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Chapter One
Chantmer was two miles east of the bridge over Blossom Creek when he first detected sorcery on the road. It was a dank odor that wafted through the air as the small company of wizards, apprentices, and acolytes entered a copse of trees. When they emerged from the other side, Chantmer glanced at the master, whose eyes were narrowed in suspicion. Memnet’s hands had disappeared into his sleeves, where he kept the glass orb that stored his power.
Narud, one of the other companions, glanced behind them and sniffed, almost animal-like, at the air. They had two acolytes with them to help move the library—Alyssa and Stephan—and even they seemed to note that something had changed, that some danger had found them. It was still early in the day, though, and their power was untapped. Between the five companions, it would take Toth himself to challenge them, so they continued on without comment.
They entered the village of Calianne. The master had cast a small concealer about the group before leaving the gardens, and so none of the villagers seemed to notice the travelers among them on the road. They passed boys with sheep, a man carting cabbages from a field, a blacksmith shop. Just beyond the smith, a farrier worked trimming a draft horse’s hooves and shoeing them.
Water gurgled through a millrace on the far end of the village, with the big, moss-covered wheel making lazy turns in the current. The sun was bright, and farmers lined up with wagons of wheat for milling, chatting and gesturing as they waited. A woman sold them cheese and bread. The whole village presented a cheerful, busy scene, deceptively normal with the capital of Aristonia occupied by Veyrian troops and the high king making war against the barbarians, burning the Sacred Forest, and attacking the order of wizards that had protected the khalifate for decades.
A stream marked the eastern edge of the village, and Chantmer had just stepped onto the wooden footbridge crossing it when he felt something stretched between the pillars sunk into the streambed. A cobweb of sorcery, invisible to the eye, but a dank, sticky spot to his magical senses.
Chantmer turned. “Master?”
“I feel it, too.”
Memnet the Great stepped ahead of the others and extended a hand. After a moment, he fell back a pace and stroked his honey-colored beard. The master looked younger since he’d emerged from the garden soil, as if the ground had been a second womb, but at the same time, he was still moving slowly, deliberately, an old man in a young man’s body. That impression of aching bones was fading, day by day—Chantmer had spent a few weeks in Syrmarria and noted a definite improvement when he and Narud returned to fetch help for the library—but it left him wondering just how much power the master had regained. So far, there was little evidence that he’d recovered his full might.
Memnet turned to Chantmer. “You discovered it, so you tell me what this does.”
Chantmer felt at the thing with his mind. The weblike sorcery had power in it, and wasn’t merely a ward to alert an enemy of their passing, but neither did it seem to carry a destructive attack.
“It’s a trigger for something else,” he decided at last. “Beyond that . . .?” Chantmer shook his head. “I don’t know.”
“A good start. Anyone else?”
The acolytes leaned in, brows furrowed in concentration. They still looked confused after several long moments.
“I can’t even feel it,” Alyssa confessed.
Chantmer raised an eyebrow. It was obvious; how could one not feel it? But he supposed that was why they were acolytes, and no longer apprentices. Narud studied it longer.
“It will weaken us for a later fight,” he said. “Like a corrosive potion poured over armor.”
Chantmer scowled, thinking Narud was probably right, but wishing he’d made the observation first.
“Which means there’s another, stronger trap up ahead,” Narud added.
“Not a trap. Not exactly.” Memnet glanced about him. “I’d say it’s more personal than that.”
Chantmer stepped forward, his feet thumping on the boards running above the stream. “I’ll take care of it.”
“No, let one of the acolytes.” Memnet eyed the pair. “You,” he told Stephan. “Do you know the incantation?”
Stephan frowned. “I know a spell, but probably not the one you’re thinking of. It’s bound to be clumsy.”
“I’ll give you the words of a better one,” Chantmer said.
“No need,” Memnet said. “Stephan’s incantation is adequate.”
Chantmer was not in a position to judge the master’s decisions, but even before Stephan called up the words, he knew it would be noisy. He winced as a big gust of power blasted through the little web and rolled up the road away from them. It would be ringing for miles if there were anyone listening. Stephan didn’t look happy as he wiped the blood from his palms onto the towel at his belt.
“Well,” Chantmer said. “That was . . . interesting. And pointless.”
“The rest of you go ahead,” Memnet said. “Be on your guard in case the enemy is nearby.” He put a hand on Chantmer’s wrist. “You, stay with me a moment.”
Chantmer waited impatiently until the others were out of earshot. “You may as well have given Stephan a trumpet and told him to march up and down the road playing at the top of his lungs—he wouldn’t have made any more noise. Why didn’t you let me do it and leave him out of it?”
“Do you want to know why Narud and Markal and Nathaliey are wizards and you are not?”
“What? Nathaliey . . .?”
“Your weakness isn’t your command or your knowledge of the lore. It’s your humility.”
“Nathaliey? When did she . . .? Wait, what do you mean my humility? Are you talking about that wasted spell just now? I’m stronger than Stephan in every way. Why should I pretend otherwise?”
 Memnet held up a hand. “I don’t mean false modesty. Of course you’d have done it better than Stephan. And I’d have done it better than you. Less power to do the same thing, and I could have called it from the orb. So why have you do anything at all?”
“Presumably to help me learn. But Stephan isn’t an apprentice, he’s an acolyte. He’s not going anywhere. He’s a vessel for us to use, but he can’t do it on his own. So why did you let him blast away with that trebuchet of a spell?”
Chantmer knew his tone was bitter. He was still reeling from the news that Nathaliey was a wizard. She and Markal had disappeared with the red sword several weeks ago, carrying it to Eriscoba to give it to Bronwyn’s order of paladins and keep it out of the hands of the marauders. She’d been an apprentice when she left, yet somehow she was now a wizard? How was that possible?
“I mean humility, Chantmer. You think you understand everything, and so you blunder forward on faulty assumptions because you refuse to stop and consider when you might be wrong.”
“I still don’t understand.”
“Exactly. Stop and think for a minute. Why did I have Stephan break apart that bit of sorcery when you or I could have done it more easily?”
Memnet clomped off the edge of the footbridge and onto solid ground. Chantmer followed, forcing himself to swallow his pride and consider the master’s lesson. The others had walked down the road a couple of hundred paces before coming to a stop. Narud was explaining something to the acolytes, who were listening intently.
“The noise was intentional,” Chantmer decided.
“Yes.”
 “You knew the spell Stephan would cast, knew that it was blunt and noisy, and wanted to see if someone was listening. But that still doesn’t answer my question. You or I could have cast the same spell and made the same amount of noise with the same effect.”
“But what if the listener were clever enough to sense the difference between my magic and that of an apprentice or acolyte?”
“You don’t want them to know you’ve left the gardens.”
“That’s right. I want them to think that whoever is coming up the road is a lesser member of the order.”
They’d almost caught up with Narud and the acolytes. “Are you hoping to provoke a fight?”
“Our biggest danger isn’t entering the city, it’s leaving it with the books from the palace library. If there are enemies on the road, it will be more dangerous still.”
“So you want to fight them now, rather than later.”
“Exactly right,” Memnet said. “If we can ambush a dark acolyte or two, it makes the return trip easier. I used Stephan as bait to make sure it happens.”
Stephan looked up from his conversation with Narud and Alyssa. “Wait, I’m bait?”
Memnet clapped the acolyte on the shoulder. “Cheer up. You’re not a worm on a hook—I’ll be at your side. But yes, that spell of yours was meant to draw out our enemies.”
“I was wondering,” Narud murmured.
“See,” Chantmer said defensively. “I wasn’t the only one.” Memnet raised his eyebrows, and Chantmer cleared his throat. “I was just the one who said it aloud. But it wouldn’t hurt to explain these things ahead of time, that’s all I’m saying.”
“Can we at least discuss what you think we’ll face on the road?” Narud said. “And how we intend to fight it?”
“Very well,” Memnet said. The orb materialized, and he rolled it across his knuckles before it suddenly appeared in his opposite hand. “I sense three marauders and two dark acolytes. Come on, we’ll plan the fight as we walk.”
Memnet explained as they continued. He didn’t know exactly how powerful their enemies were, but seemed confident in his ability to defeat them. While he fought the dark acolytes, Chantmer and Narud would hold off the marauders, using Stephan and Alyssa as reservoirs of power.
“There’s a chance that another acolyte or more marauders are waiting on the road, hiding and ready to spring an ambush. If so, let them come. The more enemies we fight here, the fewer we face in Syrmarria or on the return. And the fewer who attack the gardens at a later date.”
Chantmer nodded, encouraged by Memnet’s confidence. Maybe he’d regained his strength after all.
“And if it’s King Toth himself?” Narud asked.
“Toth won’t have left Syrmarria—all his efforts are focused on bringing fire salamanders up from the depths. Salamanders hate the cold of the surface realms, and will fight to stay below. Every foot closer to the surface takes effort from the dark wizard.”
Narud’s thick black eyebrows bunched together. “That assumes your trick worked. If he realizes you’re on the road, what’s to say that he doesn’t forget about destroying the library and come to kill you instead?”
“I’ve thought of that,” Memnet said. “Sooner or later I must face him. If that happens today, so be it.”
Chantmer found this encouraging. “So you’re confident you can beat him? Even out here, away from the gardens?”
“Out here? No. Not at all. Quite possibly, I die.”
Or rather, not so encouraging.
They continued up the road. Memnet ordered them to let slip the concealer, and he cast a small spell to heighten their senses. When the fresh magic had settled over Chantmer, the light took on a sharp clarity, and staring across the landscape was like looking into a magically polished mirror. The breeze prickled every nerve on his skin, while the scent of flowers, trees, and even the horse dung on the road sharpened in his nostrils. He heard animals moving in the ditches and among the trees, and could pick them out from their sounds: a mouse, a squirrel, a badger in its den beneath a hedgerow.
Here and there, he caught bits of enemy magic. Some of it had a familiar tinge to it—it was the sorcery of Jasmeen and Zartosht, his rivals from the palace, and the ones who’d driven him from the night market last week when he, Narud, and Jethro caught them working on runes to bring up fire salamanders. After that horrific battle, which left the market burning and dozens of innocents dead, he’d thought long and hard about how he would smash them when they next faced off. It seemed as though he might soon get his chance.
They ignored a band of Marrabatti traders with donkey-drawn carts, gave vague information to a pair of goat herders asking for news from the city, and stopped in another village only long enough to break bread and eat dried figs carried with them from the gardens, washed down with a jug of ale purchased from a local.
They’d made excellent time, and intended to travel deep into the night, assuming events on the road didn’t force a change in plans. Enough time had passed since Stephan’s noisy magic that Chantmer began to doubt whether anything would come of it.
They were still sitting near the village well, in the last few moments when everyone had eaten but nobody had yet voiced the need to get back on the road, though all knew it was pending, when Memnet stiffened and rose to his feet. His orb was already in hand. The others sprang to their feet, and Chantmer studied his surroundings, looking for the threat. The two village roads met here, next to the well. Several half-timbered homes clustered on one side, while a tavern and the stone house of the tax collector sat side by side on the other.
A pair of village dogs had been dozing in the road beneath the afternoon sun, practically daring a cart to come by and chase them off, and now climbed to their feet with their fur standing on end. They stared in the direction of Syrmarria, and growls sounded deep in their throats.
A malignant energy drifted down the road, stirring dust and whipping up a foul stench. It grew stronger moment by moment, and the growling dogs apparently decided they’d had enough. They tucked their tails and fled in the opposite direction.
Chantmer shivered, suddenly weak at the knees, and his mouth was dry, his heart racing. The enemy had sent a debilitation spell; someone was trying to cripple them ahead of the fight.
Memnet glanced at the acolytes and settled his gaze on Alyssa. “Raise your power. I’m going to give you a drawing spell. When you cast it, think about pulling on a rope. Do you have any questions?”
“No questions, Master,” she said. “I understand.”
“Good, do it now.”
There was no bothering with lessons now, Chantmer noted, only a direct instruction. Memnet’s worry, he guessed, was that whoever was pressing that debilitation spell would recognize him and withdraw rather than fight. So he was using Alyssa’s reserve to make them overconfident—a sort of reversal of the dark acolyte’s spell.
Alyssa held out her hands and closed her eyes. Memnet flicked his wrist, and the orb vanished up his sleeve. He fed her the words. The woman’s spell wobbled as it came out, but Chantmer was ready, and nudged it with magic of his own to send it rolling in the right direction. Memnet gave him a nod of acknowledgment.
Five figures in gray cloaks came walking up the road. The three in front were tall and strong, and though they were hooded, Chantmer knew from their posture that they were marauders. The other two were more slender, and one seemed to be a woman by her size and shape. He clenched his jaw. Jasmeen and Zartosht? It must be.
The enemies stopped, seemed to size up the five standing in front of them. Their emotions had to be warring between the evidence of danger in front of them and the overconfidence caused by Memnet’s spell. The marauders swept back their cloaks and drew swords.
Memnet spoke to his companions without taking his eyes off the enemy. “Chantmer, Stephan, and Alyssa, stay here at the well. Narud, come with me.”
What the devil? Chantmer understood why the master wanted to hold back the acolytes. Alyssa had just spent her magic drawing in the enemy, and Stephan had used a good deal of his earlier while knocking apart the ward on the bridge. The acolytes could only put themselves in danger. But what an insult to leave Chantmer behind, too.
He opened his mouth to complain, then shut it again. Later. For now, he had no choice but to hold his position with Alyssa and Stephan while Memnet and Narud stepped toward the marauders and dark acolytes.
Narud is a wizard, he thought bitterly. You are still an apprentice. 
The dark acolytes cast sorcery on the marauders, who sprang forward with a shout, moving with incredible swiftness. They were upon the two wizards in three bounds, swords sweeping around as they closed the gap. Memnet had the orb again, and it flared with light. His other hand lifted in the air, just as the first sword slammed down on his shoulder. The blade hit the wizard and shattered. The marauder flew backward as if stunned.
The other two tried to pull up, and they hit Memnet’s stonelike form with less force. They flew backward, too, landing hard, but still had their swords as they rose to their feet. The first marauder cast aside the sword hilt and drew a dagger the size of his forearm. From behind, the dark acolytes lifted their hands, and sorcery boiled off them.
Memnet was forced to confront the marauders, who were renewing their attack, and it looked like he’d be blindsided by the dark acolytes’ attack. Chantmer was getting ready to hurl some spectral hammers into the fight when Narud threw a baffling spell first. The sorcery bled apart before the dark acolytes could cast it. Chantmer swallowed his magic . . . and his pride.
The master’s orb flared a second time. The marauders lifted their cloaks, and light splashed off them, but then the ground heaved beneath their feet, and the three men flipped into the air. Up twenty, thirty feet, and then Memnet let them drop. They slammed to the ground with a sickening crunch of breaking ankles and wrists, and cried out as they writhed in pain. Narud grabbed the dagger dropped by the first marauder and stabbed him in the back.
The dark acolytes had their hands up again, and black ropy shadows curled around them. They threw their heads back, and at last their hoods fell away. Yes, Chantmer was right. Jasmeen and Zartosht, the villains. He ground his teeth in frustration, anxious to leave Alyssa and Stephan and join the fight.
The dark acolytes were drawing power from the crippled marauders, and Chantmer realized Narud’s knife work wasn’t merely to eliminate a threat, but to kill them before any more of their pain was converted to sorcerous power.
Memnet lifted the orb, and light poured forth. It struck Jasmeen and drove her backward, but before he could finish her, Zartosht threw a rope of shadow and forced the wizard to contend with it. Jasmeen recovered quickly and hurled her own shadow into the fight. Memnet’s light and the dark acolytes’ shadow warred with each other, until it looked like a golden serpent fighting two black ones.
Narud knifed a second marauder and hunted after the third, who crawled toward his sword. His hips bent in a strange way, as if he’d suffered a bad break. Narud stomped a foot on him to hold him down, then came down hard with the dagger. The enemy cried out, and the darkness spread around the enemy sorcerers. The shadow serpents bit and wrapped their bodies around Memnet’s serpent of light.
Chantmer watched in frustration. “By the Brothers, I’m not going to stand here doing nothing.”
The acolytes made a feeble protest, but Chantmer ignored them and left them at the well. He turned his palms down and raised power. Not hammers—that was too obvious. He’d hurl a swath of dirt from the road; a little distraction would give Memnet the upper hand and allow him to quickly finish the battle. He reached the master’s side.
“What are you doing?” Memnet demanded. “Stop that at once, and get back there.”
Memnet wasn’t straining, Chantmer noted as he took in things from a closer range. A stream of light poured out of the orb, but the main reserves remained untapped. Memnet was testing his enemies, it seemed, gauging the strength of King Toth’s dark acolytes before destroying them. He didn’t particularly need help.
Narud approached, holding the dripping dagger. He turned it over, his thick eyebrows drawn together, as if searching for a way to enchant the knife.
“Don’t make me wait back there,” Chantmer pleaded. “I can help. And if not, I can at least observe.”
“You were helping, Chantmer. You were protecting the acolytes like I told you. I—”
Alyssa’s cry for help cut them off. Chantmer whirled around to see three gray-cloaked marauders on horseback riding into the square from behind. The hoods were swept back from their faces, and they wore sneering, hyena-like expressions.
Alyssa and Stephan stood alone, and they had spent their magic. With nobody there to feed them an incantation, it wouldn’t have mattered anyway—neither knew anything by memory that would help fight off three marauders. And that’s why Chantmer had been ordered to stay back. He understood now, but why hadn’t the master come right out and told him?
Memnet lifted the orb, and power boiled out of it. An incantation came to his lips, something Chantmer didn’t recognize. The air turned thick, almost liquid, and the shouts of the marauders, the snorting horses, and the cries for help from the acolytes all became muffled, like his head was submerged.
One of the marauders pulled in front of the other two, turned sideways in the saddle, and swept out the sides of his cloak. Memnet’s spell struck it and turned into a steaming cloud that tasted of sulfur and water vapor. The acolytes and marauders disappeared behind it.
Chantmer rushed into the vapor cloud, which choked and burned his throat and lungs. He pushed through, terrified of what he’d find, and shortly came across a downed marauder and his horse, both of whom were frothing at the mouth, dying. The victims of the master’s spell.
Narud and Memnet cried for him to come back, but he ignored them. This was his fault, all his doing. And the cloud was dissipating anyway. It wasn’t going to kill him; it hadn’t been intended for general killing or else the master wouldn’t have thrown it in the direction of his two acolytes.
He was afraid to find Alyssa and Stephan dead, cut down by enemy swords, but instead, the final two marauders had seized the acolytes and were hauling them, struggling, over the backs of their horses. Some sort of binding spell kept them immobilized. Chantmer already had his power near the surface, and he burned with righteous anger. An incantation blasted apart whatever was holding the captives in place, but the marauders were already turning their horses and charging away. Chantmer made a grab for the leg of one of the marauders, and only barely avoided a vicious swing of the man’s sword.
And just like that, the enemy riders had escaped with two prisoners.
 
 



Chapter Two
Chantmer was baffled that Memnet and Narud hadn’t come to his aid after that initial blast of magic from the master’s orb, but as he turned around, he saw that they were in a fight for their lives. When Memnet disengaged, the shadowy snakes had strengthened, and they were joined by a third shadow, thicker and blacker than the first.
Narud dropped to one knee and held his bleeding hands out. A translucent shield appeared in the air and blocked the shadow snakes, which jabbed and thrust in an attempt to break through. Such was the ferocity of the attack that Narud’s shield was already weakening, and the largest of the shadows had burrowed halfway through. The master was stroking the orb, chanting words, but he needed more time.
Chantmer had expelled most of his magic already in an attempt to free Alyssa and Stephan, but he threw what was left to Narud’s aid. The shield solidified and cut the burrowing shadow snake in two, and the half on their side fell, writhing to the ground. The remaining half stretched out once more and renewed the attack, aided by its two smaller companions. Where was it coming from?
He felt along the shadowy tendril as it passed through the dark acolytes and discovered a hidden form behind them. A sorcerous power swirled in the air, the taste of it unmistakable, and Chantmer’s mouth went dry. He’d felt that power before, during the fight in the gardens, when an enemy army penetrated to the steps of the Golden Pavilion itself. There, sorcery had rained down and nearly killed them all.
It was King Toth. The necromancer himself.
The shadow blasted into Narud’s shield, and a hole burst out the rear like dried mud crumbling under a hammer blow. The other two shadows tunneled through after it.
Light flared from Memnet’s orb just as the three shadows obliterated what was left of the shield. This time there was no false struggle on the master’s part; his golden, glowing snake was a rope as thick as a man’s leg. The three dark attackers twisted around the light, trying to strangle it, and at first the master could only hold them off. But light kept pouring from the orb, strengthening his defenses, and suddenly it seemed as though he were the one on the attack, wrapping the shadowy assailants in thick coils while they tried desperately to withdraw.
A vortex of dust and pebbles suddenly formed near the well behind them. More sorcery. Chantmer’s robes flapped, and a pair of windows on the tavern exploded into the street. The dead marauders lifted jerkily to their feet and shambled toward them, all three of the men Narud had knifed, plus the one the master had killed. Even the dead horse rose and walked at them with stiff-legged movements as its head lolled and its eyes rolled back in their sockets.
They hadn’t been brought back to life, but temporarily reanimated by the dark wizard, and Memnet was forced to face them.
He released the golden rope and threw magic into the square to blast apart the whirlwind. The corpses slumped to the ground. By the time he turned back around, the dark wizard and his acolytes were fleeing the battlefield.
Narud staggered, and Chantmer grabbed his companion’s arm to steady him. Memnet looked tired, but not exhausted. There was still power in the orb, and he hadn’t yet bled himself. That was an encouraging sign. But why weren’t they pressing the fight?
“Shouldn’t we go after them?” Chantmer asked.
Memnet turned a hard gaze on him, and Chantmer had to look away. “After who? The sorcerer? Or the marauders who took our companions prisoner?”
“We have to do something.”
“He’s right,” Narud said. “We can’t stand here while they all run off.”
“Have you forgotten why we’re on the road? We have to save the books of the library.”
“But, Master . . .” Narud said.
“We’re pressing on to Syrmarria before the enemy raises the fire salamanders. We’re too spent to hunt down Toth and his dark acolytes.”
“But what about Alyssa and Stephan?” Narud pressed. “They can’t be far. Are we going to let the marauders ride off with them?”
Chantmer was recovering from his humiliation. “What does the enemy want with them, anyway?”
Narud turned on him with a scowl. “Nothing good, you can be sure of that. We can’t let them get away with it.”
“You heard the master,” Chantmer said. “The library is all that matters. It’s worth more than any of us.”
Memnet pressed fingers to his right temple. “Please be quiet, Chantmer. I’m so angry with you that I’m likely to take whatever you say and do the opposite.” He looked back to Narud. “But he’s right. That’s why I can’t go after Toth. I might wound him, I might not, but I have to guard my power until we get the books out of Syrmarria.”
“I won’t leave Alyssa and Stephan,” Narud said. “They’ll be tortured and killed.”
“What do you propose?” Memnet asked.
“I’ll change into a wolfhound, track them down and free them.”
The master looked him over, seemed to take into account his weakened state. “They’ll be miles away by the time you are ready to cast another spell.”
“I’ll speak the words,” Narud said. “You give me power from the orb. Surely you could spare that much.”
A thoughtful look came over Memnet’s face. “What happens when the spell wears off—assuming you have tracked them down—what will you do then?”
Narud looked less certain. “I will do . . . something. Maybe only mark where they’re being held and come back for help. But we can’t let them vanish into the enemy’s clutches. You have to let me try.”
“I have a more effective spell than the one you know,” Memnet said. “A way to bend the incantation. You’d be a wolfhound longer—as long as you wanted, in fact.”
“That sounds better than the other one,” Chantmer said. “Why not always use it instead?”
“Because there’s danger in it. The longer Narud is a dog, the more dog-like his thoughts will be. Keep that form long enough and he might never return.”
“I’ll risk it,” Narud said quickly.
Memnet hesitated a long moment, but at last he nodded. “Very well. But not here.”
Now that the battle was over, villagers were emerging from the surrounding buildings and from up the road to examine the aftermath. As of yet they didn’t seem to have spotted the three from the gardens, drawn instead to the dead marauders and the horse. Blood was everywhere, including the side of the well, as the bodies had moved around a fair bit after death, and the whirlwind had even splattered blood on the sides of buildings.
Enough was left of the concealing spell to keep attention diverted as the three remaining companions continued warily in the direction that Toth and his acolytes had fled. There was a trail here as strong as any streak of blood, should one know how to follow it, but Chantmer didn’t feel any traps. They continued another few minutes until Memnet had them take shelter behind a hedgerow that marked the boundary between a grazing common and a farmer’s field.
Narud undressed and dropped to all fours. He was already rather hirsute, and Chantmer swore black hairs on his back were thickening even before Memnet raised his power and fed Narud the words. The urge to look away was great as the younger wizard began his transformation, but Chantmer kept his attention focused and watched the fascinating stretching of bones, the bending of the spine, the curling of hands and feet into paws, and the lengthening of Narud’s face into a muzzle.
It looked quite unpleasant, to be honest, but at the same time, Chantmer was envious. He’d never done anything like it, and didn’t think he was capable. Not yet.
Narud was soon gone entirely, and a giant wolfhound remained in his place. It had dark hair and eyes that gleamed with unnatural intelligence. Somehow the eyes were unchanged. Narud sniffed the ground, sniffed at Memnet’s hand, and then shoved his snout toward Chantmer’s crotch as if in greeting.
Chantmer pushed the dog’s head away. “Blast it, don’t you have somewhere better to stick that thing?”
Memnet pointed back the way they’d come. “Go. Find them.”
Narud gave something like a nod mixed with a growl and loped away in the direction of the village. What would the villagers think of a massive wolfhound sniffing at blood as he searched for the trail? If they were worked up by the carnage, the appearance of the huge strange animal in their midst might . . . well, raise some hackles, so to speak.
Chantmer and Memnet were alone when they returned to the road.
“It should be you hunting them down,” Memnet said. “If you had listened to me, you’d have been by their side when the marauders came through. You could have held them off long enough for me to come to your aid.”
Shame twisted at Chantmer’s gut. “I know.”
“This was your loss, and you should be the one freeing our companions.”
“Yes, it should be.”
“But unfortunately, you don’t have the ability to change form to a wolfhound and hold it long enough to track the marauders. You simply cannot manage.”
That was the cruelest cut of all, rendered all the more painful by the uncharacteristic anger in Memnet’s voice. An hour ago there had been five companions from the garden, and now there were two. Worse still, he knew that of all of them, Memnet would be least pleased about spending his final hours on the road with Chantmer, the one to blame for the whole debacle.
“Why, Chantmer? Didn’t you hear anything I said? I held you back for a reason, and if you’d given it two seconds of thought, you’d have realized why. But no, you were arrogant, you thought I held you back for . . . well, I don’t know what you were thinking. Something to do with your pride. But I needed you back there, protecting our rear. Wasn’t that obvious?
“I’m angry,” he continued. “Furious. I want to send you to the gardens to weed the beds for a year or three until this arrogance is gone, buried completely. You want to be a wizard like the others? Talk to me in ten years. No, make it twenty.”
Chantmer looked down at his hands. Bits of blood were drying around his fingernails, and he picked at them. He wanted to throw up.
Memnet sighed. “But I made my own mistakes. Some of the fault is mine. Some of the arrogance.”
Chantmer looked up. “Master?”
“I was toying with the dark acolytes. I could have defeated them at once and been ready when Toth appeared.”
“You wanted to gauge their strength. I understand.”
“The arrogance was in thinking that I’d come up the road undetected. That Stephan’s magic would be enough to convince the dark wizard that he’d be facing lesser members of the order. Not me.”
“What about the fire salamanders? Why doesn’t he stay in the city, calling them out of the ground? Isn’t that what you said he’d do?”
“He can’t raise them unless he’s there. But if he sensed me on the road, of course he was going to try to catch me out of the gardens. Let the salamanders wait.” Memnet sighed. “I didn’t feel him until it was too late. And I never sensed the three marauders circling in to attack us from behind. I was doubly deceived.”
Chantmer thought of when the marauders had attacked Memnet and Nathaliey in the desert and decapitated the master. They had used subterfuge then, too.
“So,” Memnet said. “We’ve both learned a lesson today. Let us pray to the Brothers that neither of us will need a repeat.”
 
 



Chapter Three
Nathaliey wrapped herself and her two companions in concealing spells and climbed the muddy slope toward the enemy encampment. It was only midafternoon, but the sky was dark with the thickest clouds she’d ever seen and a relentless, pouring rain unlike any seen on the east side of the mountains. Between her magic and the miserable weather, the three of them had no trouble slipping past the outermost sentries, a pair of Veyrian soldiers huddled beneath an oak tree that offered little protection against the rain.
Once they were past the sentries, Nathaliey and the two paladins crept up the muddy path toward the hilltop. A horse encampment sat to their left, the animals gathered in a miserable bunch against the weather. To the right, several men dug a trench and fortified it with a stack of sharpened staves being unloaded from a cart and driven into the mud as a palisade. Nathaliey held at a distance to observe.
“You did well,” one of her companions said. Sir Marissa, concealed in Nathaliey’s magic, her voice low and dangerous. “There’s horses. A moat. Seems like we’ve found them, all right. The rest must be up ahead.”
Nathaliey nodded. “Do we go forward, or return to camp?”
“How long will your sorcery hold?” Marissa asked.
“At least an hour. Maybe longer.”
“I want a better look,” Marissa said. “And maybe Geord gets his shot.”
Sir Geord, the third member of their scouting company, had brought a crossbow in case an opportunity should present itself. He hoped to fell the one-handed brute named Hamid who’d taken over as captain of the gray marauders after Bronwyn’s final death. The Veyrian pasha would make another excellent target, should they spot him.
“What about the wards or runes, or whatever you call them?” Marissa asked. “The dark acolytes will be busy protecting the camp, right?”
“Not in this rain, no, and not with this little time. They can only have just arrived.”
Nathaliey glanced at the trench, where the Veyrians stood knee deep in muddy water, doing as much bailing as digging. It was chilling work, and the enemy would be lucky if half their army didn’t come down with consumption.
This wasn’t the briny rain of the Veyrian coast, the cloudbursts of the central plains that gave way to brilliant sun, or even one of the not-infrequent rains that kept Aristonia green and her forests lush. It was a steady, relentless drumbeat of fat drops that turned roads to mud, swelled rivers until they overflowed their banks, and drove crofters and herders indoors. Day after rainy day. They’d spotted a few miserable sheep clumped on grassy hills in the barony of Deepenhelm, but otherwise the countryside seemed deserted.
It had already been raining for days when Captain Wolfram’s Blackshields fought a brief skirmish against a small Veyrian army along the banks of the Thorft south of Deepenhelm Town, which the enemy had sacked after a brief siege. Wolfram had been on the road twenty miles to the west, waiting for a band of twenty paladins carrying much needed supplies, when Nathaliey’s seeker found the enemy lingering in the ruins, weighed down with plunder. Wolfram rushed to engage before the enemy could escape.
The two sides fought a short, sharp engagement, and Nathaliey won her greatest victory. The enemy had been retreating north, and word had it that Toth was sending reinforcements from his base in Estmor, where his new highway entered Eriscoba. Desperate to stop the two enemy forces from joining, Wolfram sent Nathaliey, Marissa, and Geord north, and she had succeeded in bending the appearance of the road. The enemy had wandered up a sheep path and were bottled onto a bluff overlooking the river. It was a defensible position, but one from which they could not easily escape.
The only question was whether the marauders had slipped the trap or if they, too, were with the foot soldiers. The presence of so many horses seemed to indicate that Hamid’s forces had remained behind as well. That was both a threat and an opportunity.
Nathaliey allowed herself a moment of pride as the three of them picked their way up the hillside. Even with the passage of so many hundreds of feet, this sheep trail could hardly be mistaken for the Deepenhelm road, which was flat and had been cleared of ruts to handle the traffic of merchants to the Arvada wool fair. The Veyrians had been marching north, trying to stay out of the pincer movement of Wolfram’s paladins, when the road seemed to veer suddenly up this hillside, through muddy streams and around boulders, yet it hadn’t occurred to the enemy that they’d gone astray until it was too late.
That was the power of her magic. Between this example—more trickery than brute force magic, admittedly—and her shared victory with Markal against Bronwyn’s marauders, she felt more confident of her ability to defeat King Toth’s dark acolytes, even though Markal had returned to the gardens and left her alone on the barbarian side of the Dragon’s Spine.
Still, she was cautious as she led Marissa and Geord forward. The enemy might not have laid wards in the mud and rain, but they could have made simpler traps like mud-concealed holes with sharpened staves at the bottom, and it fell on her to sniff them out.
The trench was only partially dug, and so she was surprised there weren’t more soldiers guarding the footpath that had led the enemy to this dead end, but she supposed they were busy trying to make camp to get protection from the rain. She counted five soldiers: two standing in the rain and three squatting beneath a piece of canvas stretched over poles to form an open tent.
A physician was binding one man’s foot wound—an apparent casualty of the morning’s fight, when the Veyrians, finally recognizing the dead end, had tried to break free of the hill where she’d sent them. In fact, all of the men in the tent seemed injured. That left two legitimate guards.
Nathaliey turned to her companions, who were shadowy forms behind her, like streaks of rain on a windowpane. She picked out Marissa with difficulty, and leaned into the other woman’s space, where the lean barbarian face with her blue eyes and aquiline nose finally came into focus.
“Where are the rest of the Veyrians?” Nathaliey asked. “Up the bluff? The entrance is practically unguarded.”
Marissa spoke into her ear. “Whatever the reason, we can’t let the chance pass us by. I’m going back to tell the captain.”
Indeed, if the whole mass of Blackshields came charging up the hill, they’d overrun the trench and be into the heart of the enemy camp in an instant. Even a raid would be devastating. They could wipe out the wounded and the trench diggers and make off with all of the marauders’ horses without losing a single paladin. It wouldn’t be easy charging the hill in this rain, which was presumably why the enemy had risked leaving the entry to their camp undefended while they . . . what, exactly?
“Go tell Wolfram,” she told Marissa, again leaning in to speak directly into the woman’s ear. “My magic will shield you until you’re down.”
“And you?”
“I want a closer look at the camp.”
“Be careful.”
“They won’t catch me,” Nathaliey said.
“I’m more worried that you’ll be up here when we return.”
“A quick look around, and then I’ll be back down the hill.”
“Good. There’s going to be bloodshed, and you don’t want to be in the middle of it.”
The two paladins fell back, and soon vanished from sight. Still moving warily, Nathaliey continued past the tent, taking note of another makeshift pen holding horses, and stacks of supplies in stolen wagons, some covered with oiled cloths, others exposed to the elements. If it weren’t for the rain, she might have been tempted to hurl a fireball and flee. Let the Veyrian army hold out in a siege without their food and gear. But most likely, a fireball would fizzle, as damp as the wagons were.
Nathaliey had reached the top before she found the rest of the enemy force on the edge of the bluff. The Thorft curved around the hill below, overflowing its banks and flooding the surrounding farmland on the far shore, but the Veyrians were safe enough roughly eighty feet above the water, so she couldn’t figure out what they were doing clustered near the edge.
The Veyrians had pressed through the mountains with barely three hundred footmen and a couple of dozen gray marauders. Another company of marauders had waited for them in Eriscoba, and for a time, the man who’d taken command made a series of brutal raids through the free kingdoms that forced Wolfram to respond. Few villagers survived these raids, but they all spoke of the cruelty of the one-handed man who called himself Hamid of Veyre.
If the Eriscoban kingdoms had immediately gathered an army to oppose the foot soldiers while Wolfram’s Blackshields hunted down the marauders, they might have put an end to the threat from the south, but the response was weak; those earls, barons, and kings who had the will to fight had already sent their best forces north to Estmor. Three weeks passed between the battle when Bronwyn fell and when Wolfram at last gathered a force strong enough to press matters.
Still wary of traps, and watching now for the dark acolytes who’d remained a shadowy presence among the enemy force, Nathaliey continued toward the edge of the bluff to have a closer look. Hamid stood with a small knot of marauders directing regular soldiers, who pulled at ropes dangling over the edge. When the soldiers flagged, the big gray-faced captain shouted at them to work harder. Muscles strained, men grunted. Nathaliey leaned over and saw men clinging to the ropes.
Her first thought was that Hamid was attempting to escape by lowering his army from the bluff to the river. Did he mean to swim across, abandoning horses, wagons, food, and supplies? And what of the soldiers who couldn’t swim? Veyre may be a coastal port, but a good half of the army hailed from khalifates of the dusty plains, and surely those men wouldn’t be able to cross the swirling, flood-swollen river.
But when she edged closer, she saw that they weren’t lowering troops, they were hauling them up. Flat, barge-like boats poled downstream, laden with men wearing the robes and tunics of Veyrian soldiers. When they reached the base of the hill, men on board grabbed ropes dangled from above, while others held the barges against the current as those above hauled them up.
The boats were strung up the river as far as she could see, each laden with men. If they all came up, it would more than double Hamid’s forces. Give him six hundred or a thousand men to accompany his marauders and it would take a full-size army to root them out.
Nathaliey searched for the dark acolytes, knowing they were behind this somehow. She couldn’t feel Vashti or his companion, but they had to be near. There was no other way but via magical means that Hamid’s force had made contact with Toth’s army in Estmor to arrange for reinforcements.
As soon as that thought occurred to her, a darker, more niggling doubt entered her mind.
Are you sure you sent them here? What if they intended to come to this bluff all along, and from here get their reinforcements?
No, surely there were better spots to meet the barges. And better means than ropes. It was a tedious, exhausting process doing it by hand, and it would take hours to complete the task. Enemy commanders must have sent these reinforcements days ago, and only when Nathaliey tricked Hamid into bottling his forces atop the bluff had they improvised this method.
By now, Wolfram would be getting Marissa’s news about the poorly defended enemy camp. Give him another half hour to arrange his forces, and a half hour to come storming up the hillside from the Deepenhelm road. How many men could Hamid raise from the river by then?
Already, the first men to arrive were swapping out at the ropes and leaving their exhausted comrades to fall back toward the ditch and palisade. Give it an hour . . . she estimated fifty or a hundred soldiers might be manning the barricades. Plus four or five hundred up here by the time the Blackshields broke through, not the much smaller force Wolfram would be expecting. The attack would fail. Frustrated, Nathaliey prepared to return and warn him to call off the attack.
Hamid shouted, his voice rising above the rain and the grunt and heave of men pulling ropes. One of the rope lines was struggling, and suddenly the waterlogged lip of the hill gave way, and mud slid toward the river, carrying men with it. Mud, rocks, and men thundered down on the barge, whose occupants could only cower under the barrage. Several men went overboard and disappeared into the churning river, and the boat itself lost contact with the ropes above and drifted downstream.
Hamid’s warning had come just in time for those holding the rope, and most of the soldiers kept their grip, even as three men dangled over the edge, screaming for help. Ignoring the lost boat, the Veyrian sergeants and the marauder captain got them hauled up top before any more could be lost, and the operation continued apace, dashing Nathaliey’s hopes that the loss of a boat and several men would force Hamid to call a halt to the operation.
But fresh hope rose in her chest as she took in the whole scene. Hundreds of men above crowded the edge of the cliff. The barge-like troop transports gathered below waiting their turn at the ropes. And it had rained so heavily and for so many days that a man getting too close to the edge risked setting off a small mudslide that would hurl him eighty feet into the river, where he would most likely drown.
Meanwhile, Nathaliey knew of a spell that could make the earth shake. It wasn’t an earthquake, nothing to swallow a castle wall like the master commanded, but enough to throw men from their feet.
What would happen if she gave the hillside a little jostle? She didn’t need an earthquake today, not when the heavens had already liquefied the ground. All she needed was to force what had already begun. And then, when the hillside began to crumble, the weight of several hundred men standing so close to the edge would pull them down, throw them into the river, and obliterate half a dozen boats and their passengers at the same time. Even better, the marauders were in the thick of the action, working at heaving up a massive ballista from the river, and in the part of the hill most likely to collapse.
Her heart beating with excitement, Nathaliey checked her concealing spell and edged closer to the men working the ropes. She needed to get close enough to channel her power into the ground, instead of spilling it all crossing the distance, but not so close as to send herself plummeting to the river along with the enemy.
By the time she stopped, she was close enough to hear the muttering Veyrian soldiers with rope-burned hands cursing the marauder captain in low voices whenever he stalked away from them to rage at someone else deemed not working hard enough. Her spell held, and nobody had noticed her; if they looked her way, they would only see streaks of falling rain.
Nathaliey exposed her hands and placed them palms down. She closed her eyes and thought through the incantation to make sure she could get the words. Power rose from deep within her body, and blood came to her pores. She spoke the words.
A surge of magical power flowed from her hands and pressed into the ground. It burrowed into soft mud and continued down for several feet, where the soil was still waterlogged, but compacted. And there it gave a shake. If not for all of the water in the soil, it would have dissipated within a few feet, but the force of it going off down there was like a rock heaved into a pond, and a giant ripple radiated outward.
Men screamed, and Nathaliey opened her eyes to see the hillside sloughing away. Soldiers holding ropes and others recently hauled up from below flailed in the air as formerly solid-seeming ground disappeared beneath their feet. Others tried to scramble back, but the hillside was collapsing all around them, even as the first mud and rocks and men crashed down on the enemies below.
And then, just as Nathaliey prepared to run for her life, the mudslide stopped. Emerging from the mud was a ledge of stone, bedrock which supported the entire hill. Some more mud and debris slid around the side of it and rained over the edge, but most of the bluff remained intact. Some ten or twelve men had gone over, and though she was no longer in a vantage from which to see the river, she imagined at least one of the boats must have been hit and hit hard. But almost the entirety of Hamid’s army was intact. Meanwhile, the air vibrated with the powerful effects of her magic.
Mixed blood and rainwater dripped from her hands, and she took a few steps backward, thankful that the marauders—including their captain—were so intent on getting the men to safer, more stable ground that nobody seemed to have noticed that she was the cause of it all, not the rain. She hadn’t achieved the victory she’d hoped for, but she’d given them a setback.
If she hurried, there was plenty of time to slip from the enemy camp and warn Wolfram before he mounted a disastrous attack. Hopefully she wouldn’t need any more magic; she’d exhausted her strength.
Nathaliey turned around and came face-to-face with a dark acolyte. His face was gaunt, eyes sunken in their sockets. His mouth turned up at the corners in a cruel smile.
The dark acolyte held up his hands, and a fountain of sorcery flowed from his palms. Nathaliey barely had time to brace herself before it struck.
 
