had never occurred to him that Bronwyn, with only fifteen marauders at her disposal, would lie in ambush against his sixty-seven. And his forces were mounted, while hers were on foot. Except that Bronwyn had something else under her command: a sixteen-foot-tall giant with a club the size of a tree trunk.
The marauders surged away from the pine tree barricade and charged on foot toward the giant, which came stomping back to meet them, clearing paladins with every swing of its cudgel. The creature was bleeding from its legs and forearms, but it showed no signs of panic. Bronwyn seemed to be controlling it.
A small knot of paladins surrounded Wolfram, and it would have been easy enough to fall back and regroup, rather than be pinned between the giant and the marauders. But he couldn’t let the enemy forces unite, or they’d clear their way to the barricade, and it would be a devil of a time dislodging them.
He raised his sword. “Blackshields, to me!”
Paladins rode in from all sides. Gregory, with his company of reserves, pounded across the meadow from where he’d nearly reached Markal and Nathaliey’s side in the initial charge. As the paladins arrived, they banged shields and roared their defiance.
The giant loomed above Wolfram, close enough to see the blood congealed to its beard from its last meal and smell its odor, something like a mix between a sweating bull and a rotting blanket. Close enough to see its yellow eyes and the boar-like bristles of its eyebrows. Its nostrils flared, and its breath huffed. It lifted its cudgel.
A wall of Gregory’s riders slammed into the giant from behind. Spears thrust at its back, swords raked its legs, slashed at its arms, and stabbed for its belly. The creature stumbled and nearly fell, but its cudgel was already coming around and clearing a path.
Wolfram had no chance to fight the giant, because the first of the marauders charged into him from the rear, led by Bronwyn. A pair dragged a paladin from his saddle and stabbed him repeatedly before he could defend himself. Others hacked and slashed at the horses in an attempt to dislodge riders. The entire company of enemies formed a brutal wedge that forced its way through the paladins to reach Wolfram.
One of them was almost on top of him, a tall gray-skinned fellow with an ugly expression. He held a long sword in one hand, with the stump of his other hand against the hilt for support. It was the man who’d cursed at Wolfram as he fled the standing stones, his hand hacked off in the battle. Wolfram leaned in the saddle and the two of them clashed swords. The flow of battle separated them before either could land a decisive blow.
More Blackshields arrived with every passing second, mounted and disciplined, and the mass of them shortly forced Bronwyn and her company back toward the pine barricade. Wolfram gave orders in a final, desperate attempt to keep the giant separated from the rest, but it was too strong, and they couldn’t keep it pinned. It forced Gregory’s paladins to fall back, then charged at Wolfram’s riders with its cudgel swinging. They could only stand aside as it lumbered through their ranks.
Wolfram reluctantly called for his forces to fall back from the barricade and regroup. They recovered three bodies and several wounded before they retreated into the meadow. Another horse was down, and they had no choice but to abandon it, wounded and struggling to rise.
Three paladins killed and two horses lost, but Bronwyn had suffered her own losses. He counted four marauders down out of sixteen, counting herself. If only they’d taken out the giant. The ground in front of the barricade was already churned up and bloody, and there would be more blood spilled before the battle was won.
He glanced at the meadow to where Markal and Nathaliey remained at the ready, then called in his lieutenants. “Lucas, carry the wounded to the wizards. Gregory, prepare for a full-out assault. Marissa, follow me.” He spotted Henry, who was an agile rider and one of Wolfram’s favorite scouts. “You, too. Come with us.”
The three paladins edged forward to study the enemy, who had taken a defensive posture in front of the barricade. The giant spotted Wolfram and his companions, stomped its feet, waved its cudgel, and bellowed. It was so much bigger and stronger than the giant that had caused them such trouble at the ruined bridge on the other side of the mountains that he felt his guts turn cold as he contemplated another fight.
“He’s a brute,” Marissa muttered. “How are we going to do it?”
Without warning, half of the remaining marauders surged out from the rest. Four of them formed a defensive ring in case Wolfram, Marissa, and Henry made a charge, and the other two recovered two of the downed marauders. The rescued pair was hacked up and unable to walk, but alive.
“I took down that tall one myself,” Henry said, a measure of pride in his voice. “He won’t last long.”
The surging marauders fell back against the overturned pine trees, still dragging the wounded, and they disappeared behind a cluster of their comrades. Wolfram was shocked when, moments later, the injured marauders pushed their way clear, shouting for weapons.
“The Harvester take me,” Henry said. “I hit him in the neck. Nearly took his head off, I’d swear to it.”
“Nearly is not good enough,” Wolfram said. “Next time, finish the job.”
“And what about the giant?” Marissa insisted. “Our swords just bounce off its hide.”
Wolfram’s eyes dropped to Soultrup, still bound in linen and strapped to the side of his saddle. What would it be like to carry it into battle? It was a massive blade, but light as a dagger in the hand of its wielder. If anything could cut through the giant’s skin, it was the red sword.
And the moment you draw it, the sword will throw itself into Bronwyn’s hands, and she’ll cut you down.
A rider approached from the main company of paladins. “The sorcerers are ready, Captain.”
“Wizards,” Wolfram corrected. “Not sorcerers. What do they intend to do?”
“They said to assault from the west side of the barricade so they can attack from the east. Otherwise, we’re going to get warm. Once they use their magic, they said we’ll know what to do.”
That sounded like fire. He’d overheard Markal and Nathaliey discussing their collection of magical powers during one of their long marches. It all sounded impressive—fire, rumbling earth, spectral hammers, spells to confuse and conceal, and the like—but the wizards had a more dismal impression of their own abilities. Nathaliey claimed to lack knowledge, and Markal said his command was weak. Perhaps they were downplaying their abilities, comparing themselves to their master, who was apparently a formidable wizard.
As for fire . . . that could work, he decided, looking over the enemy formation. The giant was hairy, with animal skins to set ablaze. A big target, too, impossible to miss. Light the giant up and set it running. Then Wolfram could charge in and kill Bronwyn and the rest. Horses and numbers would carry the day. He led the others back to share information with the rest of his lieutenants.
“Gregory, your forces are the freshest. You’ll lead the charge. Lucas, I want a second company readied. You’ll be the reserve force—plug any gaps in Gregory’s lines.”
“Yes, Captain,” the two men said, and rode off to give orders.
“What about me?” Marissa asked.
“You ride with me. We’ll take the rest of the Blackshields and hunt down the giant once it runs off. If it keeps running, we let it go. If not, it’s our job to stop it from rejoining the fight.”
“That’s more or less what we already tried, only it didn’t work so well.”
“This time it will,” he insisted.
Wolfram gave the signal, and Lucas and Gregory moved their companies together, each roughly fifteen riders, and brought them in a big loop along the riverbank from the west. Bronwyn’s marauders watched warily, and shifted in case they needed to block riders from attempting to enter the water behind the barrier where the road met the ford. But Bronwyn didn’t leave the barricade.
Nevertheless, the enemy’s attention was all fixed to the west, and neither Bronwyn nor her men seemed to notice when the two wizards put their hands palms down and lowered their heads. Wolfram forced himself not to stare.
A glowing sphere of fire formed above Nathaliey’s head and floated toward the heap of uprooted pine trees. It hadn’t traveled ten feet before one of the marauders shouted a warning. The fireball drifted slowly, and Bronwyn seemed to be watching its progress while still keeping an eye on the riders approaching from the west. She had not yet given orders, but had plenty of time to make a careful judgment. Wolfram looked on in frustration.
By the Brothers, can’t you make it move faster?
The ball of fire wobbled and expanded the farther it traveled from the wizards. The two companions had their hands up, and it looked like Markal was pushing the ball with his palms out, while Nathaliey kept her palms facing each other, as if she were squeezing it into shape. Wolfram guessed that they weren’t moving it any faster because they couldn’t without losing control.
Bronwyn sent the giant west against Gregory and Lucas’s threat, while forming the marauders into a line facing the approaching fireball. Once they stood shoulder to shoulder, they lifted their gray cloaks into a single wall. Bronwyn, standing behind them, barked something that Wolfram couldn’t understand, and the cloaks darkened until he had to glance skyward to confirm that a cloud hadn’t passed over the sun.
If any of the paladins had been in position to charge, they might have disrupted the gathering marauders or even attacked the giant while it was alone in an attempt to drive it away from the barricade. But the wizards’ vague instructions hadn’t accounted for this possibility, and it hadn’t occurred to Wolfram, either.
The fireball was approaching roughly ten feet above the ground, high enough that it should have floated over the marauders, but it wobbled as it approached and lost altitude and speed, as if Bronwyn’s magic were sucking it down. Even before it struck, Wolfram knew that the fireball would splash ineffectively against the marauders’ wall of gray cloaks and fizzle.
And then Nathaliey pushed up and to her left. The fireball moved in the direction of the river, and there was no resistance to it there. No, not toward the river so much as toward the giant’s barricade. Their target wasn’t the giant, he realized—it never had been—it was the heaped-up pine trees. Too late, Bronwyn seemed to understand the same thing. She shouted, and the cloak wall shifted.
The fireball struck the pine barricade, flashing into sparks. It gave a sharp smell like burning resin, and the whole thing burst into flames. Within seconds, it was a raging inferno, with fire shooting fifteen feet into the air. The marauders fell back from the conflagration, and the giant bellowed in fear and seemed on the verge of bolting.
Wolfram lifted his sword. “Blackshields! Charge!”
Lucas and Gregory’s riders had been stomping about on the riverbank to the west. At Wolfram’s command, they broke into a gallop, riding straight at the giant. Wolfram brought thirty more paladins across the meadow from the south. He charged toward the marauders retreating from the raging fire as its flames shot ever higher. It was a wall of heat and smoke.
Wolfram slammed into the fleeing marauders, followed by Marissa and several others behind her. A marauder snarled up at him, face scorched and eyebrows burned off. Wolfram swept down with his sword and battered through the man’s feebly raised weapon. He staggered forward, and Marissa struck him hard across the back of the head as he fell.
A marauder came up on Wolfram in the smoke and seized his leg in an attempt to drag him from the saddle. Wolfram smashed the man in the face with his shield, then came around with his sword. Filled with righteous fury, he rained blows, hacking the man in the shoulder, neck, and chest, until he too fell. Other marauders were dying all around him, and the paladins were forcing the survivors back toward the fire.
He spared a glance at Lucas and Gregory, who were struggling to hold back the giant. The creature had already unhorsed two paladins, and it caught a paladin with a full blow across the head with its cudgel. The man slumped, and his horse fled the battlefield, still carrying his limp form in the saddle. Gregory charged in, fearless, and paladins raced to his side, emboldened. The giant flailed about, looking for its escape, hemmed in by the fire at its rear and the attacking cavalry in front.
Bronwyn and several others had somehow broken free and reached the giant. She waved her hands and chanted in a strange tongue as she tried to bring the creature back under control. She met Wolfram’s gaze across the battlefield, and a poisonous look crossed her face—fury and fear jumbled together.
Something flickered, a new emotion. Was that despair? Did some essence of her remain, crying in horror at what she’d become?
Wolfram could only stare. What sorcery held his sister in its grasp? She had become a mangled, tortured version of the proud and honorable paladin she had once been.
He could not let it stand. He must cut her down and release her soul from its tortured existence. Let it be gathered by the Harvester, broken down, and sown into the land to be reborn anew. Not this horrible living death. As if reading his thoughts, Bronwyn threw back her head and screamed in incoherent rage.
He lifted his sword. “Your torment comes to an end, Sister,” he cried. “Blackshields, to me! Cut her down.”
The marauders were almost all dead by now. Only Bronwyn and a handful of her companions remained, fighting alongside the giant in an attempt to break free from the forces strangling their escape. Gregory’s paladins in front, an inferno at their rear. A river on one side, and Wolfram sweeping in from the other.
He reentered the fight. The giant was swinging with the cudgel, knocking aside mounted paladins while stomping at those who’d become unhorsed. The surviving marauders moved to block Wolfram and reached to drag him from the saddle, even as Marissa and others hacked at them to clear a path. He fought his way to Bronwyn’s side, and then his horse stumbled, and he went sprawling.
He’d barely risen to his feet before Bronwyn was on him, a whirlwind of fury as her sword lashed at him again and again. Only the giant’s swinging cudgel, which forced both of them to take evasive action, and the mass of charging paladins on horse kept him from being overwhelmed. Unfortunately, the chaos also pushed him farther away from his sister. He ducked another flailing attack from the giant and fought his way toward her again.
But before he could reach her a second time, Bronwyn threw down her sword, grabbed one of the sewn-together skins serving as the giant’s clothing, and hauled herself onto its back. Another marauder, seeing her example, did the same. A third marauder, the man who’d lost his hand at the stone circle, reached up and grabbed a fistful of animal skin. The remaining marauders threw themselves at Wolfram to block his way. By the time the paladins had broken their resistance, the giant was looking for an escape route with three marauders clinging to its back.
The giant stumbled backward, shaking its head and knocking into the flaming barricade, which sent up a plume of crackling sparks. And here it found a gap between the burning trees and Gregory’s paladins, and it blasted through the gap. It emerged from the fire roaring in pain, and staggered into the river with a tremendous splash. It came up wading, moving swiftly toward the opposite bank while the three marauders climbed higher to get clear of the water.
Gregory and his paladins swung wide to get around the fire, but by the time they reached the water’s edge, the giant was already halfway across. The burning pine trees still blocked the ford, and the water was too swift and high for the horses. The Blackshields could only fire a few crossbow bolts.
Part of the burning barricade collapsed with a roar, and flames shot skyward as the fire found fresh sources of fuel in the smoldering limbs below. Wolfram ordered the paladins back from the inferno and watched in frustration as the giant gained the opposite bank. Bronwyn and her two surviving companions jumped down and followed the giant as it lumbered up the road and disappeared into the woods.
Wolfram had lost track of his horse in the battle, and was relieved when Marissa rode up leading the animal. Marissa’s face glowed with excitement.
“Thirteen marauders dead!” she exclaimed. “Only three survivors.”
“And our own losses?”
“Four killed, and a number of others injured. We won, Captain.”
Wolfram leaned against his horse and closed his eyes, thinking of his dead comrades and not wanting to hear their names. Not yet. He let the roar of the fire wash over him, felt its heat.
He opened his eyes again and took in the battlefield, where the paladins were gathering the wounded and dead. Riders galloped away to inform the handful of paladins who’d remained behind the meadow, guarding their supplies. Markal and Nathaliey approached on foot. They looked tired, and blood stained the cloths that hung from their belts. Wolfram nodded his acknowledgment of their contribution.
“Captain, we crushed them,” Marissa insisted. “Once we bring word of the victory to Eriscoba, knights will flock to the Blackshields from across the free kingdoms.”
“Bronwyn escaped.”
Some of the fire went out of Marissa’s eyes. “We’ll track her down, don’t worry. There are only three of them—they’ll never make it out of the mountains.”
He glanced at the burning barricade. It was still too hot for them to get through and approach the ford. With every passing minute, Bronwyn and her companions would be harder to catch.
Markal looked pointedly at Wolfram’s horse. “Captain, where is the red sword?”
Wolfram looked. The linen-wrapped sword was no longer tied to his saddle. It had been there when his horse stumbled; he remembered it nearly striking him on the side of the head as he fell. Yet, it was not there, now.
“I tied those knots myself,” he said. “It didn’t fall—I’ll swear to it.” He felt along the saddle. “But there’s no sign it was cut loose, either.”
“The sword has its ways,” Markal said. “Quickly, let’s look for it.”
A search of the battlefield didn’t turn up the weapon, and neither did they find it among the dead, or among the weapons, shields, and other gear being piled into a heap. Wolfram questioned his paladins, but nobody could recall seeing it.
The conclusion was inescapable: Bronwyn must have stolen it in the chaos and somehow taken it with her.
 
 



Chapter Twenty
Markal instructed Nathaliey to see to the wounded while he followed Wolfram in an increasingly desperate search of the battlefield, looking for the lost sword. He’d said little to the young captain, but felt more and more grim as the truth of the situation settled in. There was no point in hectoring; if anyone understood what losing the red sword meant, it was Wolfram.
As their hopes faded, Markal followed Wolfram to the riverbank west of the still-burning pine trees. The river was swift and deep here where it flowed out of the ford, and it was equally impassible further upstream in the meadow. They had no choice but to wait for the fire to die before trying to cross. The flames had settled enough that an attempt might soon be made to douse it.
Wolfram stared at the road on the opposite side. “I don’t see how she stole it. I saw her clinging to the back of the giant, and she didn’t have it. Saw her jump down on the other side, and she didn’t have it then, either.”
“That’s easy enough to explain with a little bit of magic. The cloak could have concealed it.”
“We were fighting face-to-face—she carried a regular khalifate-style sword.”
“And you saw her the whole time after you were thrown from the horse?”
“Most of the time, yes, but we were separated there at the end. Then I saw her jump on the giant’s back.”