 



Chapter Four
When Markal first parted ways with Nathaliey, he’d hoped that in three weeks he’d be in his cottage on the woodland path. Sleeping in his own bed, his belly filled with bread and stew, and warmed with wine from the vineyards. All the problems of the war, the king’s highway, and the missing red sword would still be out there to confront him, but he’d be in the company of Memnet the Great, Narud, Chantmer, and the rest, with the stout magical fortress of the gardens to protect him.
That first day after Nathaliey left him had been challenging, traveling as he was on an empty stomach, but then he met some of Wolfram’s reserve force in the mountains, who gave him travel cakes and hard cheese. Strengthened by the food, he’d hoped to get through the Spine in two days, descend from the foothills to the plains in four or five more days, and then take another week to get home if he could secure a horse, and in two weeks if not. Either way, he’d be in the gardens before the rising of the twin dragon constellations marked the solstice.
Instead, it was the afternoon of the twentieth day of his return journey, and he was still in the mountains, picking his way slowly, laboriously north. He’d tried to descend three different times, only to be spotted and hunted by griffin riders. The only good thing about the griffins was that their relentless patrols seemed to have confined the Veyrians to the lowlands; whenever he got a view of the eastern plains, he could see villages burning and armies on the march, kicking up clouds of dust from the drought-choked khalifates.
Markal was attempting another descent when griffin riders spotted him from above and chased him into the deepest part of the mountain forest. Soon, a dozen or more griffins were screaming above the trees, waiting for him to poke his head out so they could tear it off.
The Harvester take them. He had to figure out a way down. But how?
Thanks to their relentless pursuit, he’d spent far too long either taking or sticking to cover. Casting concealing magic helped, but it drained his strength and slowed his pace. Meanwhile, he was at least a hundred miles from home, his feet never stopped aching, and his clothes hung so loose that he figured he must have lost a full stone since leaving the gardens in late spring. He had a scratch from a near miss with griffins that was turning into a knotted scar on his back, and a bundled forearm from when he’d slipped while crossing a ravine and torn up his skin trying to stop from plunging over a waterfall to his death.
He pressed himself against a tree trunk as the griffins blasted overhead and made the limbs shake. They clearly knew he was down here, could probably smell him, even, and the only question was whether they’d keep him pinned until nightfall or if they’d find a way in to attack him. The riders had swords, after all, and might be tempted to fight on the ground if they thought he was alone and helpless.
If they did, he swore he’d teach them a lesson they wouldn’t forget. He’d eaten a rabbit that morning taken from one of his traps, found a berry bush in the afternoon, and had been conserving his power all day. Let them try; he’d singe their feathers.
The griffins kept up their diving and screaming for another twenty minutes before vanishing. Still wary, Markal continued on his way. He needed to get lower, and hoped that the griffins would be less numerous as soon as he reached the foothills—they seemed to dislike hot, dry weather for one—but the trees gave way just below him. There was no way down from here without exposing his position.
The next best option was to press north. Eventually, he’d reach the Tothian Way, and surely the griffin riders wouldn’t dare attack the king’s road, with its armies, its archers, and the ballistae that could blast their mounts from the sky. Markal wasn’t exactly welcome on the high king’s highway either, but a little magic might ease his passage.
Even maintaining his elevation, he began to run out of forest by late afternoon. The trees thinned across a series of rocky promontories, with slashing, impassable gorges above him, and grassy, naked ridges below. By carefully scouting the terrain, he managed to keep going for another half hour or so, then ran into a large meadow-like hilltop that lay exposed for several hundred feet. Beyond that, more woods, but he’d need to cross open terrain to reach them.
Craggy peaks loomed ominously to the left. Inaccessible from the ground, their heights were ideal for griffin aeries, and unless his memory was faulty, he’d spotted them flying about up there when he’d come this way with the Blackshields several weeks earlier. If the griffin riders were watching for him, they wouldn’t even need to leave their aeries until he attempted to cross. Then they could swoop down and finish him.
He thought about waiting until dark, but there were still a couple of hours of daylight left, and he hated to waste them. Markal stood impatiently on the edge of the woods and stared across the hillside, thinking. The grass and wildflowers were high enough that if he’d only been hiding from marauders, he might have crawled across on his belly. And there were some strategically placed boulders. What if he ran from rock to rock, taking cover until he was sure he hadn’t been spotted?
Yes, but if he were spotted, what then? Griffins preferred to attack from above, but that didn’t mean they were confined to aerial combat. And the riders certainly weren’t, armed as they were with spears and swords. Those boulders might make good hiding places; it was the crossing part that was the problem.
Discouraged at the thought of either backtracking to search for another way through or of passing the rest of the afternoon here, Markal settled with his back against a tree to give thought to food and how to acquire it. Maybe if he weren’t so hungry, the other problem would resolve itself as well.
A familiar scream pierced the air. Markal remained frozen against the tree, ready to scramble into denser cover, even as he looked up the mountainside. An enormous griffin spread its wings, soared from the heights, and flew above the meadow. Markal couldn’t see the rider from this vantage, only the underside of the beast, with its front talons and back paws tucked against its body. The griffin had scarcely crossed the hillside when it came swooping back around.
To Markal’s shock, a man appeared on the ground next to one of the huge boulders dotting the hillside and sprinted toward another boulder, as if to take cover there. He wore a gray cloak, like a marauder, but he didn’t have the gray skin or dead look of one of Toth’s champions. Was he a regular Veyrian soldier, or someone else?
The griffin veered toward the man, and Markal caught a glimpse of the rider on its back, a woman with a long black ponytail streaming behind her in the wind. Her sword was sheathed, both hands on the tether, and she angled her beast at a precise angle to reach the man before he escaped. The griffin’s talons stretched out, grasping, the tips like curved daggers.
Markal was on his feet before he could think, and he brought his power to the surface, ready to cast an incantation. He didn’t know who the man was, but felt an immediate kinship with him. He, too, had been hunted relentlessly by these beasts and their riders. Save the man first, worry if he was an enemy later.
The man was still thirty paces from the boulder when three other men rose up ahead of him, armed with crossbows. The first man threw himself to his belly, and the three in front lifted their crossbows even as the griffin stretched to snatch its prey from the ground. The animal was fully exposed, and the men with the bows could hardly miss as they let fly their bolts. They struck it in the shoulder, breast, and wing.
Everything about the scene suddenly shifted in Markal’s mind—who was the hunter, and who was the hunted—and he strangled the incantation before it crossed his lips. His power remained beneath the surface, the skin of his forearms and hands dry and free of blood.
The griffin screamed, this time in pain, and thrashed its wings, trying to get higher. It flipped onto its side and crashed into a treetop not far from Markal. Branches shook, and the animal cried out again.
The first man rose to his feet and followed the other three in charging toward the forest. They cheered and slapped each other on the back as they ran, and paid no attention to anything but the violent swaying of the tree and the shower of leaves from where the wounded beast had landed in its heights. Curious about the men, still holding onto his power, Markal slipped in behind them as they approached the base of the tree, making sure to whisper a quick concealing spell to hide his presence in case they turned his way.
The griffin had lodged itself in the branches of a massive oak tree, tangled in its tether and hanging upside down. The slender rider dangled, half-wedged in the branches, a tether around one ankle and another wrapped around her thigh. The woman was twisted about, the tethers that had preserved her life while aloft now keeping her pinned. She didn’t have her sword; perhaps it was tied to the beast above her.
The men below stopped their cheering and eyed the situation warily. They’d treed the beast, but both it and its rider were still alive. Three held crossbows and the fourth, the one who’d played the role of bait on the hillside, gripped a curved Veyrian sword.
“I can’t get a shot,” one of the men said.
“Shoot the woman,” another said. “Kill her and let the monster bleed to death.”
“I can’t get her, neither. And I ain’t got so many bolts that I can just shoot up there and hit branches.”
They were Veyrians, that much was clear from their gray cloaks, their weapons, and their manner of speech. Markal guessed they’d been sent into the mountains with the order to hunt and kill griffins—the riders seemed to attack both sides of this war indiscriminately—and might have been lurking on that hillside all day waiting for their opportunity.
In fact, it occurred to Markal that he might have inadvertently drawn their prey for them. The griffin rider, searching for Markal, had put herself in perfect position for the Veyrian hunters to catch her in an ambush.
The Veyrians were wary, but enjoyed the advantage of having their quarry trapped. The griffin was wounded, unable to fly, and the rider couldn’t get to her foot around the tethers and branches. She was hanging upside down, but now lifted herself up with seemingly nothing more than her stomach muscles, and at last she got her hands on her sword and drew it from its sheath. Returning to her hanging position, she hacked at a tree limb in an attempt to clear it so she could get to the tether holding her in place, but the weapon was not made for chopping, and it was slow work. The men circled below.
“Hold on, I got a shot from here,” one of them said. “Soon as she gets that branch out of the way.”
“Me, too,” another said.
The man with the sword nodded. “Hold your shot until it’s gone. Then steady yourselves and make sure you aim true. You’ll have plenty of time.”
Meanwhile, the woman continued to hack at the branch, either oblivious to the fact that removing the obstacle would give the men clear shots, or so desperate to free herself that she was willing to take her chances. She’d seemed so fluid and natural in the sky—they all did, mounted on their griffins—but now that she was lodged in the tree, she reminded Markal of the rabbits caught in his snares each morning, and their desperate, panicked thrashing.
The woman almost had the branch hacked off, and then she could bend and twist to get at the cords holding her to the griffin. Once those were cut, no doubt her intention was to come down and fight all four of the men on the ground. Markal doubted she’d make it down before they filled her with crossbow bolts, but even if she did, these were trained warriors who outnumbered her four to one, and her expertise was in the sky, not on the ground.
This was not Markal’s fight. No, even better than that, it was one enemy fighting another. Why not just walk away and count that there would be one less griffin and rider to hunt and harass him?
Except that one enemy wanted to destroy the gardens, enslave Aristonia, and subdue the entire world. The other enemy was just a harassing pest.
You have an incantation. Take them out.
Yes, he did, didn’t he? He could save the rider and her mount. And probably should, as annoying as that realization was. Markal would have sighed loudly if not for the necessity to remain silent. He turned his hands over and drew blood to the surface. He spoke the incantation, directed not toward the Veyrians, but at their crossbows. One of the men glanced down at his weapon, as if noticing a subtle change, something moving or bending. From above, the rider finally got her sword through the branch, and it crashed down.
The three with the crossbows lifted their weapons and aimed into the tree, even as the woman squirmed around to cut loose her tethers. “Now!” the final man said.
Markal’s magic took hold at the last moment. The men lowered their crossbows from aiming at the heights and pointed them at a companion instead. Three levers pulled at once, three bolts blasted forth, and eyes widened in surprise and horror as each of the three men took a bolt to the chest or stomach. They fell, groaning and writhing.
The final Veyrian, the one holding a sword, cursed. He whirled around, as if realizing that whatever had gone awry must have been magic. The griffin rider cut the last of her tethers, and came swinging agilely from branch to branch, dropping at a rapid rate toward the ground.
The Veyrian took a fighting stance against her. The woman was still three branches up, a good twenty feet off the ground, when she launched herself through the air, sword in hand.
 
 



Chapter Five
The griffin rider twisted as she came down, almost birdlike in flight, but there was force in her as she struck the Veyrian with her legs and knocked him to the ground, and yet somehow broke her own fall at the same time. The woman rolled to her feet and came at him with her sword drawn, and would have cut him down immediately if she’d moved a little more quickly.
But she was slow to advance, and Markal saw her heavily favoring her right leg. Her trousers on that side were torn open to the knee, with a bloody gash in the thigh, something she must have suffered when her griffin crashed into the trees. By the time she reached the soldier, he’d risen to a knee and lifted his sword. He blocked her strike, got to his feet, and pressed the attack.
Now that he was back on his feet, the woman’s slender build and acrobatic style didn’t seem much help, and it was all she could do to fight him off. She retreated, limping heavily, until her back was at the tree, where she cast a desperate look up, as if wanting to return to the heights. But there was no way to reach the branches, not with the Veyrian eagerly pressing the attack.
Markal faced a second dilemma, but this scarcely lasted a moment. He’d intervened already; now was not the time to step aside and let matters follow their natural course. If nothing else, the Veyrian would kill the woman and then figure out who had turned his men on each other.
Markal raised a bit of magic, bent for a handful of leaves and dirt, and flung them at the Veyrian. They gathered more debris as they flew, and the soldier was struck with a small bombardment of sticks, leaves, rocks, and dirt.
The man raised a forearm to protect his eyes and face, and the woman, spotting her opportunity, ducked beneath his sword and slashed at his belly. The soldier went down with a cry, and the woman finished him off with two quick strikes.
She immediately fixed Markal with a hostile gaze. “I see you. That’s right, I know that shadow is you, trying to hide with your sorcery. Don’t take a step toward me or you’ll be next.”
Her griffin was still screaming and thrashing about above, and the woman cast an anxious glance into the upper branches of the oak tree. Still facing Markal, who had not spoken or moved, she moved to one of the men with a crossbow bolt sticking out of his belly. Alone among his companions, he was still writhing and groaning, and very much alive.
Markal wondered briefly if she intended to help the man, or maybe to demand information, but her motives were much simpler. She took her sword, already dripping with Veyrian blood, and hacked twice at the back of the man’s neck. It was as quick and brutal as an execution, and Markal stared at the violence of it, stunned, even though he’d been the one to put the man down with a crossbow bolt to the gut in the first place.
“Walk away, sorcerer,” she said. “You have until I’m ready to fly, and then we’ll be after you. If you value your life, you’ll use your time wisely, and leave these mountains.”
Markal’s concealing spell was already slipping, and it only took a wave of the hand to make it dissolve altogether. He kept his distance from the woman, who was obviously in a good deal of pain, and not in any condition to come running after him, but still had a sword in hand, and had just killed two men. He had no doubt she’d do the same to him if given the opportunity.
She had an unusual appearance, like nobody he’d ever seen. Her hair was as black as a Marrabatti’s, but her skin was pale like an Eriscoban’s—perhaps paler, in fact—and there was something penetrating and almost hawk-like about her dark eyes, which had a curve at the edges. She was slender, yet muscular, and had been almost feline in her grace while twisting about up there and dropping from branch to branch.
The woman wore a silver chain around her brow that seemed to be woven into her hair. A small green stone sat at the center, gleaming in the late-afternoon sun.
The rider studied him in turn. “So you’re the one we’ve been hunting.”
“I did you no harm.”
“You invaded our lands. That is the definition of harm.”
“I was only passing through.”
“And how would you take it if I showed up with Ageel, landing in your home country? Would ‘only passing through,’ count as an excuse?”
Markal thought about the gardens. “In these times, probably not,” he admitted.
“I am giving you time to escape,” the woman said. “I am injured, and so is my mount.”
“Ageel? Is that what you call it? And what’s your name?”
She glared. “I would suggest you use that time to get yourself far from here. As soon as I’m ready to fly, I will be after you. We won’t have sorcerers in our land.”
“Very well.” Markal looked up into the tree, where the griffin had worn itself out and was glaring down through the branches with a look every bit as hostile as its rider’s. “Although I have doubts about how soon you’ll be back in the sky.”
“We’ll be after you—don’t think this slows the hunt. There’s an entire flock out there, ready to tear you limb from limb.”
“That’s not precisely what I meant. What I’m suggesting is that I might be able to help.”
She kept up the ferocious glare. “With sorcery?”
“You keep misusing that word. Sorcery is what the dark wizard practices—you know, the one who is building the highway through the mountains? The one who sent these men to hunt griffins?”
“I know this necromancer. I know what he’s capable of. What is the difference? You are enemies of each other, of course—anyone can see that. But you both practice sorcery.”
“Do sorcerers heal injured legs?”
“I’ve had worse, and won’t be troubled by it for long. We have our own healers. Balms and herbs. Now leave at once or I will start whistling until someone hears me and comes to my aid.”
He’d heard riders communicating by whistle, and knew how shrieking loud it could be. But she clearly knew that nobody was around to hear or she’d have tried that already.
“And what about your griffin? One bolt in the wing, one in the breast. Where’s the third one? The belly, wasn’t it? I hope it didn’t hit something vital. A body is a fragile thing, and an iron-tipped crossbow bolt has penetrating power, as these poor fools proved when they shot each other.”
Her glare softened, and there was worry in her expression as she glanced once more into the oak tree. Her expression was more circumspect as she took him in.
“You claim healing powers?”
“I do.”
“And what do you want in return? Something, no doubt. I won’t let you pass through our lands unimpeded. That will not happen, now or in the future.”
“Yes, of course I want something. I want down from these mountains.”
“So you can come back with another company of knights like the ones you led from the stone circle?”
“I want to leave. Nothing more, nothing less. Fly me to the lowlands and drop me off near my home.”
“You can’t fly.”
“Not alone. By the Brothers, no. But if you carry me, I’m sure I’ll manage.”
“Ageel will tear you apart.”
“I’ll manage that, too. I have a way with animals. We all do in my order.”
She chuckled. “Ageel is no mere animal. He’s a griffin, and the moment you lay a hand on him, you’re going to lose an arm. No, it’s out of the question.”
“Very well, then I’ll leave. I hope Ageel will be all right. What do you do with griffins when they can no longer fly?” He waved a hand. “Never mind. That apparently doesn’t trouble you.” He turned to go.
“Wait.” She sounded resigned and rather put upon. As if he hadn’t just saved her life and was now offering to save her griffin, too. “I’ll accept your offer. Can you climb a tree? No? Well, then, fetch your gear. I assume you have a hatchet for cutting firewood?”
“No, I’m traveling light.” He drew back his cloak to show the small satchel on a strap at his waist. He’d been carrying it since leaving the Blackshields, and it only contained a few essentials. He also had a small knife with a blade no longer than the length of his palm, and he drew it from its sheath. “You can use this if it’s better than your sword.”
She grunted. “No, not really. Well, then, what can you do while I’m getting Ageel down?”
“I can lay down wards to make sure we aren’t ambushed. But let me look at your leg first.”
“First the griffin, then my leg. Go do your sorcery.”
Without waiting to see how he’d respond, she grabbed for the lowest branch, the one she’d been unable to climb while fighting the soldier. She lifted herself effortlessly, then stretched for the next branch above her, climbing without seeming to put any weight on her leg. It was like watching an acrobat from the sultanates, and he could only imagine her climbing skills had she not been injured.
The wounded griffin watched from above, and when his mistress drew near, it opened his beak and hissed, even acted like he was going to snap at her arm. Markal was glad he was on the ground rather than dealing with the wounded, frightened animal.
When he’d finished laying the wards—a few pebbles, sticks, and murmured words—the woman was still in the heights, trying to cut a path for her mount to climb down through the tangle of branches, so he took a quick look around to see if he could spot a rabbit trail, a mountain stream with trout, or a patch of wild berries. There was nothing, and his stomach growled in protest.
“Sorcerer!” the woman called from the trees. “Where did you go? Stop messing around—we’re coming down.”
A litter of leaves and branches lay at the base of the tree, and she’d cut a hole around the griffin, which would be enough to get him to lower branches where there was more space to maneuver. Now that Markal had a clearer view, he could see the crossbow bolts sticking out of the animal, bloody and painful looking. One was high on the shoulder, above the wing, another in the belly, and the third penetrated the wing itself just below the bone. All three looked serious enough to be life-threatening. He’d know better when he had a chance to examine it up close, assuming he dared approach the thing.
The woman descended a branch and pulled on the tether. “Come on, you silly thing. You stay up here and you’re going to die. Sorcerer—” she called.
“Wizard, not sorcerer. And my name is Markal. What’s yours?”
“What does that matter?”
“What is your name?” he pressed.
“Yuli. Listen, do you see that tree behind you, the birch with the split trunk? Go stand there, will you?”
“Do you think I’m spooking your griffin, and that’s why he won’t come down?”
“No, I think if you’re standing in the open like that, you’re not going to last long. Ageel can be a challenging griffin at the best of times, and injured who knows what he’ll do?”
The griffin lowered himself with a squawk and a flap of injured wings, and the branch it dropped to bent nearly double as it took the animal’s weight. Markal decided it wouldn’t hurt to stay clear, and he positioned himself behind the birch tree in question. Yuli coaxed and prodded, and gradually got the animal down, one branch at a time. It half fluttered, half fell from the lowest branch, and flopped on the ground, its body and wings tucked awkwardly as it gave a miserable look around and shrieked in pain.
It looked even bigger on the ground, the size of a horse. Its eagle-like head was big enough to swallow him whole, and the talons long enough to envelop his entire head. The back paws could eviscerate him with a single swipe.
Yuli touched at the crossbow bolts, lingering on the one below the rib cage, and worry clouded her face. She looked toward Markal. “Do you really think you can help?”
“I hope so. I want to help. But I’ll be honest—I’m terrified to come out from behind here.”
“You said you had a way with animals.”
“Yes, but . . . not like this. I have a spell that would soothe him—”
“Then why don’t you use it?”
“—but if I cast it, I’ll have no magic left for healing. I already spent a lot of strength making the Veyrians shoot each other and then throwing that debris at the last man’s face. I am sadly quite limited in my abilities.”
He expected another insulting comment, but instead Yuli nodded calmly. “That’s good to hear.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s good to hear that one’s enemies are not all-powerful.”
“We don’t have to be enemies.”
“You have invaded my land. That makes us enemies.”
“That again? How is this your land? You weren’t here until a few years ago, and suddenly you came swarming from the north country. Somehow that makes it yours?”
“The ice sheets are advancing, and our lands are overrun with wild beasts and giants—we had no choice. Anyway, nobody was living in the mountains when we came.”
“That doesn’t mean we don’t need to use them. The mountain roads—”
“Do you mean that monstrosity your king is building through the high passes, built on the backs of an army of slaves? You flatlanders are like swarms of ants, there are so many of you. Thousands upon thousands. And your sorcery can burn us out of the sky. So yes, I am happy to hear that you have limits.”
All this time, Yuli had been working. First, to soothe Ageel, who calmed under her touch. Or maybe that was sheer exhaustion on the part of the griffin. Markal didn’t know enough to tell for sure.
Once she had him calmed, she set about removing the bolts. The one through the wing was relatively easy; Yuli snapped it in two and pulled the two halves out from opposite sides. The one in the shoulder was trickier. She examined the head of the first bolt, running her fingers along the barb-like ends to see how it was constructed, then cut off the back end of the second bolt and shoved it the rest of the way through the shoulder muscle to send it out the other side. It emerged with a gush of blood, and Ageel keened in pain and whipped his head around to take a snap at her. She pushed away his beak, seemingly unconcerned that a single bite could take off her arm.
Yuli pressed one hand against the shoulder wound and reached for the last crossbow bolt with the other. Her face bent into worry as she felt around the base of the bolt where it emerged. The entire metal head of the bolt was buried in the animal’s belly, together with an inch of the wooden shaft. An ugly wound, and one that would have killed a man.
Yuli began hesitantly. “I don’t know what to . . .? Do you think this should be cut out? If it has penetrated the vitals . . .”
Markal stepped around the forked trunk and advanced a few feet. “Is it safe?”
“No, it’s not safe. I’ll hold Ageel, but he’s shivering. Not in his right mind. You said you have a way with animals. Time to prove it, flatlander.”
Markal swallowed hard and stepped forward. Yuli released the bleeding shoulder and held the griffin’s head. There was no question the animal, injured and exhausted though it was, could throw her sky high with a single thrash, turn on Markal, and tear him apart. He spoke soothing words, let his mind clear itself, thought about the gardens, about his warm feelings for flowers, trees, bees, and birds. He thought about Wilford, the black bear that lived in the woods at the heart of the gardens, and how he would leave him pieces of honeycomb as thanks for staying out of the blueberries.
The griffin couldn’t read Markal’s mind, per se, but would feel the soothing thoughts radiating off him, the love of plant and animal, and his way of living in harmony with all living things. It studied him as he approached, and the violent shivering seemed to wane. When Markal reached a hand for the tawny haunch near the belly, the griffin barely twitched. He breathed a sigh of relief.
“Interesting,” Yuli said. “You really do have a way.”
“I’m not Narud, but yes, animals seem to like me. Even the rabbits in my traps, right before I wring their unfortunate necks.”
“I don’t like killing deer, either, but one must eat to survive.”
“How about flatlanders?” Markal asked. “Do you like killing us, or do you feel a little sad when we die?”
Her tone hardened. “Can you remove the arrow or not?”
He prodded at the wound, a little harder when the griffin remained calm and showed no signs of attacking. A bad injury, but the flesh was cool, and there seemed to be no poison or contagion on the bolt itself. He wrapped one hand around the shaft, held out the other hand, palm down, and closed his eyes. He spoke words in the old tongue.
“Hunc alienum obiectum est franja dolor.”
Markal opened his eyes to find the bolt in hand and the wound nearly closed. There was more blood leaking from his own body than from the griffin’s. Ageel let out a low keen that sounded like relief, and Yuli stared, gaping.
Markal tossed the bolt aside and wiped blood from his hand. “Do you still think it’s sorcery?”
“That was . . . can you heal the wing and shoulder wounds, too?”
He was suddenly bone weary. “I can close the shoulder, but I can’t do any real healing until I’ve had a rest. And some food.” He nodded at her leg. “That includes healing your leg and ankle.”
“The ankle isn’t broken, only badly sprained. And the leg is painful, but it won’t stop me.”
“Don’t walk on it. Not until I—” He stopped, overcome by a yawn. He was drained. “I can’t do anything. I feel like I’m going to faint. Let me rest a bit, and I’ll see what I can do.”
“I’m not going to sit around here waiting.” Yuli rose to her feet, tested to see if she could put weight on her bad leg, and winced.
“Where are you going?”
“I won’t be gone long. But if I were you, I’d crawl back to that birch tree before you collapse. You’re not the only one who’s going to be hungry. And as for you,” she added, with a sharp look at Ageel. “This wizard just saved your life. Show a little gratitude and don’t eat him before I get back.”
 
 



Chapter Six
The dark acolyte attacked Nathaliey with water. All the falling rain, all the water pooling in puddles, and even the moisture still in the clouds twisted into a funnel around the man’s hands and blasted toward her. She tried to lift her hands to draw a counterspell, but the column of water struck her chest like a hammer, and she went flying.
She hit the ground hard, a rock at her back. She squirmed free of the current of water, but it found her again and caught her in the face. It continued to pummel her as it drove her across the ground, where she scrambled for a rock, a clump of grass—anything to grab hold of.
Water and mud filled her mouth and nose, and she couldn’t breathe. It felt like she was underwater and drowning. And such was the force of the current that it was pushing her toward the edge of the bluff. It was going to knock her off the hill and into the river, where she’d drown.
A hand grabbed her leg before she went over. A voice shouted. Another hand grabbed her arm. The water had stopped, but two marauders had her and flipped her onto her back. One man held a sword, which he was about to plunge into her chest. The dark acolyte shouted at him to stop, and her attacker obeyed.
She blinked mud and water from her eyes to find a familiar, hateful face peering down at her. It was Vashti, the enemy Nathaliey and Markal faced a few weeks ago in the battle on the old road. Nathaliey had defeated Vashti, in fact. Would have broken his bones by reversing his own shadow attack back at him, if Markal hadn’t stopped her. A second dark acolyte had been lurking on the edge of the battle, strengthening Bronwyn, Hamid, and the rest of the marauders, and it had taken their combined strength to fight them both off.
Vashti stared at her from hollow eyes, his thin, almost corpse-like lips curled into a cruel grin. She lifted her right hand, determined to blast the smile from his face, but one of the marauders shoved his sword tip through her hand and pinned it to the mud. She cried out in pain. The second marauder poked at her free hand with his sword tip as if daring her to try again so he could impale her a second time.
“You!” Vashti said to another marauder who had approached and was watching with dead eyes. “Get your captain.”
The man pinning her hand with his sword grunted as soon as the marauder had departed on Vashti’s errand. “Kill her and be done with it.”
“You are an idiot, and you will keep your mouth shut.”
“I don’t answer to you, little weasel,” the marauder growled.
He pushed down with his sword, and Nathaliey bit her tongue and closed her eyes against the pain, but refused to cry out again. She must have something that could get her out of this situation.
“What in Toth’s name is going on here?” a voice growled. “Oh, so you’ve caught a spy.”
Nathaliey opened her eyes to see Hamid standing over her. The massive form of Soultrup was strapped over his shoulder, and he wiped at his face with the stump of his left hand to brush away the rainwater that dripped from his limp, greasy hair.
This was the man who had taken command of the marauders after Bronwyn’s death. Already, in a few short weeks, he had slaughtered hundreds of Eriscobans, sacking villages and murdering men, women, and children, while promising the rest that he would return later to enslave the survivors.
Hamid peered down at her, eyes narrowing. “I know this one. She’s one of the wizard’s servants. We faced her in the mountains. Then I suppose she’s seen our operation, and probably reported it, too.”
“She did more than that,” Vashti said. “She sent those men over the edge, made the hillside break apart.”
The sword tip pressed harder on her palm, and the other marauder kicked her hard in the ribs. “I’ll kill the little rat,” one of them said.
“Don’t be a fool,” Hamid said. “She has more value than any number of you.”
“You’re going to set her free?” the other marauder said.
“One more word from you and I’ll throw you over the edge myself. I want ten riders, plus my own horse. As for you,” Hamid told Vashti. “You’ll accompany us.”
“Where to?” the dark acolyte asked.
“We’re taking her to the master.”
#
They bound Nathaliey’s hands behind her back, one bleeding from where it had been stabbed, and threw her over the saddle of a horse who seemed only slightly more excited about venturing into the rain than she was.
Within five minutes, Hamid had his ten marauders chosen and mounted to ride, and Vashti had conferred with someone—probably the other dark acolyte Nathaliey and Markal had faced in the previous battle—and then they were riding down the hillside from the bluff, where the work hauling troops from the river continued at a furious pace. Vashti climbed into the saddle of Nathaliey’s horse and had a marauder haul her into an upright position in front of him.
He struck her on the side of the head. “Try anything and I’ll make you pay.”
She said nothing, intent on keeping her wits while she figured out where they were going and what they wanted with her. Literally carry her to Toth, or did they mean something else? Maybe later she’d test Vashti, but for now that didn’t serve her.
Instead, she studied the enemy camp as they left. The newcomers from the river had been filtering down from the bluff toward the ditch and palisade, where work continued in the rain. The hillside was all torn up, quickly on its way toward providing a stout defense until the Veyrian troops and the marauders could get the bulk of their army in position and from there break out toward the plains.
Just as Hamid and Vashti’s small company crossed the partially dug ditch, a swarm of riders came pounding up the hill from below, several dozen strong. The newcomers had swords in hands and shields in front of them, with rainwater running down the black patina. Sir Wolfram was in the lead, flanked by Marissa, Lucas, and several more of his most powerful paladins.
It was bad luck that a force of marauders was mounted and in position to confront the paladins, and if the marauder captain had kept his nerve and met the charge, he might have held Wolfram there long enough to allow the rest of the marauders and the Veyrian footmen to grab weapons and run down from the bluff to make a fight of it. That was a fight that the hilltop’s defenders, with their overwhelming numbers, were sure to win.
But Hamid balked, clearly caught off guard by the charge. He led his small force off the footpath, onto the grassy hillside, and toward the makeshift paddock where the Veyrians had left their horses and supplies. Perhaps he thought the attack was a raid, and this was the best way to protect his forces. By the time he recovered and seemed to recognize his mistake, the paladins had surged past him, leaping over narrow parts of the ditch and hacking down Veyrians before they could snatch up spears.
Hamid drew Soultrup and shook it over his head. Red fire raced down the blade, and the weapon seemed to vibrate, greedy for blood. Paladins in the rear spotted him, and a number made as if to charge. Hamid hesitated, then shouted at Vashti, who brushed his hands at the air. Water and mud flew toward the paladins in a blinding sheet, and the marauders used the distraction to hook around the hillside to the north, and from there ride hard for lower ground.
Upon reaching the road, Hamid hesitated again, as if expecting to find a reserve force of paladins waiting to snare them. He seemed relieved to find the road empty, and ordered the small company to ride hard to the north. The sound of shouts and clashing steel came down from the hillside for several minutes before they were too far away for even Nathaliey’s sharp hearing to pick it out.
She said a silent prayer to the Brother Gods, in case any were listening to her plea. Let Wolfram win, and let him figure out what had happened to her. He could hunt Hamid down on the road, recover Soultrup, and free Nathaliey at the same time. But already despair was settling in as she considered the possibilities of escape and found them very low.
Vashti got her attention with another slap on the side of the head. “How did you do that?” he demanded.
How did she do what? Make the hillside collapse? She wasn’t about to admit she had no idea what he was talking about, but thought it might be a good opportunity to provoke him.
She didn’t turn in the saddle to look at him, but kept her tone lofty, thinking Chantmer-like thoughts to make her words arrogant. “If you are expecting cooperation, you’re going to be disappointed.”
“Oh, you’ll cooperate. My master will make sure of that. But we had your hands bound, and I felt nothing. Somehow you told the paladins to rescue you. How?”
Ah, that. She hadn’t, of course, but she could see why he might think so. Instead, Wolfram’s arrival was the logical conclusion of Marissa and Geord returning to tell him their discovery about the unprepared state of the enemy camp. Wolfram had arrived intending to cut down as many marauders and footman as he could. Nobody, so far as she could tell, knew that Nathaliey was a prisoner.
“I can communicate with them any time I wish,” Nathaliey lied.
Vashti grabbed the hand that had been pinned to the mud with the marauder’s sword and twisted it. She winced, but refused to struggle.
The hand was still throbbing, but she had natural healing ability thanks to her years of training in the order, pulling out her own blood, recovering, and repeating the process. Already, the wound was closing over, though the bone and muscle were throbbing, and a normal person might never have been able to use that hand again.
“Nobody can do that,” Vashti said. “Not even my master can do it any time he wishes, and his sorcery is beyond anything you can imagine. Certainly nobody from that pathetic order of so-called wizards to which you belong. How did you communicate with the paladins? Tell me or I’ll make you suffer.”
He squeezed harder when she didn’t answer, and this time she couldn’t help a small cry of pain. She flailed with her elbow, and Vashti bent her hand behind her back, grinding the bones together. A marauder spotted them struggling and came up beside them. He shoved Nathaliey back into place before she could hurl herself from the saddle, then punched her jaw. Her head rolled away from it, and her vision went momentarily black. When her head cleared, she renewed her fight to get free of Vashti’s grasp.
Hamid turned in the saddle. “We’re going to be in the thick of it any moment, and I won’t have distractions. If that woman doesn’t stop struggling, cut her throat and throw her in the ditch.”
“But the master said—” Vashti began.
“You’ll either cut her throat, or I’ll cut yours.”
“Understood,” Vashti said coldly.
Hamid’s tone left no doubt that he was serious, and Nathaliey stopped struggling. For now. They were riding up the road through the heavy rain, and came upon a man with a horse as they rounded a corner. It was only a farmer, and the horse was pulling a milk cart, but Hamid gave an alarmed shout that seemed out of proportion to the threat. Once he realized it was just a local and his milk, he snarled at the man to get his cart out of the way so the horses could pass, then ordered the man killed anyway after he’d obeyed. Nathaliey watched in horror as they threw the farmer’s dead, bleeding body into the mud and trampled it with their horses.
She was still wondering about the marauder captain’s disproportionate response to the man with the cart when they ran into a small company of mounted men, roughly equivalent in numbers to the marauders. Again, Hamid pulled up, expecting a major fight, but it was clear that the opposing force was even more caught off guard, and the captain ordered a charge.
These were not Blackshields, but regular knights with shields bearing the crests of various realms of the free kingdoms—a wolf, a snarling bear, an oak tree on a field of white—and while the Eriscobans made a fight of it, Hamid’s forces made quick work of them. Hamid cut down two with Soultrup, three more fell to other marauders, and then the entire company was through and riding hard to the north, leaving the surviving Eriscobans behind.
Nathaliey finally understand the marauders’ haste a few minutes later when they brushed the edge of a column of Eriscoban footmen armed with spears and traveling south at a good pace. The troops carried no baggage and were marching smartly, so they had to be well-supplied from the rear. And it occurred to her that the forces resupplying the Veyrians from the river must have warned Hamid that an army of barbarians was on the march. That would explain the hurry.
Unfortunately, this was information that Captain Wolfram didn’t possess. If he had, he’d have never attacked the bluff, but waited for reinforcements. Either way, she realized, with belated hope rising in her breast, Hamid had fled the scene, knowing that his army and its reinforcements were doomed.
The marauders were too few in number to fight the column of Eriscobans, and they cut from the road toward the river as soon as they were spotted. Hamid rode them hard along the bank for nearly a half hour before they came upon a bridge over the Thorft. She didn’t know if he’d intended to cross or not, but the bridge was swarming with Eriscobans, and scorch marks, piles of dead on the banks, and a damaged watchtower, with its witch hat roof still smoldering in the rain, indicated that the Veyrians on their barges had forced their way past.
Riders spotted Hamid and gave pursuit. There were maybe fifteen men chasing the marauders to start, and a few minutes later Hamid made contact with more Eriscobans, another scouting party riding alongside the main army. A good thirty mounted troops were shortly chasing Hamid’s men, and Nathaliey began to hope that they would force battle. She could get her hands loose in the chaos and make her escape.
But just as the Eriscobans were about to overcome them, Vashti cast a spell over the horses, who surged with fresh energy. They flew across the countryside, sure-footed and unflagging. The rain, mud, and uneven terrain slowed their pursuers, who fell behind and eventually vanished.
An hour later they came upon a hamlet of three or four mud-and-thatch houses. A woman poked her head out at the sound of horses. Nathaliey tried to shout a warning, but a marauder was already dismounting to take care of her. He dragged her out and killed her. Hamid’s men broke down doors and murdered the rest while Nathaliey watched in horror.
Once the occupants were dead, the marauders pillaged the houses for food, while Vashti and Nathaliey waited in the saddle. Hamid came outside, tearing into a loaf of bread so fresh it was still steaming in the cold, damp air. He stepped over the body of the woman who’d been baking it moments earlier without sparing her a glance.
“Aren’t you going to offer me any?” Nathaliey asked, bitter and sick from the slaughter. Hamid gave her a cold glance with his dead eyes and continued on his way.
“There will be no food for you today,” Vashti said when the marauder captain was back among his men, giving them short, growled instructions for the road ahead.
“I wasn’t asking for bread.”
“No bread today. Or tomorrow. Or any other day. You have eaten your last meal.”
“So you’re going to starve me to death, is that it?”
He didn’t answer. The marauders were on the road minutes later, and this time the pace was more measured, as Hamid seemed to think they’d evaded pursuit. The marauders stopped periodically to burn houses, murder, and otherwise spread mayhem as they traveled toward Estmor, safe territory for the Veyrians.
And as the miles piled up, Nathaliey felt the chance of rescue evaporating. Any hope of escape now rested entirely in her hands.
 
 



Chapter Seven
It was night when Markal awakened from his stupor, and an owl was hooting in the distance. A fire crackled about fifteen feet away, between the birch where he’d collapsed and the oak tree where he’d left the injured griffin. Yuli’s slender figure crouched in front of the fire, and she turned a chunk of sizzling venison on a makeshift spit. The smell was wonderful, and Markal’s stomach groaned in anticipation.
Ageel sat a few paces behind his mistress, his back to the oak tree, one wing tucked, the other stretched out as if it were painful to move. The griffin spotted Markal rising to his feet, cocked his head, and stared with that intense, eagle-like gaze.
“Don’t worry, he’s already had his supper,” Yuli said without rising or glancing at Markal. Sharp ears, that one.
“You’re sure about that?”
She glanced over her shoulder. “Where do you think the rest of the deer went? Down Ageel’s gullet, bones, hide, and all. A griffin is not a picky eater.”
“What about you?”
“I had a bit of liver, but I’m not really hungry.”
“And you won’t be until I look at that ankle. You went out hunting on that thing?”
“Not much of a choice, was there?”
And how exactly had she brought down a deer, anyway, hobbling about on an injured ankle, with no bow that he could see, or a griffin to do the hunting? He hobbled over, thinking to ask, but the sight of the sizzling venison put it out of his mind.
Yuli used a forked stick to pick a bit of meat from the end, which she passed to him. He blew on it until it was just below tongue-scalding temperature, then gobbled it down. He picked off another piece from the end, but the rest was still too raw for consumption.
“It might be a little overcooked,” she said, “but they say you flatlanders like your food burned.”
“Actually, I’m going to wait on the rest of it. Don’t want to get worms.”
“You’re safe from worms. This deer seemed healthy enough.”
“All the same, I prefer it . . . well, not burned, but more cooked than that.”
“It’s not like I never cook my food,” she said. “Fish, for example, taste better cooked. Especially the heads.”
Markal raised an eyebrow. “Yes, raw fish heads are a little much, aren’t they?”
She shrugged. “It’s only a preference. I’ll eat it either way.”
He was still ravenous, but even the little bit he’d consumed was a relief. And his body had recovered some of its strength while he slept.
“Show me your ankle,” he said.
“I’d rather not have you touching me.”
“Don’t be stubborn. Off with your boot.”
She thinned her lips, sighed, and unlaced her deerskin boot. She winced as it came off. The ankle was purple and swollen.
“You should have been soaking this in a cold stream, not hiking around hunting deer.”
“Naturally, I would have preferred that.” She grimaced again as he took her foot in his hands. “Do you have to?”
“It’s going to hurt,” he said, shifting the ankle to make sure the bone was sound. “There’s nothing I can do about that.”
“A little pain doesn’t bother me. I don’t like to be touched, except by my mates.”
“You have more than one?”
“Not at the same time, no. And only a few weeks a year. We aren’t flatlanders, you know. We can’t all crowd into the same house, filthy and smelling each other’s body odor.”
“Only a woman and her griffin, I imagine.”
“I have three at the moment, but yes. Griffins smell much better than humans. Especially than flatlanders.” She sniffed at him. “You must have bathed recently—you’re not as rancid-smelling as I thought you’d be.”
“What about children? Don’t they live with their parents?”
“When absolutely necessary. My son moved out when he was seven.”
“Seven? Moved out where?”
 “Oh, it’s not like that. He lives with his father, who is an excellent trainer. It was time for the boy’s solo riding. Anyway, I didn’t have time for the child, not with all of the moving about I have to do organizing the flocks. Up and down the mountains, both sides of the range, all the way south to the. . .” Yuli broke off and frowned. “Never mind that. What the devil is taking you so long? Can you heal it or not?”
Markal smiled. “I’ve already repaired the torn muscle and the stretched ligaments.”
“Then why are you still touching me?” she demanded. “Go see to my griffin. He’s in pain, and he can’t fly.”
“I need to manipulate your ankle or it will stiffen up and you’ll walk with a limp for weeks to come.”
“I can move it myself, you fool. Let go of me.”
Markal was losing patience. “Sit still and do what I say. You’re not in charge here, I am.”
Yuli folded her arms and gave him a cross look as he kept moving her ankle around. Already, the swelling was going down, although it would be tender for a while. It had only taken a little magic to heal her ankle, in what was, after all, a minor injury rendered serious largely by her need to put weight on it. When he was satisfied that her ankle wouldn’t go stiff, he released her with a nod.
“What about Ageel?” she said.
“Give me a minute. That’s going to take more effort. A little more venison will help. Do you have wine?”
“Wine? Where the devil would I get that?”
“Water?”
“There’s a brook a few hundred paces in that direction.” She gestured behind her.
“You have a waterskin, I presume? Fetch me water.”
“I thought you wanted me to stay off the ankle.”
“Not anymore, I don’t. Now it helps. And I need to drink after all the blood I lost.”
She pulled her boot back on, and was still grumbling when she recovered the empty waterskin from near the griffin and set off, hobbling. Markal removed the spit of venison from the fire and blew on it while keeping an eye on the animal, who stared back.
“You’ve already eaten, and now it’s my turn,” he told the animal. “Unless you’re hoping for a piece of me, and not this venison, in which case my answer is an even more vehement no.”
Ageel squawked. Markal was no expert in griffin talk, but the griffin sounded more curious than hungry or suspicious. He picked off a piece of meat, blew on it, and took it gingerly between his teeth.
“Needs salt. And vegetables. Even a turnip or two would be nice. Potatoes even better.”
“If you have any of those things, feel free to cook them up,” Yuli said, emerging from the woods with a full waterskin. “Otherwise, eat your venison and be grateful.”
“I’m plenty grateful, believe me.”
He took the waterskin. The water was cold and mountain fresh, and he was so thirsty that he kept drinking and drinking until it was nearly drained. He handed it back and started in on the venison again.
“Where are your riders?” he asked between mouthfuls.
“Huh?”
“Your companions, your flock. You went down, but nobody has come searching, at least not that I’ve seen.”
“Ah. Because nobody was expecting me to return. I was flying north, toward the king’s highway, when I spotted something. They’d given me word that a lone sorcerer—one of the two we spotted a few weeks ago leaving the stone circle—was coming north. I thought I’d do some hunting before I continued my journey.”
“Which is when you were caught in the ambush.” Markal nodded. “What were you doing? You said you fly up and down the mountain range?”
Yuli was still standing above him, and she folded her arms with a scowl.
Markal took another bite of venison and tried a different angle. “Are you someone important among your people?”
“I am Yuli Flockheart.”
“Should that mean something to me?”
“You don’t have flockhearts?”
“We don’t have flocks.”
“You know what I mean. Chieftains, clan leaders, lords of the air.”
“Are you some sort of queen?”
“We don’t have queens or kings. I am the flockheart.”
“I see,” Markal said, although he didn’t. “Is that what the green stone and the silver chain represent?”
“This is the emerald crown.”
“So you have a crown, but you aren’t a queen. You are a flockheart.”
“Yes.”
He had eaten about three-fourths of the venison, and it was sitting thick and heavy in his stomach, which also had a bunch of water sloshing around. The remaining chunk was undercooked, in any event. He rose to his feet with what was left, and approached Ageel.
“A peace offering?” Yuli asked. She shrugged. “It won’t hurt. Keep your fingers clear, though. His beak is sharp.”
“Sharp and big.”
He’d already had his hands on the beast once, but Ageel looked more alert now—injured yes, but no longer impaled with crossbow bolts. Yuli approached first, and wrapped her hands around Ageel’s neck with her fingers gripping fistfuls of white feathers.
“Now listen here,” Markal said, still at a safe distance. “We know each other already, so nothing funny, right? We’re good friends now, you and I.”
Yuli snorted. “Don’t get carried away. Ageel knows as well as I do that you’re no kind of friend.”
He ignored her. “I’m touching your wing first. Don’t be alarmed. I’m only going to help the pain go away.”
The injury to the wing had been the least dangerous of the three wounds in the short term, but carried the most risk now that the bolt was out of the stomach and the shoulder was no longer bleeding. If the delicate wing bone was badly shattered, he didn’t know if he could bring it together. The master could, surely, or possibly Narud—but they were miles away. What about the hermit at the stone circle? Could he and Yuli get the injured griffin there, and if so, would the hermit help?
The first time Markal touched the griffin it had been trembling with fear and pain. Now, a rumble started deep in its chest. A warning. It sent a shiver down Markal’s spine, but he kept his voice calm and continued to speak in soothing tones.
To his relief, the break was clean and simple. He pulled on it while speaking the incantation. The griffin squawked and gave a thrash, and then a long keening sound. Yuli let out her breath and relaxed her grip on Ageel’s neck as Markal stepped away from the animal.
“Did you get it?” she asked.
Markal picked up a handful of oak leaves and wiped off blood. “It shouldn’t have been so costly—that’s one of the simpler spells I command. I don’t know why so much of my power came up.”
“Healing a broken wing—is that what you call simple?”
“Maybe simple is the wrong word, but the body wants to be healed. Get the bones together and they practically do the rest. The other magic—pulling water out of the air, making the ground shake, throwing a fireball—is going against the natural order of things and requires much more power. Assuming you do it right,” he added. “Which I apparently did not.”
He returned to the griffin and felt for the damaged muscle where Yuli had broken off the back side of the crossbow bolt and pushed the rest of it through. Her instincts had been right, considering the circumstances, but it had left a good deal of muscle damage, which he could see plainly. When he touched the wound, he sensed deeper damage to the tissue as well. This would heal painfully, and with a good deal of permanent scar tissue, if he couldn’t fix it with more skill than he’d exhibited repairing the wing bone.
Markal closed his eyes this time and spent more time concentrating before casting his spell. He thought about the smooth, unbroken skin as it should be, about muscles connected in their proper configuration, veins carrying blood to the wings and back again to the heart. He pictured everything in order, nothing cut, ripped, or ruptured.
The magic felt right when it came out, and by the time he pulled back, drained, it was already taking effect. The bloody scab sloughed off the griffin’s shoulder, and angry red flesh closed back up again. Ageel cocked his head and looked at the wound as if scarcely believing that the pain had vanished.
“By the Brothers,” Yuli exclaimed. All of the disdain and pride was gone from her voice, and only marvel remained. “It is truly a gift of the gods you possess, Markal.”
He didn’t have the strength to answer, or even to clean the blood from his hands before he staggered to the hollow at the base of the birch tree and collapsed.
#
Markal woke in the morning to a shrill whistle. He sat up straight, head pounding as if hungover from too much wine, neck stiff where it had bent awkwardly through the night. His bladder felt like it would burst.
Yuli was dressed and clean, her dark hair glistening and damp, as if she’d bathed in one of the nearby streams. She worked over Ageel’s haunches, picking out burrs while the griffin groomed wing feathers with his beak. There was only a small bare pink spot where it had taken the bolt in the shoulder, and no marks for the other two wounds. It seemed active and feisty, ready to take to the air.
Once Yuli finished with grooming her mount, she worked on the cords and tethers, adjusting them here and there behind the head, at the neck, and across Ageel’s powerful chest. She’d trimmed the cord that she’d hacked through yesterday to get free of the tree, and now tied it off with fresh knots. When she finished, she gave two more blasting whistles, one short, one long, followed by a lengthy pause, and then three shorter blasts.
“Calling your companions?” Markal asked.
Yuli turned. “I’m telling anyone who might be listening that there may be enemies with bows. I don’t know if anyone is listening, but it’s prudent to issue a warning, just in case.” She looked him over. “You look terrible.”
He picked at the crusty blood on his hands. His eyes felt gummed up, and he still hadn’t emptied his bladder or slaked his raging thirst.
She gestured at the fire, which was nearly burned down, with a trickle of smoke rising from it. A trout lay across a flat stone in the middle of it, skin golden brown and fins crispy. “There’s your breakfast.”
“You’ve been up a while.”
“Hours. Hurry and eat, and let’s get out of here.” Her face darkened. “If I’m going to take you to the lowlands, I’d as soon do it before it gets too hot.”
He took care of necessities before eating, and by the time he returned, shivering, from washing up at the brook, he felt better. More awake, certainly; the water seemed to come from the coldest snowpack in the highest peaks.
Yuli had stuffed the trout’s empty cavity with wild herbs, and it was delicious. He ate everything but the head and bones, which he tossed to Ageel. The morsel disappeared down the griffin’s throat with a single gulp.
And then it was Markal doing gulping of a different kind as he followed Yuli’s instruction and climbed behind her onto the back of the powerful animal. She wrapped a cord around his waist and leg. It felt altogether insubstantial.
“That won’t keep you from falling off, but it will keep you from plummeting to your death. You’re sitting awkwardly. Move up closer. No, right behind me. Put your hands around my waist and hold on tight. What are you being so squeamish about? Grab on!”
“I just remembered what you said about not liking to be touched.”
“This is completely different. Now hold on if you don’t want to fall off the first thing.” She took his hands and moved them into position. “There, like that.”
She was slender, but all muscle, and the animal was like a strong warhorse, only more powerfully built, a predator of the skies. And the smell was nothing like the musky odor of a horse, but heavier, almost . . . savage, it seemed. A lion and eagle together. It walked awkwardly through the trees to the boulder-studded hillside where the Veyrian soldiers had mounted their ambush.
“Ready?” Yuli asked.
“No, not remotely.”
“Good. Hold on tight.”
The griffin beat its powerful wings, made a little jump, and they were airborne. Markal’s stomach lurched and he felt suddenly lightheaded. The griffin flapped harder and they climbed, with the hillside receding below them at dizzying speed. He gripped tighter, and for a terrifying moment thought he was falling, but that was just Yuli leaning on the back of the griffin as it swooped about.
Thankfully, the griffin straightened out again. It was already far higher than any archer could ever shoot, but kept climbing. Some of Markal’s fear faded, and he hazarded a look. His mouth dropped open. He was looking down on the mountains as they stretched in ripples and folds, peaks, and knifelike gorges. A beautiful, terrifying view.
The griffin continued to climb, and the wind was an icy knife through his clothes. He leaned in to be heard over the rushing air.
“It’s cold.”
She turned, and her hair slapped him across the face. “I know! Isn’t it glorious?”
No, it was numbing, is what it was. The morning had been chill enough on the ground, but up here, it took his breath away. And they were almost to the heights of the lowest peaks, where the air was too thin to breathe—or so he’d always thought. It didn’t seem to bother either the rider or her mount, though, and he figured if he just hung on they’d soon start to descend. He closed his eyes, which were watering from the stinging breeze, and tucked his head against Yuli’s back.
Just when he thought he’d faint from the cold and the thin air, his stomach lurched again, and the griffin was hurtling down. He opened his eyes to see the ground rushing up. With terror he realized the griffin’s injury must have opened up again. Perhaps the broken, partially healed bone. It had snapped in two, and they were going to slam into the ground and die.
But that was just his fear speaking, and the griffin pulled up when they were still well above the ground. They were already into the low, shoulder-like mountains at the base of the main peaks, and came down low between two hills, then climbed again once they came out of the little valley separating them. He had a brief, glorious sensation of a warm breeze and a hot sun, but it vanished as they regained the heights.
Yuli turned her head. “I thought we might be safer where we could fly low over the ground, but it’s too blasted hot down there. We have to get up higher.”
“If you say so.”
He tucked his head again as icy cold wind buffeted his face. Not quite so high this time, since they were over the lowlands, but still plenty cold. They flew on and on, and his hands turned numb, his thigh muscles ached from gripping the griffin’s back, and his neck was stiff from bending down. He lost track of time.
Finally, they descended again, this time for real. He wiped his watering eyes on his shoulder and took a look. There were farms below, even a bit of green. Trees to the north. The Harvester take him, had they really crossed all the way to Aristonia in a few hours?
The griffin landed in the middle of someone’s wheat field and pawed about, tearing up the plants. Yuli hopped off and walked over the top of the plants, too, as if they were no more than mountain grasses, not the tender early growth of a farmer’s livelihood. Markal eased himself down, wincing as blood flowed into his extremities.
It was a warm day, with the sun directly overhead, and he stood with his face turned skyward, drinking in the glorious heat. He sighed, then turned to Yuli. Sweat poured down her temples and dripped from the uncut emerald at her brow. Her face was flushed red.
“Don’t worry,” she said, “we’ll be gone before your people even know we’re here. Ageel only needs a moment’s rest. That was a long flight with two riders. Oh, it’s so hot. How can you live here without dying?”
“This is normal. Wait until the heat comes up from the desert in late summer, then you’ll see.”
“No, never. You flatlanders can keep your heat.” She eyed Ageel, who was still breathing heavily. “Here you are, Markal. Our bargain is completed.”
“More than completed. I’m only ten or fifteen miles from the gardens. How fast were we flying, anyway? I can’t believe we traveled so far, so quickly.”
“I’d have come faster, but with two riders . . . anyway, the distances pass quickly when you fly in a straight line.” She wiped the sweat from her forehead and glanced at Ageel again. “He’s ready. We’ll leave.”
Yuli turned without so much as a goodbye. She climbed onto her mount, wrapped herself in tethers, and positioned the griffin for another skyward launch.
“Wait,” Markal said. “Why don’t you join us?”
“Join you? Are you mad? I’m not staying down here a moment longer than necessary. We’re going to climb to where the air is fresh and sweet, and then we’re going back to the mountains. And if you’re wise, you’ll stay in the lowlands where you belong.”
“I don’t mean stay in Aristonia, Yuli. I mean help us fight the necromancer. You can drive him from the mountain passes, close his highway. Help us win this war.”
She snorted. “If that were possible, we’d have done so already.”
“But you were alone. Now you’ll have allies from both the west and the east.”
For a moment she looked as though she were considering his offer, but she gave a vehement shake of the head. “You’re not allies, Markal. You’ll never be. Flatlanders are our enemies. All of them. And that includes you.”
In spite of her hard tone and narrowed eyes, most of the hostility had left her voice, and he couldn’t help but press.
“I saved your life.”
“After putting it at risk in the first place. I’d have never been so low on the hillside if I hadn’t been hunting you.”
“What does that mean? If you hadn’t tried to kill me, you wouldn’t have put yourself in danger? How is that my fault? Anyway, I healed your griffin, too. Doesn’t that count for anything?”
“Yes, it earned you a flight out of the mountains to your own territory. That was our bargain, our deal.” Yuli wrapped a tether around her fist and squeezed her knees against Ageel’s haunches. The griffin spread his wings and ruffled his feathers. “You are a flatlander, Markal. I am a daughter of the Mountain Brother, a child of the sky. Stay among your own kind, and I will stay among mine.”
“Listen to me—”
Yuli dug her knees into her mount. “Ska!”
The griffin lifted skyward with a mighty heave of his wings, and then they were flying west, climbing higher with every wingbeat. Markal heard a sound and turned about to see a farmer, hoe in hand, cloth around his head to block the sun. He stared up at the departing griffin with a look of dumbfounded terror.
The farmer scarcely glanced at his torn-up wheat plants before his gaze fell on Markal. “Who are you?” he asked, a tremble in his voice. “An enemy?”
“I am a wizard of the Crimson Path, and this is my homeland. I have been away these past months. Tell me, friend, does Khalif Omar still reign in the palace at Syrmarria, or has the high king overthrown our sovereignty?”
The stricken look on the farmer’s face was all the answer Markal needed.
 
 



Chapter Eight
After questioning the farmer, Markal discovered that he was only about a mile from the outskirts of Woods Crossing. From the village, one could cut north toward the Tothian Way or east toward the gardens, the Apple Valley, and Syrmarria. Not even twelve miles from home across good roads—he figured he’d sneak or bluff his way onto a wagon to carry him the rest of the way.
But when he arrived at the crossroads that gave Woods Crossing its name, he caught a familiar scent of magic. He followed it to a well, then to a footpath leading between a stream and someone’s cow pasture, where he discovered a small ward made of leaves and sticks. It was one of their own; someone from the order had passed this way a few hours earlier and left this here. A ward to repel enemies and call for help from their own at the same time. It was this that he’d sensed.
Curious, Markal continued along the side of the stream. Massive rotten stumps twelve or fifteen feet in width lined the pasture, and a pair of wooden totem poles, one toppled, indicated that this had once been the southern edge of the forest that still grew to the north, albeit now carved in two by the king’s highway. He climbed a hillside where moss-covered stones were still visible, as well as a giant toppled tree that was only an outline in the ground where it had rotted over the decades.
A fairy fort sat to one side, covered with brush, and opposite that lay the site of a former shrine to the Forest Brother, where a sacred grove had once stood. It was reduced to a ring of tree stumps, each the size of a small house. Several stumps sprouted saplings from the old root system, some of these forty feet tall themselves, with silvery gray bark, and their limbs arched together to form a dark, gloomy roof.
Narud slept on a large slab of granite at the center of the ring. The wizard’s clothes were dirty, and the musky odor of dog hung about him as Markal entered the old shrine. Markal shook him awake.
“Huh, what? Oh, thank the Brothers, it’s you.”
“Were you expecting someone else?” Markal asked.
“A wolfhound has some stamina, but not like a marauder and his ensorcelled horse. I couldn’t quite make the gardens, and thought they’d catch me here and kill me.”
“The gardens are still standing?”
“Why wouldn’t they be?” Narud said. “By now, the master should be arriving with the first shipment from the library. But what happened to you?” He glanced over Markal’s shoulder. “Where’s Nathaliey?”
“I left her with the Blackshields. What do you mean the first shipment? Has something happened to the library?”
“What are Blackshields?”
“A company of paladins. Never mind that. I’ll tell you later, and you’ll tell me.” Markal glanced behind him. “If you’re being hunted, we should get to the road before . . . well, whoever is following you finds us. Who is it, who’s hunting you? Marauders, you say?”
Narud’s face darkened. “It’s Alyssa.”
“The acolyte? What happened to her?”
Narud turned over his forearm to show a long scorched piece of flesh running from his elbow to his armpit. “She tried to kill me.”
#
Narud’s story, told in the back of a turnip wagon while he and Markal were cloaked with magic.
 
There’s a rush of power when you change into a dog, Markal, and I was under its spell for the first several minutes. My muscles stretched and grew. My body was lean and hungry and swift. My eyesight was dimmer than it had been, but there was an explosion of smells like you can only imagine.
I could almost see the smells in my mind, where a skunk had passed three days earlier. Where another dog had peed against a farmhouse—a mean, hungry bitch with full dugs who would tear off your muzzle if you came near her pups. Horses, cows. Night soil tossed in the street, part of a rotten cabbage, a dead bird, dropped by a nasty-smelling cat. Moldy bread that some other animal had snarfed up, but not without leaving a scent.
And people. Lots and lots of people. Most had the simple odor of villagers. But I could smell the master, smell Chantmer, smell the acolytes, even smell myself—my human self—where I’d come through on foot less than an hour earlier.
And of course the marauders, their mounts, and their prisoners. The air stank with them, dead and fetid, and even their horses carried foul sorcery. It all but masked the smell of Alyssa and Stephan. I ran five minutes up the road before my mind began to come back. I was no longer a dog, I was Narud of the Order of the Crimson Path, and a dog was only a form I had chosen.
The marauders rode hard toward the Tothian Way, but I was swifter, and drew within several hundred paces, always out of eyesight, but so close that I could almost see them in my mind’s eye from their scent alone. If they stopped to slaughter our friends, I was prepared to roar in and tear out their throats.
I know what you’re thinking, Markal, that I would have been killed, and maybe you’re right, but I couldn’t let our friends be killed without a fight. Anyway, I doubted that’s what they intended. Most likely they’d stop at one of the dark wizard’s fortifications to torture their prisoners. To discover secrets about the gardens: how to find them, how to cross the bridge, and how to breach the defenses. Once I knew where they were to be held, I’d fetch the master, and we’d break down the castle walls to free them.
The marauders reached the highway, but didn’t stop at any of the castles or encampments. Instead, they followed the road west toward the mountains. It was then that I fell behind because I could hardly run down the highway during daylight, with all the wagon trains, chained slaves, Veyrian soldiers, and merchants.
I was eventually spotted and fled into the woods, where I hid until night before continuing my pursuit. The trail was still easy to follow, but I’d fallen well behind. For the next few days, I pursued during the night, retreated from the road during the day to sleep, and continued my hunt the next evening. I was getting farther and farther behind, but surely they’d stop soon. Why would they carry our friends all the way to the mountains?
I was on the western border of Aristonia when I smelled Alyssa and Stephan leaving the road. The scent carried along a farm road, crossed a shallow stream, and cut over a hill topped by an overgrown, abandoned apple orchard. The acolytes had separated from the marauders, who followed behind. It seemed our friends had escaped and made a run for it, with the enemy in pursuit. Or so I thought.
If I could only reach the acolytes before the marauders, I could change back into human form, cast magic on the three of us, and we’d slip away, concealed, before the enemy caught us.
I was anxious, moving too quickly, and had grown careless. A sharp scent that reminded me of the gardens drew my attention. There, coming from between two apple trees, was a smell that could only be the acolytes themselves. It was dark, but I saw shapes. My friends!
It was only a pile of cloaks, tunics, and leggings—the acolytes’ clothing. I nosed it, confused.
I didn’t see or smell the trap until it was too late. The ground gave way beneath me, and I flailed at the air with a started howl. A wolf pit. I landed at the bottom, with loose branches, sticks, and leaves raining down on me. If the enemy had put sharpened stakes at the bottom, I’d have been done for.
But they didn’t want to kill me, only take me prisoner. Two marauders appeared above, together with the dark acolyte—her name is Jasmeen. She has a dark heart and a wicked soul.
Jasmeen stood above the pit, hands on her hips. “Narud. I knew it was you. I felt you coming. How easy to turn the tables—the master promised as much, and it has come true just as he prophesied.”
I stared up at her, snarling, wondering how she had got ahead of me. She hadn’t left with the marauders, she’d fled with Toth and Zartosht. But Chantmer and I spent weeks hunting the dark acolytes in the palace and the city, and this wasn’t the first time she’d bested me.
“You came looking for your friends, but it’s too late.” Another cruel smile. “They’re still alive—but breaking. Alyssa is with us already, and Stephan will soon follow. And now we have you, a so-called wizard. A prize for my master. We’ll have your obedience, too.”
The marauders had ropes, and Jasmeen placed her hands together to bring up sorcery. Whatever they were planning, I wanted nothing to do with it.
I took a mighty leap from the bottom of the pit. I couldn’t get my paws up, but I got my snout above the surface and snapped my teeth on Jasmeen’s ankle. I dragged her into the wolf pit, intent on tearing out her throat.
And then my body went limp, and I collapsed. Someone had tossed a rope around my muzzle—an enchanted rope—and it had me paralyzed. Jasmeen attacked me with her fists and knees, until someone hauled her off me. I turned back into a man.
They trussed me and dragged me out of the pit, and then they put me in a wagon with bars at the door. My legs were free, but they’d bound my hands behind my back. The wagon smelled of piss and vomit and blood. There, curled up in dirty straw in the corner, was Stephan. Naked and bleeding, and whispering for water for his cracked lips. No sign of Alyssa. What had they done to her?
Peering through the bars into the early light of dawn, I saw that we were on the Tothian Way, passing through a stretch of burned farmland and gutted villages on the border of Aristonia.
I made my way to Stephan’s side. “It’s me, Narud.”
He stared at me through crusted eyes. “You’re naked. And your hands . . . does that mean they…?”
“Where are they taking us? Where is Alyssa?”
“She’s one of them now. I will be soon, too. And now, you.”
“Talk sense. Where is she? Where have they taken her?”
The wagon creaked to a stop, the door swung open, and a marauder grabbed me and dragged me out. He threw my back against the wagon and seized my throat. Another marauder appeared, holding a glass vial with a viscous yellow liquid in it. Jasmeen stood to one side, shadow bleeding from her hands. She chanted an oily incantation in the old tongue as they tried to force the liquid down my throat.
I struggled and flailed, but marauders have unnatural strength, and the need to breathe when a man has his hand on your throat is hard to overcome. The liquid was bitter, and burned the lips and tongue like a Marrabatti chili pepper. Some of it went down. Jasmeen watched with a triumphant expression.
“An elixir of thrall?” I said. “You think that will work on me?”
Jasmeen gestured, and Alyssa came up behind her. The whites of her eyes had turned yellow, and her lips were pale. They’d dressed her in gray robes, but her hands looked bony where they emerged from the sleeves, as if her flesh had wasted away. It had only been a few days since they’d taken her.
“Alyssa is a slave of King Toth,” Jasmeen said. “His dark acolyte. Her mind is gone, her free will burned out. She is like a ravager, a tool, and nothing more. Stephan will turn soon, too. And then you.”
“I can resist the elixir indefinitely,” I said. “You won’t compel me to do anything.”
“You are a wizard, and you might resist, perhaps as long as a fortnight, but starved, delirious, you will be too weak to hold out forever.” Hatred twisted her features. “The king has instructed me to make you an offer. Join us now, freely. Keep your will, and join as a servant, not a slave. Equal with Zartosht, with Vashti, with me.”
“Utter madness. I walk the Crimson Path.”
She gestured at Alyssa, who stood blank faced and yellow eyed behind her. “Your friend said the same thing.” Jasmeen nodded at the marauders. “Give him more elixir.”
More of it went down my throat this time, but it all came up again minutes later, when they put me back in the wagon with Stephan. My tongue and lips burned, my stomach cramped violently, and I was sick again.
Stephan crawled over to me. “Vomiting doesn’t help. You’ll go to sleep eventually, and then you’ll have nightmares. When you wake, everything will look gray. You’ll see wights. It’s madness.”
“Food? Water?”
“A little water, but no food. They say we’ll never eat again.”
I eyed him doubtfully. “Even marauders need to eat.”
“But dark acolytes don’t. They pull their sustenance from the bodies of those they torture. And eventually, they don’t need water, either. They draw it from the air.”
I turned this over in my head, this bending of the natural world. Would I be able to resist forever? Or at least until they grew tired of me and cut my throat? That would be preferable to going yellow eyed and dead like Alyssa. But it would be challenging enough without resisting while my belly was empty and my lips cracked with thirst.
“I won’t turn,” I said. “By the Brothers, it will never happen.”
“That’s what Alyssa said, too. She was stronger than me—when I first faced the nightmares and felt the shadows, I thought I was doomed. She told me to fight, to keep fighting. But I still have my mind, and she is gone. Something changed last night, and she went over to their side just before they captured you.”
The wagon was on the move again. Riders overtook us, regular Veyrian mounted troops. A few minutes later, we passed a long row of chained slaves trudging west with downcast eyes. They were mostly from the khalifates, but among them were dark-skinned slaves from the sultanates, barbarians with their pale skin, easily burned in the baking sun, and a variety of people from other lands, with other skin colors, hair, and accents. Aristonians, too. Hundreds of them.
I pulled away from the bars and scooted around until my back—and my bound hands—faced Stephan. “Untie me.”
“You can’t cast magic in here. I already tried. There’s some sort of sorcerous shield enveloping us.”
“I don’t believe it. Untie me.”
“They’ll punish you.”
“Let them.”
“They’ll punish me.”
I glanced over my shoulder, surprised by his craven tone. Was it only the light, or did his eyes have a yellowish gleam? Maybe that wasn’t cowardice in his tone. Maybe he was turning.
“In the name of Memnet the Great and by the authority of the Crimson Path, I order you to untie my hands, Stephan, Acolyte of the Order.”
Stephan gave a great shudder, and his eyes rolled back in their sockets. There was yellow around the rims. But when he looked back, his gaze was a little more clear, and he seemed more steady. He obeyed. Soon, my hands were free, and I was rubbing circulation into them while turning over my options for escape.
I put my hands on the door. Strips of iron reinforced it from the exterior, but apart from that, it was just wood. A simple spell would tear it apart, no harder than blasting a stump out of the ground in the garden. I’d cast a concealing spell on the pair of us first, turn the door to kindling, and we’d make a run for it. The only question was to do it now, or wait until night, when darkness would offer protection, but we’d be farther west into the hill country, and farther from home.
I explained my plan to Stephan. “If we leave, it means abandoning Alyssa. I hate the thought of that. But if she’s turned, there’s nothing we can do for her anyway.”
“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “You’ll never get through the door.”
“I told you—it’s only wood. I have mastery over wood.”
Stephan shook his head miserably. “I know that spell—it’s one of the few I can manage without someone feeding me the incantation. I tried it already.”
“You did?”
“I don’t have your power, of course I don’t. But look at the door. Do you see any damage at all? Narud, touch it. Feel it. You’ll see what I mean. The sorcerer himself covered this wagon with wards.”
I put my hand on the wood and brought up a small spell to feel through the wood, to see what might be blocking my escape. If not the door, I could break through the walls, or through the floorboards, to drop onto the road and let the wagon pass over top of us. Magical tendrils probed the wood, and there found the enemy’s sorcery. I pulled back with a startled cry of pain. Every nerve in my hand and arm jangled with pain.
“You see what I mean,” Stephan said. “We are doomed.”
“Don’t talk that way. We’re not doomed.”
I may not have been able to blast my way out with magic, but as I tapped at the walls and pulled up the straw to feel for a rotten board, for loose nails, something else occurred to me. The wagon was solidly built, but if I were strong enough, I could simply knock the door from its hinges. A human couldn’t do it, but what about a large beast?
I settled on a bear. That was an animal I knew well enough from my encounters with Wilford on the forest path of the gardens. Wait until nightfall, change to a bear, and smash our way free through brute strength.
I settled in to wait out the day. The wagon bumped along at a steady pace, now part of a general flow of traffic to the west. King Toth had barely subdued the eastern plains and was already gathering the might of the khalifates to hurl against the barbarian lands on the other side of the Dragon’s Spine. His road, once built, was indestructible, laid down with sorcery and bound with the pain, suffering, and death of thousands. And he felt compelled to extend it to the ends of the earth.
Stephan fell into a deep slumber, and when he woke in the afternoon, began muttering incoherently. The yellow had spread from the rims of his eyes toward the center, and when I shook him, he said something about serving the master, and it wasn’t Memnet the Great he was talking about. Alarmed, I explained my new plan.
“Leave me, Narud. I’m lost.”
“No, you’re not.”
“He’s in my head. He compels me to obey. When Jasmeen returns, I’ll have no will to resist.”
Once Stephan was free, I told myself, he would recover his wits. Once they were no longer pouring that sorcerous elixir down his gullet. And once free, I’d speed his recovery with magic of my own. But I had to get him out of the cage, or he would truly be lost. Even worse, I was no longer convinced of my own ability to resist. Not forever.
It wasn’t yet night, but nearly dusk, which was close enough.
I closed my eyes to think about a bear, and pictured Wilford as I’d last seen him. Black fur, brown muzzle. Thirty-five stone of brute muscle. Wilford could tear that door from its hinges, then brawl his way clear of the enemy forces to flee into the surrounding countryside, with Stephan following. Stay free just until dark; that was all I had to do.
But I couldn’t get it, couldn’t capture the essence of a bear like I had with a wolfhound. The first time I made that transition, Memnet gave me a bit of wolfhound’s fur, told me to hold it to my nose and smell it. If only I had a little bit of Wilford’s fur with me. Without it, I couldn’t get enough bear to be sure of completing the transformation.
“Master,” Stephan whispered. He squatted in the corner with his knees pulled to his chest. His eyes were yellow. “I am ready to serve you now.” He stared at me with a baleful gaze. “Turn, Narud. Turn and serve the necromancer.”
I stared in alarm. It was already too late for him. And soon it would be too late for me, too. Nothing would get me out of here.
It was then that I heard something moving in the wagon. I pushed aside the filthy straw and caught a mouse. The little thing fought and struggled, but I cupped it gently in my hands until it calmed. I glanced at Stephan—no longer to be trusted—then lifted the mouse to where I could whisper in its ear.
“My friend. My little friend. I need your help to escape this place. It is a prison for me, and I must borrow your essence to free myself.”
It sat very still, warm and fragile in my palms, heart beating rapidly. Its life force moved swiftly, as one finds in all such small creatures. Yet it seemed to understand, and when I placed it on my leg so I could expose my palms, it didn’t flee in terror. The words came to my lips.
Moments later, I was a mouse. It was time to escape.
 