“It must have happened then,” Markal said. “She spotted the sword, distracted you, and got hold of it.”
“While trying to tame a giant and fighting for her life with her back to a raging fire? How is that possible?”
“The sword was probably helping. Ever since your sister killed Malik, it’s been trying to get into the enemy’s hand. It practically threw itself to her, I’ll bet.”
“I wanted to use it, Markal. I imagined it in my hands, imagined it striking Bronwyn down. Putting an end to her nightmare.”
“That’s exactly what the sword wanted you to do. I don’t doubt it put the idea into your head in the first place.”
Wolfram gave him a look. “I wasn’t going to draw it. I’m not so weak-minded as that.”
“The strength of one’s mind has nothing to do with it.”
“But what if I had, Markal? If I’d drawn it, controlled it somehow, and killed Bronwyn, that would have freed her from the necromancer’s spell. She’d be trapped inside Soultrup with the rest of them.”
“So not exactly freed.”
“That was Bronwyn’s plan all along. Kill the necromancer, then throw herself on the sword so she could contend for the weapon from the inside.”
“Facing off against King Toth,” Markal said. “I’m not sure who has the stronger will.”
Wolfram crossed his arms. “Bronwyn does.”
Markal didn’t want to argue the point. “We’ll never know for sure, and it doesn’t matter. You never could have drawn Soultrup and used it against her in battle. It would have found its way to her hands earlier, when she still had a chance of winning.”
“We can’t let her keep it,” Wolfram said.
“No, we can’t.”
“If Bronwyn reaches the Veyrian army and the marauders with Soultrup in hand, she’ll be unstoppable. We have to hunt her down before she reaches Eriscoba.”
“She’ll have several hours head start by the time we can cross the river,” Markal said. “And the marauders can keep up a pace the rest of us can’t manage.”
“And what about that giant?” Wolfram said. “We can’t stop the brute.”
“That’s one worry you can put behind you,” Markal said. “It isn’t easy to dominate another’s mind with magic. Even Toth uses whips to drive his slaves.”
“I guess I saw that,” Wolfram said. “The giant kept trying to break free.”
“Each time it cost Bronwyn to bring it back under her control. She can’t hold it indefinitely. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s already left it behind. There are only three marauders left if it turns on her unexpectedly.”
Wolfram looked encouraged at this bit of news.
“Of course, there’s still the matter of stopping Bronwyn before she reaches Eriscoba,” Markal added.
“How well do you know this road?”
“Not well,” he admitted.
“Let me sketch it out for you.” Wolfram squatted on his heels at the riverbank and drew a finger through the gravel. “This is the road. We’re roughly here, at the Khalifate Ford, on the eastern slope.”
He took a pebble and put it on the far end of the line. “And this is the bridge on the opposite side of the mountains, where we fought the other giant, the one we killed. The bridge is a ruin now, already partially wrecked by marauders, and pulled the rest of the way down during the battle.”
Wolfram tapped the pebble. “Once Bronwyn crosses at the ruined bridge, she’ll be into Eriscoban territory, and she can go anywhere from there. I expect the Veyrians to sack the village of Gronhelm, then set out to pillage the countryside. Once they’re loose, only a pitched battle will stop them. But getting over will be tricky without the bridge. There are other crossings, but hard to find if you don’t already know the countryside.
“Now, look at this,” he continued, placing another stone at roughly the midpoint of the mountain road. “Here we have the ruins of Montlac. I assume you know of them.”
“I’ve heard of the place,” Markal said. “An abandoned town on the trade routes, right?”
“More than a town—it was an entire barony at one point. In the old days, it was the baron’s right to collect tolls in return for clearing bandits from the high passes. Then trade declined between east and west, the winters turned harsh in the mountains, and the lake silted in, robbing the barony of the fish that kept it fed. That happened back in the day of my grandfather, back when the old road was more than just a trail.
“Up until a few years ago, there were still a few families living at Montlac, led by someone who still called himself a baron. An unrecognized claim, and no Eriscoban would pay a toll, but they did buy supplies from the fellow and sleep in his caravanserai, which at least provided a hot meal, fodder for horses, and protection from the elements. Then came giants, griffins, marauders . . . the people who lived there are long gone.
“The point is this,” Wolfram continued, tapping the stone that marked the spot, “we entered the mountains somewhat overburdened. I didn’t know how long we’d be in the east, how difficult it would be to resupply, and I wanted to cache supplies somewhere that wouldn’t require a complete return to Eriscoba. The baron’s caravanserai is a burned husk, but the cellar beneath was untouched, and I stuffed it with food, spare clothing, extra armor, and the like.”
Markal nodded, beginning to see what the captain was getting at. “Go on.”
“We leave the injured, the weakest horses, and almost all of our gear here at the ford, together with enough healthy paladins to ensure they won’t be slaughtered if more enemies come this way from the khalifates. They’ll continue at whatever pace they can manage.
“The rest of us travel as light as we can. What faces us is a brutal up-and-down climb, but pushing hard, we should reach the ruins of Montlac in two days. If we haven’t caught Bronwyn by then, we’ll grab what we can from my cached supplies and keep going.”
“There are only three of them,” Markal said. “What’s to keep Bronwyn from hiding in the woods until you’re past?”
“I have two wizards, don’t I?”
“That point could be disputed.”
“I know your limitations, but all I need is the same sort of magic you used before. Send out magic eyes to track the marauders. That’s the only thing I need from you.”
“Every spell has a cost,” Markal said. “And I don’t only mean a blood cost. If we send a seeker, Bronwyn will know we’re following. She’ll sense it coming, and most likely gauge the distance of its caster.”
“My sister is no fool—she’ll know we’re following already. She has the sword and knows we’ll be desperate to stop her from reaching reinforcements with it in her possession. She’ll travel as fast as she can, knowing we’re going to chase her every step of the way. Most likely, she won’t hide, but if she does, I need to know.”
“And after Montlac?” Markal asked. “Say we don’t catch her before then. How long until we reach the ruined bridge where we need to have stopped the enemy or else?”
“It’s another two days from Montlac to the bridge, if we make good time. But that’s terrain where we’ll have the advantage over marauders on foot, since it’s mostly downhill from Montlac until you reach the foothills on the other side of the Spine. And the last stretch is flat—perfect for horses. Even if we don’t gain an inch on her before Montlac, we’ll be sure to run her down before she reaches the ruined bridge.”
Markal cast his gaze across the river to where Bronwyn and the other survivors had fled into the woods. It seemed incredible that marauders could outrun paladins on horses, but these were no ordinary knights on foot. They could move at a relentless pace, which they’d already proven on several occasions.
Still, they needed to eat, didn’t they? They needed to sleep. Bronwyn and her companions had little more than their cloaks and their swords, and neither food nor rest would come easily.
He wasn’t as confident as Wolfram that he and Nathaliey could track the marauders with seekers, but if he could occasionally locate the enemy, they could at least get ahead of them on the road and double back for a more methodical hunt.
What about the red sword? Bronwyn had wielded it before, and would surely not hesitate to do so again. He remembered her heroic defense of the bridge over Blossom Creek against an army of wights. The thought of facing her as an enemy, Soultrup in hand, was terrifying.
Time enough to worry about that. The first thing was to clear the burning barricade, which was still throwing off heat, but beginning to die down. A little longer and paladins could attack it with waterskins.
And then cross the ford. The hunt on the road. The fight against Bronwyn and Soultrup. Paladins would die. Maybe wizards, too.
 




Chapter Twenty-one
Markal, Nathaliey, and forty-four paladins arrived at Montlac on the second morning after the battle at the ford. Markal studied the small alpine valley as he dismounted, muscles complaining.
Massive rocky peaks with ice-covered crowns rose in a bowl around them, and the air tasted clean, cold, and thin. The ruins of Montlac spread around the perimeter of what was once a lake, but was now a vast bowl-like meadow speckled with a handful of small oxbows where the mountain stream began its trek toward the eastern plains.
 Near the center of the valley was a ruined castle on a hill that must have once sat on an island, but now seemed to be guarding nothing in particular. Only one of the towers was still standing; the rest had collapsed, along with two of the four walls.
Closer at hand, the nearby meadows were lumpy with the ruined foundations of the old town, punctuated with lichen-covered boulders—nature’s standing stones—perhaps carried from the mountain heights in ages past by flowing ice fields.
Wolfram sent scouts up the road, positioned several men to the rear, and sent a few paladins on horse toward the old castle to verify that enemies hadn’t taken up residence. The rest he ordered to dismount. Exhausted, ravenous horses began to crop at the tall green grass. Nathaliey groaned and slid from the saddle to join Markal, and they let their mounts join the other grazers.
Wolfram rode by, studying his surroundings with a sharp expression. “Keep your eye out for griffins, will you? It’s hard to imagine a better place for one of their flocks to make its home.”
“I thought he wanted another seeker,” Nathaliey said when Wolfram was gone. “So which is it? Track Bronwyn, or search for griffins?”
Markal raised an eyebrow. “It’s just magic, just blood from your pores. Why can’t you do both? And maybe make our horses fly while you’re at it. We all agree that would be extremely helpful.” He smiled at her grimace.
“And we need a seeker?” she asked.
“We need one.”
Since the battle, Nathaliey had already sent two seekers to track the escaping marauders, and Markal had sent a third. The first had found Bronwyn and her two companions still in the company of the giant. By the second seeker, she’d abandoned the giant, who’d rumbled off into the mountains. Bronwyn and her two companions raced west, moving with impressive speed and stamina up and down through the mountains. They slept little and seemed to eat nothing.
The last seeker had found the enemy already in Montlac. They’d stopped for an unexpectedly long time, and when Markal relayed this information to Wolfram, the captain had considered this news gravely. If there were other marauders making camp in the abandoned barony, they might have a real fight of it. But then Bronwyn and her companions moved on, and the valley had seemed empty when they arrived.
Given Bronwyn’s speed, Wolfram had been right to leave his supplies behind. Traveling light, his riders made steady progress, and had very nearly reeled in their quarry. Wolfram hoped to catch her by noon tomorrow.
“I’ll watch for griffins,” Markal told Nathaliey. “You find Bronwyn.”
“I had a feeling you were going to say that. All right, go do your thing, and I’ll do mine.”
She climbed one of the lichen-covered boulders and sat cross-legged up top, where the wind gusted through her hair. To Markal’s eye, she looked like a morsel set down for a griffin to snack on, but already her native abilities had her blending into the stone, and the longer she remained motionless, the harder she would be to spot.
Markal found the horses, removed their saddles, and led them away from Nathaliey to graze them so he wouldn’t be tempted to pester her about the seeker. His stomach rumbled.
“You’re the lucky ones,” he told the horses, who were engrossed in their meal. “The rest of us have been subsisting on suet cakes for days. The captain had better pull something tasty out of his stores or I’m going down to the river to fish.” The horses paid him no mind. “Go on, then. Keep smacking your lips. Not that it’s rude or anything.”
He sank into the grass, relieved to be off his aching feet, and looked up at the sky. It was clear, with no sign of griffins. In spite of his hunger, it was hard to be in a sour mood with the warm sun and cool breeze and the beauty of the soaring snow-covered peaks surrounding them.
He lay there for about ten minutes before he heard the sound of someone calling his name and sat up. It was Marissa, still on horseback. She spotted him and rode over.
“The captain needs you to come at once.” She gestured back toward the road. “Look for him in the old caravanserai. Hurry.” She tugged on her reins and rode off.
Markal left the horses and made his way back toward the road. Nathaliey, apparently finished with her seeking, fell in beside him.
“What was that about?” she asked.
“The captain wants to speak with me . . . urgently, it would seem. Did you find Bronwyn?”
“She’s still on the move. I’d guess about three miles from the valley, more or less.”
“That close? Wolfram will be happy to hear it.”
“It’s far enough, and the longer we sit here, the farther behind we’ll be. But there’s good news, too. One of the marauders is flagging, and Bronwyn is shouting at him, threatening him with Soultrup if he doesn’t get moving.”
“The tall one with the missing hand?”
“No, he’s plenty strong enough. It’s the other one. I don’t think he can keep up—his body seems to be breaking down from the pace.”
“It’s good to see evidence that the marauders aren’t invincible,” Markal said. “We’re close. We’re going to catch them.”
They came upon the ruins of the caravanserai, a stout building by the side of the road. It was built of whitewashed walls constructed in a square about eighty feet on a side, with a thick, bulging base on the lower level and thin windows above that doubled as arrow slits. The building had a fortress-like appearance, not strong enough to repel an army, but sturdy enough to dissuade bandits or resist the demands of unwelcome companies of travelers.
Nevertheless, a determined assault had overthrown the caravanserai in the end. The roof had burned and collapsed, and gaps in the walls showed where enemies had undermined it during their final attack. Marauders, Wolfram had told him. They’d sacked the building and murdered the last self-styled baron of Montlac and his family.
A few paladins stood guard where the missing gates had once opened, and Markal and Nathaliey made their way into the central courtyard. Here there had once been stables, baths, a well, and communal dining, but it was all rubble and weeds now. Wolfram stood with Marissa, who turned over a jute sack. Moldy wheat poured out of it onto the ground.
Wolfram spotted the newcomers and gave a grim shake of the head. “This is what all of our supplies look like. There’s a whole cellar full of it—all rotten.”
“Is it wet down there?” Markal asked.
“It’s perfectly dry. And even if water had entered the cellar, it’s only been a couple of weeks, not long enough for it all to rot.” He tossed aside the sack with a look of disgust. “I could tell something was wrong even before I went down. We’d heaped doors and broken furniture over the spot to conceal the entrance, and it was all disturbed. I thought my sister had found it, raided some supplies for her own party. Turns out she did a lot more than steal.”
Nathaliey touched Markal’s arm. “I feel something, do you?”
He sniffed at the air. Yes, there it was. A hint of something foul. It was radiating from . . . 
“Is the cellar through there?”
Wolfram frowned. “How did you know?”
“There’s sorcery hanging in the air, mostly in that direction. Show me.”
Wolfram led them through what seemed to have been the kitchen, with a big clay oven collapsed beneath a beam that had fallen from the ceiling. Behind the kitchen lay a small room with broken shelves, smashed crockery, and an open trapdoor in the floor with a ladder that descended into a basement larder. To the side of the opening lay a shattered door, another ceiling beam, and an overturned bench, presumably the debris that the Blackshields had heaped over the top to conceal their supplies.
A paladin climbed up the ladder from below. “Even the wine is bad, Captain.”
“Turned to vinegar?” Wolfram asked.
“Worse than that. Smells like horse piss.”
Daylight streamed into the dusty cellar from above, and Markal and Nathaliey descended to have a look for themselves. The smell of rot and sorcery was almost overwhelming when they reached the bottom. Jute sacks lay open, with moldy wheat and oats spilling out. More sacks containing suet-and-berry biscuits had suffered a similar fate, as had provisions of dried, salty beef.
There were other destroyed supplies, too: crossbow bolts, snapped in two, spare bedding that had been torn, linen bandages as rotten as the grain, and frayed ropes. Hunting knives and snares for foraging—bent or rusted. Hundreds of pounds of food and gear hauled laboriously into the mountains, then stashed here to resupply the paladins over a campaign that might last months, all destroyed.
Markal glanced at Wolfram, who was climbing down. “It’s sorcery,” he told the captain. “A despoiling incantation.”
“Those blasted cloaks the marauders wear,” Wolfram said. “They have all sorts of powers, don’t they? First controlling the giant, now this.”
“This is different,” Nathaliey said.
“How do you mean?” Wolfram asked.
“That was endowed power,” she said. “This is summoned magic.”
Markal sniffed the foul odor lingering about the place, and wished he could disagree. But the evidence was all about them.
“The sorcerer has endowed the marauder cloaks with certain powers,” he explained. “Concealment, deflection, the ability to control wights and giants and perhaps other creatures. Magical strength and stamina—the wearers become something other than human.
“But this smells different,” he continued. “It leaves a sharp odor, flowing outward. It’s not like the smell of a rune or the moon pendant, or even Soultrup, which are more . . . closed, I think you’d call it?”
Nathaliey nodded. “That’s a good way to put it.”
“I still don’t understand,” Wolfram said. “Maybe you’d have to be able to sense it to understand.”
“Think of a freshly cut pine bough,” Nathaliey said. “It has that sharp, distinctive odor, right? And if you throw a pine log on the fire, it also smells like pine, but it’s not the same smell.”
“That’s the difference between endowed magic and summoned magic,” Markal said. He gestured around him. “This is summoned magic. Someone came down here and cast a spoiling spell to destroy all of your provisions. Something burning, something consumed—let’s say it’s more like burning camel dung than pine logs, but the same idea.”
“So you’re saying that my sister can command sorcery, too?” Wolfram asked.
“No,” Markal said. “It wasn’t Bronwyn, and it wasn’t her marauders. It was someone else. There is apparently a sorcerer with her now, and that’s even worse.”