 



Chapter Nine
“So you just crawled through the bars of the door and went on your way?” Markal asked.
The two companions were drawing nearer to the gardens, and it would soon be time to complete the journey on foot. They seemed safe from pursuit, but Markal had kept a wary eye on the road behind the turnip wagon while Narud told his story. The farmer up front kept trudging alongside his horse, unaware that he was carrying two wizards who didn’t have a shekel between them to pay for the ride.
“You have to think like a mouse, Markal. Would a mouse have crawled up the door where he could be spotted? What mouse would do that when there was a perfectly good hole in the floorboards?”
“You never said there was a hole. You said the floor was sound.”
Narud gave him a look. He wore a pair of trousers they’d pinched before leaving the village of Woods Crossing, but was still bare from the waist up, and scratched at the tufts of black hair growing on his chest.
“The floor was too sound for a human to break through. For a mouse, even the smallest holes are gateways. I slipped out and dropped onto the road, suffered a few near misses from boots and hooves, and reached safe ground by the side of the highway.”
Markal picked up a turnip, brushed off a dirty spot, took a bite, and grimaced. Raw turnip. Narud gave him a look.
“I’m hungry,” Markal said with a shrug. “Go on. You obviously didn’t get away that easily, or you wouldn’t have that burn on the inside of your arm.”
Markal had cast some magic on the wound, and it was nothing but a fading pink spot now, but Alyssa had inflicted damage in her attack, if that’s who had truly done it; Narud hadn’t reached that part of his story yet.
“I could have held the mouse form all night, but when you’re that small you have other things to worry about. Before I knew it, not one but two foxes were after me, chasing me here and there, and I was barely off the highway.
“I changed back into human form just as one of the foxes pounced on me. He was rather surprised, let me tell you. That chased off the foxes, but the enemy detected me at once. Then Jasmeen was hunting me, together with Alyssa and several marauders. And Stephan. Our old friend is with them now. I changed forms again. I had a series of near misses, some of them taking place while I was a wolfhound, some as a human.
“Once, I holed up for three days in a dry wash where bandits had stashed food and goods, while I waited for my trail to go stale. But Alyssa and Stephan have my scent—they can track me better than any of the other dark acolytes, and I fled for my life.” Narud pointed to the pink burn mark on his arm. “That’s when Alyssa gave me this. It was the last time she’ll ever hurt me.”
“How can you be sure?” Markal asked. “Unless you think the master can turn her, you might have to face them both again.”
“Stephan, maybe. Not Alyssa.” Narud’s voice sounded a grim note. “I killed her, Markal. Broke her bones and split her skull.”
Markal was taken aback. “Well . . . you had no choice. I hope you don’t blame yourself.”
Narud looked away. Markal was curious about Narud’s final flight toward Woods Crossing, and wondered if the wizard faced lingering effects from the elixir of thrall, but Narud seemed to be finished with the telling. In any event, they were approaching the crossroads west of the gardens.
The road hooking to the right would carry the farmer toward Syrmarria. To the left was the path to the gardens, all but invisible to normal eyes. When the farmer broke right, Markal and Narud hopped down from the wagon and bore left.
It was maybe two more miles from here to the west wall of the gardens. Having told his story, Narud was in no mood for conversation, which left Markal alone with his thoughts. Poor Alyssa, killed by a former companion as she tried to hunt him down. And Stephan, now tormented in the service of the necromancer, his mind in chains.
Which raised another question. Had Vashti and the other dark acolytes been trying to take Markal and Nathaliey prisoner during the battle when Bronwyn fell and the one-handed marauder escaped with the red sword? He wished there were some way to pass that information to Nathaliey, to warn her. But she was hundreds of miles away, riding with the Blackshields as they gathered an army to throw the enemy out of Eriscoba.
A few minutes later he caught sight of the garden walls. Relief flooded into him, followed by a sense of peace as they passed through the gate. The smell of honeysuckle and wisteria enveloped him. The air filled with the familiar buzz of honeybees, and when he saw keepers bent over their work, tying tomato plants and picking green beans, he sank to his knees and picked up a handful of rich, loamy soil. He lifted it to his nose and drank in its scent.
He was home.
#
Markal and Narud found the master in front of the Golden Pavilion where it gleamed above the shore of the small lake at the heart of the gardens. Its clean lines and gleaming roof reflected in the still water, a sentinel of peace and security. The keepers had dug a pit in front of the pavilion, about six feet wide and eight feet long, and roughly half as deep as a man was tall. The pit was lined with freshly cut stone, each one marked top to bottom with runes, sigils, and wards.
Several keepers were hard at work on more stones to one side of the excavation, tapping away with chisels and hammers, and speaking incantations in low voices, while something like green smoke trailed from their fingertips.
A wagon sat next to the stone-lined chamber, stuffed with tomes wrapped in oiled leathers. Acolytes and keepers passed the volumes down to Jethro, the head archivist from the Syrmarrian library, who stood in the chamber. He examined each volume and gave instructions about how to place the volumes relative to the others. Another archivist then carefully put them in place. Jethro’s right arm ended in a stump; Narud had told Markal that a dark acolyte had sent a withering shadow into the archivist’s hand and destroyed it.
Memnet the Great stood next to the others, rolling his orb from hand to hand. A green light swirled and twisted at the center of the orb. He spotted the newcomers and his face brightened as the orb vanished up his sleeve.
“Ah, thank the Brothers. Well met, both of you.” His smile faltered as he took in their drawn faces. “Where is Nathaliey? What happened with Stephan and Alyssa?”
“Nathaliey is with the paladins,” Markal said. “As safe as can be, I imagine. The acolytes are a different matter. I’ll let Narud explain.”
The arrival of the two younger wizards had disrupted the work, and Memnet said, “Keep working, friends. Narud, come with me. Tell me. Jethro, talk to Markal. Explain your system.”
The master and Narud walked away from the pavilion, speaking in low voices as the younger wizard reported the dismal news about Alyssa and Stephan. Jethro waved Markal over with his good hand.
“I’m glad to see you,” Jethro said. “Karla is in Syrmarria with Chantmer, and there’s nobody else here who can understand how I wish to arrange these books.”
“You’ve devised a system so complex that Memnet the Great can’t understand it?”
“The master is too important for such tedium. Not a patient laborer like you and I.”
“Ah, but didn’t you hear?” Markal said. “I’ve been raised up. I’m a mighty wizard now.”
Jethro broke into a broad smile, but he quickly turned serious again. “You look terrible. Half-starved and as gaunt as a dark acolyte.” He raised his voice. “Someone fetch our friend cheese and olives. And bring me two peaches from the south orchard.”
“And a flagon of wine,” Markal added as a keeper moved to obey.
“But not the strong stuff,” Jethro told her, then turned back to Markal. “Not until you’ve got food in your belly. I need your mind clear.” He snapped his fingers. “Give me the next book. One for Markal, too.”
Archivists were not always respected by other members of the order, even though knowledge was the basis of every great wizard’s strength. The acolytes were proud of their power, the apprentices were full of potential, and the keepers had some mastery of both power and knowledge. But an archivist spent his or her life nose pressed in a book, reading, collecting, but unable to raise any but the simplest of the spells they studied.
Here, however, Jethro was in his element and full of confidence as he explained his system. He’d organized the books going into the vault by the spectrum and type of magic they contained. It would save weeks or months of work when the time came to bring them out again. For the first several books, Markal could do nothing but flip the books open and stare blankly at their pages, trying to make sense of the strange markings crawling across the page. Markings he understood well enough when he’d studied them in the library. Here, they were inscrutable.
“Clear your mind,” Jethro said. “Not all of the runes in the vault are for protection and hiding—some simulate the mental acuity you feel in the library. No, not there,” he added, taking a book from Markal. “That should go with the lore of the Gods. Here, in this corner, by the lore and wisdom rune, see?”
It started to make sense, and Markal was soon able to work with less supervision. They’d recovered some of the most valuable tomes, but Jethro said there were at least three more shipments of books, scrolls, and tablets to completely empty the library. Then they would cap the vault with the stones still being worked on by the keepers, cover the whole mound with dirt, and use magic to raise a final concealing layer of turf above it all.
“If the Brothers favor us, we’ll have the books back in the library by the first midwinter’s frost,” Jethro said, “but this vault will protect them as long as is needed. A wizard’s lifetime and longer, if necessary.”
“And if the gardens themselves fall?” Markal asked.
“The vault could even survive that,” Jethro said. “Destroy it all, burn it, raise an army of wights to tear the soil out inch by inch, and this vault should remain. Should.”
The magic might be able to hide and protect the books for that long, but what about a simple betrayal? Did Alyssa and Stephan know what the master was intending and where? And what about all these keepers and acolytes? What about him, for that matter? If he were taken by the enemy, turned to a slave of the dark wizard, could he betray them, or would the knowledge of this vault evaporate from his memory?
A keeper arrived with food and drink. Markal had been puzzling over a book with a silver binding and an indigo-blue leather cover, and he handed it over to Jethro. He set the food and drink on the stone lip of the vault and took a break. He popped an olive into his mouth and closed his eyes at the rich, delicious texture and flavor. A sliver of cheese, a bite of peach—had it always been this wonderful? He eyed the clay flagon of wine, but remembered Jethro’s comment and refrained until the food had a chance to settle.
“What are Chantmer and the rest doing in Syrmarria?” Markal asked between mouthfuls.
“Fighting dark acolytes. The master strengthened the library defenses, attacked the salamander portals in the night market—they’re weakened, but still working to call up the beasts—and then we fled down the highway with our books, hunted by wights, marauders, and dark acolytes.
“The next shipment is the most important of all,” Jethro added. “We proved we could rescue the books and keep them safe on the road. Now, we’ll take the best of it, the strongest, the ones containing the most incantations. Everything necessary to form an order of wizards.”
Jethro continued to explain as Markal finished his light meal, finally allowing himself to indulge in the wine. It was rich and heady.
After Memnet’s bad encounter with the enemy, the master had stopped testing the enemy’s strength and gone for a direct attack. They’d blasted apart enemy defenses in the palace wherever they could be found and laid a track of protective wards along an alternate route to and from Syrmarria. They meant to follow this path back and forth until they had the library evacuated, then return to the city one more time to mount an all-out attempt to destroy the enemy’s work before Toth brought the fire salamanders up from the depths.
“If we don’t stop him, the city will burn,” Markal said.
“The city, the palace, and the library,” Jethro said. “These books are more important than anything, even the whole of Syrmarria. If the city must be sacrificed to save the library, that is only the will of the gods.”
Markal set down the wine and took another volume. This time he was able to identify its contents within eight or ten minutes, and he put it in the right position without assistance from the archivist. They had about twenty more volumes to place before the wagon was empty. Markal felt stronger and more confident with every book he touched, and Jethro seemed pleased with his work.
Memnet and Narud returned just as they were finishing with the final volumes. The master’s face was serious, and there was no sign of the orb he’d been playing with earlier. He said nothing about the missing acolytes.
“We leave as soon as you finish,” he said. “Narud will stay and lead the garden defenses. I will escort Markal and Jethro to the city and work to secure the road while you gather more books.
“We’ll come under attack,” Memnet added. “Either in the city or on the road. Should anything happen to us, or should the enemy mount a full assault while we’re gone, Narud will seal the vault and defend the gardens. Each of us will sell his or her life as dearly as possible. Quickly now, it’s time to go.”
Markal laid the final volume into place, hoisted himself out of the vault, and helped the one-handed archivist ascend. He’d been home less than two hours, and was already forced to take the road again.
 
 



Chapter Ten
Nathaliey lay slumped over the saddle, faint with hunger and exhaustion, when Vashti jabbed her hard in the ribs and told her to wake up, they’d arrived at Estmor Castle. The company of marauders had been riding hard for days, burning and killing when they could, but mostly trying to reach the castle as swiftly as possible.
It had been slow going at first, fighting their way across the Eriscoban countryside, but then they had reached the Tothian Way, which already penetrated deep into the free kingdoms, crossed the Thorft at Sleptstock, and entered Arvada. The outermost works had been temporarily abandoned, as an army of Eriscobans had overrun the highway, but behind the Veyrian lines lay a series of partially built watchtowers and small castles to control the road, and there were enough soldiers, slaves, and others involved in the invasion that Hamid’s small force rode east without fear of ambush.
The highway rose on a causeway built above the soggy, flooded farmland, where abandoned farmhouses sat in dismal solitude, overwhelmed by rushes, sedges, and marshwort. Earlier, they’d passed an entire village of gaunt, broken houses in the middle of the marsh, with rotting bodies half-buried in the mud, the exposed part of their flesh picked over by birds and other wild animals.
And now, Estmor Castle, which rose above the flat countryside like a mighty stone fist. It was surrounded by an outer curtain, with a massive, frowning central keep. A barbican guarded the entrance, and dozens of men patrolled the wall walk and bastion towers.
Nathaliey didn’t know much of the free kingdoms other than what Wolfram had told her, but she knew enough about castles to see that this was no little castelet like many she’d spotted since crossing the mountains, but a mighty fortress built to survive an actual war. Even before the arrival of the high king and his armies, Eriscoba must have seen its fair share of conflict.
The castle stood at the center of a rise so slight that it could barely be called a hill, but was high enough to lift it above the dank marshes, although she couldn’t imagine that the air was particularly healthy with Estmor flooded. A thriving encampment had taken over the village outside the castle walls. There were barracks for troops, and she heard the clank of blacksmiths, smelled smoke rising from forges, and saw coopers, wheelwrights, alehouses, and other signs of camp followers. The people were a mix of pale-skinned Eriscobans—what she would have called barbarians just a few months ago—and people from across the khalifates and sultanates. Slaves, soldiers, and freemen. Not everyone was here under duress; plenty welcomed the high king’s war and saw profit in it.
The crowds parted as the marauders approached, and any who didn’t move with alacrity were shouted out of the way. Still riding hard toward the castle gates, Hamid led them past tents selling slices of goat meat served in flatbread, khalifate-style, and Nathaliey wanted to weep from the smell of it, she was so hungry.
“You’re going to kill me if you don’t let me eat something,” she told Vashti.
She didn’t expect a response—he had either ignored her or snarled for her to shut up whenever she asked for food—but this time he had an answer.
“You’ll get sustenance soon. A special elixir that will cure your hunger once and for all.”
And then they were riding through the barbican and into the heart of the enemy’s castle.
#
Vashti ordered Nathaliey hauled up to the wall walk, where she got a good view of the inner bailey. It had been turned into a repository for supplies flowing west into Eriscoba: armor, swords, barrels of oiled arrows, spare clothing, food, drink, partially disassembled siege engines, combustible oil, and other objects needed for Toth’s war.
Vashti stood to one side, consulting with another dark acolyte, a woman with snowy white hair, but an otherwise youthful appearance, while three Veyrian soldiers kept watch on Nathaliey. That gave her time to study the terrain outside the castle.
By the size of the barracks and the village, it seemed that there were no more than five or six hundred fighting men present. As many as two hundred more were inside the castle, but it was hard to tell for sure because riders kept coming and going. She wondered if the high king were present, and if not, which pasha was commanding this army. In any event, it seemed the bulk of the enemy forces must be elsewhere, which made sense, given what she’d seen and heard along the road.
Hamid trudged up the stairs, accompanied by two of his lieutenants. Soultrup was strapped over his back, ever at hand, and he reached over his shoulder with his remaining hand to touch the hilt. He cocked his head and gave a curt nod, as if in answer to some unheard instruction.
The marauder captain studied her with distaste and turned to Vashti. “What are you doing with this woman, anyway?”
“Her hands are bound,” Vashti said. “She can’t cause any trouble.” 
“Except the trouble she causes with her eyes and ears. You’ve brought a spy up to the walls, you fool, and she’s making no attempt to hide it, either. Look at her studying the camp.”
“Let her,” Vashti said. “What harm could she cause?”
“Spoken like a man ignorant of war.”
“I fight and kill just as you do.”
“With books and sorcery,” Hamid sneered. “When have you felt another man’s blood spray your face? When have you felt the pain of a sword bite?” He held up his stump of a hand. “When have you suffered a real wound?”
Vashti fingered the marauder’s gray cloak. “Don’t forget you are a product of this sorcery. Without it, you would be dead.”
Hamid clenched his teeth. “Give her your poison, then. Turn her if you can.”
“Turn me?” Nathaliey said. “That is your plan? I will never turn from the Crimson Path. If that’s what you think, you’re both as stupid as you are ugly.”
Hamid drew Soultrup with a snarl. The edge of the blade gleamed red and eager. Vashti threw up his forearm.
“Don’t, you fool. Put her soul in the blade and you might lose it.”
“I’m not going to kill her. Just maim her a little. They took my hand—I’ll take her leg.”
Nathaliey didn’t think the marauder was serious, but at that moment, the thunder of hooves drew their attention. A large company of marauders, some eighty or more in number, came riding up the Tothian Way. They were cloaked in gray, and the majority of their mounts were the light brown, smaller horses of the east, with a number of powerful Eriscoban warhorses in their midst. A handful of Veyrians in the black and crimson rode along with them, carrying a banner which flapped in the wind.
They broke from the highway toward the castle, still approaching at a good pace, as if they’d come from somewhere in a hurry. They didn’t pull up in the village, but rode hard toward the gates.
“You see how she’s watching our movements, even now?” Hamid said. “If you plan to turn her into one of your number, you had better start soon before she finds a way to pass information to the barbarians.”
“She has no way to communicate,” Vashti said. “That is a gift belonging to our master’s servants, no one else.”
It was at that moment that Nathaliey noticed something curious about the approaching riders. The escorting troops wore the black and crimson, their banner unfurled, revealing the sunburst of Siraf, a port city on the coast south of Veyre. It was one of the first khalifates to willingly submit to the high king’s rule, and the Siraffi troops were permitted to march under their own banner and wear their traditional billowy pantaloons and turbans. These weren’t dressed that way, but as Veyrians. Why would Veyrians carry a Siraffi banner? And why were some of them armed with straight-edged swords?
The answer came to her. She froze, and forced herself to look away.
“Bugger me,” Hamid said, peering down. “Is that Ishmael?”
Vashti followed his gaze. “It must be. There’s no other force of ravagers that large west of the Spine.”
“I know that, you worm. But why? He’s supposed to be sweeping into Arvada ahead of the pasha’s assault. Why the devil is he back here?”
The lead riders had reached the barbican and begun to ride through and into the courtyard. There were maybe ten or fifteen within the walls when Hamid stiffened, and his face changed from irritation to alarm.
Nathaliey’s hands were still bound behind her back, stiff and numb and useless, but she’d been bracing herself ever since she figured out that the men riding toward the castle were not marauders. All of Hamid’s attention was on the riders, and he leaned toward the inner courtyard to shout his warning at the troops below, who stood around idly while enemies poured into their midst.
She lowered her shoulder and slammed into the marauder captain. He still held Soultrup in hand, and grabbed instinctively for Nathaliey to either hold himself up or pull her down with him, but that was the arm with the stump, and it pushed her backward, even as he went over the edge, flailing. He dropped twenty feet or more to the flagstones and struck hard.
The supposed marauders threw back their gray cloaks to reveal helms and breastplates, and they attacked the soldiers around them with long, gleaming Eriscoban swords. Wolfram was in their midst, hacking and killing, as a warning cry went up from the surprised troops within the castle.
“Captain!” Nathaliey shouted. “Up here!”
Wolfram turned about, found her on the wall walk, and lifted his sword in acknowledgment. By now, fully half the Blackshields were within the castle walls, with the rest galloping beneath the lifted metal gate of the barbican. They’d killed numerous enemies, cutting them down where they stood, and still the Veyrians seemed scarcely able to recognize that they were under attack.
Someone belatedly attempted to close the gates and seal the castle, but paladins seized control of the barbican before they could. Paladins peeled off from the main force, jumped from their mounts, and came storming up the stairs to seize the wall walk. Sir Marissa led the group, her sword a blur as she cut down enemies. Nathaliey was about to be rescued. She worked her wrists to get her hands free of the ropes.
Two Veyrian soldiers dragged her back before she could get loose of the ropes, seeking to gain one of the bastion towers built into the castle wall. They met Vashti, who stood overlooking the courtyard, his eyes closed, a twisted incantation rising on his lips. Nathaliey struggled desperately to free her hands, thinking if she could just get them loose, she could disrupt his spell before he cast it. The knots were too tight.
A wave of dark energy pushed out from Vashti, and the paladins tumbled back down the stairs. This bit of sorcery had gained the men on the wall walk some time, and Vashti joined the soldiers hauling Nathaliey into the tower.
There were several Veyrians inside the tower already, loading crossbows and firing through arrow loops into the chaotic battle that raged across the castle courtyard. As soon as the Veyrians released her, Nathaliey pressed her face to one of the slits in the stone to watch.
The attack had been a bold stroke, but it was already faltering. There were too many enemies above Wolfram’s forces, and Vashti’s spell, which had seemed a gambit to buy his own escape and nothing more, proved to have strategic consequences. By the time Marissa organized another assault, the defenders on the wall had moved to defend the staircases. They beat back two attempts to scale the heights.
At that moment, Wolfram seemed to recognize that his attempt to seize the castle had failed, and settled for the next best thing. Someone got a torch into the barrels of oil, and they went up with a series of thumping explosions, followed by blasts of heat and smoke. Using this as cover, he ordered the Blackshields to pull back, and the paladins were soon outside the castle, safe but having abandoned any hope of winning a complete victory.
Nathaliey rushed to the other side of the tower and pressed her face to another arrow slit. Wolfram hacked his way through the encampment outside the walls, even as the defenders threw men at the paladins. Half the village was on fire before the Veyrians had organized enough to force the attackers to retreat. The whole battle had lasted less than a half hour.
The courtyard was still burning when Vashti ordered Nathaliey dragged back to the wall walk. Bucket brigades had isolated the fire away from the wooden buildings in the bailey, while others dragged food supplies to safety, but much of the other stockpiled war materiel burned in an oily fire that shot flames fifteen feet into the air. More fires raged outside the walls as the village continued to burn.
And there were dead everywhere, the vast majority Veyrians. Wolfram may not have taken the castle, but it had been a brutally effective raid.
Alas, Hamid was not among the dead, but had survived the fall. The marauder captain limped up the stairs from the bailey, his face a glowering mask of fury. His sword arm hung limp and broken. Someone must have sheathed Soultrup for him, because it was strapped to his back.
And he’d suffered other injuries, too. Hamid’s lower lip was a bloody, dangling mass of flesh, and his right cheekbone had caved in from the fall. Blood streamed from a broken nose. His wounds were horrific, but his body already seemed to be healing itself, and Vashti muttered an incantation and cast it on the captain.
“There will be heads on pikes because of this,” Hamid said, his words slurred.
Vashti shielded Nathaliey with his body. “But not this one. She is mine by command of the high king. Anyway, she didn’t cause this disaster.”
“No, she didn’t. But this is a setback, and make no mistake. The pasha has already sent riders to recall the armies, and we’ll halt work on the highway until we rebuild the stores that were destroyed today. We must defend this castle at all costs. It’s our toehold in the barbarian lands. But the pasha won’t have your treacherous prisoner here.”
Vashti dug his fingers into the flesh of Nathaliey’s arm. “I’ll take her east. Jasmeen has other prisoners. This one can join them in the mountains.”
“That is your business, not mine. Only take her far from here, and do so at once. Let us deal with this setback.”
Everything Nathaliey had overheard sounded like more than a setback. The enemy had left itself exposed, and it seemed that Eriscoba was rousing itself for full-out war. Toth’s pashas could bring their forces to Estmor, but could the castle withstand a siege after Wolfram’s raid?
The marauder captain descended the stairs and stood in the courtyard talking to a man in flowing robes with a jeweled turban. The pasha, she supposed. Marauders dragged in several Veyrian soldiers and threw them to the ground in front of the pasha, who pointed at them and shouted. One of the pasha’s personal guard drew his sword while marauders forced the disgraced soldiers to their hands and knees. After the first head came off, the others screamed for mercy, but to no avail. A dozen men lost their heads in short order.
Still on the wall walk, Vashti pushed Nathaliey against the crenelations until she was leaning over the edge. The other dark acolyte appeared with a glass vial in her hand. A thick yellow liquid the consistency of mucus filled it halfway. She handed it to Vashti, who uncorked the vial and tilted it to make the substance ooze back and forth while he held it up to the light.
“I promised to cure your hunger,” he said. “And now I will.”
Nathaliey almost laughed. “With that? An elixir of thrall, is that what you have? That’s how you plan to turn me to sorcery?”
Vashti’s gaunt smile was chilling. There was no humor in it, only cruel mockery. And confidence. He seemed certain of his ability to bend her mind to serve the dark wizard. For the first time, she felt a twinge of doubt.
A soldier grabbed her by the throat. Another yanked her hair to force her head back. Vashti gripped her chin and pried at her jaw with a grip like iron. As he did so, he spoke an incantation, and her will to resist faded.
When he lifted the vial of bitter, burning liquid to her lips, she sputtered and spit, but most of it went down her throat.
 
 



Chapter Eleven
Captain Wolfram fought down his resentment as the four warlords rode into the captured Veyrian camp. His paladins were hard at work, caring for injuries, grooming horses, preparing breakfast, taking dispatches from scouts, and organizing a picket line defense using several dozen former Estmor soldiers who’d been rescued from King Toth’s slave gangs as the Blackshields overran the village outside the castle.
In comparison to Wolfram’s men and women, the four Eriscoban lords—two earls, a baron, and a baroness—were clean, their breastplates and helms shining in the late afternoon sun, their horses fresh. They hadn’t ridden up the captured highway alone, not with hundreds of enemy soldiers still loose in the countryside. Instead, a company of hard-faced riders attended them, numbering some fifty or sixty warriors in all.
If Wolfram had counted those riders in his company two hours earlier, he’d have seized Castle Estmor. He’d been so close to victory, so close to recovering Nathaliey; she was only a few feet away, guarded by a handful of enemies atop the wall walk, but he hadn’t brought quite enough forces to bear to complete the assault. The ruse had worked to get him inside, but as soon as the marauders and Veyrian soldiers retreated to their towers, he couldn’t hold onto his gains. As a result, the enemy still held its fortress in Eriscoban lands, with their highway and mountain castles offering an easy way to bring reinforcements forward.
He gestured to his scout to put away the map of the Estmor swamps and waited with his arms folded as the warlords arrived. Wolfram’s own father, Lord Arvada, was at their head, and there was pride in his eyes as he took in the captured encampment, with its supplies, defensive palisades, and the heaps of enemy dead being prepared for immolation.
“Word reached us of your victory,” his father said. “You have our congratulations.”
“It was no victory. The enemy remains in his castle, and we failed to rescue an important prisoner. Perhaps if we’d had your men . . .” Wolfram gestured down the road at the riders who’d accompanied Lord Arvada and the others.
“We had no way of knowing. Anyway, we had a fight of our own. We fought hard at Sleptstock against nearly two hundred enemy footmen.”
Wolfram nodded. That was something. That small enemy force had overrun the mill village on the river and had still controlled the crossing when the Blackshields battled their way across.
“I hope you left them good and bloodied.”
“We did a good deal more than that.” Arvada gave a wolfish grin that reminded Wolfram that his father was an experienced warrior himself. “Eighty enemy dead. The rest taken prisoner. Our troops are crossing the river even as we speak.”
Wolfram took in the others. He didn’t recognize the woman—a baroness from the far west, by her colors—but the other two were from Engelfeld and Renholm, and controlled rich farmlands with plenty of villages to draw from. If they had, indeed, fully entered the war.
“How many men?”
“Arvada pledges three thousand two hundred troops. Engelfeld a thousand, Renholm fourteen hundred, and Hillhold Terrace nearly two thousand.”
“Hillhold pledges nineteen hundred men-at-arms,” the baroness said proudly. “Including six hundred with horse.”
Now Wolfram recognized her colors. At least three of his paladins had come from Hillhold Terrace, an upland plateau near the western ranges filled with hardy hill country folk and known for its warhorses and skilled riders.
Now the earl of Engelfeld spoke up. “We may be smaller in fighting numbers than these others, but I count sappers and engineers in my army. You’ll want them if you lay siege to Castle Estmor.”
“It amounts to a proper army,” Arvada said. “I have the numbers, Hillhold the horse, Engelfeld the miners and sappers, and Renholm the archers. Baron Knightsbridge will arrive soon with five hundred more, and he’s respected by all.
“We only need a commander to lead them,” his father added. “A man who has proven his bravery, who already has victories over the sorcerer’s armies. A commander the Eriscobans trust and respect.” Arvada clenched his jaw, and Wolfram saw mixed emotions crossing his father’s face. “What better than a man who is willing to dispossess his own fortune to dedicate himself to the defense of his lands and people?”
“What about Knightsbridge?” Wolfram asked. “You said yourself that he’s respected. He could lead the army.”
“He can lead in battle, yes,” Arvada said, “but to hold them together, to inspire. That’s your duty, Son.”
Wolfram glanced at the other three. “And you’re all agreed? These aren’t the words of a proud father?”
The others gave firm nods. The baroness clenched her fist and touched her opposite shoulder, a sign of fealty in the westernmost kingdoms.
A year ago Wolfram would have balked at such a request, if it could be called a request and not a command. Even a few weeks ago he might have demurred, might have suggested that his war was with the marauders, and others would have to raise the troops and supplies to expel the Veyrian army and its hordes of road-building slaves from the free kingdoms.
But he had notched several victories, some mere skirmishes, and some regular battles, and while none had been decisive, he understood the strengths and weaknesses of the so-called high king of Veyre and his armies. The first stirrings of an idea came to mind.
“How soon will these forces arrive?” Wolfram asked.
“The first troops should be here by morning,” his father said. “They’re accompanying supply wagons, and I left a hundred men to hold the bridge, all of which constrains their pace, but I’m bringing them forward as fast as I can. It will take at least a week to have the bulk of the army assembled. Another few days for Knightsbridge to arrive.”
“My best engineer is with them,” Engelfeld said. “If we can surround the castle with Arvada’s men, we’ll start mining the walls right away.”
“I’ve got an even better idea,” Wolfram said. “Ride back to the army and bring me this engineer and some of his sappers. I have work for him, and I don’t want to wait.”
#
It was early afternoon the following day before Wolfram felt ready to march on Castle Estmor. Engelfeld’s engineer had been busy during the night, and the evidence of his work was already visible as thirty Blackshields, twenty other men on horse, and nearly four hundred men came marching up the Tothian Way toward the castle.
Water lapped at the edges of the highway in the lower spots, and in one place was deep enough to carry floating bodies onto the road. Remembering the pestilence that had devastated Estmor when the enemy first broke the dikes, the footmen, especially, were anxious tromping through the rising marshes, and expressed relief when the Tothian Way rose above the water level a few minutes later.
Wolfram wondered if the water kept rising and rising if it would destroy the highway, but Nathaliey and Markal had told him that the necromancer’s sorcery was too powerful, bound as it was with the lashes and suffering of thousands of slaves. He’d experimented already, ordering Engelfeld’s engineer to pull up a few stones before it became clear that such an effort was futile. The cobbles would not give way.
Estmor Castle had a gloomy, deserted air as they approached. The water was several feet higher up the hill than it had been, and had submerged the road beyond as it dipped before climbing into the foothills. The castle village had burned to smoldering ruins, and smoke trickled from the castle as well, collecting in a pall overhead.
Sir Marissa rode at Wolfram’s side as their horses trotted ahead of the noise and odor of four hundred footmen and a hundred riders and mounts. Only a pair of scouts led them, and these waited just outside the ruined village.
“You don’t suppose they’ve pulled out and left us alone?” Marissa asked. “We burned the village and set fire to their castle—there couldn’t have been much left to salvage.”
“That’s not what I see,” Wolfram said. “I see an intact fortress and a village that was allowed to burn—or maybe even encouraged to burn—so that we’d have nothing to use as cover to mine the walls.”
Indeed, as they left the highway and rode toward the castle gates, faces peered over the parapets. Some of the Veyrians had crossbows, so Wolfram ordered a halt at a safe distance. Sorcery might extend the range of a crossbow bolt, and he had no intention of being taken out by carelessness, so he kept his shield in hand just in case.
He raised his most booming voice. “I will speak to Hamid of Veyre.”
A man appeared on the wall a moment later and shouted down that it would be impossible to speak to the marauder captain, but that the speaker was the pasha in command, and what did the barbarian want? A parlay, Wolfram said, but not via shouts, at which point the man said Wolfram was welcome to enter the castle unmolested.
“Don’t go in there,” Marissa said. “They’re a nest of vipers—the next we see of you will be a head on a pike.”
Wolfram nodded. He lifted his hands to his mouth to shout his answer. “You are the one under siege. Come to me, and I will guarantee your safety.”
“I’ve seen your treachery already,” the pasha said, “and I won’t have you charging in the moment I open the gates. Order your forces to dismount and retreat to the highway, and I’ll come out once I’m convinced you’ll behave honorably.”
“That we’ll behave honorably,” Marissa muttered bitterly as soon as Wolfram had agreed to the terms. “Never mind their invasion, their murdering and pillaging, the extermination and enslavement of the entire population of Estmor, we’ve raised their ire by trying to take back one of our castles by subterfuge. Because that’s the treachery.”
“The pasha probably believes it,” Wolfram said. “The wicked often believe their own lies. Did you spot Nathaliey on the walls?”
“No. They’ve probably got her in the dungeon.”
Wolfram ordered the others to fall back from the gutted village and form defensive ranks. Unless the enemy had received secret reinforcements that belied how they’d turtled themselves inside the castle walls, he doubted they had enough strength to charge out and force a battle against the small Eriscoban army, but caution was a big part of mounting a successful siege.
The castle gates opened briefly and discharged three riders. Two were marauders in gray cloaks, and Wolfram sensed Marissa stiffening beside him.
“We have archers, we have paladins,” he told her. “They’ll die instantly if they try anything.” He studied the figures. Neither was missing a hand. “There’s no Hamid, and there’s no Soultrup to fear.”
The third figure  was a tall slim man in flowing robes. He wore a white turban with a ruby or other red stone gleaming at the forehead. Wolfram continued to study him as they approached. The man had some years behind him, perhaps fifty or more, but he was strong and lean and comfortable in the saddle. This was not a general who would lead from behind the lines, but a warrior. The trio pulled to a halt in front of Wolfram and his paladins, who had waited on foot.
The hillside was soggy from the rain and the rising water level, and the pasha’s boots squelched in the mud as he dismounted. After motioning for the marauders to stay put, he approached with a hard gaze. Wolfram was taller than average, and Eriscobans were taller, in general, than the Veyrians he’d encountered, but this one looked down on the Blackshield captain as he stepped forward.
“I am Pasha Kerem. Are you the one they call Wolf?”
“I’ve come to negotiate your surrender,” Wolfram said.
“What surrender? You can’t take the castle. I have enough soldiers to hold it, and enough supplies to keep them fed. The walls are too high to scale, and the towers too strong. How many men do you command, anyway?”
“I don’t need to scale the walls. I have engineers—”
Kerem smiled. “The fortifications will hold. Weeks, months, even. Long enough for my lord to send his army through the passes and break your siege.”
“I’m not planning to mine your walls,” Wolfram said. “Your hillside is half what it was—haven’t you noticed the rising water?”
Something flickered across the pasha’s face. Worry, perhaps? Then it was gone.
“Your engineers broke the dam,” Wolfram said. “Flooded Estmor and brought pestilence and famine. My engineers are rebuilding it, only downstream this time, below Castle Estmor. The water will continue to rise.”
Kerem glanced behind him at the castle with what looked like a forced smile. “We’re high enough. Your waters can’t reach the towers.”
“They don’t have to reach the towers. They’ll flood the lowest levels and seep into your cellars. Your food will rot, your waste will have nowhere to drain, and your men will breathe the miasmas of the swamp.”
“And you think I’ll surrender, become your prisoner?” Kerem scoffed. “You are deluded, Wolf.”
“Not surrender. In fact, I will allow you and your men to leave. With your arms, even. I only want prisoners freed and the castle returned.”
“I have no prisoners.”
“Yes, you do.”
“Any who fall into our hands join the work crews. That is the command of my lord and master.”
“I want the woman.”
“The wizard?” Kerem shook his head. “She is one of us now.”
“Hand her over, leave the castle, and you can live.”
“I don’t have her. The ravager captain and the high king’s acolyte carried her off in the night. Gave her a potion and compelled her to serve King Toth, and rode with her into the mountains. You’ll see her again, Wolf. She’ll be back when Toth arrives. A dark acolyte, her power increased tenfold in the service of the king.”
Wolfram studied the marauders who’d accompanied the pasha. For all the battles, this was the first time he’d faced them without coming to blows. Their faces seemed bent into permanent cruelty, but there was pain in their expressions, too, and he remembered that these were as much slaves of the necromancer as were the starved, whipped souls building his highway.
Could Kerem be telling the truth about Nathaliey? There was no sign of Hamid, and it seemed strange that the one-handed marauder captain wouldn’t have accompanied the pasha to size up his counterpart in the Blackshields. But even if the brute had carried Nathaliey into the mountains, Wolfram was sure that she would resist.
“I won’t be leaving the castle, Wolf,” Kerem said. “King Toth is gathering an army the likes of which the world has never seen. They will wipe your paladins from the land.”
“I have my own army now. We will fight you, and we will win.”
“This pitiful force? You have a few hundred, and you think you’re going to defeat the high king?”
“This is the vanguard. A full army is marching this way.”
“King Toth has gathered forces from across the khalifates and beyond. Kratian camel riders, mercenaries from the sultanates. By the time he arrives in these barbarian lands, his numbers will have swollen to tens of thousands against your”—a glance at the Eriscobans and a dismissive wave of the hand—“against your . . . whatever.”
“So this is your answer?” Wolfram asked. “You’ll fester and die in your swamp-fever prison?”
“I could have answered your summons with a hail of arrows. No, I’ve come to make an offer in return. Bow your knee before me. Kiss Toth’s ring when he appears. Swear your allegiance, and fight by our side.”
Wolfram’s only answer was a disbelieving shake of the head.
“Join us and you can put an end to this pointless war,” Kerem pressed. “Don’t you see what the king is going to do, what his highway will accomplish? Trade will flow from east to west, north to south. There will be no more petty wars between khalifates and kingdoms—there will be no need for them.”
Wolfram could no longer control his tongue. “At the cost of what? Bowing our heads to the whip hand of some eastern despot?”
“The lands will be unified whether you want them to be or not. But you, Wolf, can save lives. Convince the petty lords to lay down arms and submit, and the war will end.”
“Impossible.”
“Look to the khalifates for your example—surely these Aristonian wizards explained to you. Those lords who submit, who prove their loyalty, who join their armies to Toth’s, who keep the peace, who give tribute in gold and slaves, keep their crowns, keep their lands. Those who do not submit, die. Their people depart their homelands in chains.”
“That may be what has happened in your decadent eastern lands,” Wolfram said, “but now you find yourself in the free kingdoms, and we will never submit to your necromancer.”
Kerem had been speaking in a calm, reasonable tone, like a father explaining to his child why a favorite calf must be slaughtered, but now his tone hardened, and his lips turned upward into a cruel smile.
“You will submit, Barbarian. The day will come when you beg for mercy as they slowly, lovingly flay your skin from your body.”
 