#
Back up top, with the scent of the enemy’s magic still in their nostrils, Markal and Nathaliey were able to follow the trail to the road, where it continued west. Wolfram followed them. While they studied the road, Markal told him how Nathaliey’s seeker had found Bronwyn three miles west of the valley, almost within their grasp.
They followed the magical trail a quarter mile or so away from the paladins at the caravanserai. The western rim of the bowl-like valley loomed craggy and snow-covered ahead of them, and the road began what would soon be another punishing climb before it began its initial descent toward Eriscoba on the far side of the Dragon’s Spine.
“I’ve seen enough,” Markal said. “Seems the sorcerer continued toward Eriscoba. At least he’s not lurking around here anymore.”
“Is it the necromancer?” Wolfram asked.
“No,” Markal said. “This isn’t King Toth.”
“Then there is more than one sorcerer? You’re sure?”
“It’s the same type of magic as Toth’s, but it isn’t his,” Markal said. “Not as powerful, not as much command or mastery.”
“So an apprentice or acolyte,” Nathaliey said. “Which is disturbing enough, when you think about it. It means Toth is training his own order.”
Markal bent and touched the road where their new enemy had stepped. “Whoever it was has some power with him, but he’s sloppy. This stink is two days old.”
Nathaliey gave him a sharp look. “Are you sure?”
“Feel this, and you’ll see.”
“How can the trail be two days old?” Wolfram asked. “Bronwyn just passed this way a few hours ago. . .”
Markal glanced skyward, briefly searching for griffins, before turning back to Nathaliey and Wolfram. “The sorcerer must have come alone, and departed before Bronwyn arrived.”
“If you’re right, that means the sorcerer knew we were coming,” Wolfram said. “And somehow figured out we had supplies—the Veyrian army didn’t know, or they’d have stolen them already.”
“I think he’s right,” Nathaliey said. “Could it be that Bronwyn told the sorcerer somehow?”
“My sister might have guessed where to look,” Wolfram said. “If she had a way to pass that information along.”
Markal gave it some thought. “Some sort of seeker might do it. A sorcerous version we don’t know. They’d have needed to communicate at a great distance, sent it all the way over the mountains to get the sorcerer here in time.”
“Don’t the magic eyes have a limited range?” Wolfram asked.
Markal shrugged. “Ours have a limited range. The enemy’s sorcery has different capabilities and limitations.”
Another glance skyward. There was still no sign of griffin riders, but that might not last. There might be more giants ahead of them, too. Marauders, Veyrian armies . . . and now a new enemy, a servant of the dark wizard.
“I trust you can handle this sorcerer?” Wolfram said.
“He is only an acolyte, and we have a wizard,” Nathaliey said.
Markal’s supposed wizardry had become a joke between them, but there didn’t seem to be irony in her voice this time.
“Acolyte, sorcerer—whatever he is—can you handle him?” Wolfram asked.
“We can handle him,” she said. “Can you handle your sister?”
“You say she was only three miles ahead of us?”
“Four miles by now.”
“She’ll get farther ahead still,” Wolfram said. “Those bastards destroyed our food supplies, and we can’t ride into battle half-starved. I’ll send out foragers—there must be deer in this valley if the griffins haven’t eaten them all. And if not, there are waterfowl by the oxbows, and probably tubers and such we can collect in the marshes. We’ll let the horses rest and ride out in the morning. We’ll lose the better part of a day, but we made excellent time getting here, and that should still give us plenty of leeway to catch her before she reaches Eriscoba. And then, well . . . they are only three marauders. Red sword or not, we’ll have them in our grasp.”
“Captain,” Markal said slowly, “you’re missing one critical part of this whole debacle. The sorcerer was able to communicate with Bronwyn across a great distance. A small army of Veyrians passed through here a week ago, and there was another company of marauders with them. I would assume that the sorcerer was accompanying them, and that’s how he happened to be near Montlac in the first place.”
Wolfram stared. “Are you saying . . .?”
“If the sorcerer can call east to Bronwyn, he can call west, to the Veyrians and the marauder companies accompanying them. I’ll expect the sorcerer has spotted us already and called for help.” Markal let out his breath. “Prepare your men to ride on empty stomachs, Captain, if you have any hope of stopping Bronwyn before she reaches Eriscoba. And make sure they’re prepared for a serious fight. Not three marauders, but a whole company of them.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-two
Early the next morning, when Markal slumped in his saddle during the gloom of predawn, half dozing after a few fitful hours of shivering sleep on the road, Nathaliey rode up beside him, glanced around as if to make sure there weren’t any paladins within earshot, and said in a low voice, “We’re only two miles behind them now.”
“How many?”
“Four. Bronwyn, her two companions, and Toth’s acolyte. They’re all on foot, but moving quickly. It will take the better part of the day to run them down, and that’s only if we can keep up the pace.”
“And the enemy reinforcements?” Markal asked.
“Riding hard in this direction. They should meet up with Bronwyn by noon. Twenty-five marauders.”
“So presumably Bronwyn could turn around and meet us in battle any time after that.”
“You think they’ll do that?” she asked.
“Hard to say. If they’re wise, they’ll continue toward Eriscoba, now that Bronwyn has what she set out for.” Markal tightened his hands on the reins. “But Toth’s forces don’t always pick the wise course.”
“Not when there’s a bloodier path, no,” Nathaliey said.
“Well done. It can’t have been easy finding them all.”
She gave a modest shrug. “It wasn’t hard. The acolyte is spending his magic speeding them along, not trying to hide.”
They slowed their horses to allow one of the paladins to pass them. Ghostly fog crept across the forest road, and the paladin was a shadowy figure in the gloom as he disappeared ahead of them.
“Markal, are we going to die?”
“We all die, sooner or later. We die, and the Harvester gathers our souls, grinds them to dust, and scatters them to the wind to refresh the land.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Sooner or later it happens to everyone. Only the Brothers know the day or hour.”
“Markal, I’m serious.”
“We’re not facing a giant. That’s a point in our favor. As for this sorcerer”—he drew a breath—“he’ll challenge us.”
“And the new marauder company?”
“I like Wolfram’s chances. The Blackshields outnumber them two to one.”
“Wolfram arrives exhausted.”
“The enemy is riding hard, too. Neither side is likely to be fresh.”
“What about Bronwyn?” Nathaliey asked. “And Soultrup?”
An image of Bronwyn standing on the bridge and fighting an entire army of wights came to his mind. “Yes, that is a problem.”
“Markal, I’m afraid.”
“So am I. But if I die, let it be to Soultrup. And don’t make me go in there alone. If I’m stuck inside a sword, I want a friend by my side.”
“How . . . kind of you to say so. ‘If I die, please let my friend die, too.’”
“Think on the positive side,” he told her. “We can carry on the fight from the inside, turn Soultrup back to good.”
“Thanks, but all the same, I prefer it out here.” After a moment of silence, she added, “We need the master. He’d blast these enemies off the face of the earth.”
“Maybe, maybe not.”
“The knowledge Memnet has, the power . . . this piddling sorcerer’s acolyte would have no chance against a real wizard.”
“As opposed to a fake one like me?”
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
“I have my limitations—I’m not pretending otherwise.”
“Better a limited wizard than an advanced apprentice. That’s where I am.”
“A good point,” he said. “Nathaliey Liltige, you are henceforth a full-fledged wizard. There, that should help.”
Nathaliey snorted. “As if you could.”
“Why not? That’s all the master did. He said I was a wizard, and I became one. Apparently.”
“Yes, well, you’re not the master.”
A slight tension to her voice now, like a bowstring being strung, and he knew he was touching on her most sensitive insecurities. He had no intention of drawing that string tighter. On the contrary.
He dropped the light tone. “I can declare you a wizard if I’d like.”
“Why, did you attend a secret wizard initiation ceremony that gave you that right?”
“What do you think being a wizard is, anyway?”
“Markal, we discussed this already. If you don’t feel like a wizard just because Memnet said so, why should I feel any better to hear the same thing from you? Wizard or not, you aren’t the master.”
“Your point?”
“My point is that when we get home—assuming we are so lucky—Memnet will ignore your proclamation and give me twenty more years of study.”
“No, he won’t. He’ll respect my decision.”
“I notice you didn’t address my other point. If you don’t even believe you are a wizard, how can you make me one?”
“I didn’t address the point because you didn’t make one,” Markal said. “I am a wizard, and I feel like one, too.”
“That’s Wolfram’s moon pendant talking.”
“Hogwash. The pendant does nothing until I call up magic, and then it’s a small boost at best. I won’t claim that I feel like a powerful wizard, more like a novice. But I’m not an apprentice anymore, that’s for sure. There is no master here guiding my decisions.”
“Hey,” she said, “some of those decisions were mine.”
“Exactly.”
Nathaliey sighed. “I can’t accept that . . . Markal, I’m not a wizard just because you say I am!”
“It’s all right if you don’t accept it right away. I didn’t at first, either. In any event, I’m not worried about Toth’s acolyte. We are a pair of wizards of the Crimson Path. May the Brothers guide us to victory.”
#
The gray sky of predawn brightened into blue as the sun rose behind them, peeking through the cliffs. Birds chattered in the trees, and the mist began to clear as a warm breeze rose from the lowlands.
And then they emerged from the woods onto a ridge, and Markal got his first view of Eriscoba stretching vast and glorious toward the horizon, a green quilt of forests and meadows in the hills below them, and a patchwork of fields and farms in the distance. A river turned, slow and lazy through the lowlands, and villages dotted its banks. Huge, pillowy clouds moved across the sky, giving depth to the sheer scale of his view.
Several days had passed since they’d left the dusty foothills on the eastern, rain-starved shadow of the Dragon’s Spine—even drier than usual in the grip of a long drought—and he’d seen plenty of meadows and forests, but he caught his breath at the full scope of it. So green and beautiful—like a corner of the master’s gardens, but stretching for mile after mile.
After the chill of night, of forest and mountain valleys, the morning sun felt wonderful, and he turned his face toward it like a sunflower, eager to soak it in. It was then that he spotted the flock of griffins dropping from the sky.
There were at least twenty in all, hurtling so silently from the clouds that for a split second he thought his mind was playing tricks on him, finding something in the sky that was not there. The griffins tucked their wings into a dive, and their riders had their swords drawn while they leaned against their mounts, both for speed and to lower their profile. They came charging directly at the company of paladins.
Markal shouted a warning even as he slid from the saddle, lowered his palms, and searched for an incantation. A spell materialized at once, as if his own private archivist had retrieved it from the mind’s library. Nathaliey was at his side, asking his help, but he ignored her to concentrate on the task at hand.
Marissa galloped up from the rear with several other paladins, and Wolfram pulled back from the vanguard. They gathered around Lucas, who had been holding the center, and within moments were assembling a bristling hedgehog of upturned swords and spears, with shields to guard against claw, talon, beak, and sword. Unfortunately, the paladins had become strung out in the night, both behind and ahead, where the scouts kept a wary lookout for ambush, and maybe a third of them were out of position as the griffins swept above the ridge.
One of the riders released a piercing whistle, followed by two shorter blasts, and the entire formation of griffins changed direction to target a trio of paladins desperately trying to reach Lucas’s force. The paladins galloped past Markal and Nathaliey, who were suddenly isolated.
“Markal, watch out!” Nathaliey said.
He cast his spell just as the shadow of the griffin flock passed overhead. A vortex of air gave a tremendous whoosh and shot skyward, where it blasted into the heart of the flock. Griffins spiraled out of control with riders dangling from their tethers. One skidded to the ground a few feet away and screamed as it beat its wings and shoved off with its back legs to get airborne.
A handful of griffins at the front of the formation had raced past before the air hit them, and they hit the straggling paladins. A man went flying from the saddle. A second paladin’s horse stumbled and threw its rider clear. A griffin seized the third paladin, lifted her several feet off the ground, and dropped her. The woman landed with an awkward cry.
Markal wiped a trickle of blood on the cloth at his belt and readied another spell. Nathaliey had found something to suit her purpose and had her hands palms down with the power rising quickly to the surface. But to Markal’s relief, the griffins were already retreating from the short, aggressive charge and lifting higher in the sky, chased by a few ineffective crossbow bolts before Wolfram shouted for his paladins to hold fire.
The entire encounter had only lasted a minute, maybe less, from the moment Markal spotted the griffins to their retreat. The griffins circled overhead for another few minutes while Wolfram gathered the company in a defensive position to the side of the road. Finally, the griffins wheeled about and retreated toward the mountain heights.
Wolfram brought the wounded paladin to Markal and Nathaliey. “Those blasted buzzards,” he growled. “Someday, I swear . . .”
Markal felt along the woman’s upper arm and shoulder. “Your shoulder bone is fractured.”
The woman cursed. “How bad is it?”
“The bone’s not separated. Nathaliey will give you a spell to start it mending, but you need to get it in a sling. And no fighting.” Markal turned to Wolfram as Nathaliey looked after the woman. “I’m sorry I didn’t give you more warning.”
“It was an ambush. Obviously well prepared. We’re lucky it wasn’t worse.”
“I thought you had an arrangement. Why do they keep attacking us?”
“You mean when you spotted me talking to the rider? That was no arrangement, it was a meeting to discuss a shared threat. To make a temporary truce. That’s obviously done with, and they’ll gladly tear off our limbs if we let them.”
“It would be nice if they’d make an effort to tear off marauder limbs, too,” Markal said.
“As soon as we defeat the necromancer, I’m mounting an expedition into the mountains,” Wolfram said. “I’m going to drive these buzzards out and send them back to the northern wastes where they belong.”
“Seems to me that they’re trying to drive us out,” Markal said. “They’ve made a claim to the mountains and intend to defend it.”
“We are already leaving, dammit. And now I’m down another good fighter. Not to mention losing more time. Do these fool griffin riders think the necromancer will leave them in peace? Because they’re doing their best to help him win.”
Wolfram left for his horse, still fuming, and took the injured woman with him.
“You don’t suppose the griffin riders are actively helping Toth, do you?” Nathaliey asked Markal.
“We’d better hope not. There must be hundreds of them living in the Spine.”
Marissa rode up as the company was remounting and preparing to move out again. She unwrapped a clay flask with a stopper.
“Good work, wizard. We’d be facing a lot more than a broken bone or two if you hadn’t spotted them and sent them flying off course with that magic of yours. Here,” she added, handing him the flask. “Every victory deserves a toast.”
He pulled out the stopper and took a tentative sip. “Brandy? Is this what counts as essential supplies?” He put it back to his lips for a longer pull.
Marissa grinned. “I have to keep up the strength of our wizards. Hey, that’s enough!” She retrieved the flask and handed it to Nathaliey. “Go ahead, but no guzzling.”
When Nathaliey handed it back, Marissa took her own swallow, then put it away. “Forgive the captain. He hasn’t eaten a thing since we left Montlac, and he needs to kill his own sister.”
“Bronwyn is already dead,” Markal said. “A walking, sneering corpse, soul bound and enslaved. What he kills will not be his sister. Not really.”
“Which makes it all the more horrible.” Marissa glanced between the two companions. “Conserve your strength. We’re going to need it again, and soon.”
“That settles it,” Nathaliey told Markal when the other woman was gone. “If claiming to be a wizard is what it takes to get a swig of brandy after a day and a night in the saddle, then yes, call me a wizard, a master of the Order of the Crimson Path.”
“Now you’ve caught the vision.”
The Blackshields followed the road along the ridge, their pace accelerating, moving faster than they had since late yesterday afternoon. The horses were tired, but seemed to feel the determination of their riders, and pressed forward relentlessly. They reentered the forest about fifteen minutes later, descending sharply before they climbed an even steeper stretch to emerge onto another ridge. Here, they caught another glimpse of Eriscoba. The lowlands were still at a discouraging distance, with many miles of torturous terrain to cross before the road emerged from mountains. Soon it was back into the woods for an extended spell.
“Do you remember when Toth came to Syrmarria a few years ago?” Nathaliey asked as they stopped to drink from a mountain stream.
“When he tried to convince Omar and Memnet to bring the highway through Aristonia?”
“He claimed it would cut the travel time in half from the old roads, a straight shot through the mountains instead of all of this up and down.”
“Almost makes you sympathize with his plan, doesn’t it?” he said.
“Except for the sorcery, the wars, and the armies of slaves, it really kind of does.”
Markal splashed water on his face, then climbed back onto the horse. His backside ached at the contact with the saddle.
It was midafternoon before they emerged from the woods onto another exposed ridge, where the Blackshields ground unexpectedly to a halt. Markal pushed through the company to find Wolfram on a curve of the road as it skirted the edge of a sharp embankment, very nearly a cliff. The road bent and twisted to follow the ridge line down, before disappearing into the trees again as it curved around to the right.
“You have better eyes than I do,” Wolfram said. “Follow the road and tell me what you see.”
The road emerged from the trees directly below them. From there it dipped through a valley, went up over a hill, and passed in and out of the woods. Markal worked his way slowly down by sight, moving toward the foothills ahead of them.