 



Chapter Twelve
They were a mile from the gates of Syrmarria when the enemy attacked. One moment Markal was trudging along with his head bowed beneath a cowl, leading a weary cart horse, with Jethro pulling a handcart fifty or sixty paces behind, and Memnet somewhere behind that. The next, he felt a dark aura radiating from a low-slung pig shed by the road.
A dozen pigs erupted from the building with squeals and hurled themselves at the fence keeping them in their pen. One large boar dug furiously at the mud, trying to burrow out from beneath. Another overturned the trough and tried to get atop it and heave its bulk over the rails. And all the while they kept up a terrific, shrieking racket.
Markal raised a cone of light just as a shadowy coil unslung itself from the open door of the pig shed. The shadow hit the light and burst into a steam-like cloud. Jethro ran up from behind with a shout.
He grabbed Markal and dragged him back behind the cart as a rapid surge of shadow burst through his defenses with a shower of sparks. The shadow slammed into the side of the cart and splintered boards. The horse reared and tried to throw off its collar. More shadow attacks lashed at them, and they cringed behind the cart.
Movement caught Markal’s eye from the opposite side of the road as two armed men emerged from a warehouse whose open doors revealed bales of cotton, bundles of cloth, and other trade goods. There had been a good deal of foot and animal traffic this close to the city—more than Markal could ever remember seeing, in fact—and these little warehouses had guards on hand at all times, but there was something different about these two. Gray cloaks, gray faces, dead eyes. Marauders.
“Use the spectral shield,” Jethro urged. “Do you know the words?”
“I do, but—”
He was about to explain that when he’d called up the shield in the past, it had been too thin, too brittle to halt a pair of charging marauders, when a figure materialized by their side. It was Memnet, and Markal glanced behind him in confusion, sure that the master had been several hundred feet back, and there was no way he could have closed the distance so quickly.
Memnet’s orb pulsed purple and then a deep emerald green. It flashed, brighter than the sun, and left Markal blinking and stunned, unable to see. The marauders screamed. When Markal’s vision returned, the two marauders glowed with green light. It poured from their mouths, nostrils, and ears. Wreathes of emerald fire encircled their heads. Suddenly, the flames turned to curling roots, leaves, pine boughs, flowering vines: all manner of green and growing things sprouting directly from their bodies. The men sank to the ground, and their bodies disappeared beneath a mass of green.
“That is a gift from the Sacred Forest,” Memnet said grimly. “For those who violated its sanctity.”
He turned to the pig shed on the opposite side and lifted the orb. Twin flashes of light burst from his fist, accompanied by painfully loud thumps. The pigs let out a collective shriek as the balls of light raced toward them.
Markal braced himself for the mass slaughter of the terrified animals, but the first flash blasted a hole in the fence, opening a passage for pigs to flee into the street. As they poured out of the pen, the second flash of light struck the shed behind them. The entire building seemed to gather its breath, and it exploded upward with a giant thumping boom. Markal, Memnet, and Jethro cowered as beams and shards of wood showered down around them.
A woman’s torso landed on the road nearby, separated from her legs. Where the rest of the dark acolyte’s body had landed, Markal could not say. Pigs ran squealing past, and he marveled that Memnet had had enough presence of mind to save their lives before demolishing the shed hiding the dark acolyte.
“Master!” Jethro warned.
A dozen or more Veyrian soldiers approached at a run from the direction of the tax collector’s office they’d passed minutes before the attack. The men spotted the cart and the struggling horse in the road, together with the three figures standing near the dead marauders, and one of them shouted a challenge.
Markal was still working through his offensive spells when Memnet cast another spell. The soldiers threw down their spears and jumped and danced furiously, trying to keep their feet off the ground, as if they’d found themselves barefoot on a bed of hot coals. Their cries turned to screams, and they joined the pigs in mindlessly fleeing the scene.
This close to the city there would be plenty of soldiers about, not to mention more marauders and dark acolytes waiting in ambush, and Markal was anxious to renew their concealing spells and get out of this vulnerable open spot, but Memnet seemed in no hurry. The orb disappeared into his sleeve, and he took in their surroundings with a thoughtful expression.
“This was my fault,” he said. “I missed it when I came through not an hour ago. It took Chantmer’s warning to send me back.”
“I don’t understand,” Markal said. “An hour ago? And how did Chantmer tell you? You were behind us on the road.”
Memnet gave him a look. “Is that what you thought? No, I went ahead to clear the way to the city, and came right past here without noticing. Chantmer was waiting for me at the city gates, and warned me they’d set up an ambush. I hurried back and arrived just in time.” He glanced between Markal and Jethro. “Although the two of you might have managed perfectly well without me. We’ll never know for sure.”
Markal very much doubted that, and he was chagrined with himself for not noticing that the master had moved ahead of them on the road. He thought he’d been clearing the road.
“We should be safe now,” Memnet said. “I’m leaving you again.”
“Why not stay with us until we’re through?” Markal asked.
The master’s face took on a serious expression. “Now that you’ve cleared the danger, I’m returning to do some damage. We passed within a mile of the Tothian Way a few hours ago. There are a pair of half-built watchtowers begging to be overturned. The sorcerer is about—I can sense his power—but he’s not here. And we don’t want him to be. The Brothers willing, my attack on the Tothian Way will draw him to the highway and ease our return to the gardens once we have the books.”
Memnet waved his hand and spoke a few words, and the daylight dimmed momentarily, as if dusk had arrived. As he walked away, the air shimmered around him, and it took concentration not to lose sight of him entirely. To the villagers and merchants who’d been materializing since the end of the battle to stare at its aftermath, it must have seemed as though the man had vanished.
Markal stared after him, imagining the master alone and attacking a pair of enemy encampments. He wanted to be there, to witness Memnet the Great in his full power—even the glimpse of it in this skirmish had been a glory to behold—but at the same time it cast his own feeble abilities into stark relief.
Jethro tugged on his sleeve. “The road may be cleared of marauders and dark acolytes, but there are still soldiers about. Let’s get moving.”
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Chantmer met them just inside the city gates, appearing from a crowd of merchants hauling in wagons of salted cod from the east. He loomed, tall and severe, and wore a look of such agitation that Markal could only guess that something had gone wrong in the short period since the master had met him earlier that afternoon.
“Is everything all right?” Jethro asked. “Where is Karla, is she guarding the library?”
Chantmer ignored him and focused his scowl on Markal. “How could you? By what right would you do such a thing?”
Markal blinked. “How many months since we’ve seen each other? Aren’t you supposed to great me with a hearty ‘well met’?”
“There is no ‘well met,’ Markal. I heard what you did—the master told me!—and I demand answers.”
They were attracting attention, and Markal was annoyed. He tugged on the horse’s halter to get it moving, and pulled away from the fish merchants, the soldiers at the gate, the wine and bread sellers, and others who were always eager to separate the traveler from his coin. The empty wagon clattered briskly across the cobbled street. One of the city towers cast a shadow from the left, and a stretch of ramshackle wooden tenement buildings were on the right.
“Do you think I just handed Soultrup away?” Markal asked. “That when the marauders came, I gave them the sword with my blessing? We were attacked, repeatedly, from the sky and ground. Griffins, giants, marauders. We’re lucky we kept our heads, and yes, they took Soultrup. I’ll imagine it’s in the hand of that one-armed bastard now.” He glanced at Jethro, with his withered hand from the fight with the dark acolyte. “Apologies, Friend.”
“No worries,” the archivist said with a smile. “It’s not the hands or lack thereof that makes one a bastard.”
Chantmer stalked beside Markal and the cart horse with long strides. “I don’t care about the bloody sword, and you know it. Let the barbarians and the marauders fight over it—what does it matter to me?”
“In that case, I have no idea what you’re babbling about.” Markal knew his tone sounded as snooty as Chantmer’s, but he was tired and irritated and no longer cared.
“It’s an injustice is what it is. I have more power than Narud, more command than you, and more knowledge than Nathaliey.”
“Oh, so that’s it.”
“Yes, that damn well is it.”
“I wonder why the master told you,” Markal said. “Just to work you into a lather?”
“And I’ll tell you what really chafes, what is so preposterous that I can barely stand to say it aloud. Why did you get to make the pronouncement? You’d been declared a wizard all of what? A month? And suddenly you could elevate Nathaliey on your whim? How is that remotely just?”
“How about if I do the same for you? Right here, right now. Then there will be nothing to fight about. You’ll be a wizard, too. How wonderful!”
Chantmer wheeled on him, his eyes flashing. “That is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard. As if a pronouncement from you would carry any weight.”
“Seems to be having some effect at the moment.”
“You can’t simply declare me a wizard and have it mean something.”
“Everyone says that. Yet once it happens, it seems to take hold. So Memnet told you Nathaliey is a wizard, and that I made it so. And that he’s not planning to countermand my proclamation.”
“I protested, believe me. Quite vigorously. Memnet said that you were under great pressure, that it was a promotion on the field of battle, or some such rubbish. And that once it had happened, he wasn’t going to contradict you.”
“We’re more or less under battle conditions here and now. Here, how about if I just say it? Chantmer the Tall, you are hereby—”
“No! Don’t you dare.”
Jethro stifled a grin—none too effectively—and cleared his throat. “As someone who was assigned to the role of archivist—in spite of my desires to the contrary—I won’t claim that this argument is pointless. But wouldn’t the both of you agree that we have more pressing concerns at hand?”
Markal had been on the verge of goading Chantmer again, but now thought better of it. His companion in this ridiculous argument looked suddenly uncomfortable and stared straight ahead. Jethro glanced back and forth between them and sighed.
“For example,” he said in an exaggerated tone, “have there been any additional attacks on the library since we left?”
“One,” Chantmer said. “It didn’t get anywhere. I don’t think Jasmeen is still in the palace, and Zartosht has stayed cautious since Memnet’s visit. The library is stronger than it has been since the night of the first big attack. We’ve been hard at work, and the defenses continue to strengthen apace. It would take years to regain what was destroyed, of course, but we have a start.”
“We only need to hold long enough to empty the library,” Markal said. “If the library still stands after the dark wizard is defeated, we’ll return the books and rebuild the defenses.”
“And what about the night market?” Jethro said.
“All quiet since the fire, the massacre,” Chantmer said. “Since the master attacked the runes, the enemy has it well defended, so it’s hard to be sure what is going on there. In any event, no fire salamanders have burst out of the ground.”
Markal remembered the terrible burn through the heart of the Sacred Forest. The work of the fiery monsters. “Not yet, anyway.”
“Not yet,” Chantmer agreed. “When they do, may the Brothers preserve the people of Syrmarria.”
His face darkened, and Markal wondered if he was remembering that terrible struggle in the night market. Jethro had shared a bit of the horrors during the journey from the garden. Seeing the pain on Chantmer’s face softened Markal a little; his companion in the order could be an arrogant fool, but he was not incapable of compassion.
“The enemy is watching the palace gates,” Chantmer said a few minutes later as they climbed the palace hill. “The pair of you are altogether too visible—we’ll need to expend all of our collective power just to get inside.”
Ten minutes later, blood drained, wreathed in shadow on top of shadow, they brought their cart through the palace gates and entered the heart of the enemy’s palace.
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
Nathaliey hung in a gibbet on the edge of a wooden pole. A two-hundred-foot gorge yawned directly below the iron cage, with a churning mountain brook at the bottom, and craggy rocks threatening to dash her bones to pieces should she somehow manage to get it open. A soaring snow-crowned peak rose on the opposite side of the gorge.
Three days had passed since arriving at the mountain fortress, and nearly a week since the enemy had captured her at the bluff over the river. After so long without food, and with only a drop of water given her between doses of the poisonous yellow elixir, her stomach felt like a stone, and her tongue was thick, dry, and swollen.
When she slept, she dreamed of wights with dead, sloughing skin. She could see them now even when she was awake, any time she closed her eyes for a few seconds, and so she kept them open as much as possible.
She’d thought at first to study the enemy, making the most of her captivity to learn about the castle and its defenders. But when she looked back to the castle, a slender watchtower blocked the view of all but a narrow strip of the wall walk and a handful of guards armed with heavy crossbows, whose attention always turned skyward. Sometimes, when griffins swooped in too low, additional soldiers took shelter behind the battlements until the creatures and their riders flew off again.
This morning, Nathaliey awakened from an ugly nightmare to find the sun bright in the sky. Her head ached, and the sunlight was like a spike to the forehead. She groaned and closed her eyes, and a vision of a wight appeared.
It was a dead woman, her eyes milky white and her lips rotted away to show a horrible grin. The woman stared, and Nathaliey gave a frightened start, her eyes flying open. She’d been looking at her own face.
Her movement set the gibbet rocking on the edge of the pole, and the creak of metal bars made an eerie noise in the still morning air. The movement sent her stomach churning, and the last thing she wanted was another bout of the dry heaves, so she gripped the bars and remained as motionless as possible until it subsided.
But the rocking didn’t stop, and belatedly she realized that they were hauling her in. Vashti stood on the wall walk behind her, his sleeves pulled back from bony forearms, watching intently as a pair of soldiers hauled the pole around until it was no longer over the gorge. A second dark acolyte—a woman the others called Jasmeen —stood next to Vashti with a clear bottle of the hateful yellow liquid. She had a clay flask in the other.
Vashti snapped his fingers, and a soldier unlocked the cage and dragged Nathaliey out. Her legs buckled, and the soldier held her up. The dark acolytes studied her.
“Is she ready?” Jasmeen asked.
“Not yet,” Vashti said. “One more elixir, I should think. Perhaps two. Then she will change.”
“The master grows impatient. Why is she still resisting?”
“He will have her soul in the end,” Vashti said, “and she’ll be all the stronger for having resisted. I have a treat for you,” he told Nathaliey. “Someday you will pull water from the air, much as what you eat will come from the pain of those who feed your power. As you grow in strength, you will learn to consume their torment and agony.”
“You look starved,” Nathaliey said, her voice dry and scratchy. “If that’s how you stay fed, then neither of you is much of a sorcerer.”
The woman passed the elixir of thrall to her companion, uncorked the larger flask, and held it to Nathaliey’s lips. Nathaliey balked.
“It’s only water,” Jasmeen said. “We can’t have you dying of thirst.”
Nathaliey was still suspicious, but the smell of water was too enticing. She took a tentative sip and tasted nothing amiss. Only clean mountain water. She intended to stop there, knowing that too much on an empty stomach would make her sick, but the woman didn’t pull the flask away, and Nathaliey’s thirst was too great to resist. She kept drinking until it was drained.
Her stomach immediately began to clench, but the doses of elixir had taught her stomach not to reject liquids, and though she shortly felt violently ill, the water didn’t come back up. She was still struggling against the pain in her belly when Vashti grabbed her face and forced the elixir to her lips.
Nathaliey’s struggles had grown weaker with every attempt to force her to drink the bitter viscous liquid, and this time the dark acolyte got most of it in her mouth. She tried to spit it out, but her mouth, tongue, and throat conspired against her and gulped it down as readily as it had the water. She bent over double, now trying to force it up, but her stomach kept its grip on both the water and the elixir, and she didn’t vomit.
Vashti looked smug. “Good, good.”
“I grow tired of waiting,” Jasmeen said.
“Only a question of time. Get her back in the cage.”
They were pushing her into the gibbet when a soldier gave a warning shout from the tower, and the soldiers dropped her and grabbed for their crossbows. An eagle-like scream sounded overhead. Nathaliey looked up to see a griffin fly over the walls, a woman on its back.
The soldier who’d cried the warning got off a shot. The griffin shifted slightly mid-flight, and the bolt zipped harmlessly past its wing. Men were still scrambling for position, turning the crossbow cranequins to arm them, when the griffin and its rider wheeled about and flew directly at the wall. It pulled up short with powerful, wind-churning flaps of its wings, and the rider leaned over and studied them with narrowed eyes.
She was a young woman with dark hair and pale skin and the haughty look of a proud warrior. A silver chain was woven through her hair, with an emerald-green stone that sat on the woman’s brow. Her sword was sheathed, and both hands remained at the reins.
The soldiers were on their knees, furiously working at arming their crossbows, but the two dark acolytes remained in place, lifted their hands, and began chanting an incantation. Nathaliey stood next to them, leaning against the wall where the soldiers had tossed her after abandoning their attempts to force her back into the gibbet. Her stomach was still heaving violently, but nobody was paying her any attention.
Nathaliey had no love for the griffin riders, not after months of harassment both before and after joining the Blackshields. But at the moment, this rider was the enemy of the dark acolytes. She threw herself at Jasmeen and Vashti as shadows gathered around their hands, ready to be hurled at the griffin rider.
Nathaliey’s hopes were modest—disrupt their sorcery and let the rider escape—but as she crashed into them, they went flailing and struck the battlements overlooking the gorge. Vashti was out of balance, and Nathaliey got her shoulder under him and heaved up in an attempt to flip him over the top and send him to his death.
One of the soldiers, still on his knees next to her, seized Nathaliey’s ankle and dragged her backward. Jasmeen grabbed Vashti’s arm and pulled him away from the precipice.
More bolts snapped out from the small castle and its towers, but the griffin was wheeling away with a cry. The rider cast a final, disdainful look over her shoulder, and then griffin and rider soared down the gorge and out of range.
The dark acolytes and the soldiers threw Nathaliey into the gibbet, slammed it closed, and snapped down the heavy padlock. Moments later, she was dangling over the precipice as the elixir of thrall worked its sorcery.
#
By nightfall, she could see the wights whether her eyes were open or closed. When closed, she seemed to be walking through a wasteland of ruins and dark stinking mists. And the spirits of the dead were everywhere. When her eyes opened, wights crowded the edge of her vision, always there, lurking, until she turned toward them and they vanished.
“An elixir of thrall,” she whispered. “I am becoming the dark wizard’s slave.”
Vashti was right. It was only a question of time. For now, she maintained her will, wavering as it was, but for how much longer? The wights would be everywhere soon, and starvation and thirst and waking nightmares would bring her to her knees. And then the elixir would turn her.
Meanwhile, she was physically stronger because of the water, and began to wonder if she could raise a whisper of magic. She reached through the bars and touched the lock, curious about the strength of its wards. It was icy cold to the touch, which was a bad sign. Deeply ensorcelled. She had one chance, and even if she somehow managed to break the lock, she’d then be forced to shimmy across the pole to the wall walk, get past the guards, escape from the castle, and avoid pursuit, all while half-starved and drained of power.
Meanwhile, as the blue-black of dusk gave way to a star-studded night sky, her sharp ears picked up the sound of horses on the highway outside the castle. Two riders, she thought. They pounded up to the gates, which rose with the creak of chains to admit them. A few minutes later, some larger number left the castle and went riding into the night.
And shortly after that she heard soldiers on the wall walk opposite her gibbet, talking louder than was prudent. She stayed very still in her cage.
“I always said we should’ve built up ’fore we pushed them barbarians too hard,” the first man said. “Now we’re gonna pay for it.”
A second man grunted his response.
“Pasha Kerem—he’s a greedy striver,” the first man continued. “Tried to win favor with the king, and I’ll bet he loses his head for it, assuming he gets out of Estmor alive.”
Now the second man spoke up. “I’d keep that opinion to yourself unless you want to lose your own head. Kerem’s one of the king’s favorites, a cousin or something. He’ll be looking for someone to blame, and you don’t want to be that someone.”
“Kerem’s no Malik. That man was a brute, but he knew how to win his battles. Malik sacked Nasphur and forced Siraf to surrender without a fight. That’s the kind of pasha we need.”
“Malik is dead, though. Kerem is who we got.”
“I heard it, but I don’t believe it,” the first man said stubbornly. “Who could’ve killed Malik in a fair fight? No one I ever seen. Maybe a ravager captain. That one-armed brute fights like a demon, and they said the woman who ran ’em before was even worse.”
These two seemed to have missed a good deal of the story as second and then third hand information reached them in the mountain passes, including the fact that the same paladin who’d killed Pasha Malik had later become captain of the marauders. The soldiers could wander out of earshot at any time, and Nathaliey was growing impatient for useful information.
“The barbarians got themselves a proper army now,” the first man said. He was the talker of the pair, it seemed. “They got Castle Estmor surrounded, and the cellars are flooded. It’s gonna fall.”
“Estmor will be back in our hands soon enough. Twenty thousand men are on the march.”
“Meanwhile, that puts us on the front line, don’t it? I figure that’s why them barbarian scouts was spotted. They ain’t coming up the highway for any other reason than they figure to drive us out. Where’s the king, anyway? Why don’t he come up with his sorcery and put an end to this once and for all?”
“You know the answer to that.”
“So he’s got himself a feud. I say leave off with them wizards until we got the war won. Unless maybe the king don’t want to do the fighting himself.”
“Shut your hole,” the second man growled. “You’ll get us both killed if you keep spouting off.”
“Yeah, sorry.” He sounded more cautious. “Come on, it’s almost end of our watch. I wanna know if they catch those scouts or not. It’s a pair of holy warriors—won’t be easy.”
They moved out of earshot, and Nathaliey leaned back in her cage. The wights had retreated while she was listening, but now their blue light crowded the edge of her vision. It took effort to concentrate on the matter at hand.
She was surprised to hear that Wolfram had mounted a second assault on Castle Estmor after the first, sneak attack had failed. She’d heard rumors of the Eriscoban kingdoms gathering armies, and they must have finally brought forces to the front sufficient to seize the land around Estmor and lay siege. Was Captain Hamid trapped inside? She didn’t think so, as the soldiers would have mentioned it. He’d probably ridden ahead of the advancing enemy and escaped with the bulk of his marauders.
Wolfram must be confident of his position if he’d sent scouts to spy on the enemy’s strength in the mountains. Or maybe, she thought, he was looking for her.
That gave her an idea. Attacking the sorcery-bound lock wouldn’t work, and she didn’t have enough strength to mount a magical assault on the dark acolytes or they’d have never left her hands unbound, but there was one spell she knew she could manage. One she’d perfected through regular practice while accompanying Markal and Wolfram through the mountains. But in her weakened state she needed all of her concentration.
There was no room in the cage to sit and meditate, and so she remained standing. The instant she closed her eyes she came face-to-face with a rotting, leering version of herself. Standing next to her wight were two other ghostly spirits, Stephan and Alyssa, acolytes from the garden. Her eyes flew open, and the wights moved to the edge of her vision.
I am a wizard of the Crimson Path. Visions of sorcery cannot harm me.
She steadied her breathing, closed her eyes, and ignored the apparitions. A trickle of power came to the surface. She spoke the incantation before it drained away.
A seeker appeared in the air above the gibbet. Hovering overhead, it flickered around the edges, a thin tentative thing that would vanish the instant she relaxed control. She had no time to tighten her grip, however; if she didn’t push it away from her quickly, a dark acolyte or a marauder might spot it and figure out what she was up to.
She sent the seeker over the gorge, then above the castle, clinging to a rocky promontory, before she pushed it over the king’s highway and followed it down from the pass. The king’s highway sliced into the hillside, where thousands of tons of rock and debris had been hacked away by an army of slaves.
The seeker soon came upon the riders from the castle, some fifteen cloaked figures. Hamid was at their head, his remaining hand on the reins, Soultrup strapped over his shoulder. That answered one question. The rest of the marauders clustered near him, their horses moving at a good pace.
Nathaliey didn’t linger, afraid the sorcery embedded in their cloaks would alert them to her presence, but sent the seeker ahead. There, not a half mile in front of the marauders, she found a pair of riders. She dropped the seeker closer and saw that it was Wolfram and Marissa.
Under other circumstances, Nathaliey would have been pleased to discover the pair; her intention was to let the seeker go visible and hope they would recognize it as her handiwork. A signal, of sorts, that she was still alive, and a plea, hopefully understood, to attempt a rescue. But her former companions were in danger, and that thought left her mind.
Wolfram and Marissa were riding away from the castle, down toward what she supposed was a paladin encampment, but they were moving slowly in the darkness, and Hamid’s marauders would soon overtake them. They must not have realized that their scouting expedition had been detected.
Nathaliey dropped the seeker in front of them and relaxed her control. It flickered with a dim light, suddenly visible on the road as a glowing mass, with a brighter green light in the center like a giant eye. The paladins yanked on their reins to bring their horses to an abrupt halt and stared.
“By the Brothers, don’t stop,” she said. “Ride away from here! Go!”
Suddenly cognizant that she’d spoken aloud and there might be listeners on the wall, she choked off her words and kept her pleas silent. They still had time to escape, but only if they made a quick move.
Nathaliey pushed the seeker up the road a few paces and jiggled it back and forth, trying to draw a visible line behind the paladins to indicate danger to their rear. Then she moved the seeker below them, in the direction they were already traveling, and shot it ahead like a stone from a catapult before coming to a halt.
Speed. Hurry!
Or at least, that’s what she was trying to say. They didn’t seem to understand why she was flailing about with the seeker, but instead started moving again at the same cautious pace. They approached a deep cut in the mountainside, where Toth’s engineers had gouged through solid rock, leaving a twenty-foot-wide, canyon-like opening. It would be a terrible place to be trapped and forced to fight against a superior foe.
Afraid for the two paladins, Nathaliey looked backward to see how close Hamid and his men were drawing. She was already losing command of the seeker, but managed to make it invisible again. Here came the marauders, now close enough that the horses’ hooves should be audible to the paladins as they clattered across the hard stone road. But still, the paladins kept at their same pace, even as they were about to be overtaken.
Hamid drew Soultrup. Red fire danced down the blade. The paladins were in the middle of the cut now. Too late to escape out the far side before the marauders arrived. And now, at long last, Wolfram glanced over his shoulder.
Nathaliey’s seeker faded. She was going to lose it before she saw what happened. Then, in the last second before it dissolved, she spotted movement atop the cut through the rock. There were people up there. Could it be that Wolfram had set an ambush?
The seeker vanished. Nathaliey was back in her iron cage suspended over the gorge. Alone, blood drying on her hands, the haunting image of wights creeping in on the edge of her vision.
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
Markal, Chantmer, and the archivists worked casting concealers and marking wards that would see the books from the library to the wagon. It was mentally taxing work for Markal, and he relied on the archivists to direct the efforts.
A huge pile of tomes, scrolls, and tablets had been stacked by the oak door leading out to the corridor. Karla bent and double-checked each one, making sure that it was adequately protected, then bound certain volumes together with leather straps to help in the organization. When she found a trio of yellowing scrolls that seemed inadequately shielded, she ordered one of the younger archivists to carry them back to Jethro at the copyist table.
Markal felt a presence behind his shoulder, and he looked up, startled to see the master standing next to him.
“Take what we have and begin the transfer,” Memnet said.
“We’re almost done,” Markal said. “Six more tomes and these three scrolls, and that should fill the wagon.”
The master’s tone was brusque. “Which books are they?”
Chantmer rested a hand on a black leather-bound tome. “The history and lore of the Order of Char. Six volumes.”
Memnet touched a hand to his forehead and closed his eyes in a pained expression. “That’s the bulk of our elemental water spells. We can’t afford to lose it. But it’s not easily shielded, either. It’s brute work just hauling them to the wagon fully protected. And the scrolls? Which ones?”
“From the sultanates,” Markal said. “Sand and wind.”
“More time lost. Time we don’t have.”
Markal frowned. “Did something happen, Master? You went to the highway?”
“And fought the enemy, yes. The results were . . . unsatisfactory. Toth is gaining in power. I returned to Syrmarria and met the Veyrian army withdrawing from the city. All of them.”
“All of them?” Chantmer said. “The entire army? That’s excellent news. It means the barbarians are making a fight of it, and Toth needs all of the forces he can muster.”
“They’re withdrawing, Chantmer. They’re not marching to battle. They’re retiring beyond the city gates and hunkering down to wait.” Memnet shook his head. “I passed through the square. The salamander runes are fully active, the ground is vibrating. The monsters are squirming up from the depths—they must be close. There is only one reason for the Veyrians to withdraw entirely. It’s to stay clear of the fire. Fire salamanders are going to burst into the city and burn it. And it will happen soon.”
The news left a pall in the air. Markal swallowed before speaking, not trusting his voice. “How long do we have?”
“It will happen tonight, before dawn,” Memnet said.
“Then we have time,” Chantmer said. “Five hours until dusk, some time into the night. We can save these books, maybe a few more, then seal the library and hope it survives the conflagration.”
“No. We’ll rescue what is here by the door, and nothing else. Accept that we’ve saved some of it, but not all. There are other critical matters to attend to.”
Chantmer gaped. “More critical than the library?”
“We have sworn to protect the people of this land. There are thousands upon thousands living within the city walls,” Memnet said. “If we don’t get them out of the city, they will die in a fiery holocaust.”
The master looked around the library, taking in the half-emptied shelves, the chests with scrolls, the niches still stuffed with clay tablets. His expression changed from dismay to horror. The others all followed his gaze, and nobody needed to question what the master was thinking. He was picturing it all destroyed.
Markal couldn’t conceive it. People lived and died, but knowledge could be lost forever. Kings, merchants, slaves, and commoners died. Wizards. Even the master himself would die some day. But these books were irreplaceable.
His stomach churned at the thought of turning his back on the city, but he was forced to agree with Chantmer. Nothing was more critical than saving as much of the library as possible.
He was about to say this when Chantmer said in a grim tone, “If this is the decision of the order, then I have an idea. The rest of you stay with the library and do what you can. Markal and I will evacuate the city.”
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“We need Kandibar Liltige,” Chantmer said as he led Markal up the stairs to the terrace gardens. “The vizier knows other ministers, knows merchants. Has powerful connections throughout Syrmarria. Veyrian troops have abandoned the city—that gives us a chance to raise the alarm and evacuate without interference. But only the vizier can manage it.”
Markal’s mind was still reeling with what had been said, what had been decided. A cool air blew from the north, keeping the day pleasant in spite of a late summer sun that left the khalifates baking this time of year. It was hard to believe that a fiery, molten threat was soon to burst through the stones of the night market.
The pomegranate and olive trees swayed in the breeze, and Markal imagined their leaves withering as flames consumed their trunks. Looking into their branches, he noticed they were empty of familiar occupants.
“The birds are gone,” he said. “Listen, there’s no birdsong at all.”
Chantmer looked around. “There’s usually a peacock here, too. I can’t believe that would fly off—where would it go?”
“The animals know. They feel it coming.” They couldn’t sit here indulging themselves. Markal shook his head to clear it. “I thought you already tried to rescue Kandibar.”
“Multiple times,” Chantmer said. “First Narud and I, then we made another attempt when Memnet returned to the city. The enemy’s dungeons are as well protected as our library. Even if the guards have fled, the dark acolytes are still around, and their defenses are as strong as ever.”
“So what is your plan?”
“I know someone. And she knows other people.”
Chantmer led him down from the terrace to a lower pavilion, where, to Markal’s surprise, his companion brought them into the women’s baths, already busy at this time of the afternoon. The pair had some modest concealment spells around them, and they easily made their way to the smaller, private baths in the rear.
There they slipped past the eunuch at the door and approached a young woman lying on a table while a pair of attractive young servants rubbed her body with oil.
“Sadira,” Chantmer said in a whisper. “Omar’s sister.”
The dead khalif had a large number of siblings and half-siblings from his father’s wives and concubines, and Markal didn’t recognize the woman, nor understand why Chantmer had brought them here. How would this pampered young princess help them?
They dropped their concealment, and Sadira slowly lifted her gaze. She didn’t seem surprised, and waved at the servants to keep rubbing her with oil.
“You again, Chantmer? But you’ve changed out your companion.” A slight smile touched her lips. “Is this the one my husband calls Markal?”
“I’m Markal. But who is your husband?”
Her smile deepened. “You don’t know? You haven’t heard?”
“I have more important things to follow than palace gossip.”
“She’s married to Pasha Izak,” Chantmer explained. “The king’s general and commander of this city.”
Markal took in the beautiful young woman. “Izak? The fat, lamed one? And I suppose you’ll tell me that you’re deeply in love.”
“I am alive. That’s more than can be said of many.”
Markal turned to Chantmer, disbelieving. “This is the one who is going to help us?”
“She’s not entirely what she seems.”
He was skeptical. “Are you sure?”
“Talk to her. Use your diplomatic language. It’s beyond me to convince her of anything.”
“What are you talking about?” Markal asked.
“You know, be persuasive. Flatter her. Whatever you need to say.” Markal only blinked, and Chantmer snapped, “Why do you think I brought you? It’s because you can manage with these simple sorts. You understand the kind of flowery language they seem to prefer.”
“He may have a point,” Sadira said. “I don’t know you, Markal, but you can hardly be more abrasive than your friend here. Do you have something to say?”
Markal wasn’t feeling flowery or diplomatic. “Where is your husband?”
“He left a few days ago. I would say that I miss him, but, well . . .” She tucked her head as one of the servants massaged her neck and shoulders. “The Brothers willing, he will stay away longer than a week this time.”
“The pasha isn’t the only one who left,” Markal said. “Aren’t you wondering about the palace guard?”
“Not particularly.” Sadira didn’t look up. “I assume there’s more trouble in the markets. This conversation is getting tedious. What do you want?”
“They’ve left the city, Princess. Every Veyrian soldier is outside the city walls. Waiting. I’ll bet you’d find the foreign merchants leaving, too. The birds certainly have—they’ve vanished completely from the palace gardens.”
Sadira looked up. She studied Markal’s face, then glanced to Chantmer as if trying to suss out whether or not they were lying. She sat up and snapped her fingers at the servant who’d been kneading her shoulders.
“Hand me my robe.”
“You’re covered in oil,” the young man protested. “And we haven’t perfumed you yet.”
Sadira’s tone sharpened. “Give me the robe. And return to my quarters, the both of you. If there are guards, wait for me there. If the guards are still gone, summon my private staff. You!” she said to the eunuch. “Fetch me the vizier of the treasury. No, wait. I’m not completely sure of his loyalties. Better would be Kandibar.”
“Yes,” Chantmer said, his tone a little too eager.
“Have the guards left the dungeon, too?” she asked.
“As far as we know,” Markal said, “but Toth’s acolytes are still in the palace, and the approaches to the dungeon are hidden with all manner of sorcery.”
Sadira looked confused. “I’ve seen people coming and going. Guards, serving girls, servants of the warden. Kitchen wenches and the like.”
“Yes, but we can’t approach,” Markal said. “Not without falling under attack, and there are other . . . well, important tasks that this would disrupt.”
“In other words, those others have been invited, and you have not. Not so different from when the vizier tried to find your gardens and thought he was wandering through the desert wastes.”
Markal nodded, as surprised by her intelligence as by her initiative. “Yes, exactly like that.”
The princess nodded at the eunuch. “Free the vizier from the dungeon—assuming it is unguarded, of course, and these two aren’t lying—and carry him to my quarters.” She looked thoughtful as the man hurried off. “My eunuch will know how to bring him out.”
Sadira grabbed for one of her combs and worked the knots out of her wet hair.
“I have been suffering under a moral dilemma these past few days. My husband”—the word sounded pained coming out of her mouth—“told me that your order of wizards and apprentices had become as troublesome to the war effort as the barbarian kingdoms, and that King Toth was going to destroy you. Very soon. I was debating whether or not to warn you. It felt necessary, and yet some of you are so unlikable.”
She cast a significant glance at Chantmer as she said this. Chantmer seemed either oblivious to this insult or untroubled by it. He met her gaze with a lofty expression.
“We’re not the only ones who will be attacked,” Markal said. “To clear us from the palace and library, they will destroy all of Syrmarria.”
“That much seems obvious,” Sadira said. “Or they wouldn’t have withdrawn from the city. How will it be done?”
“With heat and flame,” Chantmer said.
“But they’ve set no fires,” she said. “And the Veyrians have already left. Who will do the burning?”
“No ordinary fire can destroy the library,” Markal said. “The dark wizard and his acolytes are raising fire salamanders from the infernal depths.”
“Fire salamanders. This is a real thing? Not a myth or legend?”
“A monster of fire and molten rock, and very real,” Markal said. “The salamanders will burst from the ground in the night market and destroy everything they touch. Heat and fire like you cannot imagine. Anyone left inside the city walls will die.”
“And nothing can be done to stop it from coming to pass?”
“No, Princess,” Chantmer said. “If it were possible, our master would have stopped it already.”
She made her way to her clothes, lacy robes and bindings and veils, and fingered them roughly with a scowl on her face. “This clothing will never do. I should have had them fetch me a tunic and boots.” She tightened the sash around her robe. “So we withdraw from the city and then what? Watch it burn?”
“It’s the only way to save lives,” Markal said.
“Save lives? How will it do that? Do you understand nothing of how a city functions?” Sadira shook her head. “How long do we have, a few hours to clear them all? Sixty-five thousand people live in Syrmarria. What will they eat? They’ll scour the countryside like a swarm of locusts, and the whole of Aristonia will starve. In the end, they will beg the high king to enslave them, if only to get a mouthful of gruel and a piece of stale bread.
“In fact, this is probably Toth’s entire plan. Withdraw his forces from the city, watch you evacuate them, let them wander the land as a desperate mob, destroying Aristonia, before enslaving the entire khalifate as a mercy.”
Markal could only stare. None of this had occurred to him, but it made perfect sense now that he’d heard it. The order had battled dark acolytes in the night market, and the master himself had weakened the runes to slow the ascent of the fire salamanders burning their way up from the depths. And so the enemy had very visibly withdrawn its entire force from the city and forced the order to defend the population.
“I have an idea,” Sadira said. “My cousin is married to the sultan of Marrabat. A lesser wife, but she has connections in the city. I will empty the treasury and carry it with me. There must be merchants in Syrmarria with private guards, but if not, we can bribe the desert nomads as we travel the Spice Road. The rest of the treasures of the city will buy our way into the sultanates.”
“You’re going to relocate the entire population of Syrmarria across the desert?” Markal asked.
He tried to picture sixty-five thousand men, women, and children suffering under the blistering desert sun while Kratian raiders eyed them hungrily. Hyenas and wild dogs would follow the vast trudging hordes, feasting on the dead and dying. And then, after weeks on the road, the Syrmarrians would arrive in Marrabat half starved, begging for mercy.
“The slave markets of Marrabat will do brisk business when they reach the other side,” Markal decided.
Sadira looked grim. “Many will no doubt become slaves. Perhaps most. Maybe even all, myself included.”
“An ugly fate,” Chantmer said. “Yet the flesh markets of the south are not nearly so cruel as the high king’s road crews. There, you are meant to die. Your blood and suffering will bind the highway to the land.”
“My eunuch will be in the dungeons by now,” the princess said. “A few more minutes and Kandibar will be in my quarters. I must hurry if this is to be done.”
“I agree,” Chantmer said. “Any more waiting wastes precious time.”
The other two looked at Markal for confirmation. How could he agree to this cruel plan, condemning thousands to death and slavery? Yet it was better than any other option.
He nodded slowly. “Talk to the vizier. If he agrees, if he thinks he can evacuate the city to the south, then make it happen. Empty Syrmarria. You only have a few hours, and then it burns.”
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
Chantmer went with Sadira to her quarters with the idea of healing Kandibar after his long, agonizing stint in the dungeons. Now alone, Markal picked his way cautiously to the library. By the time he arrived, the first collection of books had been loaded into the cart, which was near the palace gates, hidden beneath so many layers of concealing spells that the first time he’d hauled a volume from the library, he’d bashed his knee against the cart gate while he was groping around to find it. He couldn’t see the horse at all.
Karla and Erasmus stood in the cart, taking volumes as they arrived and arranging them carefully. Markal dropped his book into Karla’s hands and hurried back toward the library for another. Tendrils of sorcery reached for him from every corner, groping, touching, prodding. It was strongest nearest the palace gates, but continued all along the way until he reached the final approaches to the library corridor.
Memnet had been following his same course, and now materialized out of the gloom. The two wizards, master and junior, pushed through the protective wards and into the library, where they faced the pile of material to be evacuated, scarcely diminished in size. Jethro remained at the copyist table with two other archivists, working to secure a final volume.
“If only we could bring the cart closer,” Markal said.
“Impossible,” Memnet said. “It was all we could do to haul it through the gates. It would be caught in a dozen snares before it arrived, and we’d have the enemy on top of us in an instant.”
“Or we could carry two books at a time,” Markal said. “They’re heavy, but if we finished more quickly, we might save a few more volumes.”
“One at a time,” Memnet said firmly. “We must save these books. If we’re careless, we could lose the entire cart.”
A bell was ringing in the city when Markal next emerged from the library. Moments later, another bell. Servants went running through the gates, and Markal braced himself, watching to see if dark acolytes would materialize and stop them. None did.
“Don’t worry about the enemy,” came a disembodied voice over his left shoulder. Memnet’s. “The sorcerer and his servants are in the night market. The creatures must be controlled when they come up from below or they will burrow back into the earth to return to the infernal realms.”
The shadowy magic was growing near the gates, a thick miasma that smelled of rot and decay. When they returned once more to the library and let the concealing spells slip, Markal voiced his doubts and worries.
“Are you sure they’re all at the markets, Master? There’s someone at the gates. Someone is trying to stop us from leaving.”
“Concentrate on your work,” Memnet said. “We will fight that battle if it comes.”
It was almost dusk, and the sun was a red smear on the eastern horizon by the time Markal returned to the open air. There was chaos in the streets to the west, below the palace in the souks and winding neighborhoods. Shouts and banging doors, and so many people and animals on the move that it was a continual rumble of noise. The princess and the vizier’s plan for evacuating Syrmarria was rapidly becoming a mass charge toward the southern gate of the city.
Markal handed another book to Karla and Erasmus and paused to sniff at the air. There was smoke, and not the kind from cook fires. More like burning swamp gas, with a strong odor of sulfur.
By the time he and Memnet reached the library anew, Chantmer was inside, pacing impatiently with a volume in his arms, as Jethro had been given strict instructions not to let anyone leave alone.
“How was the vizier?” Markal asked.
“His bones are intact, and so is his mind,” Chantmer said. “Other than that . . . not so well.”
“You used healing magic?”
Chantmer gave a dismissive wave of the hand. “I did what I could. What Kandibar needs is several weeks of rest, with food and drink from the gardens, but absent that, a little magic should keep him on his feet long enough to see the city evacuated.”
“Keep working,” Memnet said, coming up behind them. “Time is drawing short.”
They made several more trips to the wagon, and all the time the haze of smoke kept thickening above Syrmarria. The pile of books in the library dropped with agonizing slowness. Some time after darkness had fallen, there was a loud pop from the center of the city, and a geyser of sparks and smoke blasted skyward in a churning column. Screams came from the city below, and soon became a great cry that shook the air all the way to the palace. The next time Markal reached a vantage point, he looked down at Syrmarria.
People and animals were already pouring through the south gate to the farmlands beyond the walls, and great masses of them clogged the alleys and streets. Smoke poured up from the night market, and the nearby intersections had turned into a stampede that threatened to crush them all before they could be evacuated.
“By the Brothers,” Memnet’s voice said nearby. “Won’t somebody take command?”
And then, miraculously, the ministers, servants, and merchants organizing the evacuation seemed to regain control. Even as smoke continued to pour from the center of the city, and an ominous rumbling filled the air and shook the ground, the retreat turned orderly again. The city was not yet burning; there was still time.
“Master,” Chantmer said from nearby. Like Memnet, he seemed to be a floating voice. “Something is heating the ground.”
It was true, Markal realized. His feet were sweating in their boots. He bent to touch the flagstones and was alarmed to discover that they were scalding hot. The vines on a nearby wall drooped, withering before his eyes.
“The salamanders carry fire from the center of the earth,” Memnet said. “But I never thought it would reach all the way up here—we’re on top of a hill. Hurry. We must, must get those books out.”
The inside of the palace had turned hot and stifling since their last visit, but when they descended to the library level, the air was unchanged and the stones cool to the touch. The sweat on Markal’s brow turned chill, and he shivered.
“Forget what I said earlier,” Memnet said. “Pick up as many books as you can—we’re out of time. Leave what you can’t carry. Archivists, too. Everyone, move.”
“Some of these tomes are more valuable than others,” Jethro began. “Start with these ones here—”
“No!” Memnet said. “No time. It is upon us. Grab what you can and go.”
Markal joined the general scramble. In addition to all the scrolls, tablets, and books still on the shelves—an unfathomable collection of knowledge and lore—there were still a good dozen volumes left in the pile the archivists had carefully prepared while others had loaded the cart. Markal and the rest struggled under their loads, balancing books and scrolls as they emerged from the library.
Jethro was the last to leave, and he stepped into the corridor with an anguished groan. Chantmer hooked his foot on the oak door and dragged it shut with a clank. Even the corridor now tasted like smoke. Markal bit back a cough and followed the others up the stone stairs. A scroll fell from the top of one of the heaps carried by an archivist and bounced down. When someone stopped to recover it, Memnet ordered her to keep moving.
There were no concealers about them now, no subtlety. They simply ran with as much as they could carry, desperate to reach Karla and Erasmus at the palace gates. Somehow they had to get the cart, fight their way through the sorcery preventing their exit from the palace, and get out of the city before it was too late. Memnet led, shouting whenever someone lingered with his or her load.
They emerged onto a terrace to find flowers wilted and black. The leaves of a lemon tree curled and died before their eyes. A fountain on the opposite side of the terrace steamed like a kettle about to boil. A delicate arcade of fluted columns marked a gate of sorts above the stairs that led from the terrace toward the palace gates, and the vines growing across it twisted and smoked like live snakes dropped onto a hot skillet. 
Memnet was almost to the columns when he dropped his books and scrolls and materialized the orb. It glowed white-hot in his fist. The ground in front of them heaved, and smoking, blackened flagstones blasted into the air, launched skyward by a geyser of smoke, followed by a wave of heat that rocked Markal on his heels.
A hole opened, glowing with heat. A long, snake-like snout appeared, made of fire and molten rock, followed by a clawed hand that buried itself into the flagstones, which melted to slag under its touch. More claws emerged, and a fire salamander pulled itself, writhing and burning, from its hole. Its tongue flickered—pure flame—and the lemon tree burst into flames. It wrapped its body around a column and it melted.
Memnet and the others had stopped dead some thirty feet away from the creature. The city was aglow with lights, fire shooting into the sky where the night market had been. Even as he stared in horror, Markal struggled to understand how this salamander had come up beneath the palace—through some rune, a portal, that they’d never detected? It must be right here, in a spot they’d crossed dozens of times just this evening.
This creature of the depths was heat and fire and smoke, and Markal was stunned into paralysis. The salamander was between them and the cart. The whole terrace was melting, the trees burning and fire spreading already to the roof of nearby palace apartments. And they had no way to escape.
Memnet lifted the orb and shouted an incantation. A shower of white arrows flew from the orb and struck the salamander, bursting into steam as they hit. The salamander whipped its head about with an angry hiss and crawled serpentine-like across the melting stones even as icy arrows kept slamming into its body.
The fire dimmed where the arrows hit, and the creature’s skin solidified and turned black and shiny like obsidian as it cooled. The salamander’s movements slowed, turned creaky as the bombardment continued. It was hissing and spitting fire, and steam kept pouring off it, but the ice turned it to stone before their eyes as the master thundered ice onto its skin and quenched its heat.
“I can’t kill it,” Memnet shouted over the din of shattering ice and cracking stone. “Only slow it for a moment. Get around it, go. I will follow. Markal, lead them down.”
Markal gathered his wits. It was boiling hot close to the salamander, and a wall of flame roared from the burning lemon tree that they had to fight their way past. It was so hot that the water in the fountain next to it was steaming. He was afraid their robes would catch fire from the heat. How did the master intend them to get past?
“Frigidalus,” Jethro said.
Yes, of course. Markal dropped his load, held out his palms, and raised blood and power to the surface. “Refrigescant caeli. Consolabitur nos ab æstus.”
A gust of cold air blew in from behind, drove through the smoke, and swept it clear. Markal scooped up the books and prepared to run past Memnet and the monster, leading his companions down from the terrace.
But as the smoke cleared, it revealed a man standing beneath the melting arch, with the flaming tree to his right and the steaming fountain to his left. He stood at the top of the stairs, where moments earlier there had been no one. Markal recognized him at once.
It was Toth, the sorcerer and necromancer. The dark wizard, the high king of Veyre.
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
The last time Markal had seen the dark wizard, he was in the partially built fortress along the Tothian Way, wearing the colors and garb of a Veyrian lord. Now Toth had shed his tunic in favor of a gray robe like those worn by his highest servants.
But he didn’t have the gaunt face of a dark acolyte, nor the dead eyes and waxy complexion of a marauder. Instead, his skin was the color of wheat, his hair dark and curly, his eyes flashing and very much alive. He lifted his hands, and his lips curled in an ugly grimace as he spoke his incantation.
A cone of shadow erupted from Toth’s hands, slammed into Memnet, and knocked the wizard backward. Somehow, Memnet kept hold of his books, but the orb went flying, and he landed hard on his back. The arrows of ice vanished, and almost instantly, molten red heat cracked through the salamander’s skin.
Memnet waved his hand, and the orb lifted itself from the ground and flew to him. Memnet snatched it from the air, and as he brought it around, light flared. Toth was already hurling a second cone of shadow, and the two forces met in the middle and exploded with a shock wave that struck the others. Shadow and light rippled along Markal’s skin and made the hairs curl on his forearms. His stomach churned with nausea as the shadowy remnants of Toth’s sorcery flowed into him.
More black ropes snaked from the enemy’s hands. Memnet blasted light from his orb and made them wither and die, but the darkness kept flowing outward. Toth was using similar magic to his acolytes’ during the battle on the old road, but there was a radiant aura of power that far surpassed anything Markal and Nathaliey had faced.
During the icy assault, the salamander’s feet had frozen in place, turned into trunks of stone that merged with the terrace, but they were melting now. Flames licked from the monster’s mouth and twisted along its spine. Bits of obsidian-like rock burst from the scales on its back.
Markal watched in horror and dismay. He and his companions could not go forward or they’d face Toth and the fire salamander. Neither could they retreat, not with the irreplaceable treasure they carried in their arms. He had to do something, but had already spent the bulk of his magic drawing that ineffective breeze.
The salamander pulled up one foot, then another. Dragging itself free, heat radiating from its body anew, it came toward them. Wizard and sorcerer fought with alternating blasts of shadow and light, fully occupied in their struggle, and the creature slithered unopposed toward the lesser members of the order. A trail of molten stone remained where it crossed the flagstones.
If it had come straight at them, they’d have been destroyed, along with their books, but Toth appeared to have lost mastery of the beast as he battled Memnet. The salamander spotted the wooden columns of a balcony above them, crawled in that direction, and shot out a tongue of flame, which wrapped around the columns and set them ablaze. It crawled halfway up the stone wall, stretched out a clawed forearm, which elongated like an uncoiling rope, and pulled down tiles from the roof, which caught fire.
 Flames were spreading throughout the palace, bursting through windows and rippling across roofs. Trees across the terraced gardens swayed in the firestorm, and their crowns caught fire one by one. Even with the salamander distracted, there was too much fire and heat surrounding Toth at the top of the stairs to get down.
“I have magic!” Chantmer said. “What should I do?”
“The monster wants to destroy,” Markal said. “Wood, books, anything that will wither under its flames—that’s what attracts it.”
“The trees are up in flames already,” Jethro said. “We can’t use them.”
“The books—” one of the archivists began.
“No,” Markal said. “Not the books, never that.”
“Blast it,” Chantmer said. “Someone give me an incantation, now.”
“A wall of ice,” Jethro said. “It’s a powerful spell, but easily mastered. Chantmer knows it already.”
Yes, of course. The ice would cool the stairs and shield them and the master from the worst heat so they could get down. A thick enough wall would cool the salamander, even as it drew it.
“I can’t pull ice from the sky,” Chantmer said. “I need contact with water.”
Markal pointed at the steaming fountain not far from where Memnet and Toth kept battering each other with waves of light and darkness. “There’s your source right there. I’ll jump in, make a conduit, and you build the wall.”
“Is there enough water in there?” Chantmer said.
“The fountain is connected to the palace springs—it will fill as fast as you drain it.”
As for the water in the fountain, it would be hot, perhaps scalding. There was nothing to be done for that; he’d suffer burns if he had to. He made to charge into the fray.
“No, not you,” Jethro said before he could move. “You have two hands to carry books, and power left in you. I have one hand and no power. I’ll do it.”
Before Markal could object, Jethro pushed his books into the hands of the other archivists, already overburdened and fumbling, ducked his head, and charged toward the fountain. Memnet spotted him coming, pointed the orb at the ground beneath Toth’s feet, and sent a pulse of energy into the flagstones. The half-melted ground at the sorcerer’s feet heaved upward and threw him backward. This created an opening in the battlefield, and Jethro pushed through the clouds of shadow and crackling light and hurled himself into the fountain.
“Help me with the words,” Chantmer said. “Scutum glacies, and then what? By the Brothers, Markal, what is it?”
Markal fed him the incantation. The fire salamander was still on the move. When it had emerged from the ground it had been maybe fourteen or fifteen feet long, but it was growing, stretching as it burned and consumed, and was now thirty feet long, like a dragon of fire and molten rock.
The monster left a half-melted, collapsing wing of the palace behind as it slithered back down to their terrace. Omar’s old quarters, together with the site of his former harem, and all the apartments of his viziers were now ablaze. A woman and two children screamed for help from one of the terraced gardens above, trapped by flames; apparently, some had disobeyed Sadira and Kandibar when ordered to evacuate the palace.
There was nothing to be done for them now. They had to get the ice shield up. As the words came out, Chantmer closed his eyes, placed his hands in front of him with the palms down, and raised a torrent of magic. It was powerful, and lasting.
A spout of water erupted from the fountain and poured onto the ground. At first it just steamed, but a pillar of ice began to appear. Chantmer kept pulling water and throwing it against the ice pillar, which spread along the ground until it became a wall, which grew and grew.
The salamander reached a book that had fallen from one of the overburdened archivists. It cocked its head, licked at the leather cover and the sheets emerging from the side, and hissed smoke when it didn’t catch fire. 
Markal knew the book. It came from an ancient city of the Selph people who had lived on the coast. Along with their lore, the book contained incantations of healing and purification. For removing contamination from spoiled food, for drawing poison out of a wound.
The salamander slammed one of its claws onto the book, and flames shot out. Protected by layers of magic, the book resisted the attack. The creature bit and gnawed at the cover, and the leather smoked, but didn’t catch fire. The salamander hissed and stomped, and the book smoked harder, but continued to resist the flame. Finally, the monster opened its jaws, giving a glimpse into the white-hot fire in its belly, took the whole thing into its mouth, and gulped it down.
At once, the salamander seemed consumed with pain. It writhed on the ground for several seconds, then finally opened up again and belched a huge jet of flame that roared past Markal’s head as he ducked in fear. He rose again to the smell of his own scorched hair and eyebrows. The salamander was glowing hotter than ever and came slithering toward them again, its meal digested, seemingly enticed by the rest of the books and scrolls carried out of the library.
Chantmer’s wall of ice was nearly ten feet high, twenty feet long, and several feet thick. There would be nothing to keep Toth from going around it except Memnet’s magic, and nothing to stop the salamander from simply scrambling over the top except for Markal’s hunch that the monster’s elemental nature would force it to melt its way through the ice.
Markal ordered Chantmer to stop and the archivists to follow. A book and several scrolls fell off the stacks carried by the overburdened members of the order, and the salamander stopped to gobble them up one by one. It hissed and smoked in pain after each time, but it grew in size and heat as it fed.
Memnet sent a final blast of light, which hurled Toth against the balustrade, then joined them, snatching up abandoned books and staying just ahead of the writhing salamander. Jethro emerged dripping from the fountain, panting and gasping. His skin was red and scalded, and he could barely hobble along.
They’d gained the stairs when the fire salamander hurled itself into Chantmer’s ice wall. It gave a tremendous crack, and steam geysered into the air. Toth remained on the terrace above them, still throwing bolts of shadow at Memnet, even as he battled back from below with shafts of light. At the same time, the sorcerer snarled words in the old tongue to try to regain control of the fire salamander. The monster was inside the ice now—a fiery red light—squirming about and melting it from within.
The members of the order reached the cart and dumped their books inside. Karla and Erasmus were still in the cart, but there was no time for the archivists to organize the new shipment among all the other books, to give them one last bit of protective magic to keep them from giving off an aura during the trip through Syrmarria.
Memnet scrambled with some of the archivists into the back of the cart, while Chantmer ran around to take the horse’s reins. Markal waited for Jethro, who staggered toward them, still some distance back. Memnet hurled another bolt of light into the upper terrace. The orb was dimmer than it had been; the wizard had already expelled most of its stored magic.
“Master, the gates are shielded,” Karla said. “There are two dark acolytes there. I think they mean to bring down the gate towers as we cross through.”
Memnet lifted the orb. It seemed to inhale, drawing light into it, and then flashed. A wave of air exploded outward and struck the palace wall directly in front of them. Stones hurled up and away, giant blocks that came crashing back down again atop the stone houses below. A massive hole remained in the wall when the dust cleared, opening directly onto an alley that led into the city. No need to go through the gates at all.
Memnet sank back with a groan. The orb was dark in his hands. “Chantmer, the horse!” he wheezed.
Jethro still hadn’t reached the cart, but stopped about twenty paces back, doubled over. He clenched his trousers with his good hand and wheezed. His burns must be more severe than Markal had originally thought. The other archivists were calling for him, urging him to come up, even as the cart lurched forward. Markal was the only other one who hadn’t climbed into the cart, and it fell on him to help Jethro. He hurried back to grab his companion and drag him into the cart.
The fire salamander burst through the last of the ice barricade, and water showered down on them like steaming rain. The palace was on fire behind them, a wall of flame that illuminated the night sky. The white-hot salamander slithered down the steps from the upper terrace, melting the stone as it came.
The creature was moving too quickly, and the cart too slowly. It would catch them before they escaped through the hole in the palace wall. Fall upon the irreplaceable books from the library and devour them. And destroy the master and a good part of the order at the same time.
“My friend,” Jethro cried as Markal arrived. “Give me strength. No, not that kind—magical strength.”
Markal brought up his power and spoke an incantation at the same time. A whisper was all he had, enough to propel Jethro forward. The archivist straightened and inhaled.
“Remember me, Markal,” Jethro said. “Remember what I did.”
Markal didn’t have a chance to figure out what Jethro meant before the archivist had pulled away and run off, not toward the cart, but across the palace courtyard back in the direction of the fire salamander. The monster shot out its fiery tongue to envelop him. Jethro ducked away from it and kept running toward a staircase that led up to one of the terraces.
The others were crying for Markal to follow, and he turned around to find them almost to the hole in the palace wall. He ran after the cart, but couldn’t help himself and turned around again. Jethro reached the upper terrace, and there he stopped, confronted by a wall of flame. The salamander slithered up the stairs after him, hissing and spitting fire. Jethro couldn’t break through the heat and fire ahead of him, and he turned around to confront the monster.
“Markal!” Memnet cried.
Markal stood transfixed, unable to tear his gaze away. The salamander reached the top of the stairs, where the archivist waited, his arms outstretched as if in greeting. It launched itself forward with a blast of fire and smoke, and Jethro disappeared with a single, anguished cry. Horrified, Markal turned and ran.
He caught one final glance of the fire salamander as he scrambled into the cart and they made their way through the palace wall and into the streets below. It was white-hot, so bright that he could scarcely look at it, and it was slithering back down the stairs.
#
Heat stole the breath from Markal’s lungs as the cart clattered through the streets. Chantmer was up ahead, running alongside the frightened horse and directing it down one alley after another. He shouted back to Markal and Memnet when he detected a snare or trap, and the pair paused long enough to break them apart before Chantmer led them on.
There was fire everywhere, a conflagration that spilled through the city from the salamanders that had burst from the ground at the night market. Entire streets vanished in fire, and a hot breeze turned the alleys into choking, deadly traps. Yet somehow Chantmer kept them moving.
The city wasn’t deserted—there hadn’t been enough time to evacuate everyone—and screams came from burning houses. Voices cried for help from smoke-fouled souks. A terrified child wailed for his mother, and Markal grabbed him by the wrist and hauled him up to the cart.
Animals were suffering, too. Birds fell scorched and dying from the sky. A cat shot past them with its tail on fire, yowling in terror, and a camel burst from a side street with a dangling load of carpets and slammed into the cart, nearly upsetting it before running off again.
A dog gave a terrified howl from the smoke to their right, and when they went through the most dangerous part of the city, only a few blocks from the night market, another dog leaped into the back of the cart and threw itself in Markal’s arms, trembling alongside the child. He didn’t have the will to push the animal out again even though he knew that their priority had to be saving people, not animals.
Markal was seeing to the child’s burns when Chantmer stopped the cart abruptly. The horse reared up. A slithering molten form emerged from the smoke ahead of them. It was a fire salamander, and it had grown to monstrous proportions. It loomed above them, nearly the height of the houses lining the alley, and slammed its claws down on the roofs to either side. They burst into flames. Waves of boiling heat rolled from the monster’s open, flaming mouth.
Memnet rose to his feet in the back of the cart. There was no sign of the orb—he’d exhausted its stored magic during the fight at the palace—and he held out his hands palm down to draw strength from his own body. He spoke an incantation, something long and slippery that Markal couldn’t understand, and a shock wave of power burst from his hands, so powerful that it made his ears ache.
The ground shook and rumbled. Burning buildings collapsed into the street with a roar and spouts of flame and debris. They buried the monster beneath burning beams and chunks of stone. It was hissing and smoking down there, trying to claw its way out again, even before the buildings had stopped shaking on top of it.
Memnet collapsed on top of the books and scrolls. “Go!” he cried. “Get us out of here.”
Chantmer got them turned around, and the horse laid its ears back and pulled with all its might until they were on the move again. A few minutes later, they arrived in a part of the city where the flames had not yet reached, and from there they were able to push through the scattered people still fleeing for their lives and reach the eastern gate of the city. By now they’d picked up two more injured people, rescued from burning homes.
Dozens more were screaming from behind them, where they remained trapped in the fire. Across the city, there must be thousands dying. Burning, suffocating, dying crushed beneath collapsing buildings. Markal listened for the sound of the Harvester’s horn—the Dark Gatherer could move freely through fire and across the battlefield with his spectral hounds—but he could pick out little above the roar of the fire, the screams, and the thunder of falling stone and timber.
The burning city turned the night to day. The souks, the tenements crammed with poor laborers and servants, the mansions on the hillside, the palace itself—all burning. And beneath the palace, the library, with fully half of its contents left behind. By now the salamander on the hill must have found it, must be consuming the precious, irreplaceable volumes, one by one.
A hot stiff breeze blew out of the city, and ash rained from the sky, together with strips of burning linen that flapped past like fiery birds. Directly overhead, above the eastern gate of the city, hung the long leathery form of Khalif Omar, the former ruler of the khalifate and master of the city and all of Aristonia with it. His head was on a pike, with his flayed skin dangling behind, partially sewn back together to catch the wind.
While Markal watched, the khalif’s skin flapped, smoking in the firestorm. Behind it, Syrmarria burned.
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
Nathaliey watched soldiers preparing for siege from her gibbet overhanging the gorge. Roughly a hundred defenders were at work, putting up wooden planks to deflect projectiles, building railings to extend out from the walls to repel ladders and ropes, and hauling up stones and other objects to hurl down at the barbarians when they arrived.
After some initial alarm at the approach of an Eriscoban army, the Veyrians grew confident, and she despaired for Sir Wolfram’s chances. The castle was small, but well-built. It boasted thirty-foot walls of freshly cut stone and towers that could only be attacked from one side and against a steep, treacherous approach. The Veyrians had cisterns for water and food and supplies stuffed in the cellars, already gathered for Toth’s expected push into Eriscoba. And even if an enemy somehow starved the garrison and breached the walls, the defenders could retreat to the keep and hold out there for another indefinite period of time.
Wolfram’s army had apparently pushed up the Tothian Way into the mountains, forced the Veyrians to retreat, and were gathering for a siege, but how would they take the castle? And this was only one of several similar castles recently built along the new highway, a series of rugged little fortifications known collectively as the Teeth. If Nathaliey twisted in her cage and craned her neck, she could see another small castle to the west. That one sat on a thumb-like protrusion of stone with an even more forbidding approach.
More importantly to Nathaliey, if Wolfram’s forces couldn’t take the castle, there was no way they could rescue her. Surely the captain of the Blackshields knew this, and wouldn’t even attempt it, instead pushing past them toward the khalifates. But at the same time, without the castles, how could his army advance? So long as Toth held the fortifications, the enemy could endlessly harass the Eriscoban army, destroying supplies and slaughtering men from behind.
No, Wolfram had to take the castles. Had to take them one by one. Yet such a task seemed beyond any conceivable army that might march east out of Eriscoba.
Three days had passed since Nathaliey sent her seeker, and she was still hanging on to her sanity in spite of every attempt to break it. Wights and other spectral visions were present whether she had her eyes open or not, and their voices infiltrated her head, too. Sometimes she heard nothing but a long wordless moan. Other wights undermined her in low cunning voices, whispering about the glories of serving the dark wizard, boasting how her soul was leaking from her body, and taunting her with tales of roasted pheasant, thick beef stews, and hunks of hot bread slathered with freshly churned butter. So many days had passed since her last meal, and every thought of food was torture.
Jasmeen appeared twice a day and forced down vials of the bitter, burning elixir. When Nathaliey resisted, Jasmeen cursed and slapped her, told her to surrender, and threatened to break her fingers or cut off her nose.
During these struggles, Nathaliey hid an unpleasant truth: the elixir no longer made her violently ill, but warmed her body and steadied her shaking hands. She’d begun to anticipate it, to long for it even. When it entered her mouth, she swallowed quickly, not wanting to lose even a single drop. Before long, she feared, she’d be begging for it. And when that happened, all hope would be lost.
Now Jasmeen was pacing the walls, her bony hands almost skeletal where they emerged from her sleeves. Nathaliey could see the dark acolyte for almost the entire length of the wall walk as she completed a circuit every few minutes. They held another prisoner atop the wall on the far side—some slave, Eriscoban soldier, or peasant—it was hard to see which—and were whipping him methodically. Every time Jasmeen passed, she stopped to draw power from the man’s pain.
“You look worried,” Nathaliey said the next time Jasmeen passed. “Are the barbarians winning the war?”
Jasmeen slowed as if she wanted to say something, but only cast Nathaliey a poisonous look before continuing on her way. Nathaliey tried again the next time the dark acolyte approached.
“It’s too bad Hamid’s marauders left you defenseless,” she said. “Now you’re going to die.”
Nathaliey had lost control of her seeker just before seeing the results of Wolfram’s ambush, but it must have gone well for the paladins. The castle gate had clanked open about an hour later, and horses came riding in. Yet far fewer than before, from the sound of it, maybe five or six animals in all. There was shouting, hard words and recriminations; Nathaliey recognized Hamid’s voice. He was still alive, curse him. Yet from his fury, she knew that he’d lost the encounter, and badly.
Hamid collected more men and rode through the castle gates a short time later. But this time, the sound of hooves moved east, in the direction of the khalifates. She hadn’t understood why at first, but the next morning saw preparations for a siege. It was then that she guessed Wolfram’s intention to attack the castle.
Jasmeen circled about again a few minutes later. Nathaliey made another attempt to provoke, and this time her efforts bore fruit.
“Estmor is under siege,” Nathaliey said. “The pasha’s army driven off or surrounded. If Estmor has fallen, what chance does this little rock have?”
The dark acolyte stopped. “Don’t listen to soldiers. They are gossiping fools, the lot of them.”
Her voice was loud enough that two nearby men paused from hammering at the wet hides they were attaching to wooden framework shielding the wall. They scowled, and Nathaliey enjoyed a small victory.
“So the castle is not under siege? And the pasha is not surrounded?” Nathaliey shook her head in mock sorrow when Jasmeen failed to answer. “Your master’s war has apparently collapsed.”
Jasmeen sneered. “The entire strength of the barbarian kingdoms amounts to a few thousand men. King Toth will muster fifty thousand, with tens of thousands more to support them. Entire cities will go hungry this winter to feed his army.”
“And yet the sorcerer is nowhere to be seen at the front lines,” Nathaliey answered. “His champions have withdrawn. Why? The east must still be troubling him. How is Toth going to subdue the whole of Eriscoba if he can’t manage a tiny little khalifate like Aristonia?”
“If you refer to your friends, they are already dead. Your wizard—what was his name? Memnet the so-called Great?—begged for mercy, and your fellow apprentices screamed as we stripped the skin from their bodies. We tore down your garden walls, burned your trees, and slaughtered them all. No two stones stand one on top of the other.”
Nathaliey was not so feeble that she couldn’t manage a laugh at the obvious lie. “Then it’s truly strange for the sorcerer to abandon these castles to the paladins and their armies. After all, if my order is dead, there’s no reason to withdraw.”
Jasmeen bared her teeth. “This fortress will never be taken. Let the barbarians lay siege. They have no wizardry, no war machines, no engineers or incendiaries. We can hold the castle for months if necessary. Longer. By then my master will have his armies.”
Nathaliey had no ready retort for this, as she’d already had this conversation in her head, and Jasmeen’s boast seemed all too true. All she could do was stare back at the woman and ignore the vision of wights floating through the air between them.
“You’ll never break my mind,” Nathaliey said. “Your poison will fail.”
Jasmeen stared for a long moment with her gaunt eyes boring into Nathaliey. She reached over the edge and gave the pole a shake, which made the gibbet sway where it hung above the gorge, then continued around to where a Veyrian continued whipping the prisoner. The screams had ceased, and the poor fellow could only moan pitifully.
The sound of marching feet and horses’ hooves soon rose like a dull thunder to the west. Jasmeen had disappeared around the wall walk behind the central keep, and didn’t reappear. She must be standing above the gates, waiting with the garrison commander.
Meanwhile, the sound grew until it echoed off the soaring peaks that rose above the Tothian Way. Soldiers stopped their work on the castle walls and turned to shuttling crossbow bolts, baskets of stones, and other missiles to the tower and battlements. Men lit fires on the wall walk, while others hauled up kettles, which they filled with oil and pitch.
Nathaliey waited in anticipation. She desperately wanted the Eriscobans to assault the castle and free her, but knew in her heart that any attempt would be futile. Hundreds of Wolfram’s men would die to little effect. Never mind the well-protected garrison; how would he even combat Jasmeen’s sorcery?
It took another hour before the advance units of the besieging army arrived. Much as she craned, Nathaliey couldn’t see them or any bit of the Tothian Way as it approached the small castle, but the army made plenty of noise, and it had to amount to several hundred men on foot and horse. Perhaps more. Someone outside the walls blew a trumpet, and a man hailed the garrison commander in a booming voice. This led to threats and demands shouted back and forth, followed by a volley of flaming arrows from the besieging army. They sailed over the walls and into the castle.
Unlike Estmor’s castle, this small fortress had never been a home or built with anything but defense in mind. There were few wood roofs inside, and these had been covered with wet hides. A handful of arrows struck, but the fire didn’t take hold.
The initial attack was followed almost immediately by return fire from crossbows and ballistae atop the castle walls. Jasmeen reappeared on the west side of the wall walk, where she paced among the defenders, casting enchantments into the bolts as they sped downward. The cries of wounded men rose from outside the walls, which brought jeers from the defenders. Two men trotted past Nathaliey’s cage, rolling barrels of oil, and their chatter was excited and confident.
The defenders must like their chances. An army amassed at the gates, with no way to storm the castle. The attackers could only suffer heavy losses, while the defenders would emerge from the battle unscathed.
So what the devil was Wolfram doing? It certainly sounded like a siege: pounding hammers, creaking cart wheels, men shouting about the assembly of siege engines. The Eriscobans seemed to be making camp on the highway and preparing for a protracted battle. They couldn’t see the hot oil waiting above, nor understand that Jasmeen could set it all afire as easily as she could snap her fingers.
Or maybe Wolfram wasn’t in command. He’d proven himself capable of spurring his forces to quick action, but only when he spied an opening. Otherwise, he was cautious, slow to commit the men and women under his banner. In other words, a good commander, not one likely to throw away lives.
There must be someone else leading the Eriscoban army, Nathaliey decided, a baron or earl mounting the attack while Captain Wolfram remained in command of the Blackshields, but otherwise remained apart from battle preparations. This attack was too hasty, too unlikely to succeed for Wolfram.