And there, maybe two miles by the curve of the road, he spotted a plume of dust. The wind changed and carried the faint sound of clomping hooves. Moments later, the first of them emerged into clearer view. Even from a distance, Markal could tell by the gray of their garb that he was looking at a marauder company.
“Marauders,” he said. “Twenty or thirty in number.”
Wolfram’s face was grim. “Coming or going?”
“Coming.”
“No more fleeing into Eriscoba, apparently—they’re going to ride up to meet us in battle. Trying to finish the Blackshields once and for all.”
“And no doubt Bronwyn is in command.”
“Good.” Wolfram’s tone was sharp. “Then she has given me the right to choose the field of battle.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-three
The game wasn’t cat and mouse, Chantmer thought, so much as cat versus cat. Or better still, spiders in a maze, each trying to ensnare and devour the other. Chantmer and Narud both hunter and hunted at the same time.
Zartosht’s traps hung like invisible webs across doorways, meant to vibrate for their owner should someone with magical ability pass through. Chantmer detected them easily; sometimes he triggered them on purpose, then doubled back and triggered them in the opposite direction. Other times, he bent their magic to serve his own purposes or slipped by without touching them at all.
The traps that worried him were not the ones he sensed, but the ones he didn’t. Certain flagstones were dangerous, and to be avoided, but what about the orange groves near the pasha’s apartments? There was something strange hanging in the air nearby, but Chantmer couldn’t pin it down, couldn’t identify where, if anywhere, the enemy had left his wards and runes.
Meanwhile, Chantmer and Narud left their own marks, cast their own incantations. They spun webs to ensnare the dark acolytes, constructed funnels to force them down corridors where Chantmer and Narud waited, and as always, clouded the air near any approach to the libraries. He sensed the enemy about, felt them tickling the edges of his traps, or worse, meddling with them, but he had yet to confront the acolytes again face-to-face.
On the third day of the hunt, he and Narud slipped past a pair of Veyrian guards on their way toward the khalif’s harem, a center of labor, as the harem was expanding into nearby apartments to take into account the larger number of slave girls being brought in by Pasha Izak and his lieutenants. The bulk of the residents of the palace, from the lowest serving boys to the pasha himself, seemed unaware of the struggles for dominance among the two rival magical orders, and there were no attempts by the pasha’s servants to search for them or to set guards where they might trap the intruders in their midst.
“If it were me,” Chantmer said, “I would tear this palace to its foundations until I found it.”
Narud stopped beneath an arched arcade. Olive trees grew in the small courtyard to their left. “To find what?”
“The library, what else? Toth knows it’s here, and so do his acolytes. Zartosht penetrated the vaults once already, and it must drive him mad searching for them again. So why not start at the top, remove the stones one by one until they have uncovered the library, and steal all the books and scrolls that way?”
“I’m not so sure it would be that easy.”
“Maybe not, but I would try,” Chantmer said firmly.
“And how long would it take? How would Toth or his pasha control Syrmarria without a palace? And how would they control Aristonia without the city? This is more than magic. It’s marauders and paladins and armies. And the king’s highway. Always the highway.”
“I disagree,” Chantmer said. “Nothing else matters but this. He who wins the magical battle wins the war.” He looked around. “What about these olive trees? Do you think we could enchant the roots?”
“To do what?”
“Like in the gardens, make them trip an enemy. We’ll leave a whiff of magic, like a spell carelessly left exposed. Say that Zartosht passes this way, stops to investigate after sensing the magic, and then steps up to the tree. The root snaps his ankle—that will at least slow him down, make him easier to track.”
“That kind of work takes preparation,” Narud said. He left the arcade to walk around the gnarled trunks of the olive trees, prodding at roots rising knee-like from the ground. “We could bury a stone or brick here with a chiseled rune.”
“Complicated,” Chantmer said, “but it might work.”
“Do you know the incantation? I don’t.”
“One of the archivists would know where to search. Could even help us with the letters. We could shape a brick without ever leaving the library, then bring it up here when it was done.”
“Let’s figure out where we’d bury it,” Narud said.
They were still discussing the matter when Jethro entered the arcaded corridor running around the edge of the courtyard. He had his hood drawn and a shroud of concealing magic around him. He flattened against a wall to let a pair of young harem women pass, and Chantmer took the moment to study him.
Jethro was a decent fellow, in spite of his limitations. He held tremendous quantities of knowledge in his head, and was hardworking and loyal. And he was also respectful of Chantmer and Narud, rather than resentful of having his space commandeered as some might have been. He called them both master, even though Chantmer was technically still an apprentice.
That is only a formality, he thought with a glance at Narud. I am the better of any of them, except Memnet. And the archivist is clever enough to see it. 
Someday, when the time came to found his own order, Chantmer might bring Jethro along, and possibly Karla, too, assuming they were wise enough to take the opportunity. It would take a good deal to lure them out of Syrmarria. No pasha ever loved his harem the way these archivists lavished attention on their library.
Jethro looked about, clearly searching for Chantmer and Narud. As a member of their order, he would sense their presence, but the pair were traveling heavily cloaked.
“Are we safe here?” Chantmer asked.
“I don’t feel the enemy,” Narud said.
Chantmer pulled back his hood and let the concealers slip a fraction. Jethro spotted him and approached. His eyes were less bleary than usual, the bags not so pronounced, and Chantmer guessed he’d been moving about the palace rather than hunched over his books and papers.
“I found one of them, Masters. I know where he’s gone.”
“You have?” Chantmer asked, surprised. “And how have you managed, where we have not?”
“I was at the palace gate, refreshing the rune of warning, when I felt him come past.”
Chantmer was still confused. “They’re both heavily cloaked.”
“This was outside the gate.”
“Ah, that explains it. Hmm, I wish there was something we could do with it. Even knowing he left the palace doesn’t particularly help. The city is big enough—he could be anywhere.”
A hint of a smile touched Jethro’s mouth. “Except that he brushed a rune as he passed—he’s been marked.”
Chantmer stiffened. Now this was news. He couldn’t remember the precise nature of the ward at the gate, but it was old, put in place by Memnet himself, and he knew its sort. Those runes were useful for tracking the comings and goings of viziers and khalifs, who were always scheming something or other. Aristonia hadn’t remained peaceful all those years simply because of the goodness of its leaders; the wise, guiding hand of the order had snuffed any number of plots and secret treaties before they could cause trouble.
“He might very well be dragging a trail of it through the city with him,” Chantmer said.
“Down where there’s no protective wards to hide him, either,” Narud said. “What do you suppose he’s up to? A stroll through the souks, or something else?”
“Either way, he’ll be easier to track down outside the palace walls,” Chantmer said. “Let’s hope he’s alone—he’ll be easy prey. Come on.”
Narud glanced at Jethro. “You, too, friend. We might need your help with the dark acolytes.”
Chantmer doubted Jethro’s skills would amount to much, and he almost protested that they would be too busy staying cloaked while tracking the dark acolytes to worry about hiding the archivist as well. But he supposed Jethro had earned the opportunity with this information, and as they slipped past the guards at the gatehouse a few minutes later, and he confirmed that the ward at the door had been disturbed, another possibility occurred to him.
Jethro could serve a useful purpose in battle. None of the archivists commanded much power, but they all had a good deal of knowledge in their heads, Jethro more than any of them. He rivaled Markal in that regard, and could feed Chantmer and Narud incantations.
They descended the cobbled street from the palace and into the neighborhoods where the more prosperous class of merchants lived in their sturdy stone buildings with glass windows and strong oak doors. Armed servants manned guard posts at the larger homes, and one alert fellow with a pike even spotted the trio approaching and stepped out of his fortified position to challenge them before the magic they carried distracted him and they slipped away.
“You stand out,” Chantmer told Jethro. “Can you master a concealing spell? Good, do it now.”
Once that was accomplished, they continued following the trail left by the dark acolyte for another few streets, then it seemed to either dissolve or double back on itself. Chantmer touched the sun-warmed stone of the buildings lining the street, searching for it, and decided that the trail was confused because it divided in two.
“Zartosht must have brought his assistant,” he said. “And they split apart here.”
“Are you sure she is the assistant?” Narud said. “Perhaps it’s the other way around.”
“She had better be,” Chantmer said. “I fought the man, and he has some power to him. If the woman is his equal or better, we might have some difficulties.”
“Her name is Jasmeen,” Jethro said.
Chantmer gave him a sharp look. “How do you know that?”
“I’ve been observing, asking questions. I have contacts in the palace, and some of them are not so discreet as they might be.”
“You should have said something,” Chantmer said. “It would be another angle for us to get at them.”
“I tried, and you dismissed me.”
“Yes, well. Next time, mention it with more confidence. Is Zartosht stronger, or is it this Jasmeen character?”
“Neither answers to the other. They seem to be equals.”
“Ah, that makes sense. Like the two of us.” Chantmer gestured between himself and Narud. “I should have guessed it would be the same.”
“Not precisely the same, no.” Jethro frowned. “Narud is a wizard and you are still an apprentice.”
“Except that Narud isn’t commanding me,” Chantmer said irritably, “so the comparison holds true.”
What was that thought he’d had about recruiting Jethro to a new order of wizards? The man was practically taunting him.
Have yourself made a wizard, and his respect will return.
Perhaps true, but irrelevant. There was no need to prove himself—that sort of thinking was for Nathaliey, perhaps, but not for him—his qualities would make themselves known sooner, rather than later.
“Is there a way to know which trail belongs to Jasmeen and which to Zartosht?” Narud asked.
Chantmer stepped up to the house where he’d noticed the trails diverging. He found one of them, but the other was too faint to pick up. A donkey cart clattered by, filled with baskets of dates and dried figs, and the wheels stirred up the magic further.
“This one is Zartosht.” Chantmer glanced down the alley. “He’s headed for the souks.”
“What for?” Narud asked. “Alchemy? Potions?”
“Could be. I wish I knew where the other one went.”
But Jasmeen’s trail—if that was indeed who it belonged to—disappeared somewhere on this street. She seemed to have picked up a little bit of the rune Zartosht had activated on his way out of the palace, but not enough to follow independently.
“Never mind,” he said. “We’ll find Zartosht. That’s more than enough for tonight.”
A few minutes later, they entered the twisting souks, with their carpet sellers, ironmongers, money changers, and spice shops. Chantmer expected Zartosht to linger among the shops selling exotic spices from the south—nutmeg, cloves, cinnamon—as some of the necromancer’s magic seemed to use physical components. Or maybe he would buy salves and elixirs sold in the apothecaries to mix his own potions and poisons; Chantmer had been careful in how he procured his food, aware that the enemy, frustrated in an attempt to reach them via magical means, could just as easily assassinate them via a tainted pastry or flagon of wine.
But the dark acolyte had stopped at none of these places, and instead weaved his way through the souks in seemingly no pattern at all. Chantmer sensed where the man had touched a doorway or scraped a stone with the toe of his sandal, but he hadn’t lingered in any one place.
“What the devil is he is up to?” Chantmer asked. “Why all this back and forth?”
“Possibly searching for our traps, nothing more,” Narud said.
“Something else just occurred to me. Why hasn’t King Toth come to Syrmarria to search for the library himself?”
“Like I said when you suggested tearing down the palace, why do you assume it would be that easy? He might have no more success than his acolytes, not quickly enough to matter. He has a road to build, and kingdoms to conquer and enslave.”
“The knowledge in that library is irreplaceable.”
“He has his necromancy already,” Narud said. “Veyre is the land of the torturers guild—they have their own books, their own dark arts, and it seems that Toth is satisfied with their mastery.”
“Exactly my thinking,” Chantmer said. “He doesn’t need our books, not like we do, anyway. The dark acolytes cut a few pages from the Book of Gods, but they haven’t made their way back in, and seem more intent on fighting us than finding the library. Why?”
“To distract us from defending the gardens, most likely,” Narud said.
“Maybe,” Chantmer said, but he wasn’t convinced. “Or maybe it would serve the enemy just as well to destroy the library as to capture it.”
Jethro narrowed his eyes. “May the Brothers kill them if they try.”
“Easy, friend,” Chantmer said.
Chantmer understood the archivist’s sentiment; the first time he’d heard that someone had cut pages from the Book of Gods, it had made him physically ill. To imagine someone cutting all the books, tearing up scrolls and smashing ancient tablets, was almost too horrifying to contemplate.
They reached the end of the maze-like souks and emerged from the canopies that marked every stall and storefront. He lifted his head to take in the warmth of the sun, but it had already dipped to the west, and shadows crept across the streets. The trail continued ahead, but it was growing faint; much longer and it would disappear entirely, and they’d be forced to return to the palace in defeat.
The alley emptied into a large square. During the day, the square was an intersection of a dozen different alleys and roads, and foot, cart, and animal traffic made a chaotic jumble in the middle, with every individual swimming through opposing currents to get across.
Now, night market people were chasing off those still trying to use it for transit. Men shoveled away the dung of horses, donkeys, and camels, as well as other rubbish that had accumulated throughout the day. Other people erected stalls and threw down carpets. Men lit enormous brass lamps around the edges, while women shuffled in with enormous baskets balanced on their heads, dropped them in place, then spread their wares. A man walked by clinking with copper mugs that festooned him like a jongleur’s bells, wheeling a larger kettle of water that he would sell by the cup to the thirsty people of the market.
Another man sat on a rug and built a pyramid of molars, together with a row of pincers, pliers, and other tools for digging out infected teeth. Men and women stoked fires for cooking spits of meat, and the pungent odor of burning charcoal filled the air. Two men with turbans and dark, khat-stained teeth opened baskets and pulled out adders and cobras, which they began to charm with flutes while curious children watched. A man with monkeys gathered another crowd a safe distance from the snakes. One monkey teased and cavorted with the crowd, while the second collected coins in a bent metal cup.
The whole market seemed to have materialized in minutes, and the three companions from the order looked through the growing crowds with frustration. There was no more trace of the dark acolyte, at least nothing that could be picked up against the background of charms and potions of card readers, fortune-tellers, and others using bits of weak and whispered magic that filled the air with a scent every bit as pungent as the smell of cook fires.
Chantmer was about to suggest that they turn back when he noticed a curious clearing on the far side of the square in the middle of all the pressing mass of people. He was a good head taller than nearly everyone standing in his way, and he used his vantage to scan over the crowds. There was a second hole about a hundred feet west of the first. People bumped against both clearings, changed course, and skirted the edges without seeming to be aware that something was pushing them away.
“I may have discovered our dark acolytes,” he said, “but I don’t suppose you can see from down there, since both of you are rather short. Follow me.”
“Wait,” Narud said. “We need another cloaking spell.”
“Yes,” Chantmer agreed. “Something more profound. Jethro, there’s one I know, something about umbra videtur, but the full incantation eludes me at the moment.”
Jethro got a faraway look in his watery eyes, as if he were searching his own personal archives. A curt nod. “Yes, I know the one. I’ll feed you the words.”
“But not here.” Chantmer looked about for a suitable place. “There, do you see the man with the wine casks? That will give us shelter.”
When Chantmer, Narud, and Jethro reemerged from behind the casks a minute later, they were deep in a protective shield of magic, and the crowd bent around them, with people instinctively veering away or suddenly finding something interesting to look at on the far side of the night market. Chantmer could no longer see his own companions, but felt their presence easily enough. Narud was leading the other two, slow and cautious, but at a pace that allowed the movement of the crowd away from them to seem natural.
They reached the first of the two empty spaces Chantmer had detected from the side of the square. People continued to stream into the night market, and he wondered why a young acrobat or juice seller didn’t notice the clear spot in the crowds and try to stake his claim, but apparently, they were all too weak-minded to attempt such a thing.
To be honest, if the square had been empty, he’d have also walked past without a second thought. There was nobody visible, and no magic scent that he could detect. The dark acolytes had their skills in concealment, he had to admit, nearly equal to those of the order, and it made him wonder how many times they’d crossed paths in the palace with neither side detecting the other’s presence. Still, it was startling to see it play out right in front of his face.
And disconcerting to stare at the center of the clearing and see nothing except a shimmer, like heat rising from a sun-baked stone. That shimmer must be the dark acolyte in the center doing . . . well, what, exactly? And which one was it, Jasmeen or Zartosht?
Chantmer turned his hands palm down and let his power rise to the surface until his pores tingled. One incantation and he could sweep away the concealment.
A hand closed on his wrist, and Narud whispered in his ear. “Don’t look for the enemy. Study the ground instead.”
Chantmer stared at the paving stones, concentrating, and spotted movement. There was a sharpened quill scratching at the stone, suspended in the air by an invisible hand. The stylus scraped a rune into the stone, digging through caked-on dirt and dung and other filth to make a simple figure of some kind. When it finished, it began anew, repeating the strokes. A rune, something to call up magic here, in the center of the night market. It must be important to go to such effort, but what was it, exactly?