The Eriscobans continued on the move throughout the late morning and into early afternoon. Unable to see the action, and with no strength left to pull up a seeker, Nathaliey could only follow by ear. It sounded like half the foot soldiers and cavalry were piling up outside the castle gates, while the other half marched east, deeper into the mountains.
That gave Nathaliey some hope. Maybe they wouldn’t mount an all-out assault after all. Maybe their strategy was to lay siege to all the castles in the mountain passes, testing the defenses, bottling up defenders, but no more. Time would prove that the Veyrians were well stocked and invulnerable in their mountain redoubts, but at least the Eriscobans wouldn’t sacrifice their forces. When King Toth finally made his move, it would allow an orderly retreat to Estmor.
It was about two hours after noon when the sun dipped behind a crag in the mountains and an Eriscoban trumpet sounded from the highway. A voice shouted a command, and a great cry rose from the barbarian army. Feet stomped and spears banged against shields. The Veyrians stiffened on the wall, crossbows in hand, hot oil at the ready, while they waited for the attackers to make their move.
Another trumpet from the highway, this one high and clear—a single long note. Nathaliey watched, tense. Enough with the horns. The Eriscobans could blare and stomp and cheer, and it wouldn’t get them through the castle gate.
Arrows soared up to the walls, and this time it was a full volley, hundreds of them. The defenders ducked behind the battlements to wait it out, but it seemed that the attackers were prepared to keep shooting and shooting to no apparent purpose.
The sun, still moving across the sky, emerged from the other side of the crag and bathed the castle in clear brilliant light. Nathaliey squinted, unable to see. At that moment, there came a clanking sound and she squinted, disbelieving, as hooks flew up and snared the crenelations atop the battlements. Somehow, the attackers had timed their volleys to launch claw hooks disguised among the arrows just as the sunlight moved from behind a mountain peak and temporarily blinded the defenders.
And yet, what possible good could it do? The attackers weren’t spiders; they couldn’t scramble up the ropes fast enough to reach the top, not carrying armor and weapons. Indeed, Jasmeen had already spotted the attempt to scale the walls, and was shouting for hot oil and crossbows to repel it. One of the more alert Veyrians drew a dagger and severed the rope holding one of the hooks in place.
Nathaliey was starved, poisoned, and demoralized, and yet the wheels were turning, clanking away as they raised some internal portcullis in her mind. In one brilliant moment of clarity, she understood, she knew what Wolfram’s forces meant to do. She shielded her eyes and looked skyward.
There, from behind the mountain peak and with the sun at their back, was a great cloud silhouetted against the sky. It dropped silently and swiftly, then broke into a hundred individual components. Not a sound, not a whisper as they approached.
At the last moment, a Veyrian soldier cried a warning, and suddenly the entire flock of griffins let out an ear-shattering scream, dozens of animals all at once, joined by a full-throated roar from their riders.
A griffin blasted past Nathaliey’s gibbet in a rush of air that shook the iron cage. It seized a soldier on the wall, who only had time to stare in dawning horror as the talons closed around him and hurled him over the edge. He went flailing past her cage, making a final, desperate, and unsuccessful lunge for her metal bars before he fell screaming into the gorge. The rider angled her griffin along the wall and hurled her spear at a man with a crossbow. It hit the man in the chest. Another Veyrian down.
There were forty or fifty griffins in the first wave, and they had nearly swept the defenders from the wall by the time the second wave barreled in. Each of these griffins carried two people, one rider and one passenger. They landed just long enough to discharge the second person to the walls, and Nathaliey managed a rusty cheer when she saw they were paladins.
Wolfram was among them, and he spotted her in the cage. “Hold on! We’ll get you out.”
But first there was fighting to do, as Veyrians rushed up from below while crossbows and ballistae chased off griffins, and some of the newly arrived paladins were trying to fight their way to the castle gate to open it for the Eriscobans to pour in, while others hauled at ropes to hoist their comrades in arms up to the wall. Nathaliey could only watch, frustrated, as the battle raged without her participation.
Jasmeen came slithering around the edge of the wall walk. Paladins and Veyrians did battle all around her, but none seemed to notice her, and they even bent their movements in combat to allow her through. Sorcery swirled about her robes, and she seemed to be dragging multiple shadows. One moment her face looked dead, a rotting corpse, the next a blue wight, and the next, it was her own face, gaunt and starved. She came to the edge of the wall and stared out at the gibbet on its pole.
“I see you,” Nathaliey said. “You can’t hide from me.”
“That is because you are half-turned. My sorcery is your sorcery. And because we are the same, it reveals me, it doesn’t hide me.”
“Your elixir failed.” Nathaliey’s words came out cracked and hoarse, but defiant. “The castle is taken, and I’ll be freed.”
“Which is why you must die,” Jasmeen said.
The dark acolyte put her hand on the wooden pole, closed her eyes, and squeezed. The pole groaned. There was a crack, and a fissure opened down the wood. The cage sagged as the pole holding it up buckled, and Nathaliey grabbed the bars in sudden fear. The pole held one second longer, dangling, then cracked in two and broke free. Nathaliey’s stomach lurched as she fell. The cage dropped away, with the castle rapidly receding above her.
Something jerked her upward. A griffin’s talons held the gibbet and lifted her higher. The rider leaned over her mount and looked at Nathaliey through narrowed eyes. It was the woman with the emerald-green stone at her brow. Laboring against the weight, the griffin hauled up the iron cage and dropped it with a clank on the wall walk.
Nathaliey was face down in the gibbet and couldn’t see anything. But her ears worked. The castle gates clanked open, and attackers poured into the bailey. The walls seemed to be taken, and the remaining battle concentrated around the keep. Griffins swooped overhead with eagle-like cries and blasts of air from their beating wings, and more than one defender who’d survived the initial assault fell screaming to his death.
A few minutes later, the battle came to an end as the remaining Veyrians cried their surrender. Strong arms turned the gibbet over, and paladins set to work breaking her out. When she was hauled to her feet, trembling and weak and unable to hold herself upright, she found herself staring at Captain Wolfram’s confident face. He smiled and rested his hand briefly on her shoulder before setting off to finish securing the castle.
Griffins still swooped overhead. One landed long enough to retrieve a fallen rider, and two more emerged from the gorge hauling the struggling body of an injured griffin between them, which they carried up toward the peaks. A griffin landed atop the keep, its wings spread and its giant, eagle-like head cocked and fixing the Eriscobans below with a penetrating gaze.
The woman who had rescued Nathaliey sat on the griffin’s back. She held her long graceful sword in hand and stared down at Nathaliey from above, her gaze every bit as sharp as that of her mount.
“A debt acknowledged,” the woman called down in a high clear voice. She sheathed her sword. “Ska!”
Her griffin lifted skyward with a shrill cry. Other griffins swooped in after her, and together they flew in a massive flock down the canyon, away from the castle. Moments later, the griffins and riders were all gone.
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
Nathaliey was in bed in the keep, her head aching, her stomach churning from the bit of ale and bread she’d taken, when Wolfram knocked on the door and entered. He’d changed out of his tunic and breastplate and wore a simple linen shirt, with a bandage visible at the right shoulder blade. There was another cut on his hand, but he otherwise seemed healthy and strong. He looked around, taking in the bed, the single trunk, and the lantern on a roughly hewn table.
“These were the castle commander’s own quarters. Rather spartan, wouldn’t you say?”
Nathaliey fought off a violent shiver. “Whatever else this place is, it’s not built for comfort.”
Wolfram was partially blocking the light from the small window and moved into a different position to study her. “Your eyes are yellow.”
“That’s the least of my troubles.”
“Your strength will return with time. Food, clean water, and rest.”
“My body should heal quickly enough. I’m a wizard—we can live without food longer than you might expect.”
“They gave you nothing?”
“No food. A little water. And a poison—an elixir of thrall. I see wights. They’re standing over your shoulder right now.”
Wolfram cast a quick glance behind him. “Where?”
“I don’t know if they’re really here. I think not. It’s a vision, nothing more. I need time. And another wizard to heal me, time to eat and rest in the gardens.”
“I can’t give you that, I’m afraid. We’re rather short on wizards around here, and Yuli won’t leave the mountains to carry you down. I already asked.”
“Yuli?”
“Yuli is the flockheart, the queen of the griffin riders. I asked her to carry you home, but she refused. Said she already carried Markal to the lowlands and seemed shaken by the trip. Too many people, too hot. Thick, poisonous air. Her words, not mine.”
Nathaliey pushed herself into a sitting position with her back against the cold stone wall. “She knows Markal? When did this happen?”
“Sometime after he left us, but I don’t know anything more than that. The griffin riders don’t much care for us, and the feeling is mutual. When Yuli first approached, offering to help us drive Toth’s army from the mountains, my men almost caused a small war by trying to shoot their lead griffins out of the sky. We’re fortunate they missed.”
“What about Jasmeen? The acolyte, I mean. Did you capture her?”
Wolfram’s expression turned grim. “No, she escaped. As did Hamid and his marauders. We almost took him that night you sent a warning with your magical eye. I fought the brute myself, came face-to-face with Soultrup.”
“You bested him, though. You drove him back to the castle. I heard him return, and he’d lost men.”
“Aye, that we did. Hamid could have taken my life, though. He was defeating me at the time. He could have cut me down, but stopped, waited for someone else to do the killing.”
Nathaliey studied Wolfram’s face. “Because of the red sword?”
“Hamid was already struggling with the blade. Once, it tried to hurl itself from his hands before . . . well, whatever evil forces resumed control. Perhaps he was afraid that if he killed me, I would fight from within to take it from him.”
That sounded plausible. Nathaliey wanted to question Wolfram more, to hear the man’s strategy, to know if he meant to march all the way to the khalifates. And what about the griffin riders? They’d fought one battle, but would they be back to help overthrow the other fortifications?
But she was so tired, and her head was aching. She was thirstier than ever, and the wights were beginning to whisper. She found herself thinking about Jasmeen, wondering where the dark acolyte had gone once she escaped from the castle, and if she could follow. That was the nourishment she craved. The elixir . . . if she could—
Nathaliey clenched her eyes shut and sank back into the bed with a groan. If she didn’t regain her strength, she was afraid that she’d find a way out of the castle and track down Jasmeen. Not to defeat her, but to swear fealty to the dark wizard.
“I’ll let you rest,” Wolfram said, “and we can talk later. But if you wake up feeling weak, and need something to fortify your strength, try this.”
He set a bottle on the table next to a stack of enemy maps and dispatches that nobody had yet examined. Nathaliey peered at it through one half-opened eye.
“Wine? I thought you barbarians preferred beer and ale.”
“Captured from a wagonload of enemy supplies. There were rare spices, silks, wines, and brandies. Intended for Pasha Kerem, most likely, given the excess of luxury. This bottle isn’t just any wine, it appears to be from your gardens, by the wax seal on the cork.”
She heaved herself back up. “The Harvester take me, why didn’t you say so in the first place? Pour me some, and be quick about it.”
It took some searching to find a corkscrew, and she took the wine in a carved wooden mug that still smelled of beer. The first sip hit with such violence that she doubled over in pain, thinking she would vomit it to the floor, together with the bit of food she’d eaten earlier, but she held onto the contents of her stomach, and shortly the nausea passed. And almost at once, her head seemed clearer, the ever-present wights shuffling toward the edge of her vision instead of leering at her from directly in front.
Nathaliey held out her hand for the wooden mug, which Wolfram had taken while he watched her with concern. She took another sip. This time, there was no nausea.
“Sorry about my sharp words,” she said. “I didn’t mean to order you around.”
A smile touched the corner of his mouth. “The wine must be good.”
“Have you never tried it? Here, drink a little.”
He took a sip. “Well, that’s . . . yes, I understand.” Another sip.
“You don’t know how badly I needed it. I thought I was going to . . . never mind that. I’ll be better now.” She took the cup back and poured more. “Would you mind terribly sending someone for food? I think I can hold it down now.”
Wolfram left the room and sent someone with cheese and roasted game. By the time he returned, she’d eaten, napped for a spell, and awakened to eat and drink some more. The wights were still present when she closed her eyes, but they had receded, and were fading. From the captain’s satisfied look as he appraised her, she knew that she must look better, too. The light cutting through the narrow windows had faded to a dim gray, and he carried a lamp. 
“I’ve beaten it,” she said. “Maybe I really am a wizard.”
Eriscoban soldiers had come in while she was eating and carried off the maps, charts, and dispatches, and Wolfram brought one of them back with him, which he unrolled on the table. Nathaliey roused herself from the bed, threw a robe around her shoulders, and joined him. They stretched the paper out and pinned the corners with the lamp, the wine bottle, an empty bowl, and Wolfram’s dagger.
It was a map of the mountains, the seven castles guarding the passes, and the Tothian Way between Estmor and Syrmarria. Apart from the city itself, Aristonia was only a vague splotch on the map, with a handful of villages marked, and the Sacred Forest itself made no appearance, as if the high king already considered it erased from existence. Numbers, figures, and notes had been lightly marked with a lead stylus.
“This eastern lettering tests my ability to decipher it,” Wolfram said. “Is this number a two? And this is a five, right?”
“No, those are shorthand for larger figures. This one is a ten, and that one is a twenty. This mark here is a fifty. I don’t know what the rest of it means.”
Wolfram looked troubled, and hesitated a long moment before he spoke. “Those are unit types. Cavalry, footmen, archers. Other things I can’t figure out. Most likely types of supplies, because it’s in a column by itself, and I know this means wheat, and this seems to be leather.” Wolfram tapped his finger on the numbers. “But this is what has me alarmed.”
Yes, if he were right that the numbers represented units. Forty . . . did that mean forty thousand? It seemed to be. Forty and ten and two. An army of fifty-two thousand . . . was that even possible?”
“I heard two soldiers talking,” she said. “They mentioned twenty thousand men. It seemed a vast number.”
“It is a vast number. If you have twenty thousand men-at-arms, you need a hundred thousand to keep them supplied.”
“A hundred thousand people is greater than the entire khalifate of Aristonia.”
“Or any of our kingdoms, for that matter.” Wolfram tapped the map at the fortresses west of Aristonia. “Twenty—that’s this force here. If this map is two weeks old, who knows where they’ll be? And then you have thirty thousand more troops strung in encampments somewhere along here.”
“How many troops do you command?” Nathaliey asked.
“Seven thousand, more or less. I’d counted on an enemy force of twenty, believed I could defeat them, or at least fight them to a standstill. Force the enemy into a battle on the terrain of our choosing, leave them bloodied, and hope that your high king withdrew to seek easier prey.”
“The sorcerer is not my king, and anyway, this war is more than Eriscoba. It’s all of the khalifates, too.”
“Your people should have resisted when they had the chance,” Wolfram said grimly. “Now they supply troops to his armies and slaves to his road building.”
She clenched her jaw. “Some of us are resisting. Why do you think you took the castle so easily?”
“You call that easy?”
“You know what I mean. You shouldn’t have taken it in the first place. You shouldn’t have been allowed to approach the gates. Toth had a toehold on the western side of the mountains, and if he’d kept it supplied with fresh troops, he’d still be slaughtering his way through Eriscoba.”
“And it’s your wizards forcing him to delay?”
“Yes.”
“Explain.”
“If Toth held Syrmarria, if he had Aristonia under his thumb, nothing would stop those fifty thousand troops from pouring into your lands. And then it would be the barbarians serving as slaves and foot soldiers. Probably that’s his plan all along. Conquer the free kingdoms and send a hundred thousand Eriscoban slaves into the southern deserts. Build his sorcerous highway on top of the Spice Road until he’s conquered Marrabat and the rest of the sultanates to add to his empire. And if the pale-skinned barbarians die beneath the blistering sun, so much the better. And why should I care if he does? You care nothing for my homeland, apparently. We didn’t resist, you claim, and so I suppose we deserve what we get. Is that about right?”
Wolfram drew in his breath, and Nathaliey was aware that she’d been shouting. After half a bottle of wine from the gardens, her head was light and her tongue loose. She needed to rein it in.
“I’m sorry, Captain. I’m not your enemy, you know that.”
“I know.”
“I want to save my home and my people.”
“I know that, Nathaliey. Don’t think me a coward. I took great risks to rescue you. First at Estmor, now here.”
She looked down, her throat suddenly tight. “I am very sorry.”
“You’re right. We’re in this war together. Even Yuli’s griffin riders, at least until we’re through the mountains. After that . . . I’m not sure.
“But I can’t throw my seven thousand against an army of fifty thousand and hope to survive,” he continued. “If the griffins help us clear the castles, we can hold the mountain passes while we drain Estmor’s swamps and fortify the castle. Maybe raise another five, six thousand troops. Harass and delay . . .” His voice trailed off and he returned his gaze to the map. “Fifty thousand men. The enemy cavalry alone numbers ten thousand. By the Brothers, they have nine thousand archers.”
“Plus siege engines, engineers, and above all, sorcery,” Nathaliey said. “If you face those fifty thousand in Eriscoba, they’ll be backed by King Toth and his acolytes, because it will mean that no one from my order remains to oppose him.”
“And what would you have me do?”
Nathaliey studied the map, looked at the castles, the placement of Syrmarria. The gardens were not on the map, of course, nor even Blossom Creek, but she knew more or less where it was. She didn’t know what Memnet, Markal, and the others were doing, but they must be resisting. And all those enemy forces were moving to encircle them.
“There’s a friendly army in Aristonia,” she said. “It doesn’t show on your map.”
“How many?”
“Fifty.”
“Fifty thousand men?” He looked incredulous. “Where would they have come from?”
“Not fifty thousand. Fifty. That’s the sum of my order—wizards, apprentices, acolytes, archivists, and keepers.” 
“I see.”
“We fought Toth once and defeated his army.”
“I’ve seen what you can do. I wouldn’t discount it. But still . . .”
“You haven’t seen us in action, not truly. Memnet is more powerful than the lot of us, and our gardens are stronger than any castle you can imagine. Wights, marauders, sorcerers, and hundreds of Veyrian soldiers—we defeated them all, and by now the order will have rebuilt our defenses.”
“So you have a castle of sorts. And an army . . . of sorts. How will this help us win the war?”
Nathaliey touched her index finger to the map, to the gardens. “Bring your forces here. This is where we will destroy King Toth and his armies.”
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
They were passing through a stretch of rolling countryside, two days from Syrmarria, and still a day’s travel from the gardens, when Memnet tapped Chantmer’s shoulder and told him to follow him from the road. Memnet ordered Markal to take command of the cart, with Karla and the other surviving archivists accompanying him.
Intrigued, Chantmer followed Memnet into a meadow as sheep scattered ahead of them. This was it, he decided. This was the moment when the master rewarded him. He had battled dark acolytes, fought a fire salamander, and convinced a spoiled princess to rescue the vizier and save thousands of Syrmarrians.
True, he hadn’t done any of those things alone. Either Narud or Markal had been with him most of the time, but that was the point, wasn’t it? His magic and knowledge were equal to or greater than theirs, and so was his judgment. And now, knowing that Nathaliey had been elevated, and by Markal, no less, made him sure. All of his companions were wizards, and now it was his turn.
Memnet scaled a low hill and turned about as if trying to orient himself. “Here,” he said, pointing. “Help me pull up the turf.”
Chantmer frowned, surprised at the order. “Dig with my hands?”
“Unless you’ve got a shovel up your sleeve.” Memnet raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t think we were coming up to scout the countryside, did you?”
“No, I suppose not.”
“Then let’s get working.”
Chantmer bent, his face red with embarrassment. Why had he thought this would be about making him a wizard? Memnet had had several opportunities to speak to him alone over the past couple of days, the first coming only a few hours outside the city, when Markal and the others set off to leave the rescued men and animals with a group of refugees fleeing south toward the Spice Road. Yet he hadn’t.
Chantmer gave a desultory tug at a clump of grass, and was surprised when it came right up. There was a flat stone just below the surface, and the pair of them had it exposed after a few minutes of work. It was roughly three paces wide and six paces long.
“There was an entire stone ring here at one point,” Memnet said. He brushed away dirt. “Knocked down in the war.”
“The war?”
“Not the war—I misspoke. A war. Many many years ago. There was a battle near here, one of several in this area.” He kept brushing at the dirt, and Chantmer followed his lead. “But even if the rings were knocked down, they weren’t destroyed. They maintain their power—weakened by time and neglect—but still there.”
“I didn’t know the rings had a functional purpose.”
Memnet looked at him with a smile. “You thought they were decorative?”
“I was told they were built to honor the Brothers. Holy sites or something, like an old shrine.”
“That, too.”
“But I can’t feel anything,” Chantmer said.
“It’s dormant. The ones you see, the standing stones, are exhausted, at least here in the lowlands. But go to the mountains and find a ring and you’ll see its magic is still active.”
“Hmm. Markal told me something about the battle at the stone circle.”
That reminded him that Markal had declared Nathaliey a wizard after their adventures in the mountains, and he scowled. When he thought how he’d expected Memnet to bring him to the hill to give him the same sort of news, his scowl deepened. This was only another lesson, nothing more. Would they never end?
“Is something wrong?” Memnet asked.
“No, nothing. Only that three others have been elevated to the station of wizard, and I find myself with Kreth and Roghan and the like, nothing but an apprentice.”
“That’s an unfair comparison, my friend. Kreth and Roghan are lesser apprentices. They have a long way to go before they reach your level of knowledge and power.”
“Lesser, greater. What does it matter?”
“It matters a good deal,” Memnet said.
Chantmer groaned. He turned back to his work clearing away dirt before frustration made him say something unpleasant. That would only convince the master to suppress him further. His fingers traced a familiar mark in the stone.
“This is a rune of desolation. Like in the walled garden.”
“Good, yes. Wake it up—I assume you know the incantation.”
Chantmer did. He spoke a few words, let fall a single drop of blood, and touched the stone again. It hummed with power.
“It’s far from the road,” Chantmer said. “You’d need to lure an enemy here for it to do any good.”
“Only if we were to activate it in isolation. But we won’t be. All this travel I’ve been doing up and down the road hasn’t been solely to clear it of enemies. I’ve been working the old stones and . . . here, I’ll show you something.”
Memnet picked up clumps of sod and shook the roots to scatter dirt over the surface of the stone. While he worked, Chantmer cast a glance back at the road. Markal and the apprentices were almost out of sight around the bend. There was a village up ahead, but it was most likely deserted, either because the enemy had swept up the inhabitants as slaves, or because the villagers had fled the countryside. It wasn’t just Syrmarria on the move, but most of the population of Aristonia, trudging toward the Spice Road with whatever they could carry. Soon to be a people in exile.
The sky to the east was still dark and ominous two days after they’d abandoned Syrmarria to its fate. The air carried the tang of smoke, and they awoke in the mornings to find a thin film of ash covering their blankets and collecting in their eyelashes.
There were dead people in that ash, Chantmer thought. Burned in a fiery holocaust, turned to bone ash, and then floating through the air to coat his mouth and throat. It had all happened too quickly; for every person who’d escaped, another had died in the fires.
“This represents Aristonia,” Memnet said, drawing Chantmer’s attention back.
What the master had traced in the thin layer of dirt over the fallen stone looked nothing like a map, but something resembling a wagon wheel, with spokes radiating from an inner circle to an outer ring.
“The outer ring is the Sacred Forest,” Memnet continued. “It was once so thick that only the centermost part of the khalifate—called a kingdom in those days—was free for human settlement. The old woods are still intact here along the northern realm where the Forest Brother once lived, but in the south the forest has either been cleared, died beneath the encroaching desert, or been reduced to scattered stands of oak and maple. Here to the west, you find the sacred groves of trees—more remnants.”
“What are the spokes?” Chantmer asked.
“Lines of power.” Memnet traced his finger along four of them. “The main strength is here—north, south, east, and west—we’re standing on the eastern meridian right now. They radiate from here, at the center.”
“The center . . . is that the gardens?”
“Yes, you understand. There used to be four more points of power here at the heart of the kingdom, each controlling a meridian, but two were long gone before I established the order.” He gave Chantmer a significant look. “And the other two . . .?”
That was easy enough to guess. “And the other two were located at the walled garden and the Golden Pavilion.”
Memnet nodded. “The walled garden fell, or, more accurately, was destroyed in order to defeat the enemy attack. It was necessary, and yet a terrible loss. But so long as the Golden Pavilion stands, this entire network of spokes can be activated.”
“To what purpose?”
“Ah, you’re jumping ahead.”
Memnet brushed his hands across the dirt and smeared away the wagon-wheel-shaped map. He put the clumps of grass back in place, then had Chantmer leave a concealing spell to hide their work until the grass and soil and rain had a chance to offer a more permanent disguise. The rune, Memnet said, would stay active for three or four weeks. If, by that point, it hadn’t been used, the threat would be gone or they would all be dead. When they were done, they rose and brushed dirt from their hands and robes.
“This is lore that only two people share, Chantmer. You and I. Jethro knew, too—he dug it out of a book that remained in the library. A book that has been consumed by a fire salamander.”
“But not Markal?”
“Not Markal. In fact, I hid it from him. You’ll understand in a moment and know why I’m telling you and not one of your friends.”
Chantmer had no friends. He had companions, but that was a different matter. There was no connection he shared like that between Nathaliey and Markal, who possessed a strange understanding that Chantmer couldn’t penetrate. Chantmer’s other companions were odd individuals, like Narud, or below him in stature, like the various lesser members of the order.
“Any one of us can activate these runes,” Memnet said. “Karla or Erasmus could do it, even though they’re only archivists. But to call up the magic from the stones will take a wizard, someone to stand in the Golden Pavilion and raise power, to speak and channel the incantation.”
“If you’re telling me, does that mean I am . . .?”
“If the time comes, then yes. But not yet. I’ll tell you if it’s necessary.”
“I see.” More disappointment. Was there no end to it? “And why me and not one of the others? The ones you’ve already made wizards while I sit here waiting?”
“This is a pure land, Chantmer. Not just the gardens, but all of Aristonia. Beloved of the Forest Brother, and imbued with power from the moment of its creation. It is pure, and it can sacrifice in its own defense.”
Chantmer stared, his stomach churning as understanding came to him. The master held his gaze as if waiting for him to speak, to acknowledge what he’d heard.
“I understand, Master.”
“Good. I thought you would.”
Yes, he understood all too well, especially with the destruction of Syrmarria so fresh in his memory. The master set off, and Chantmer cast a final glance east, where the last, lingering smoke from the burning city darkened the skyline.
#
Markal studied Memnet and Chantmer as they hurried up the road to rejoin the cart. Chantmer looked calmer than he had since greeting them at the city gates.
His first thought was that the master had taken Chantmer aside to tell him that he was being elevated to the ranks of wizards. But if that had been the case, Chantmer would have quickly found a way to tell Markal, no doubt with some lofty remark, acting as though it had been a foregone conclusion.
Instead, Chantmer strolled next to the cart with his hands buried in his sleeves, his chin held up, and his back stiff, making him appear even taller than he was, but with little arrogance. He seemed almost thoughtful.
Markal caught Memnet’s eye, but the master only returned an enigmatic smile. Fine, let them keep their secrets. So long as it put a lid on Chantmer’s belligerence, he didn’t mind being left out of their conversation.
There were seven of them walking alongside the cart—Memnet, Markal, Chantmer, and the four surviving archivists—but none were in the mood to talk. They passed a low-slung crofter’s house, its door hanging ajar, the animals carted off except for a single chicken that wandered aimlessly outside an open coop. Nobody commented, and they continued through the eerily deserted countryside, the clomp of hooves, the snorting horse, and the creaking cart wheels the only sound in the still afternoon air.
Unexpectedly, it was one of the archivists who broke the silence. “Jethro was researching a healing spell,” Karla said. “Something with the power to restore a withered hand. Does anyone know if that book made it into the cart?”
The other archivists looked confused. “How does it matter now?” Erasmus asked.
“Because Jethro thought it might be chained to a summoning incantation. He . . . never mind that. Now is not the time, I’m sorry.” She dropped her gaze.
“I understand,” Erasmus said. He put a hand on her shoulder, but she didn’t look up.
The archivists were a close-knit group who’d worked together for years in quiet study, and they were more anguished about the loss of their companion than the destruction of the library and the city. Or at least it seemed that way from how they spoke his name.
“Jethro is a martyr,” Markal said, thinking to raise their spirits. “Without him, we’d be dead, and these books consumed in fire.”
Karla lifted her hand and gave him an appreciative look. “Yes, that is exactly what I thought.”
“He recruited me into the order,” Markal said. “I never really thought of it before, but that’s how I made contact.”
Chantmer was up front by the horse and glanced over his shoulder. “I thought the master recruited you. I thought he recruited all of us.”
“My parents were dead, and I was apprenticed to a tile layer in the palace. But my father had been a merchant, and he’d taught me figures, which I used to calculate the quantity of tiles we’d need for a room. A vizier spied me doing figures one day, and someone brought me to one of the palace tutors, who tested me with letters and numbers.”
“And that was Jethro, I suppose,” Chantmer said.
“The archivists do that sometimes,” Karla said. “Or did it. Tutored the children of viziers and other high officials to keep an ear to the goings-on in the palace.”
“Jethro taught me writing, advanced arithmetic, and even a bit of the Kratian language. He was testing my abilities. When I’d proved them, he brought me to the master, and I became one of the lesser apprentices.”
“It’s interesting to hear you tell it,” Memnet said. He was on the other side of the cart, rolling the orb from palm to palm, and Markal hadn’t been sure he was even listening. “My earliest memory of you is not as a tile layer’s apprentice, but a promising young student in the palace.
“But when you put it that way, the story sounds familiar, because I found Jethro in much the same way. He was also an orphan, also from a family where he’d learned a bit of knowledge, and apprenticed to a glassblower. I discovered his native intelligence, his memory, his curiosity about books and reading, and brought him with me to study.”
“It sounds like a good way to identify future archivists,” Chantmer said.
Markal ignored the comment, with its implied commentary about his magical limitations. Anyway, given how Jethro had sacrificed his life for them, calling him a mere archivist didn’t sound like an insult.
He was curious to hear more about Jethro and how the master chose apprentices—and maybe even pry into the origins of the order itself, a subject the master rarely discussed—but Memnet hushed them. He felt sorcery on the wind and wanted to go ahead to sniff it out before they brought the cart forward.
Memnet returned about twenty minutes later looking concerned. “There are traps on the road. The work of dark acolytes. I don’t believe it’s the work of Toth himself, but it would be safer to go around.”
That led to a laborious struggle down a dirt track into someone’s cow pasture—there were no cows, but there were plenty of ditches intended to keep animals from wandering, which led to a lot of muscle work to get the horse and cart across. Chantmer suggested magic to speed the way, but Memnet wouldn’t permit anything beyond concealing spells.
It wasn’t the first time they’d been forced to detour from the Syrmarrian road, but it felt different this time. The scent of sorcery was in the air, and Markal sensed marauders, too. Near. Perhaps within a few hundred paces, each side cloaked from the other, but one side hunting, the other hiding.
They skirted the edge of the fertile Narpine Valley, but the surrounding farms and villages seemed abandoned, and the master led them straight through, churning up fields of wheat, tall, green, and ripening. Wheat that would never be harvested.
Night had fallen, and a full moon had risen in the sky by the time they came to a causeway crossing the flat marshes of the Nye River, some five miles from the bridge over Blossom Creek and the final descent to the gardens. Memnet stopped them.
“We have no way home except through these marshes,” he said. “There’s an enemy army to the south, another to the north along the Tothian Way, and it would take three more days to hook around from the west. That’s time we don’t have. And marauders are pushing toward us from the burning city, so we can’t even go back the way we came.”
“How do you know all this?” Chantmer asked.
“The land is speaking to me. The lines that run beneath the Aristonian soil.”
Chantmer stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Oh, yes. Of course. I suppose that is obvious enough if you know how to read the signs.”
Markal had no reason to distrust the master’s knowledge, but didn’t know what he meant by lines beneath the soil. And he doubted Chantmer did, either, though he was nodding solemnly, as if it was all clear.
“It’s not obvious to me,” Markal admitted. “Is Toth mounting another attack on the gardens?”
“That is his plan,” Memnet said. “And this time there will be no overreach. No few hundred soldiers, no handful of marauders scaling the walls. It will be a full-scale assault with everything the dark wizard can bring to bear.”
Memnet rolled the orb in his hand while staring down the hillside toward the marshes, and the others followed his gaze. The ghostly flicker of burning swamp gas lit the gloom.
“So far, we’ve only seen marauders as far as the bridge,” Memnet continued. “But that is a question of intent, not capability. The simple soldiers—footmen, cavalry, siege engineers, and the like—struggle to move any closer than here. Our defenses repel them. They have to be coaxed through, and I suspect Toth wants them all in place before he expends magic getting them to the bridge.”
“I don’t see the problem,” Markal said. “We’re only five miles from the gardens, a straight trip across the marshes, no more detours. We cast a spell on the horse, build his strength, and we’ll be home in two hours.”
“I agree with Markal,” Karla said. “I want these books in the vault. Why are we hesitating?”
“Do you see the lights?” Memnet asked.
“The swamp gas?” Markal asked.
“It’s meant to look like swamp gas. They’re beacons for wights. Toth has bound an army of the undead, and he’s drawing them to the marshes.”
“Like the night we ran from Syrmarria,” Chantmer said, “when the barbarian defended the bridge with her red sword.”
“That was a close scrape,” Markal said, “but this time we have magic to disperse them. They don’t want to be bound, right? They want to flee so the Harvester doesn’t find them. All we have to do is give them a reason. Right, Master?”
“We could do that, perhaps. If there were thirty or forty wights. Maybe even a few hundred like the rest of you faced that night on the bridge. But look.”
Memnet lifted his hand and spoke a quick incantation. A drop of blood fell from his palm. When he was done, he waved the orb in the air.
The road and the low road stretching into the marshlands took on a light sheen, as if the moon were an oil lamp and someone had moved it closer to the earth. The ponds and marshes pulsed with a dull blue-gray light for a good mile up and down the road that bisected it.
“What is it?” Markal asked. “What makes them glow like that?”
“Ten thousand wights.” Memnet’s tone was dark, almost hollow. “Perhaps more. Forced into the mire by Toth’s sorcery and pinned in place by his dark acolytes.”
Markal shook his head in disbelief. “So many? Where would they come from? There shouldn’t be more than a few hundred across the whole of Aristonia, if the necromancer gathered every single wight and dragged them here. Why hasn’t the Harvester—”
He stopped, suddenly understanding, and Memnet nodded grimly. Chantmer touched his hands to his temples and closed his eyes.
“I listened for the Harvester when we crossed the burning city,” Chantmer said. “I didn’t hear the horn nor his dogs, and I didn’t understand why. All of that death should have drawn the Dark Gatherer.”
“I listened too,” Markal admitted. “All I heard was the roaring fire.”
Chantmer opened his eyes. “That explains why Toth didn’t hunt us down on the road. He was busy binding his army.”
“I thought he was occupied with fire salamanders,” Markal said.
“So did I,” Memnet said. “Or even trying to steal a few volumes from the library before the salamanders devoured it. And perhaps he was, but that wasn’t all he was up to.”
“I still don’t understand,” one of the archivists said. “Will someone please explain?”
“The marshes are filled with the dead of Syrmarria,” Markal explained. “The thousands who didn’t escape the fire salamanders, the ones who died in pain and agony.”
“Sorcery kept the Harvester at bay,” Memnet said, “and sorcery dragged them here. They’re waiting to fall on us when we cross.”
Chantmer spoke in a low voice. “Ten thousand wights. So many.”
“They’ll awaken as soon as we approach the road,” Memnet said. “We carry the warmth of life, and no concealing spell will change that. Ten thousand wights will try to drag us into the swamp and drown us.”
“So we can’t get through,” Markal said. “But you told us there’s no other way. You say your magic isn’t strong enough to defeat them, but magic is the only possible defense we have.”
“My magic isn’t strong enough to defeat them,” Memnet agreed. “But it is strong enough to break the necromancer’s bond. To break his hold on them. And then you, Markal, are going to call for help.”
“Call for help from whom?”
“The Dark Gatherer. The Harvester himself.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty
Nathaliey swayed atop the bluff while the wind blew her hair around her face and made her cloak flap. She was three feet from the edge, but it felt as though one strong gust would lift her from her feet and hurl her into the rocky gorge below.
At least she was off the griffin, though her legs still trembled from the flight, which had been both terrifying and exhilarating. Ageel perched behind her, wings tucked and head down, presenting, she was sure, a smaller profile than she did.
Yuli squatted motionless at the edge of the cliff in front of Nathaliey, where she stared across the gorge to the granite spires of the castle. It was the only fortress along the Tothian Way as it passed through the mountains that hadn’t been built by the dark wizard, although his forces were firmly in command now. The paladins called it Montcrag.
“Hold your robes in,” Yuli said without turning. “They’ll draw the enemy’s eye. Better yet, sit down.”
“At this distance, who could see us?”
“I can see, for one. I have no problem spotting enemies walking the walls. Perhaps they can see us as well. Do you want to take that risk?”
Nathaliey sat. Her trembling legs thanked her.