Chantmer stepped forward, ignoring Narud’s warning hiss, and pressed against the buffer surrounding the dark acolyte. When he touched the edge of the clearing, his head felt suddenly light and distracted, and his feet wanted to carry him elsewhere. He resisted, but there was a physical presence, too, a firm and insistent hand, that pressed against his chest and tried to push him backward. He kept resisting until the feeling subsided, then dropped to his haunches a few feet away from the center of the empty space to watch.
The quill made the same scratching mark, over and over. Very simple, nothing complex about it: a line, a circle at one end, and two crosshatches in the middle. Ah, no, that wasn’t the whole of it; there was also a complex rune, something in the old tongue, but it was already deeply embedded in the stone. Old, and dirt-caked; it was not new. So the acolyte had found this preexisting rune and was now adding a final touch to give a specific incarnation.
What the devil were the acolytes doing? Raising something, he thought. Preparing a doorway for something to enter. The rune was the doorway, and the line, circle, and crosshatches represented what would pass through. There was danger here; he felt it radiating through his feet, into his legs, and then down through his arms to his trembling hands.
Chantmer was losing control, and if he didn’t back away, his concealing magic would slip, and the enemy would spot him. He rose slowly and took a step back. And with that motion, the need to escape the dark acolyte’s protective bubble came upon him with a vengeance, and he wanted nothing more than to turn on his heel and run. He forced himself to slow, and continued walking until he’d stepped beyond the enemy’s magic shield.
“What is it?” Narud’s voice whispered urgently from Chantmer’s right. The wizard was still invisible. “What did you see?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But whatever they’re doing, it’s something terrible, something that has the potential to destroy this city. We need to stop them.”
He took in the crowded night market, now jammed with people. Probably one in every ten Syrmarrians was in this square right now, along with hundreds of foreign merchants and travelers. It was hard to imagine a worse place to fight a battle. Innocents would die.
“We know where they are,” Chantmer said, “but we might not find them a second time if we return to the palace. We can’t let this opportunity pass—we have to destroy them now.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-four
Nathaliey worked alone as the sun went down, moving methodically along the ridge as she placed her defenses. Her tools were dirt, stone, and wood. An outside observer might have thought her actions trivial and random: two sticks crossed here, a line traced in the dirt with circles on either side, five pebbles arranged in a line with another stick at the end, and finally, ancient letters laid out in leaves, sticks, and scribbles in the earth. It may look like nothing, but each was a mirror of runes and wards she had spent years building in the gardens of Memnet the Great, and she left a drop of blood on each one to endow it with magic.
You are a wizard, she told herself. Markal knows it, you know it. There’s no need for the master to confirm. You have power, you have knowledge. 
And after telling herself this for the past hour, she nearly believed it, too. At all costs, she needed to avoid a crisis of confidence when it came time to face the enemy. She’d seen doubt overcome Markal at critical moments, and the effects were debilitating.
The marauders were drawing near, only a turn or two below her, and the sound of their approach carried up the hillside: horses huffing for air, hooves thumping against the dirt road, and the boots of marauders, on foot so the animals would be fresher for battle. The enemy was close enough she could have called out a challenge. And yet she still had a few moments remaining if she continued to work in silence.
Bronwyn had slowed her pace since Wolfram spotted the marauders from above, and she must have either sensed or seen the paladins in return and known the Blackshields were preparing for battle on the ridge. Dusk had arrived, and they’d have to fight in the dark, where the enemy would have an advantage. However, Bronwyn wouldn’t want to come charging the last miles and then fly into battle against the paladins, who’d been resting and preparing.
There was another presence along with the marauders and their captain. Their new enemy, the one who’d despoiled the paladins’ supplies at Montlac. A whisper of magic rose from below and lingered in the air. He was imbuing Bronwyn and her forces with a dark power. Nathaliey redoubled her efforts, anxious to finish.
She heard Markal before she saw him. He stood behind her, watching while she traced one of her runes in the dirt, running over it again and again, chanting its associated incantation as she did so. When she finished, she rose with a groan, wiped her hands on the cloth at her belt, and put her hands on her lower back, which was stiff from stooping.
“There, that’s as good as I can manage for now.”
“It’s excellent work,” he said.
She looked him over. “You seem well rested.”
“I won’t be for long,” Markal said. “Our friend is approaching—do you sense him?”
“Yes. He’s fed power to the marauders and their horses, giving them strength.”
“He’s ahead of the rest now. On foot and alone. A hundred feet below us, just through the trees and around the bend.”
Nathaliey looked down the hillside. The road hooked around a granite outcrop with a stunted tree sprouting from a fissure like a gnarled hat, then passed over bare rock and disappeared into the trees. She didn’t see the sorcerer, couldn’t sense whether or not he was on foot, as Markal could, but he was there, all right. A malignant energy, very close now.
“Why is he alone?” she asked.
“Maybe the same reason we’re waiting here instead of taking shelter with the Blackshields. He wants to test us personally.”
Nathaliey gestured at her handiwork, which the entire company of marauders might have stumbled into without noticing, but which Toth’s acolyte would detect without trouble.
“He can test my work.”
“Your subplanto is weak,” Markal said. “See that twig? It’s out of alignment with the leaf and the longer stick.”
“The twig with the bent tip?”
“No, the one after that.”
Now she saw what he meant and winced. “Too late to fix it now. I bound it pretty hard.”
“The rest of it looks good, though. Some of it very good. You’ve got a good memory for these defenses, and you bound them well, considering the tools at hand and how little time you had to work.”
Nathaliey shrugged, pleased by the compliment, but mildly embarrassed at the same time. “I’ve done these things a million times in the garden, that’s all it means.”
“Study the incantations a million times and you’ll have them, too.” Markal’s gaze sharpened, and he stared down the path. “Here he comes.”
A man emerged from around the bend, wearing a gray cloak, but too slender and furtive for a marauder. Bony hands emerged from his sleeves, and he threw back his hood to show hollow, deep-set eyes, a gaunt face, and thin lips. His skin was pale, not as gray as a marauder’s, but sickly.
He approached until he stopped in front of the stumbling ward Markal had called out earlier, roughly ten paces short of the two companions. His eyes scanned her work, then he studied Nathaliey and Markal in turn.
“I have found a pair of worms from the wizard’s garden,” he said. His voice was oily, and made her skin crawl. “Put them in the sun, and they shrivel and die.”
“Better worms than filth from the bottom of the king’s boot,” Nathaliey replied. “Scraped off on a rock and washed away in the first good rain.”
“My name is Vashti, and I am an acolyte of the dark wizard. You don’t know the extent of my power, or you would be more circumspect in your insults.”
“Oh, an acolyte,” she said. “Excuse me for my disrespect. We are wizards of the Crimson Path—I suggest you turn around before you die.”
The dark acolyte pointed a bony finger at the stumbler. “Killed by the likes of this? Doubtful.”
Vashti mumbled a word. The stick snapped, the leaf blew away, and the twig flipped end over end. The ward dissolved like a pinch of salt dropped in a bucket of water.
Markal turned to Nathaliey with a casual, almost bored expression. “He passed the first test, so I suppose he has some modicum of power.”
The dark acolyte’s lip curled back. “I’ll sweep away all of your feeble magic, and then I’ll feed your souls to my ravagers.”
“Oh, so they’re yours?” Nathaliey said. “Did anyone tell Bronwyn?”
“Ravagers,” Markal said, still talking to Nathaliey. “Is that what they call the gray shambling corpses?”
“Go on, then,” Nathaliey told Vashti. “Enough boasting. Knock away my protective spells if you can.”
The man looked livid now. He began to speak under his breath in a harsh guttural tone that sounded like metal scraped against metal. His power rippled beneath his skin, and there was a lot of it. Too much. Markal was raising his power, too, and she sensed his readiness. If the dark acolyte swept away her wards and runes in a single blow, he would be ready to fight the man off so they could retreat in safety.
Dark magic poured out of the man’s hands and blasted the ground where she’d been working. A ward broke apart, and a rune—one she’d thought of as her best work—cracked like a splitting stone. Two others boiled off most of their strength as they responded to the threat. The others held, some untouched.
Vashti snarled a curse. He drew his hood and took a step back. Nathaliey looked at him, eager. Now was the time to strike, when he’d thrown off most of his magic and couldn’t raise his defenses. Markal grabbed her arm.
“No. Hold your strength.”
There was something hard in his voice, and she didn’t resist as he pulled her back. Vashti had seemed ready to break and run, but it was only as she peered closer that she recognized what Markal had already noted: the dark acolyte had shielded himself with protective spells of his own, expecting a counterattack. Bleeding herself now would only waste her power in the same way he’d wasted his.
“Hurry, now,” Markal said. “Bronwyn is coming around the bend.”
Vashti cursed at their back, but couldn’t pursue them or send magic chasing them through Nathaliey’s wards and runes. 
“So much work, blown apart with a single spell,” Nathaliey said.
“It cost him dearly,” Markal said. “And most of your defenses held. Meanwhile, we have plenty of strength to summon magic.”
“That’s true,” she said, feeling better.
They were almost to the paladins when a shout drew her attention. She glanced over her shoulder to see the first of the mounted gray marauders arriving at her barricade. It was Bronwyn, and her voice rose above the general din, shouting at the dark acolyte to clear the way if he didn’t want to be impaled on her sword.
The Blackshields had also been busy, constructing a palisade of sharpened stakes stretching from the cliff edge up the hillside. A narrow opening in the center was wide enough for either a single horse or two people on foot, and paladins challenged Nathaliey and Markal as they approached.
Nathaliey recognized one of Wolfram’s lieutenants. “It’s only us, Sir Lucas.”
He wore a patch over one eye, and cocked the other at them, birdlike and suspicious as they pushed through the opening. A dozen more paladins waited on foot, ready with spears to skewer anyone trying to force their way in.
The suspicion faded from Lucas’s face. “Only making sure you aren’t marauders, hiding behind sorcery. Have they reached your magical . . . whatever it is?”
“You mean the runes and wards? Yes, they’re fighting against them now.”
“And how long will that hold them?”
“Twenty minutes, if we’re lucky,” she said. “With any luck, they’ll come through already tired and battle weary.”
“Good, let’s hope for maximum damage,” Lucas said. “We’ll make them pay a second time when they charge the palisade.”
“Only ten minutes to break the runes and wards,” Markal said. “And this little barricade won’t survive the first charge, either. Warn the captain, make sure he’s ready.”
Lucas sent a rider, and Nathaliey and Markal took position behind the palisade and stared through the gaps in the sharpened staves at the enemy pushing against her work down the hillside.
“How do you figure ten minutes?” Nathaliey asked, feeling a little indignant. “The sorcerer’s acolyte wasted most of his power in that first strike. The rest will have to hack their way through with brute force.”
“Vashti would have been better off attacking them one at a time,” Markal said. “But he’s collecting more magic. Listen.”
A man’s high-pitched shriek rose above the shouting and clamor from below. There was pain in his cry, agony even. The injured man didn’t sound like a marauder—did they even feel pain the same way as a fully living person? He had to be a prisoner, most likely a captive from the lowlands of Eriscoba.
“What are they doing, torturing him?” she asked.
“It’s where the dark acolyte gets his power.” Markal’s tone was grim. “The pain of his victims. The more that poor fellow suffers, the more Vashti has to throw against us.”
There was a crack, like the sound of a tree snapping in the wind, and a blast of magic washed up the hill. One of her wards had just exploded under attack.
“The sorcery can’t get them all,” she said stubbornly. “Not in ten minutes.”
“No, some of it will linger,” Markal said. “And I imagine it will cling to the marauders when they come, slowing their movements and sapping their strength. But these aren’t the gardens—they’re not even the stone circle. What you did is a gimmick, an annoyance.”
“So why didn’t you tell me to put them up here where I could build them into the palisade?”
“Wait a few minutes and you’ll see why.”
She would have pressed him, pointing out that she was supposedly a wizard, and he was speaking elliptically, as if he were her master and she his apprentice, but movement from behind drew her attention. Wolfram had mounted two dozen paladins at the top of a rise about a hundred feet behind the barricade, positioned to charge from higher ground. A cluster of riderless horses waited behind them, saddled and waiting for the paladins with spears and staves to fall back after the initial clash.
The sun had fallen, and only a red smear remained on the horizon to the west. Darkness enveloped the hills and mountains behind them, and the sky was blackening, with the first stars winking above the peaks. Aided by their cloaks, the marauders had better eyesight than the paladins, and to negate the advantage, Wolfram had lit bonfires around the hilltop. They’d better hope there weren’t any giants lurking about who would be drawn, curious, to investigate the fires.
Or griffins, for that matter, Nathaliey thought as the woman with the broken arm went from fire to fire, heaping in more fuel. The smoke and light would make a great beacon to swoop in for another attack, and that was all they needed, harassment from the sky while they were trying to hold off the marauders on the ground.
Another blast of magic came from down the hillside, and Nathaliey turned to see more of her traps snapping and exploding in flashes of light. A breeze blew against the palisade, forcing air between the staves, and it carried Vashti’s foul magic mingled with her own. She clenched her teeth at the waste of her efforts. It hadn’t cost her much, only time, and that was time she’d have otherwise spent idling nervously, waiting for the enemy, but seeing the enemy sweep it effortlessly aside left her feeling helpless.
Two mounted enemies broke through her barricade. The first was the villain with the missing hand, and the second was Bronwyn, who gestured with a massive sword held casually in one hand. It could only be Soultrup, though it wasn’t yet gleaming red.
“Already?” Nathaliey said with a groan.
“Like I told you,” Markal said. “It wasn’t twenty minutes.”
“It wasn’t even ten. More like five.”
“That’s good news, not bad,” Markal said. “If there’s one thing we can count on from the enemy, it’s impatience—each and every marauder who forces his way through is going to carry your magic with him.”
What was left of Nathaliey’s wards rebuffed the second wave of marauders, who tried to surge in after Bronwyn and her one-handed lieutenant, only to be driven back with their horses stomping and throwing their heads. Bronwyn shouted something, and Vashti attacked the runes again. More screaming from behind as someone tortured the captive to feed the dark acolyte’s power.
The marauders made another attempt. Two more broke through. Then another trio, and finally, the whole mass surged and broke down what was left of Nathaliey’s work. They came riding up the hillside, gaining speed as they approached the palisade.
“How will Vashti do it?” Markal murmured. “Fire, I should think. He’ll set it ablaze, force us back, and trust the marauders’ cloaks to keep them from harm.” He glanced at Nathaliey. “That’s why I didn’t have you protect the palisade itself. It’s not going to last long enough to matter.”
Nathaliey sensed a gathering strength from the acolyte. Power swelling, growing. And something carrying on the wind, an incantation, a twisted version of something she’d heard before. It wasn’t fire, it was . . . 
“Get back!” she cried.
Her ears ached with sudden pressure, and her limbs felt heavy, as something seemed to compress the air. Nathaliey, Markal, Lucas, and the others staggered back from the sharpened staves, which suddenly bent as if under a tremendous weight and then snapped in a single, roaring explosion. Shards of wood shot in every direction. One went singing past Nathaliey’s ear, and another piece struck her leg with the force of a stone hurled from a sling. Two paladins went down, one with the sharpened edge of a stave through his throat, the other impaled through the leg. The first died instantly. The second cried out in pain as his companions dragged him back. Others struggled to free themselves from the wreckage.
The first of the marauders reached the palisade ruins and forced their horses through, over, and around the broken, shattered sticks. There was nobody to slow them; the dark acolyte had wiped out the defenses in a single blast.
Yet most of the initial defenders had survived the attack, thanks to Nathaliey’s timely warning, and they reached Wolfram’s massed cavalry and made for their horses. Nathaliey and Markal climbed the hillside behind them, where they could throw magic into the fight without coming under direct attack from enemy swords. She searched the marauders as they broke down the rest of the barricade, taking stock of their strength and watching how Bronwyn asserted herself at their head, shouting orders and jostling with her horse to get the others in line.
The marauders gathered into a wedge above the wreckage, while the dark acolyte took position below them between the two halves of the destroyed palisade. A naked man lay facedown on the road in front of him with his hands bound and bloody, barely struggling, and Vashti bent with a dagger and slit his throat. He tossed aside the dagger and held his arms up, his palms out. Shadow flowed into them from the gathering darkness.
The prisoner stopped moving, yet shadow continued to flow into Vashti’s hands. A pair of grievously injured paladins cried out from beneath the wreckage of the palisade, and Nathaliey realized with horror that the dark acolyte was feeding on their pain as they died.
Vashti’s cloak had emerged battered and faded after his struggles with the runes and wards. He’d seemed weaker, too, trembling and wobbling on his feet. But he seemed to strengthen as shadow flowed into him.
“The longer the battle rages, the stronger he’ll be,” she said. “We’re doomed.”
“We are wizards of the Order of the Crimson Path,” Markal said. “We are not doomed.”
Bronwyn took position in front of the marauders. She lifted Soultrup, and a red spurt of flame shot down the edge of the blade from hilt to tip. She waved it forward, letting out a hoarse shout, and the marauders surged up the hillside toward the waiting Blackshields.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-five
“The spell is desiccation,” Jethro said. “There are only six words, and three of them you should know from the runes on the bridge over Blossom Creek, the one that makes an unwanted guest think he’s dying of thirst in the desert. Do you know the one I’m talking about?”
Chantmer nodded. “I’ve worked on that rune several times—I know the words.”
“The other three you’ll recognize from various incantations. Put them together, and they form the desiccation spell. You understand what that does, right?”
“I do, and it’s perfect. Well done, Archivist.”
“Good,” Jethro said. “I don’t want you to say it all, not yet. Spoken together, they might draw the attention of our enemies, whether you’re bringing up your power or not.”
“Yes, I know all of this,” Chantmer said. “Will you give them to me?”
Narud stood to his right, holding the edge of their concealment spell against the crowds pushing through the night market. There were so many visitors now that they pressed in on them, and soon it would be too hard to hold the concealment in place, and it would slip.
Which of the two acolytes was working in front of them? If it was Zartosht, and they managed to kill him before he could counterattack, they’d land a critical blow against the enemy’s forces in the palace. He didn’t know how powerful Jasmeen was, but she might well be equal to or greater than her companion.
“Before I give you the words,” Jethro said, “remember that desiccation will only incapacitate the enemy, it won’t kill him. What is your follow-up spell?”
“Volans malleis.”
The archivist raised an eyebrow.
“Yes, I know,” Chantmer added irritably. “It’s hammers once again. But I know that spell, and know it well. Calling up desiccation is going to cost me—I might not be able to summon much else of use.”
“Actually, I was thinking that your hammers are a perfect choice in this situation.”
“Ah, yes, of course.” Chantmer nodded, mollified. “Once I throw the hammers, I’ll be spent, and forced to fall back. Give Narud whatever assistance he requires. I expect the second enemy to come running.”
“Are you ready? Listen the first time, say them silently, but not aloud. Ab eo excoquatur.”
Chantmer repeated them silently, or tried to. Such simple words, yet they were slippery and tried to escape his memory. “Again.”
Jethro spoke them again, and this time, Chantmer repeated the three words aloud. There was some fumbling, mostly due to nerves, but it wasn’t terrible; all three of the words he’d said before, although he couldn’t remember the context. Jethro offered some suggestions on pronunciation, then calmly repeated them himself. This time, when Chantmer spoke them, they sounded right to his ear, and the archivist nodded approvingly.
“Now give me the first three words,” Jethro said. “I understand that you know them, but I need to hear. If they come out wrong . . .”
Jethro didn’t need to explain further. Many a spell died through improper execution, and Chantmer needed this one to be right. Fortunately, Jethro seemed satisfied with his rendition. He waited a few seconds, then said the last of it one more time to make sure he hadn’t forgotten them already.
“Ready, Narud?”
“Yes, I’m ready. Bring glory to the Crimson Path, my friend.”
Chantmer flipped his hands over, closed his eyes, and felt for his power. It was rippling beneath the surface, a nearly full well of it, but he couldn’t draw it all. A small reserve must remain to let fly the hammers.
Chantmer said the whole incantation in his head first. Then, a deep breath, a reach for the power lying below the surface, and he spoke aloud. As the words emerged, he felt his blood flowing, and he sent the magic flowing toward the dark acolyte.
Narud moved toward the empty space as Chantmer cast his spell. People melted out of his way and left a clear path toward their enemy. Chantmer’s spell hit the enemy’s buffer and punctured it like a dagger through a wineskin. The enemy’s illusion burst and drained away, revealing the dark acolyte squatting on the ground with his robes drawn about him.
The dark acolyte gripped a black crow’s feather in one hand, the tip sharpened into a point, and a clear glass bottle in the other. He’d just dipped the quill into the bottle and was drawing the substance to trace his markings yet again. He was muttering, too—with the concealing spell punctured, his voice was clear enough to hear.
The dark acolyte was so intent on his work that he didn’t look up, even as Chantmer’s spell washed over him. There was no response, and his quill continued scratching. Chantmer blinked, fear rising in his belly that the incantation had failed.
And then the dark acolyte coughed. Once, twice, then a barking, wheezing fit. He threw back his hood and clawed at his throat. His tongue lolled like a dying dog’s, and he gasped for air. The quill fell, and the glass bottle dropped and broke. The man scooped dust from the paving stones and shoveled it desperately toward his mouth as if he were standing in a pool of water.
The water was an illusion, but the thirst wasn’t; the spell had sucked the moisture from his body, and he would be burning up like a man crossing the sandy wastelands.
“Hammers, Chantmer!” Jethro said.
Chantmer had already wiped dripping blood from his hands, and now he groped at his supply of power. He felt weak and wobbly, and if it had been a lesser-known incantation, he might not have had enough to manage, but this was volans malleis. 
He reached deep, pulled hard, and his power came out even as he was speaking the words. A pair of spectral hammers materialized in front of him. They began to spin in the air in front of his face, growing brighter and stronger with every passing instant.
Meanwhile, the dark acolyte was recovering from the shock of the desiccation spell. He looked shaky, as if he were on the verge of dry heaving, but he’d clearly recognized what had happened to him. He looked around, spotted Chantmer, Narud, and Jethro, and snarled a curse, even as he lifted his own hands. Chantmer threw the hammers. They struck the enemy and threw him violently to the ground.
The man lay on his back with his forehead caved in and blood pooling from his mouth. His eyes stared blankly at the sky, and something oily slithered from his mouth and dissolved in the air—the man’s wight, escaping his corpse.
Chantmer’s triumph vanished when he got a good look at his opponent. It was neither Zartosht nor Jasmeen, but some unknown dark acolyte. The man’s hair was shot with alternating streaks of black, white, and gray, but he had a young, almost boyish face. Thin lips, a thick nose—not a handsome individual, that was for sure.
The fight had drawn attention, and men and women surrounded the dead body. Narud pushed through to Chantmer’s side and pulled him back. The crowd parted around them. A pair of Veyrian soldiers on patrol approached. One poked the corpse with his spear, while the other scanned the crowd with a sharp, searching gaze. Thank the Brothers for the concealing spell. It kept them hidden until they reached Jethro.
Chantmer suppressed a curse. “Who was that?”
“A new enemy,” Narud said. “But more importantly, are Jasmeen and Zartosht both still here?”
Chantmer wobbled, legs trembling. “I’m spent. We have to go back.”
“What about the second rune circle?” Jethro said.
“Damn the runes. We have to regroup and rethink this.”
The crowd parted in the direction of the other circle, and Jasmeen pushed through, throwing back the hood on her robe and letting her concealment slip. She grabbed the shoulder of a man standing over the dead acolyte’s body, and he screamed and fell, blood squirting from his ears. Power crackled along Jasmeen’s body as she absorbed the man’s pain.
Others cried out and tried to flee, until there was a near riot of people running in all directions. Someone knocked over one of the braziers cooking spits of lamb meat, and it collapsed in a cloud of sparks and flames. A woman stumbled or was pushed into burning coals, and the hem of her robe caught fire. More screams, and the panic spread.
The two Veyrian soldiers pushed along with the crowd, trying to separate fights breaking out over collapsed stalls and canopies. Jasmeen ignored them, ignored the panicking crowd, and stalked toward the companions from the Crimson Path, radiating fury.
“Stay clear,” Narud told Chantmer and Jethro. “I’ll deal with this.”
Another pair of Veyrian soldiers came pushing in from the rear, even as the panic continued to spread through the crowd. It was almost out of hand already.
One of them spotted Chantmer, one of the few not running or shouting. “You! What’s this about?”
Chantmer drew himself to his full height. “I’m the pasha’s vizier. That woman is a wizard, an enemy of the high king. One of the ones the pasha has been looking for.”
The soldiers took in the dark acolyte, and their eyes widened. Narud, as yet, had not dropped all of his concealment, even though Jasmeen was facing him now from twenty paces away, clearly seeing through his magic.
“Go!” Chantmer urged the soldiers. “I demand that you stop her.”
His ruse worked. The men stared, clearly seeing the death swirling like dark, oily shadows around the woman, but they lowered their spears and advanced on her warily. Jasmeen was so focused on Narud, who was now gathering his own power, that she didn’t see the soldiers until they broke into a charge.
Jasmeen turned toward them and brushed her hands in front of her from right to left. The smoking charcoal from the overturned brazier flamed to life, and she swept up the mass of fire and coals and hurled it at the soldiers. Each individual piece exploded as it struck, and the soldiers went down engulfed in flames and screaming.
Jasmeen had expelled her power to attack the soldiers, but her weakness wouldn’t last long. Already, she was drawing their pain, as well as taking from the others being trampled, struck, or burned in the chaos that had become the night market. Crowds heaved this way and that, trying to force their way into alleys that had been barricaded to keep out carts and other heavy traffic, then surging back across the square when they couldn’t break free. People, mostly children, fell beneath the trampling feet, and Chantmer felt Jasmeen drawing their pain. But not only her; there was someone else in the crowd doing the same. Another dark acolyte, coming toward them. It must be Zartosht.
Narud spoke his incantation and slapped his hands together. A collection of debris raised itself from across the square: the burned soldiers’ spears, baskets, the wheel of a cart, even abandoned shoes and bits of broken crockery. The mass of it lifted into the sky and came raining down on Jasmeen. The dark acolyte replied with a swift incantation, raising an invisible shield. Most of the debris bounced harmlessly away, but there was too much to deflect it all, and a butter churn struck her on the forehead and drove her to her knees.
Chantmer watched this display of Narud’s power, impressed and jealous at the same time. He had no idea what incantation his companion had called up, but it had been effective. What’s more, Narud still seemed to have power in him; Jethro was already feeding him another incantation by the time Chantmer pushed to their side.
“Save your strength,” Chantmer said. “Zartosht is coming, and you’ll need it.”
“I feel him, too,” Narud said. “But I need to kill the woman, first.”
“If you do that, we’ll have no way to fight Zartosht,” Chantmer said.
He looked back through the crowd, where the riot was still spreading. Veyrian soldiers poured into the square from one of the alleys, and they were jabbing people with spears and swords to move them out of the way. Panicky Syrmarrians pushed back, fighting with stones, broken bottles, and fists. A soldier went down, pummeled by an angry mob, and his comrades charged with lowered spears to clear them away. They reached their companions and kept surging, skewering anyone who was slow to get out of their way.
It was a horrific scene, and the enemy was putting it to use. Zartosht was collecting pain as he pushed through, and Jasmeen was at it again, too. The butter churn hadn’t knocked her down for long, and dark, swirling energy collected once more around her shoulders and head as she rose to her feet.
“Narud!” Chantmer said. “We can’t win this fight. By the Brothers, we have to flee. Use what you have left and get us out of here.”
Narud glanced at Jasmeen, who stared at him, grim-faced, with blood running down her forehead, and then looked to Jethro. “Help me.”
“Do you know the cleansing spell?” Jethro said. “It will clear people from your path.”
The uncertainty faded from Narud’s face. “Yes, I know that one.”
Jasmeen turned, hands waving about to gather coals and fire from an abandoned cook stall, and Chantmer braced himself. But before she could hurl fire at them, Narud spoke his incantation, and the crowds parted—rioters, the injured, and soldiers alike—and closed again behind them as they ran.
Chantmer had felt strong enough while standing, but now that he was on the move again, his legs trembled, and a bone-deep exhaustion overtook him. His head felt light, dizzy, and he thought he might pass out. His hands were still damp from blood, and he’d wiped off so much that his cloth was soaked, and his robes were so bloody it looked like he’d been stabbed. All of it had come from his pores and run down his arms, drawn out as he was weakening himself to cast the desiccation and flying hammer spells.
Narud pushed ahead, but Chantmer fell behind, and was nearly swallowed up by the crowds that reformed behind them. He called out for help, and what came out was feeble, an old man’s voice. Jethro turned and spotted him, and came back for him.
“Chantmer, watch out!”
“No, I’m fine. I just need a little help to—”
 A hand seized his wrist from behind. It was Zartosht, who’d caught up with them. The dark acolyte gave him a malicious smile.
“Look at you, spent. Weak. Helpless.” His grip tightened, and pain flared in Chantmer’s wrist. “You should have taken my offer. Now you’re going to taste the power of my lord and king, and understand what a mistake you have made, even as you die.”
An incantation came to Chantmer’s lips, a spell to squirm free of Zartosht’s grasp. But there was no power left to draw, and the words came out sounding like a breeze ruffling dead leaves. Zartosht began to speak.
The words were of the old tongue, but twisted and broken. Harsh and guttural. His grip tightened, and then it was ice, a sharp, stabbing cold that spread to Chantmer’s wrist, and from there sent shards of freezing pain up his arm. Chantmer gasped and his knees buckled. Shadows wreathed Zartosht’s hand, and black tendrils crept up Chantmer’s arm, toward his shoulder.
Jethro appeared out of nowhere, slamming into Zartosht and breaking his grip. Warmth flooded into Chantmer’s arm, along with a thousand needlelike pinpricks as his hand came back to life. Jethro threw his arms around the dark acolyte, who cursed and struggled, but couldn’t break free.
Zartosht’s hand still looked like a glove of black shadow, and he seized Jethro’s right hand with a snarl. The shadows that he’d sent into Chantmer’s arm exploded into Jethro, who crumpled with a scream. Then Narud was there, an incantation on his lips, and Zartosht cast the archivist aside to face him.
A fist of air slammed into Zartosht and threw the dark acolyte backward, where he landed in a crowd of jostling, pushing Syrmarrians. Veyrian soldiers came in behind them, stabbing and spearing, seemingly bent on clearing the market in the most brutal way possible. Zartosht fought to get free of the mob, but they swept him along in their panic.
Chantmer and Narud hauled Jethro to his feet. The archivist cradled his injured arm, his face a mask of pain, and as Chantmer pulled him along, he saw that his hand had withered until it looked like a chicken claw plucked out of a fire. All of the shadowy, icy pain that Zartosht had been spreading up Chantmer’s arm had exploded into Jethro in an instant, and it was obvious the man would never use that hand again.
Enough of Narud’s clearing spell remained active that they were able to get clear of the soldiers, who served as an unwitting rearguard against Zartosht and Jasmeen. The dark acolytes were together now, but still struggling against the mob.
At last Chantmer, Narud, and Jethro reached the far side of the square and entered the alley. They fled toward the palace, leaving behind the bloody chaos of the Syrmarrian night market.
None of them spoke. There was no need. The result of their attack had been a disaster in every way possible.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-six
Wolfram hurled his spear into the mass of charging enemies, and then his sword was in hand without memory of having drawn it, and he urged his own horse forward. He clashed blades against a pig-faced marauder with the blackest, deadest eyes he’d ever seen. They traded several blows before the surging, chaotic battle separated them again. Wolfram joined another fight, and struck an enemy so hard that he knocked the man from the saddle.
He lifted his sword for a follow-up swing to finish the man off, but a marauder charged in from the opposite side, and it was all he could do to get his shield up before he was unhorsed himself. By the time he disengaged from that fight, the man on the ground had escaped. Two more skirmishes, neither conclusive, and then he finally had enough space around him to search for Bronwyn.
His sister was about fifteen feet away, Soultrup in hand. The red sword slashed and thrust, nearly a blur as she battered through a young paladin’s defenses. Her opponent’s sword dropped, and Bronwyn delivered a brutal strike across his breastplate, which sent him flying from the saddle. He got to his knees and tried to hoist up his shield as Bronwyn leaned in the saddle. Soultrup gleamed with fire as she swung.
Bronwyn’s blow caught the man across the shoulder blade and cleaved his armor. He fell without a sound and landed on his back. Something shimmered along the dying paladin’s neck and throat, a bluish wisp of light that seeped from his mouth and bled off toward the sword. Bronwyn threw her head back and seemed to wrestle briefly with the weapon before she renewed the fight.
By the Brothers. Soultrup had drunk the paladin’s soul. And then Bronwyn had struggled to reassert control. How tenuous was it? Would she weaken as the battle continued?
He didn’t have a chance to consider this further before a charging marauder forced him to fight for his life. Swords clashed, horses jostled, they pulled apart again, and Wolfram finally got a good look at his opponent.
It was the one-handed marauder, a survivor of the battle at the stone ring, and one of only three who’d escaped the conflagration at the ford by crossing the river clinging to the giant’s back.
“You took my hand,” the man said. “Now I’m going to take your head.”
The marauder had a reach as long as Sir Gregory’s, and power to his swing. For the next minute, Wolfram was in a fight for his life, before Marissa and Henry came to his aid, two marauders joined the enemy, and the clash devolved into a melee.
The marauders were fewer in number overall, but seemed fresher than Wolfram’s forces, and they began to force a wedge into the Blackshields. Another twenty feet and they’d have the two sides divided, which he had to prevent at all costs. Nothing but disaster would follow if he couldn’t hold formation.
The survivors from the failed palisade defense had retreated to their mounts, and Lucas had held them in place until they’d formed ranks, rather than throwing them piecemeal into the battle. This small, but organized force now slammed into the marauders just when it appeared that they’d break through. They held long enough for Wolfram to plug the gap with his own paladins.
Wolfram was still trying to get to his sister when another marauder forced him into battle. Fighting around two dead men and a fallen horse, Wolfram met his new enemy with a flurry of blows. He turned aside a counterattack, got over the top of the man’s defenses, and slashed his sword arm. The man recoiled from his injury, and Wolfram spotted an opening. He leaned from the saddle and thrust hard. The sword tip penetrated the marauder’s ribs just below his armpit. The enemy cried out and tried to squirm free, but Wolfram shoved the sword home.
The marauder slumped and fell, nearly dragging Wolfram out of the saddle before he could get his sword free. He turned in the saddle as a knot of marauders hurled themselves at him. There were four in all, including Bronwyn, the one-handed marauder, and two others. Two paladins rushed to block their path before they could overwhelm him.
Bronwyn swung the red sword, and it slammed into a paladin’s shield with a tremendous crack. Another marauder smashed the paladin hard across the skull, and he fell and was trampled underfoot. The second paladin retreated under heavy attack from the other two marauders. Wolfram cried out for help and tried to fight his way to help the man. No help was forthcoming, and suddenly he found himself facing Bronwyn and three other marauders alone.
A clap of thunder rent the air, simultaneous with a flash of light that illuminated the entire hillside. The ground heaved, his horse stumbled, and he nearly fell. Marauders and their mounts dropped all around him, including Bronwyn.
Markal stood above them on the hillside, his hands outstretched and dripping blood. Nathaliey was about ten paces behind him, facing the other direction, where she was pushing back against a shadow that rolled up the hillside and attempted to smother the light from Wolfram’s fires. A figure stood near the wreckage of the palisade, pushing shadow out of his hands in pulses that attacked Nathaliey’s defense.
Wolfram’s sister rose to her feet, Soultrup in hand. The other marauders struggled to free themselves from their injured horses. Gregory and Lucas closed in from the side to attack them before they could reach Bronwyn’s side. The two Blackshield lieutenants cut down one marauder and injured another, and forced Bronwyn to confront them.
Wolfram urged his horse to carry him closer to the fighting, but before he could get around the injured animals to join the fight, something grabbed Wolfram from behind. He turned, thinking it was marauders, but thick cords of shadow snaked around his waist and tightened.
His horse continued forward, but he didn’t. As the animal pressed on, the shadows dragged him from the saddle and slammed him to the ground, and even when he was down, continued to tighten. He struggled to catch his breath. The shadow was like a snake, and he was the mouse suffocating in its coils.
Markal shouted something. Shards of light flashed from the wizard and flew at Wolfram like glowing knives, where they struck the coils and sliced them in two, and soon nothing was left but tendrils of shadow, twitching as they dissolved. Wolfram regained his feet and collected his sword.
Bronwyn had unhorsed Gregory, and the paladin was fending her off with shield and sword. Lucas and two other paladins fought nearby, but had their hands full with other marauders and couldn’t reach his side. That left Wolfram and the young paladin who’d joined him just as Bronwyn and her companions began their charge. A marauder came in on a horse, and Wolfram attacked him desperately, anxious to fight past the man to reach Gregory’s side.
Gregory was both strong and skilled, and withstood Bronwyn’s initial thrust, then traded her blow for blow, using his reach and his shield for maximum effect. But she was too fast for him, too powerful, and shortly began to wear him down. The one-handed marauder fought his way clear and joined her in the attack, doubling Gregory’s danger.
Wolfram threw back his head. “Blackshields! To Gregory! Defend our own!”
Paladins came fighting in from every side. Gregory battled, shield held against the one-handed marauder while he clashed swords with his gray-faced former captain. Blood streamed from a cut in his temple, and he’d lost his sword tip. Bronwyn’s sword glowed a fierce, thirsty red. But he was somehow holding off her blows and keeping the one-handed marauder at bay at the same time, even as they drove him back. He only had to hold on for a few more seconds, and then Wolfram and others would come to his aid.
Gripping Soultrup with both hands, Bronwyn slammed it against Gregory’s sword, and his blade snapped at the hilt with a tremendous crack. A vicious return swing hacked his arm. As he stumbled, the one-handed marauder came in under Gregory’s shield, thrust his sword up under the paladin’s breastplate, and shoved it into the man’s belly. Gregory groaned in pain and slumped facedown as the marauder jerked his blade free with a jeering snarl.
Wolfram stepped over a dead marauder, slapped aside a weak attack from another, and found himself facing Bronwyn and her lieutenant, who turned toward him, grinning fiercely, blood dripping from their swords and Sir Gregory dead at their feet. Wolfram cried out in anger and pain and hurled himself into the fight.
#
Markal heard Captain Wolfram’s cry and turned from the dark acolyte to see Gregory slumped on the ground and the one-handed marauder standing over him with the dead paladin’s blood dripping off his blade. Bronwyn stood by his side, and the pair made a formidable sight, with more marauders joining them. Paladins came fighting toward the body of their fallen comrade.
Their faces were enraged or grim or determined in turn, but there was also exhaustion in all of them. The marauders, though fewer in number, looked fresher. Even the injured ones fought on with a tireless, unflagging energy that no mortal warrior could ever match, not even Sir Wolfram’s Blackshields. As the battle raged, the paladins’ initial advantages in numbers and positioning on the heights had decreased, and now one of their champions had fallen.
Bronwyn and her companion stepped over Gregory’s dead body and met Wolfram’s furious attack. The young paladin captain shouted a battle cry, and his face burned with righteous anger, but he stood alone, and his face showed the same exhaustion as the rest of his paladins. Bronwyn, in contrast, seemed stronger than ever as she struck back. Her sword burned with red fire.
But why? Why would she be getting stronger? She hadn’t grown stronger during the fight at the stone circle. It must be some fresh devilry. Markal looked behind him, to where Nathaliey was struggling to hold back the shadow Vashti pushed toward the battlefield. Sweat stood out on her forehead, and blood slicked her palms, but she was still fighting, still holding her own.
Vashti remained near the shattered palisade, and while shadows kept pouring from his hands, his arms were drooping, and it seemed that his strength was failing. A few more seconds and he’d be spent and Nathaliey could throw her remaining strength into the fray. But if it wasn’t Vashti who was strengthening Bronwyn, it must be someone else.
Markal closed his eyes and felt. Groped across the hillside, down the road, and . . . there! A second wave of sorcery, masked by Vashti’s shadow attack. A second dark acolyte. How had Markal missed him before?
The second enemy sent a slender tendril that hid itself among the gloom, the smoke, and the noxious odors of battle, and Markal felt along it as it climbed the hill. It hid itself among the first dark acolyte’s magic until it reached the battlefield, and then divided into numerous separate strands, each feeding a different marauder. The largest thread entered Bronwyn, who was ruthlessly pressing the attack against her brother. Wolfram had allies now, three other paladins who had entered the fight, but so did Bronwyn, and her side was gaining the upper hand.
The black tendril pulsed in Bronwyn’s chest, and every time it throbbed, she seemed to grow stronger, and as she did, the red fire spread along the blade of her sword.
Markal’s eyes remained closed, and he sensed all of this with his spiritual eyes, rather than visually. He felt along the tendril as it entered Bronwyn’s chest, and there he caught a glimpse of the true horror. Bronwyn’s soul. It was inside, a writhing, terrified, anguished mass, and trapped. Trying to escape, but unable to do so.
By the Brothers, by the blood of the Crimson Path. By the Harvester himself. Bronwyn had died that day in the camp on King Toth’s highway, slaughtered by Veyrian soldiers after Soultrup threw itself from her hands. And then, her soul departing, Toth himself had enslaved her soul, bound it to her body, and raised her to lead his marauders. And now, with Soultrup in hand, she had become the dark wizard’s champion. If Markal didn’t do something, Bronwyn would kill her brother and destroy the paladins she had once led, all while her soul cried out in horror.
“I have you now,” Nathaliey said through clenched teeth. Markal opened his eyes to see his companion still fighting Vashti. His shadowy attack was finally dissolving. “I’m going to break your bones and send your miserable soul to the Harvester.”
She placed her hands palm down, and power welled up within her. Markal’s hand shot out and grabbed her wrist.
“No, not yet. Look!”
Markal was too weakened by the fight to do it himself; he need Nathaliey to see and understand.
“What?” she said. “Look where?”
He corrected himself. “Not look, feel. There’s a second enemy. Another dark acolyte, and he’s feeding his power to the marauders.”
Nathaliey was quicker about it than he had been, and she drew her breath in with a sharp gasp. “How did we miss him?”
“I don’t know, but if we don’t do something, they’re going to win. Wolfram and the rest will die. And then they will become gray marauders, too.”
“Markal, I can’t. He’s too strong—I don’t have enough power left.”
“You don’t have to cut it. Cast the imbue spell.”
“What? Like in the gardens? But they’re not wights, they’re . . . oh, they are.”
“I’ll give you the incan—”
“I know the words.”
Nathaliey closed her eyes and brought her power to the surface.
Markal cast a desperate glance up the hillside. One of Wolfram’s companions fell. Another withdrew with a deep cut across his sword arm. The third paladin was contending with two marauders while reinforcements tried to join both sides. The one-handed marauder turned to face Marissa, who fought her way forward in a desperate attempt to reach her captain’s side.
And suddenly, Bronwyn and Wolfram were alone. The captain of the marauders and the captain of the paladins. One dead, one living. Sister and brother. She brought Soultrup around from her shoulder, and it slammed into his shield, driving him back.
Nathaliey spoke the words in the old tongue: Imbue these weapons with power, and take the spirits of the dead to render them frail. 
Her magic descended upon the battlefield. Sword tips gleamed with gold fire, and paladins straightened, stiffened with renewed strength.
#
Wolfram let his battered shield fall to the ground. His arm throbbed with pain. He lifted his sword as Bronwyn came at him in a huge, sweeping attack. The bonfires were losing their strength, and his sister was a shadowy, relentless form coming at him in the gloom. And it wasn’t only her; the marauders all seemed to be growing stronger with every passing moment.
Gregory’s body lay at Wolfram’s feet, facedown in the churned-up grass, slick with the man’s blood. Others lay dead all around: paladins, marauders, horses. He turned aside one blow, then another. The third time, Soultrup got past his defenses and struck him a glancing strike across the ribs. He lifted his sword as she came after him again. This was it, this was the end. 
A sudden, unexpected surge of strength flowed through his limbs. He straightened, then ducked away from Bronwyn’s sword, which whooshed past his neck, so close that if he’d moved an instant later it would have cut his head from his shoulders. He lifted his sword to parry another blow, and that’s when he saw the gold fire gleaming on the edge of his blade.
His sword met Bronwyn’s, and red and gold fire clashed and sparked. In the reflection, he saw fear and hate in her eyes. And torment. Was it possible she was still down there somewhere? She seemed to be both his sister and something else, something dark and monstrous. As if someone had captured Bronwyn’s proud nature and twisted it into an image of itself, a face staring back from a black pool of ink.
“Sister,” he said between clenched teeth. “Where are you? What have they done to you?”
“You must die,” she said. “Must . . . die.”
Bronwyn swung again, and he parried. Gold and red fire twisted where the swords clashed.
Wolfram didn’t know if he was feeling magic from Markal and Nathaliey, or the pure, distilled emotion of battle, but he was no longer scared. And as he came back around with a swing of his own, he was surprised to find that he could push the attack in turn. Soultrup met him blow for blow, but he was no longer merely in a defensive posture, awaiting the inevitable killing stroke.
Even so, he made little progress, could not get through. And Bronwyn was recovering her balance and confidence. She came up under one of his strokes and caught him on the ribs. The breastplate stopped it from cutting through, but the blow left him staggering, his sword momentarily out of position, and Soultrup came around again, this time at his neck. Another sword blocked it with a terrific clash of steel.
“Captain!”
Marissa had reached his side. Lucas was to her left, holding off Bronwyn’s one-handed lieutenant, and two more paladins were fighting their way over dying enemies.
Marissa blocked another of Bronwyn’s blows, and Wolfram took advantage of the distraction to launch an attack. His first stroke landed a hard blow against his sister’s shoulder. She came around with a snarl, a crazed light in her eyes. Soultrup swept aside Marissa’s sword, smashed her shield, and threw her back into the fight with Lucas, the one-handed marauder, and the rest. Alone once more, the strength fading from his limbs, Wolfram tried to land another blow, but Bronwyn turned it aside easily.
Still too strong. Still too damn strong. He couldn’t stop her.
“Bronwyn!” he cried. “For the love of all that is holy!”
She stepped back, took a deep, ragged breath, and opened her hand as if to let Soultrup fall, but it stuck to her palm as if nailed there. A visible shudder worked through her, and her fingers began to tighten around it again. Wolfram could only stare in horror.
“No!” she cried, and violently shook her arm.
Soultrup fell away. Bronwyn screamed and clenched her wrist as if it were broken, even as she fell to her knees with her back to Wolfram. The red sword—the blasted, cursed ugly sword—was moving, was crawling somehow across the ground toward her, and whatever had caused her to throw it down was gone, and she reached for it as it approached. Her fingers touched the hilt.
Now! He must stop her before she got it again.
Wolfram lifted his sword behind his shoulders and sprang forward. Bronwyn looked up and back at him. Her eyes were clear—briefly, horrifically clear. There she was again, his sister. His beloved sister, alive and free inside.
Bronwyn had Soultrup, and her arm muscles strained as if fighting against her, but she didn’t lift the sword as he brought his own weapon around to strike.
“Wolfie.” Her voice was strangled. “My broth—”
She never finished. The sword caught her across the neck and she went down.
And then Wolfram was caught up in a final, terrific struggle of marauders and paladins. Swords everywhere, a struggle to keep from being stabbed, hacked, chopped. The enemy was breaking free, fleeing, and some foul wind gathered about them, stirred the fires, dampened them to throw darkness across the battlefield. All was chaos, and most of the surviving enemy slipped away in the confusion. Slowly, gradually, his eyesight cleared.
Bronwyn was there, dead. And by his own hand. Wolfram’s heart felt torn from his body, and he looked away.
His gaze fell on Gregory, on young Henry, lying nearby. Other companions, also dead. Wolfram swallowed hard, fighting down his emotions. Now was not the time to break down. Later, yes, he would allow himself to feel it, but there was too much to do now.
More than a dozen paladins had died, together with two-thirds of the marauders who’d charged up the hillside into the fight. Horses, too. Caught up in the battles of men, and cut down just as ruthlessly.
Markal and Nathaliey came to offer aid to the wounded, and Wolfram told Marissa to organize the paladins for another defense, in case the marauders were simply regrouping.
He went back to Bronwyn’s body to collect the red sword. But it was gone, carried away by the enemy. Soultrup had vanished once again.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-seven
Chantmer stumbled through the palace gates, dead-on-his-feet exhausted. Narud lurched after him, with Jethro behind, bent in agony as he cradled his withered hand. Their concealing spells were drooping, and a Veyrian soldier challenged them and gave chase with a spear when they didn’t answer. He soon had them trapped in a dead-end courtyard.
If the palace hadn’t been half-emptied of guards from the riots and fires in the night market, maybe they’d have been caught, but when the three companions shrank against the pillars of the arcade, just enough of the concealing spell remained. The guard retreated to search elsewhere, and Chantmer, Narud, and Jethro made their escape.
Soon, they were entering the catacombs that led to the archivists’ quarters and the library. The corridor was tomb-quiet, and a strange aroma hung in the air.
Narud stiffened. “Something is wrong.”
Jethro lifted his head and looked about, pale and frightened. “There was an attack,” he whispered.
It was true. Wards had blown apart, runes lay broken. Two traps in the floor had been triggered. A column that had once supported three different protective spells, two of them lethal, had a crack down the middle, and the carvings in the stone seemed to have eroded completely away. Someone had come here and challenged the strongest defenses of the library.
The destruction only grew worse as they continued down the corridor. It had been a sustained attack, and Chantmer’s heart was thundering as he approached the library, terrified of what he would find.
“It was a trick all along,” he said. “There was nothing in the night market—they only meant to draw us out.”
“No,” Jethro said. “There was something.”
Yet his foreboding grew as he saw the library door, and beyond that, the archivists’ quarters, and he knew what he would find. Karla, Erasmus, and the others dead. The books stolen or despoiled. He reached a hand for the brass door handle of the library, afraid to touch it.
“Open it, Chantmer,” Narud said. “We have to know.”
Chantmer’s hand closed around the handle, and a whispered challenge came to his mind.
Who are you? Are you friend or foe?
The challenge came from the door, and he let out a deep breath. The final wards were intact. Inside, beneath the ribbed arches of the library, was confirmation. A shimmer of protective magic hung in the air, on the floor, on the stone ceiling, in the flagstones. The enemy had broken to the very door of the library, but no further.
“Hello?” he called.
At the sound of Chantmer’s voice, the other four archivists poured out of the Vault of Secrets, their faces tense and afraid. Karla spotted Jethro clenching his ruined hand, and hurried to his side, but the old archivist pushed her away. “Get me the Abyss Codex,” he said. “Black spine, red letters. Shelved near the compendiums.”
As Karla hurried off to obey, Chantmer asked what had happened. The news was alarming. A magical attack had hit the corridor about an hour earlier, and the archivists had taken refuge as it smashed their defenses. Nobody had spotted the sorcerer behind the attack.
“This goes beyond the dark acolytes,” Chantmer said. “We’ve seen their work—they couldn’t have broken through so many defenses so quickly.”
Narud frowned. “You think it was . . .?”
“It must have been.”
“Thank the Brothers the library held.”
“Yes, but for how long?” Chantmer let out his breath. “Our defenses are fatally weakened. Years of work smashed, and Toth will regain his strength long before we can rebuild.”
Karla returned with a massive tome, and one of the other archivists swept aside papers and moved candles so she could put it down. Jethro, cradling his destroyed hand against his body, used the other to flip open the book and turn pages. The archivists read subsection titles and scattered words as all five worked to piece out their place in the book and find what Jethro was searching for.
Chantmer looked back to Narud. “This place is no longer safe.”
“And what do you propose? Flee? Leave the books?” Narud shook his head. “This is precious knowledge, ancient and irreplaceable. We can’t abandon it to the enemy.”
“We’re irreplaceable, too.”
“No, Chantmer, we’re not.”
“Fine, then,” he said, fighting frustration and fear. “Surely you accept that losing us and the books would be worse than losing the books alone.”
“Quiet, both of you,” Jethro snapped. “This takes a great deal of concentration, as you both well know.”
Chantmer drew Narud further into the library until they reached the Vault of Secrets. Books hung around them, thick and hoary, carrying their own deep magic. The scrolls, whispering, the clay tablets, reaching out to him. If Chantmer listened, he could almost hear the words in the old tongue, sense the hands that had written them. Narud was right—they could not be surrendered to the sorcerer and his dark acolytes.
“We don’t know for sure that Toth will be back,” Narud said. “The library fought him off. Our defenses bent, but they did not break.”
“For now. This was no subterfuge like Zartosht managed, stealing a few pages. This was a brute attempt.”
“But maybe he doesn’t know the result,” Narud said. “Only knows that he failed. He doesn’t know how much of the external defenses are left, let alone how strong we are in the libraries. And then there are the vaults themselves. The innermost sanctuary—it will resist to the end.”
“I found it,” Jethro announced.
Chantmer and Narud returned to the copying table. Jethro pointed to a page of the open book with his good hand while Karla wrapped the other in gauze, and another archivist whispered an incantation to ease his pain. There was no spell that would restore the hand.
“That is what they were doing in the market,” Jethro said.
The page showed various runes and symbols, together with words that looked solid enough until Chantmer tried to read them, and then they shimmered and twisted, carrying away their meaning. He bit down on his lip to force his concentration.
“Is that a . . . am I looking at a salamander?”
“Yes, I believe so,” Jethro said.
“What kind? Mud, oil, ice?”
The archivist traced one of the words with his ink-stained index finger. “Fire, my friend. It’s what they were writing on the stones. An incantation to draw fire salamanders.”
Chantmer’s stomach felt cold, his mouth as dry as a strip of parchment abandoned in the desert.
The master had always said that no fire could touch the library, no open candle flame or lamp harm it. But what he meant, Chantmer understood, was that no earthly fire could touch it. What about something from below the earth? A creature of molten rock?
Three dark acolytes: Jasmeen, Zartosht, and the one Chantmer killed with his spectral hammers. They’d been making marks in the night market, raising old runes while opening a gateway into the earth, down to the fiery depths where such creatures lived. And they were calling them up to Syrmarria. Meanwhile, the enemy had battered down most of the library’s defenses. There would be little to stop the beasts when they burned their way into the library.
#
Early the next morning, when the gray of dawn stained the eastern horizon, Jethro approached Chantmer and Narud in the highest palace gardens. Night flowers gave off their heavy, perfumed scent, and bats were still scooting about overhead.
Chantmer and Narud had maintained vigil here all night, searching the palace with their seekers. They had spotted enemies on the move—the dark acolytes, most likely, but perhaps Toth himself—and Chantmer had braced for discovery and attack. He was almost surprised to discover that they had survived the night.
Jethro’s right hand was bandaged and held in a sling. He was pale, but walking steadily.
“How do you feel?” Narud asked.
“Better. The archivists have cast spells, and Karla mixed me a soporific to deaden the sensation. It’s a shame I didn’t put the pain to some sort of magical use. A real wizard could draw a lot of power from a withered hand.”
“There’s a small chance you could regrow it,” Chantmer said.
“Such a thing could be done,” Narud said.
“But not, I’m afraid, by me,” Jethro said. “My hand is gone—I accept that. I am only grateful that it wasn’t my copying hand. An archivist who can’t write is not much use to the order.” He looked them over. “Have we weathered the attack?
Chantmer cast a glance over the darkened palace and down to the city. Smoke still rose from the direction of the night market, and he wondered how many dozens had lost their lives in the riots. But it hadn’t spread, thankfully. The city remained standing.
“I believe so,” he said. “For a few days, anyway.”
“Are we sure?” Jethro asked.
“Toth is a powerful sorcerer, but he is no god. We’ve seen him twice on the full attack now. First in the gardens, and now here. He didn’t have the strength to finish in either case.”
“So what do we do?” Narud asked.
Chantmer took a deep breath, proud that they looked to him for guidance, but feeling the weight of responsibility at the same time. Let the Brothers guide him, let his decision be a wise one.
“It will take Toth himself to summon the salamanders,” he said. “The runes themselves won’t be enough to draw them from the depths and force them to obey his will. And since he spent his magic attacking the library, we have time.”
“Time to do what?” Jethro said.
“The library has weaknesses that the gardens do not. First, we are in enemy territory. There are dark acolytes, Veyrian soldiers, the pasha’s cunning mind, and the sorcerer himself.
“Second, our gardens have had time to recover since the battle. The defenses there are weakened, too. The walled garden is a desolation, and the Golden Pavilion suffered massive damage. But the order has been rebuilding as fast as they can.”
“And then there is the master,” Narud said.
“Yes, and Memnet himself,” Chantmer agreed. “If the gardens and the library are our fortresses, Memnet the Great is our army. The greater part of it, anyway.”
“Are you saying the books will be safer in the gardens than here?” Narud asked. “That we should move them?”
“Safer in the gardens, maybe,” Jethro said. “But getting them there is another matter. You can’t just load up a few carts and haul them off. Hide them all you want, put as many concealing spells as you can manage, the enemy is watching for us. We’d never make it out of the palace, let alone cross half of Aristonia carrying all those books.”
“Of course we’re not strong enough to do it alone,” Chantmer said. “I never thought we were—I’m not so arrogant as all of that.”
“Good,” Jethro said, “because you had me wondering.”
Chantmer suppressed a scowl. “I’m going back to the gardens. Maybe Markal and Nathaliey will be back from the barbarian lands. No, we need the master himself to come.”
“The master is needed in the gardens,” Narud said.
“We must save the library,” Chantmer insisted. “And that means bringing him here.”
“But if the enemy attacks the gardens while he is away—”
“I know, Narud. By the Brothers, I know. But you said it yourself. We are replaceable. These tomes are not.”
Narud hesitated a long moment, then gave a curt nod. “Very well.”
But first Chantmer had to reach the gardens, a small matter of escaping the palace, escaping Syrmarria, and taking the road across Aristonia with enemies on his heels. He wasn’t the only one with seekers; once he got away from the protection of the palace, the dark acolytes would surely attack him on the road. Toth himself might even join the hunt.
“I’ll go with you,” Narud said, apparently coming to the same conclusion. “We’ll make another run for it. One of us to speed our passage, the other to hide it. And it must be done now, before the enemy regains his strength. Before he activates the runes in the night market.”
Chantmer felt cold. “I see no alternative.”
“And I’ll hold the library,” Jethro said.
Chantmer eyed him doubtfully. Jethro’s magic was slight; all five of the archivists together couldn’t raise enough power to match a single dark acolyte. They would have to rely on cunning and the greatly diminished powers of the library itself.
Jethro must have seen the doubt on Chantmer’s face. His expression hardened.
“We’ll give our lives to save those books, Chantmer. By the Brothers and by the Crimson Path, I swear it.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-eight
Wolfram wrapped his sister’s throat in linen before they carried her to the funeral pyre to join the other bodies. With the ghastly wound covered and the gray faded from her skin, he could almost convince himself that she was sleeping.
Two more dead marauders were also former paladins, missing since a battle last fall, when they’d been presumed slain. Wolfram added the pair to the pyre, making eighteen bodies in all. He ordered it set ablaze. The paladins stood in solemn silence as the flames licked upward.
Wolfram ached all over; he was hungry and exhausted. All of this faded when the fire reached Bronwyn’s body, and grief overwhelmed him. It wasn’t just Bronwyn’s death, but Gregory and all the others who had followed him, suffered, and struggled by his side.
Markal came up beside him, looking pale and drawn from his work. He glanced at the spreading flames, then stared into the darkness toward the vast Eriscoban plains, no doubt wondering how many enemies below had spotted the funeral pyre.
“How are the wounded?” Wolfram asked.
“They’ll recover,” Markal said, “but not all of them are in condition to take to the road. You’ve got wounded horses, too, and will be short several mounts.”
“I have thirty-one paladins, by my reckoning, counting the wounded. Not enough to pursue the enemy, regardless of injuries and loss of horses.”
“Nathaliey sent a seeker. The marauders are fleeing with the sword. It’s in the hands of that one-armed brute, who seems to have taken command since your sister fell. We think he’s trying to meet up with the Veyrian army.”
“We’ll go back for our supplies, paladins, and extra horses. They should be in Montlac by now.”
“And then what?” Markal asked.
“Then we find the other paladins, raise an army of footmen and knights if we can, and make war. We have to dislodge the enemy from Estmor and force them back through the mountains.”
Even as it came out of Wolfram’s mouth, it sounded like a desperate plan.
Markal reached into his shirt and pulled out the moon pendant. He removed the chain from around his neck and held it out. “Here, this is yours.”
Wolfram didn’t take it. “Aren’t you coming with us, Markal? You won’t abandon us to the sorcerer’s army, will you?”
“I’m not abandoning the fight, but my place is in the gardens. There’s power in our order, an army’s worth of it.”
“But Markal—”
“Once Memnet understands, once he sees that Toth can raise his own paladins from the dead—”
Wolfram’s face flushed. “They’re not paladins.”
“Gray marauders, ravagers, whatever you want to call them—he’ll know we have to join your war. We’re not going to hide, we’re going to attack his road and cut supplies. That’s more useful than anything I can do by your side.”
“What about the castles in the mountains? You’re a wizard—you can shake their foundations, blast the enemy from the walls.”
“Is that what you think? Maybe the master can do those things. I can’t. Here, take the pendant. It will tell me you’re alive and how to find you.” Markal raised an eyebrow. “Well, assuming you don’t go over to the other side, then it seems to get confused.”
Wolfram couldn’t help but look at the pyre, where flames leaped ever higher, engulfing the dead. Paladins threw in more wood to feed the flames. Sir Marissa led a prayer to the Harvester to gather their souls.
“Then you will be back?” he asked.
Markal pressed the pendant into Wolfram’s hand. “That’s my promise to you. Wear this. Raise an army and take the war to the king’s highway. I’ll come through the passes from the other side. With allies, if I can. Alone, if I can’t.”
Wolfram slipped the chain over his neck and let the cool silver pendant fall against his skin. A whisper of confidence entered him. A hint of courage, some strength to his bone-weary limbs. Even the hunger faded.
He put a hand on Markal’s shoulder, and the wizard looked back with those young-old eyes, a warm smile on his lips.
“So this is goodbye?” Wolfram asked.
“For now, yes.”
“In that case, travel quickly and safely. And get back as soon as you can.”
“By the Brothers, that’s a promise.”
#
Markal and Nathaliey were quiet as they left the Blackshield encampment at dawn to begin the long climb into the mountains. They were retracing their journey on foot, and Markal felt tired just thinking about all the miles to cover.
The silence grew between them over the next hour, until he sensed that something was bothering Nathaliey beyond what battle, hunger, and exhaustion could explain.
“So, you’re a wizard now,” he said. “How does it feel?”
“If this is what it feels like, all I can say is that it’s deflating.”
“We won the battle.”
“It doesn’t feel that way. Not with Soultrup still in the enemy’s hands.”
“And Bronwyn’s death—her second one, that is,” he added. “It was just as ugly as the first time. Wolfram was . . . well, he’s a strong man. He’ll pull through. But it was brutal to watch.”
“The moon pendant should help him,” she said. “How are you feeling now that you’ve coughed it up?”
“Not confident.” He sighed. “But it was only a moderate help to begin with, hardly a cure for my doubts. A trick, a small boost, but nothing to replace all the study and natural ability that makes a wizard a wizard.”
“Markal, if I could give you half of Chantmer’s swagger, you’d both be better off. No, make that a third. At half, you’d be insufferable.”
He laughed, and expected her to speak out on what was bugging her, but she fell quiet again. They continued as the road bent into ravines and climbed them again, working gradually higher. A pair of riders overtook them from below—paladins Wolfram was sending back to Montlac to make contact with the rest of the Blackshields, and the two sides hailed each other.
“I’ll be honest,” Nathaliey said when the riders were past. “I like it when Wolfram and the rest call me a wizard. I like it when you call me that, too, even though I know you’re being ironic.”
“I’m not being ironic. Well, it’s the same irony as when I call myself a wizard. We both have our limitations. So what? We look like wizards to the paladins, and we defeated Vashti and his friend.”
“Once I’m back in the gardens, I’ll be an apprentice again. I’m not looking forward to that.”
“What makes you think that will happen?”
“Markal, please. You and I both know it was temporary.”
“I’ll talk to the master, explain everything you did. You have more power than I do, and nearly as much knowledge. Not one of those paladins would have picked me out as the wizard and you as the apprentice.”
“Except for the fact that you were leading, and I was following.”
“Narud is even quieter than you are, even more likely to step back and let others make the decisions. He’s a wizard already, so why can’t you be one, too?”
“Markal,” she said, her voice much sharper this time. “You know that has nothing to do with anything. I’m not Narud, and I’m not you. I’m younger than either of you, for one.”
“Age is irrelevant. I shouldn’t have to explain that to you.”
“It’s a simple question of years spent in study. If the master says I haven’t put in the time, then that’s all there is to it.”
Now he was the one who fell silent. There was a chance she was right, that Memnet would smile at Markal’s declaration that Nathaliey was a wizard, continue to call her an apprentice, and wait for some arbitrary period of time before declaring her ready for that honor. That might be two weeks, or it might be two decades.
“You’re still a wizard as far as the Blackshields are concerned,” he said at last. “Do you want to stay with Captain Wolfram and his paladins?”
“We have to carry word to the gardens. The master needs to know that the enemy has the sword, how they create new marauders, and that we’ve made an alliance with the barbarians.”
“It only takes one mouth to pass the news.”
“And the master needs all the strength he can get,” she said.
“So does Wolfram. Maybe he needs it more. You saw how effective the dark acolytes were at the back of a company of marauders. You could give the Blackshields that same advantage.”
Nathaliey hesitated, and he knew then that she’d been thinking of this all along. “Do you want me to go back?”
“Do I want to travel the next three weeks alone instead of with my friend?” he asked. “With my only friend, you understand. That’s what you’re asking me. Of course I don’t want you to leave me.”
She squeezed his hand and gave him a pained smile. “I’m scared for you. I’m scared for me, too.”
“Then you are going back to Wolfram?”
“Yes. I’m going back, Markal. Thank you. Explain it to the master, and don’t make it sound like I was too proud to face him. I don’t want to be like Chantmer. Make it sound . . . well, you know.”
“I know. Take care.”
“You, too, my friend.” 
Nathaliey left him then, returning the way they’d been walking since dawn. He stood in the road, watching, until she reached a stretch of woods below. She turned, gave him a final raised eyebrow and a tip of the head, then disappeared into the trees.
Markal sighed and eyed the brightening mountain peaks ahead of him. Aching feet and fresh blisters awaited. It would be a long, long slog through the mountains, down the foothills, and across the drought-choked plains to reach Aristonia and home.
The nearest food was miles away, in Montlac, and what he did get from the paladins would at best dull the edge of his hunger, not leave him satisfied. Any other provisions he’d have to forage himself. Meanwhile, there were griffins, giants, and possibly more marauders on the road ahead.
But Markal was a wizard of the Order of the Crimson Path. He could manage.
-end-
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