Yuli glanced back, and her eyes narrowed, her gaze not so different from a bird of prey’s. “You look terrified. What’s wrong?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Nathaliey said. “Maybe the hungry griffin at my back, or maybe the five-hundred-foot drop in front of me.”
“I estimate seven hundred feet.”
“Even worse.”
“Worse? Not really. Fifty feet is the worst it can be, even if you know how to roll and break your fall—which you, being a flatlander, probably don’t—and above that you may as well fall from the clouds. You’re dead all the same. The only difference is how much time you have to think about it.”
The wind picked up with a howl, both strong and cold. Yuli didn’t seem bothered. She’d bared her arms while flying, even as Nathaliey’s hands grew numb gripping the woman around the waist. When Yuli leaned casually, almost carelessly over the edge of her mount to study the mountainous terrain beneath them, Nathaliey had swallowed a scream and dug her knees into the side of the griffin, afraid that she’d lose her grip.
Yuli turned her gaze back to the castle below them. “There they are.” Her voice was hard. “The gray devils. May talons tear their guts from their bellies and beaks open their throats.”
Nathaliey hadn’t known the woman long, less than two days now, and this was the first time they’d spent more than a few minutes alone. The day after the battle, Yuli had returned on Ageel to perch atop the keep. There, Wolfram, Marissa, and Nathaliey had parleyed with her and come up with a plan to fight their way through the mountains. They would take and hold only the first and last castles, while cutting off the middle five from communicating with each other.
“I see your sorcerer,” Yuli said.
“Toth? Or do you mean the dark acolyte?”
“The woman who tormented you in the iron cage. The gray devils are consulting with her.” 
“You know about the gibbet?”
“I studied you for days. If I’d known you were a companion of Markal’s I’d have rescued you earlier, but I thought you were another sorcerer, being punished for some reason. It meant nothing to me until the young flatlander told me who you were.”
Nathaliey started to respond, but Yuli hushed her so she could watch. The woman stared intently, motionless, never budging from her crouch.
“So many bows, so many ballistae,” Yuli said at last. “By now, they expect an aerial attack. But they can’t anticipate the full fury of our flocks. We’ll come down on them like a thunderstorm.”
“There’s something I don’t understand,” Nathaliey said. “You were always hostile to us. Your flocks attacked repeatedly when we tried to cross the mountains.”
“Defending our homes—the right of every free people. Anyway, they were warning attacks, nothing more. If we’d meant to exterminate you, we’d have done it.”
“We never wanted a fight, Yuli. We never even asked for your help. We only wanted you to stop harassing us. But now you’re helping? What changed? Was it meeting Markal? An arrangement with Captain Wolfram?”
“Wolfram is a flatlander. Markal, a flatlander. But neither is an enemy of my people.” Yuli glanced skyward, first looking up to the clouds, then turning her gaze to the surrounding peaks. What she saw seemed to satisfy her, and she nodded to herself. “These gray devils are enemies, and I swear on the blood of my ancestors, by the feathers of my griffin, that they will be destroyed.”
Yuli moved away from the ledge and approached Ageel, who lifted his beak from beneath a wing and studied his master. She plunged her hand into the feathers at his neck and whispered something in his ear. The griffin made a low keening sound.
“We came from the north,” Yuli said, “driven by frost giants and killing storms and spreading flocks of wild golden griffins that preyed on our hatchlings. We found a land uninhabited, with rocky cliffs for our aeries, abundant game, and careless shepherds in the foothills.”
“If there were shepherds,” Nathaliey said, “then they could hardly be uninhabited.”
Yuli continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “It’s true that the flatlands were infested with uncountable numbers of people. The larger settlements must have hundreds of people. From the size of your armies, there must be even bigger villages than what I’ve seen.”
Nathaliey nodded, thinking of Syrmarria with sixty-five thousand souls, and cities of the coast like Veyre with two, three times that number. “Your people are not so numerous, I see.”
“Flatlanders mean nothing to me so long as you stay out of the mountains. Your wars mean even less. But you didn’t stay out of them. We resisted the new road, made forays to try to stop this so-called high king from building his highway, and decided on a long-term campaign of harassment and attrition.”
“Why not all-out war?”
“Only a flatlander would ask that question.” Yuli touched the emerald stone at her forehead in what seemed an unconscious gesture. “You’re like ants going to war—how many thousands can you raise? My entire people number eight hundred souls, of which five hundred can fly at any time, and that counts those who are too young or old to fight. Of course we would win every battle, we would slaughter armies like so many sheep. Your generals make careless shepherds. But the cost would be brutal to my people. We would never recover.”
“And now?”
Yuli’s face, already severe, hardened to something frightening and deadly. “My home is in the mountains above the castle where we found you. I live sometimes alone, and sometimes with my mate and our young fledgling. Plus Ageel and his mate, together with their nest. We cut a terrace into the side of the mountain, where we grow potatoes and herbs. I chose the site because it is well positioned to reach the aeries to the north and south, and keeps me close enough to the sorcerer’s road to spy on his comings and goings. It is well disguised and inaccessible—or so I thought. What fool would approach a griffin’s aerie, where he could be thrown to his death?
“A week ago I came back from patrol to find my husband, my child, and Ageel’s mate in the sky, flying around the nest, trying to drive off attackers. Six enemies in all, dressed in gray robes, scaling the cliff.”
“Marauders. Or ravagers, if you use King Toth’s term.”
“Gray demons—that’s what we call them. They had sorcery in their cloaks. It allowed them to cling to the cliff face, and when we tried to snatch them from the rock, talon and claw would not take hold.”
Nathaliey remembered the assault on the garden walls and the sorcery embedded within the cloaks. “Go on,” she urged.
“I killed one man with my spear, but it was not so easy to get in next to the rock face to fight them with the sword. A griffin, for all his maneuverability, cannot hover in place like a kestrel. Instead, I told my mate we would land in the nest and defend it. It was then that I realized the men weren’t climbing up, they were climbing down, and they’d carried the two griffin eggs with them. The gray demons took refuge in a cave as night fell.
“Ageel was tired from a long patrol, so I sent my mate and his mount to summon help while we kept the gray demons pinned inside the cave. The enemy taunted me as I flew past. They were going to cook our eggs for supper, they said. It was no idle threat. To my horror, I smelled their campfire, smelled the cooking eggs. Ageel screamed in anger, and I could only curse.
“My mate arrived in the morning with twenty riders. We swore we would slaughter the intruders, but somehow the gray demons had slipped away during the night. There, in the ash of their campfire, were the broken shells of griffin eggs. It was then that I determined to wage war on this sorcerer and his forces. When my people learned of the atrocity, all agreed to join me.”
“What were the marauders thinking?” Nathaliey said. “Doesn’t Toth have enough enemies already without provoking more?”
“Does it matter his plans?” Yuli asked. “The sorcerer king is cruel and determined. He must be driven from the mountains.”
“But why provoke you now? Why incite open conflict?”
“To intimidate us,” Yuli said. “To frighten us into abandoning the high passes. In this he has failed.” She looked down at her hands. “Our griffins are no more common than we are. They might pass years or even decades between clutches. This was Ageel and his mate’s first laying.”
“I’m sorry about the eggs,” Nathaliey said. “It was an act of senseless cruelty. But I’m glad to have you on our side.”
“It’s not a friendship, Flatlander. Remember that. When this war is won we will expect you to keep to your lands, and we will keep to ours.”
“Understood.”
“This woman I spotted, the sorcerer. What is her name?”
“Jasmeen. She is a dark acolyte, a slave of the sorcerer. She was trying to turn me into another slave.”
“Then I suspect you feel the same way about this woman as I do about the gray demons.”
“Yes, I do.”
“Good. Then today we will both take a measure of revenge.”
#
This time there was no sneak attack. Wolfram’s forces streamed down the Tothian Way from the passes, fought a brief skirmish to seize the road leading from the highway to the castle gates, and sent the enemy scurrying behind the walls, where they hunkered down to wait. Dozens of griffins wheeled overhead, screaming, while riders dropped projectiles on the defenders: stones, spears, and flaming pots of oil. Hurled from two hundred feet overhead, even stones the size of a man’s fist could kill or maim, and the larger missiles demolished roofs and smashed crenelations atop the battlements.
But this was more harassing fire than anything, and watching with Yuli from the ledge, Nathaliey knew that it would take more than an aerial bombardment to force Montcrag’s capitulation. A whirlwind of griffins falling from above with armed riders on their backs would be a challenge to resist, but at the same time the attackers would be vulnerable to arrows, bolts, and sorcery. Yuli said she expected as many as twenty or more riders could die, and an equal number of griffins. By Nathaliey’s count, that amounted to nearly a seventh of the griffin army, a brutal toll.
Nathaliey proposed a different tactic. Yuli listened and quickly agreed.
Wolfram’s forces at hand numbered four or five thousand foot soldiers and a few hundred cavalry, including the Blackshields. Once they had bottled up the road-facing side of the castle, the Eriscobans put together a few small siege engines. These hurled stones and balls of flaming rags over the walls, but again, this was incapable of subduing the castle, only causing the defenders aggravation.
Once the defenders seemed fully distracted, Nathaliey indicated that it was time. She climbed on behind Yuli, let the woman loop leather thongs around her ankles and waist to keep her from plummeting to her death, and held tight as the griffin rider gave a shout and they shot into the sky. The ground receded, and Nathaliey’s stomach was in her throat. They kept rising and rising. Up and up and up, until they’d reached the highest peaks.
From above, the Dragon’s Spine looked even more impressive, the mountain range stretching in a massive row of ridges north and south. From this vantage it seemed like the backbone of the entire world, and she could see both east and west. East, an endless plain, dry and brown under the crippling drought. To the west, lush green hills and valleys. The world curved, bent toward the horizon in either direction.
The air was so thin that she was gasping for air, and so cold it felt like knives in her chest with every breath. Her lips chattered, her hands turned numb. The other griffins and riders swooped back and forth below, with the castle only a child’s toy on a ridge, insignificant against the deep canyon over which it had been built. Even the king’s highway itself was a barely visible line snaking along the mountainside, and it seemed to represent the whole of human existence. A triviality among the grand wonders of creation.
They were so high that Ageel struggled against the buffeting gales. Yuli turned around and said something, but Nathaliey could only shake her head, unable to hear and unable to catch enough breath to respond.
“I said we can’t go any higher!” Yuli shouted. “And you won’t find any stronger wind than this.”
Nathaliey nodded her acknowledgment. Gripping Ageel’s haunches with her legs until her thighs ached, and forcing herself to trust the leather thongs, she released her grasp on Yuli’s waist and placed her hands palms down. The swaying, bucking motion of the griffin flapping his wings and the howling wind made her lightheaded with terror. She closed her eyes and pictured the gardens, certain that serenity would be impossible to find. She would never raise power under such conditions; it was better to tell Yuli to bring them down again.
But there was a reason Memnet had trained her with daily meditation, year after year, and her mind cleared. Gone was the cold, the wind, the thin air. Gone was the heaving beast below her. The heights, the fear of battle. Everything vanished but her connection with the power rising from within. Blood came to the surface, and when she opened her eyes, incantation at her lips, magical power emerged from her palms and was swept away in the current.
The wind gathered itself and released a long shrieking howl, and suddenly Ageel was fighting for his life in the middle of a giant vortex. Nathaliey couldn’t breathe, couldn’t tell if she was up or down, could only hold on and ride it out. Yuli shouted something, but the wind destroyed her words.
They were going down, hurling toward the ground as if thrown by the hand of some vast, cloud-dwelling giant, and Nathaliey thought she’d made a terrible mistake. Her magic, carefully considered, was too much, and it would lead to their death.
And then, when she was bracing herself for the impact, Ageel broke free. The air was suddenly clear, preternaturally calm. The sun gave off unexpected warmth. Nathaliey, tears streaming from her face where the icy wind had buffeted her, looked down. Griffins scattered as a howling cyclone slammed into the castle. Witch-hat roofs lifted from their towers and flapped away like giant wooden birds. Men threw themselves to the wall walk, but were swept clear all the same.
The vortex thundered into the castle, and with nowhere to go, it burst out the top again. Those who hadn’t been thrown from the castle walls in the first blast were now hit by a massive column of air. It lifted them and threw them back down.
Yuli let out a piercing whistle, and Ageel dove for the castle, with the rest of the flock following. The towers rushed up on them, and the griffin swerved hard to bank around the main keep. Caught once more in the terror of unexpected, turbulent movement, Nathaliey held tight as Ageel alighted atop the wall walk. Yuli slipped off his back and untied Nathaliey’s tethers, then jumped back onto the animal’s back.
“Ska!” Yuli cried, and they lifted off again, leaving Nathaliey alone at the battlements.
She could scarcely believe the scene before her eyes. Veyrian soldiers lay motionless all about the castle. Some had fallen from the wall walk and smashed against the stone bailey, but many others lay motionless atop the walls or below, killed where they stood during the initial attack. Most had no obvious injuries. It was only when she looked at the man lying at her feet that she understood the results of her spell.
Blood streamed from his ears and nose. The man next to him bled from the mouth, too. The pressure of Nathaliey’s column of wind, confined by the castle walls, hadn’t only torn off roofs and lifted men from the ground, it had ruptured lungs and burst their ears.
Unfortunately, not all had died. Maybe a sixth of the defenders were gray-cloaked marauders, and they were already rising to their feet, finding their swords, and moving to defend the castle. Some of them spotted Nathaliey and made for the stairs or ran around the wall walk toward her. If Yuli had merely dropped Nathaliey onto the castle walls, the marauders would have been at her throat, and she didn’t have enough power left to defeat them all.
But the griffin riders hadn’t abandoned her, they were pressing a ferocious assault. They soared above the walls and around the towers to evade crossbow bolts, then dove in for rapid attacks whenever they found an opening. One griffin feinted to draw an enemy’s attention—darting away before coming into sword range—while a second griffin swooped in from behind. Another griffin snatched a marauder from his feet and raked him with talons before hurling the man to the ground from thirty feet in the air. A second griffin slammed into one of the marauders coming around the wall walk and knocked him into the gorge on the far side.
There were still marauders trying to get at Nathaliey, and she began to feel like bait. Yuli and Ageel came down on one man from above and struck him on the shoulder in an attempt to knock him over the edge. The man twisted at the last minute and grabbed at Ageel’s leg. They went flying over the gorge with the marauder still holding the griffin’s talons with one hand while trying to stab his legs with the sword held in his other.
Yuli launched herself from Ageel’s back, and her sword slashed as she fell past the marauder. Tethers arrested her fall, and she twisted acrobatically in the air to stab twice more. The marauder lost his balance and flailed as he went down. Yuli dangled upside down, but somehow sheathed her sword, grabbed the tether, and hauled herself back up, all within a few seconds.
Nathaliey hadn’t been waiting passively. While ducking the swooping griffins and edging away from marauders, she’d pushed magic through the castle, sniffing for sorcery. It was weaker than expected, and she worried that Jasmeen had cast a concealing spell and slipped away.
Suddenly, she felt a dark presence behind her, and whirled about to see Jasmeen pulling back her cowl to show her gaunt face. Her eyes glittered dangerously from within deep-set sockets. The dark acolyte thrust out her hands, and shadowy ropes slithered toward Nathaliey.
Nathaliey had given the shadow attacks a good deal of thought since she and Markal had battled them together. A light spell would counter it, but she’d already expended too much power on the cyclone, and if she did that, she’d leave herself exhausted. Instead, she cast a different sort of spell, the kind of magic one used to deepen a concealment at night, to swallow shadows and make them too black to penetrate.
Jasmeen’s shadows hit her. The sun was suddenly blotted and vanished altogether. Everything turned black, into a night with no stars, no moon. Like standing at the bottom of a well inside of a deep cave.
The darkness only lasted a second, and then the shadow was gone. Jasmeen wore a look of triumph on her cruel gaunt face, but it vanished into rage when she saw that Nathaliey remained standing in front of her. Unharmed.
“You!” Jasmeen snarled. “How did you . . .?”
“Your elixir did it. Left me immune to your power. I simply swallowed your shadows. It was almost too easy.”
Confusion raged on Jasmeen’s face at Nathaliey’s bluff. Before the woman could recover, Nathaliey called up the rest of her power. Blood rushed to her pores and ran down her forearms.
Deminutum consummatio.
It was a spell to weaken an enemy in combat, to sap his energy. To give one swordsman an advantage over another. But Nathaliey remembered the associated lore from her study in the library. It was most effective with an enemy who’d been long on the march, who’d slept little, who was already suffering from thirst, and the writer of the tome had speculated that the magic worked by tearing sustenance from the body.
Jasmeen didn’t eat, ever. Or so she’d claimed, and her gaunt look gave credence to her boasts. Instead, she drew energy from the suffering souls who fed her sorcerous power. There was precious little natural strength in her body.
Nathaliey spoke the incantation in the old tongue. “Dry her bones. Starve her body. Render it brittle and weak.” She hurled the magic at the dark acolyte.
Jasmeen braced herself as the spell hit. Her defiant expression melted, replaced by terror as she swayed and trembled. She dropped to her hands and knees with a gasp and lifted one hand, as if trying to call up sorcery. Tried to wheeze a response, but no identifiable words emerged. She collapsed facedown.
The spell hadn’t killed the dark acolyte; this was a weakening spell that had no ability to kill, and Jasmeen was still gasping. Soon enough the strength she drew from dying men and women throughout the castle would bring her to her senses. Nathaliey cast a glance at the battlefield.
Griffin riders had cleared the bailey, fought their way into the gatehouse, and were opening the castle to Wolfram’s men, who rushed forward, eager to flood into the castle. Yuli’s forces seemed to have seized the keep as well, but the marauders had holed up in one of the smaller towers on the wall, where they continued firing bolts. That kept most of the griffins in the air and otherwise occupied, and there was nobody around to come in and kill Jasmeen.
Nathaliey had no weapons left to finish the job herself, nor were there any dead enemies nearby to loot. Between the cyclone and the deminutum consummatio spell, she’d used all of her magical strength, too, and was lightheaded and unsteady on her feet.
With no tools but her own hands, she grabbed Jasmeen by the hair and dragged her toward the crenelations. Pushing her into the courtyard might not do it, and Nathaliey couldn’t risk the dark acolyte surviving, calling up a quick concealing spell, and escaping yet again. She had to throw her into the gorge.
Exhausted by the struggle, Nathaliey was too weak to have pushed a soldier over the battlements, but Jasmeen was all bones and skin. Nathaliey got the woman up and partially draped over the top and was bracing herself for a final heave, when Jasmeen’s eyes flew open, and she grabbed Nathaliey’s wrist with her bony fingers.
Nathaliey shoved at the dark acolyte, grunting and trying to get her over. Jasmeen cursed and struggled, but though her tongue had regained its sting, the rest of her was weaker than Nathaliey, and little by little she went over, until her legs dangled, and her upper body draped across the crenelations. Her grip tightened on Nathaliey’s wrist, and her eyes radiated fury.
“I’ll take you down with me,” she snarled.
Nathaliey lifted her arm and slammed the woman’s wrist against the stone crenelation. Jasmeen didn’t release her grip. Nathaliey did it again, and the bones in Jasmeen’s wrist crunched as they hit. She screamed, and Nathaliey gave a final, violent twist of the arm to free herself. Jasmeen lost her grip.
Jasmeen’s eyes bulged. She twisted like a cat trying to land on its feet as she fell, but there was nothing to grab, nowhere to land, only the long, long drop to the rocks below. Nathaliey didn’t look away as her enemy went down, half expecting some final bit of treacherous sorcery. Jasmeen hit a boulder some hundred feet down, bent double the wrong way as she bounced off, and fell again. When she struck the bottom, she didn’t move.
Nathaliey pulled back from the edge with a gasp, scarcely aware of the sound of a ram slamming into the door of a tower a handful of marauders had taken refuge in. Wolfram’s forces were everywhere, running past her on the wall walk, down below searching for hidden cellars and enemies barricaded behind doors, and still she stood, too weak to do more than lean against the wall and wait for the fighting to end.
Sir Marissa found her a few minutes later to tell her that the battle was over, by which point Nathaliey had recovered enough to warn them to collect all the dead—including sending a griffin to recover Jasmeen’s body from the gorge. Cut off their heads or burn them—it was the only way to be sure they didn’t rise again.
Montcrag had fallen. The final castle before the eastern plains. From here, a straight journey east on the Tothian Way led to Aristonia, and from there, to the garden fortress of the Order of the Crimson Path.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Markal remained still atop a clump of swamp grass. He and Memnet had picked their way from the road into the marshes by following a series of mounds, hillocks, and squishy, saturated ground that threatened to sink them into the mire. Their path had led them here, to the side of a smooth inky-black pool, one of the few bits of open water that wasn’t glowing with submerged wights.
They may not be visible, Memnet assured him, but they were still down there. Dozens in this pool alone. Thousands across the swamp.
The dead of Syrmarria, Markal’s own people. Just a few short days ago they’d been breathing, eating, laughing . . . living. King Toth had first burned them alive, then bound their souls and dragged them here. Their very existence was a torment, a terror held for the Harvester and his hounds. The dead feared the Dark Gatherer, even as they needed him to gather their souls and bring them peace.
As if to prove his point, Memnet bent and touched his index finger to the water. Almost instantly, bluish lights appeared in the depths and came swimming toward them. He withdrew and rose to his feet, and both wizards waited motionless until the lights dissipated.
“This spot is as good as any,” Memnet said in a low voice. “I’ll break the bonds and flee for the road. They’ll chase me, and once the area is clear, you’ll call the Harvester.”
Markal cleared his throat. “Call the Harvester. Yes, well. I’ll address that terrifying suggestion in a moment. But first, can you tell me why the wights won’t simply tear me apart once you free them?”
“Simple. My spell is going to draw them. You, being concealed, will remain invisible to their eyes. So long as you don’t so much as breathe, of course.”
“And you’re sure we can’t just throw up some more concealers and run like hell until we reach the bridge?”
“Markal, we discussed this already. There’s no way through without alerting the wights, so we may as well do it intentionally. They’re faster than us, and there are too many to fight. Once we triggered their release, we’d never reach the bridge, let alone the gardens. And even if we could, do you want thousands of wights throwing themselves against the garden walls? You must call up the Dark Gatherer and let him do the work for us.”
The air was growing brighter, and the scent of wights hung in the air, mingling with swamp gasses until it coated the back of Markal’s throat with a bitter film. He was anxious to do what they’d set out to accomplish, but at the same time not so anxious as to see the master run off while he stayed waiting for wights to boil out of the swampland surrounding the road. Which wasn’t even the most frightening part of the master’s plan.
“And I’m supposed to call the Harvester to me? Intentionally?”
“Yes.”
“Master, this is . . . you understand why I’m reluctant.”
“Your soul is contained within a living body. The Harvester gathers the souls of the dead.”
“He gathers all souls,” Markal corrected. “He only hunts the dead, but if the living are foolish enough to stand around watching, their souls will be stuffed into his bag all the same.”
“So don’t stand there watching,” Memnet said, his tone casual, as if this were the easiest part of the entire plan. “As soon as you hear the horn or the baying hounds, run for your life.”
“So, stand motionless while you free the wights, then call the Harvester, then flee in terror, avoiding both wights and Harvester, while I look for the rest of you on the road. And I imagine you’ll be running as hard as you can, not waiting for me or anything.”
“More or less.”
“How hard could it be?” Markal said.
Memnet’s tone turned serious. “I won’t claim the plan is without hazards. But we must reach the gardens safely, we must save what’s left of the library. Every one of us will face dangers.”
“What were you telling Chantmer earlier, when the two of you left the road?”
“Chantmer has his role. You have yours.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
“What I told Chantmer was for his ears only.” Memnet’s tone lightened again. “There’s a reason you call me Master. I’m not all-knowing, but yes, sometimes I need to make the decisions.”
“Fine, then what is my role? What am I doing here, just being an expendable junior wizard?”
“There’s nothing junior about you, Markal. Someday I’ll be gone—that could even be today, if this goes poorly—and someone else will take my place. If things go poorly enough, the survivors might have to reformulate the entire order. We might all be dead except for one or two, and then what? Let all this magic vanish from the earth? When that day comes, I expect that you will be my successor.”
“Me? With my doubts and fears, me?”
“Maybe Nathaliey. But probably you.”
“So you die, or you wander off like the old hermit, never to be seen again, and I’ll declare myself the master of the order? Of course Chantmer would accept me, right? And Narud wouldn’t wander after you into the mountains or the wastelands?”
“I don’t know, Markal. I can’t see the future. If I could, I wouldn’t have let a marauder cut off my head. I wouldn’t have let Syrmarria and half the library burn. I can’t even see if the two of us will be alive twenty minutes from now.”
This was perhaps the most unsettling conversation that Markal had ever had. They were in the marshlands where the Nye spilled its banks, and the pools and ponds surrounding them were filled with the restless souls of the dead. Recently bound wights, their minds slipped into insanity, an army of unwilling, un-dead slaves ready to destroy the magical order that had once protected them.
“Are you ready?” Memnet repeated.
“No, not really.”
“Neither am I. But we could sit here chatting all night and in the morning we’d be no closer to home. Meanwhile, the enemy’s hunt continues.” Memnet glanced skyward. “Anyway, the moon is in the right position. Time to move.” He put a hand on Markal’s shoulder. “I’m sure we’ll see each other shortly, but in case we don’t, may the Brothers guide your path.”
“Wait, what spell am I supposed to cast?”
“You don’t know?”
“How would I know? I’m not in the habit of calling the Harvester.”
Memnet pointed skyward. “Hunt by the light of the moon, Markal.”
Markal shook his head, frustrated. “I still don’t understand.”
“You will. It will come to you soon enough. You have the knowledge, Markal, all you need is a little initiative. Oh, and faith. Doubt saps your strength at every turn. But it won’t hurt you tonight, I’m sure of that.”
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Markal watched the master depart, and shook his head again. What was that little comment about doubt? What kind of timing was that? Remind him of his fears and doubts just at the moment when he needed to call the Harvester? He’d been feeling good about his power, or, at least, more worried about wights rising from the ponds, and then casting a spell and escaping before either they or the Dark Gatherer destroyed him. He certainly hadn’t been worrying about wasting his magic through lack of confidence.
Now he was. It was gnawing at him.
And he still hadn’t figured out what the master was talking about. Hunt by the light of the moon? Why hadn’t Memnet just come out and said what he meant?
“Really? Now?” he murmured. “Now is when I need a blasted lesson?”
Markal stood alone in a swamp, surrounded by wights, with nothing less than the fate of half the order and a good portion of the library resting on his shoulders, and Memnet refused to come right out and say what was expected.
He was still puzzling this out when something hummed in the air to the west. A familiar magical scent drifted through the air. Memnet the Great. A light breeze rolled across the marshland, followed by a cleaner, drier breeze.
The water vibrated near Markal’s feet, and bubbles rose to the surface like from a pot on the cusp of boiling. A glowing hand broke the surface, nothing but bones, and then there were dozens of arms and heads, wights climbing out of the water and dragging themselves onto the shore. There were scores of glowing wights—men, women, children. Soldiers and merchants and slaves and ministers.
Some were whole, and could have been living, if not for the ethereal glow and the haunted expressions of madness. These, he supposed, had suffocated in the smoke or died pinned beneath collapsing buildings. Others carried dangling arms or dragged crippled legs. Heads caved in, lower jaws torn away. But many others, perhaps most, carried the horrible evidence of the conflagration that had burned Syrmarria to the ground. Their bodies were half skeleton, half char. Muscles fell away like meat roasting off the bone.
Markal stood frozen in fear as the swampland glowed brighter and brighter. Thousands upon thousands, rising all around him. Soon, the moon itself was a faded white glow in the sky against their gleam.
At first, the wights didn’t seem to know what to do, but milled about, groaning in pain and fear. Their bonds had been broken, but they hadn’t discovered Markal’s hidden presence. The wight of an old woman approached, her face melted like dripping wax, and she threw back her head and sniffed at the sky. She let out a long, wailing moan.
The moan spread through the wights, and soon, a vast tide of groans and cries wafted through the air, making Markal’s hair stand on end and his heart pound with terror. The old woman turned toward him, and something penetrated the madness as she seemed to see him for the first time.
The light of the moon. Of course.
The dark wizard had his wights hiding in the marshes. In the darkness, beneath the water, with some of them submerged in the inky-black pools. Because binding them to his service was one problem, but Toth also needed to hide them from the Harvester and his hounds.
They were out of the water now, and would eventually draw that hunter of souls. But Markal could speed that up.
He spoke words in the old tongue: “Illuminate my foes. Show their hidden paths.”
The moonlight seemed to gather and focus its strength as if under the hood of a vast celestial lamp. It cast the rushes and sedges into sharp relief and made each and every wight glow until it almost seemed like daylight across the marshes.
The wights flinched and were already falling back when a horn sounded from the north, along the borderland between marsh and forest. The ghostly wailing turned into a shriek so loud and piercing as it was taken up by thousands of wights that Markal clamped his hands over his ears in pain.
The horn sounded again, and this time was followed by the baying of distant hounds. With that, the wights fled, great masses of them that brushed past him with a debilitating chill. Several charged straight at him, not seeming to notice his presence, but in position to run him down all the same, and he had no choice but to flee ahead of them. Another wight touched his hand, and he staggered to his knees, his breath dying in his throat. He got to his feet and somehow managed to duck aside before more wights knocked him down. If one of them wrapped its bony fingers around his throat, he would die.
The wights suddenly scattered in front of him. A dark figure loomed, two heads taller than Markal. A skull mask covered his face, with giant antlers sweeping out on either side. He wore a black robe that billowed under some unfelt breeze, and carried a massive two-handed scythe. No, not a scythe, but a strange, hooking sword. Or was it a spear? But then it appeared to be a scythe again, shifting before Markal’s eyes.
He was face-to-face with the Harvester, the Dark Gatherer himself. His eyes glowed like burning embers, and the air was so chill that a glowing, shimmering frost formed across the clumps of grass and rimed the standing water with ice that crackled as it spread and thickened.
The Harvester swept his scythe side to side, and dozens of wights fell into it. They withered under the blade, and he scooped them up in massive handfuls and stuffed them into a giant squirming bag at his belt.
Wights seemed drawn toward the scythe, even as they tried to flee. Others, farther away, broke loose and ran in mindless terror, and Markal followed, no longer even noticing when one of them brushed him. His only thought was to get away from the one hunting them all. The Harvester seemed to be at every turn, appearing and vanishing and sweeping that long, terrible tool. His bag grew and grew with the souls he stuffed inside, yet at the same time contained them all, and with room for more.
Finally, Markal reached open ground, and he staggered, relieved, onto the road. Wights came crawling, stumbling, and squirming up after him. Some fled east, others west, toward the gardens, and Markal ran in this direction. He sensed the master ahead of him, and another trail, too, that could only be Chantmer and the archivists, driving the poor, terrified horse with its cart toward the bridge and safety.
Just when he thought he would escape, several giant hounds the size of lions leaped onto the road on either side of him, growling and snapping. They had no fur, but were all leathery flesh and muscle. Their eyes glowed, and steaming drool fell from snarling jaws.
The wights retreated from the hounds and swept Markal with them. The dogs seized wights in their jaws and tore them apart while driving the rest backward. They cast their writhing victims to the ground, and the Harvester appeared once more, grabbing and stuffing with terrible speed, before lashing out with what changed from a scythe into a whip. It coiled around multiple wights with every strike and dragged them into the bag.
There seemed no way to escape. There were dogs on the road toward the bridge, dogs chasing wights out of the swamp, and the Harvester facing him, sweeping about him with his tool, lashing and cutting. Taking his harvest of souls and putting them into the bag. And Markal was pushed along with the wights toward him.
The Harvester turned his horned head toward Markal, eyes glowing more fiercely than ever, and he said in a deep, bone-chilling whisper, “I feel your soul, mortal. It wishes to come to me.”
The wights suddenly stopped screaming, and everything looked different. It seemed to be daylight. No longer were the wights a deformed, burning, maimed mass of dead, but Markal could see them as they’d been before death. They were men and women dressed as Aristonians, Veyrians, Marrabatti. Soldiers and children and merchants in their fine clothing. Their faces were bright and their eyes shining, and far from trying to escape, they were running toward the figure standing on the road, who was a being of pure light. The dead threw out their arms to embrace the light, weeping in relief when it touched them. They dissolved into it, and the light grew brighter.
Markal looked at his hand to see double. He felt as though he were lifting above his body, his soul pulling and stretching and trying to break free from the flesh. Trying, in fact, to join the mass of people hurrying toward the being of light, eager to be taken in its embrace.
“No,” he said. “No!”
It took terrific effort to look away. When he did, he was back on the road, and it was night. The moon was overhead, dimmer to his sight than it had been, and the dark figure in robes worked the scythe, dogs driving the terrified wights toward him as they attempted to flee.
“Go,” the Harvester said. This time, the voice seemed to be in his head. “Fly from this place, or this night I will gather your soul.”
Markal found his strength, turned, and ran. The dogs snarled and snapped as he passed, but none chased him.
He staggered twice, bumping into wights being drawn inexorably to the Harvester, but regained his feet each time. Moments later, he came crashing into the back of the cart, not seeing it until he was already upon it. The cart rattled up the road, with the others running alongside it. Erasmus spotted him first, and cried out to the others. Markal’s heart gradually slowed its frantic beat, and he took deep breaths as he fell in beside them. The cries and horns and baying hounds were far behind them now. He had escaped; he was safe.
Memnet dropped back from the front. “You learned something tonight about the human soul.”
Markal nodded, still out of breath.
“And what did you learn?” Memnet pressed.
“Not only human souls.” Markal paused to catch his breath. “Of all souls, right? Animals, too.”
“Yes, we are all made of the same substance. And the Harvester. He is no more to be feared than his brothers.”
“I wouldn’t go that far. I was terrified.”
“So was I. But now you know that you shouldn’t be.”
“That’s not comforting.”
“No,” Memnet said. “It isn’t, is it?”
After that, it was all silent travel, with the land drying as the Nye took once more to its banks, and the road emerged onto hard ground. Finally, with relief, Markal spotted the stone bridge over Blossom Creek. When they reached the crest of the bridge, he hesitated. It was here, not so many months ago, that he’d stood with Bronwyn as another force of wights poured down the road, chasing Nathaliey, Chantmer, and Narud.
The stone bridge bristled with new runes and wards, having been the focal point of much of the order’s efforts to rebuild their defenses since the previous battle. Today, the bridge was dormant, its magical power asleep. The meadows on the east side of the creek remained dark and peaceful, with only the distant glow reminding Markal of the horror he’d so narrowly escaped.
The cart was already rolling down the far side of the bridge in the final approach to the gardens, and he hurried to catch up. The books were safe, the companions who’d escaped from the burning city safe, too. But all too soon, he knew, the enemy would begin the final assault on their sanctuary and home.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
In the first several days after seizing the last of the castles through the mountains, Nathaliey thought Wolfram’s army would batter their way through to Aristonia without a serious battle. A small force of marauders had escaped, led by Hamid with the red sword, but they hadn’t rallied the Veyrian troops to halt the Eriscoban advance so much as thrown up forces piecemeal to shield their escape. The Blackshields, only a hundred strong, smashed a small army of three hundred footmen in the foothills and wiped out several hundred more the next day with a combination of ground charges and swooping attacks from griffin riders.
They captured a wagon train of supplies and seized one of Toth’s pashas before he could take refuge in one of the new fortresses on the Tothian Way. Baron Knightsbridge brought forward the main Eriscoban army to consolidate Wolfram’s gains.
But then they approached the western border of Aristonia and stalled. Here Hamid had set up an armed encampment centered at a watchtower. The Veyrians resisted a swift attack, killed several griffin riders and nearly a dozen paladins, and forced a delay. When a hard-marching force of Eriscobans came up the next day with five hundred men, Wolfram tried again. This time Nathaliey set fire to the enemy palisades and called up a dust storm to disguise a flanking attack from the south. Two dark acolytes fought back with sorcery, and killed her dust storm before Wolfram’s men could take advantage of the diversion. More hard fighting forced Wolfram to withdraw.
He ordered a retreat to the village of Tressily, where the bulk of the Eriscoban army was gathering for another push. Yuli and her griffin riders were getting restless, ready to return to their mountain strongholds, but they’d been flying aerial scouting missions, so high in the clouds that the enemy couldn’t touch them with arrows or sorcery. Yuli reported a hostile army on the road ahead, blocking the way and growing larger hour by hour.
An even larger army—its numbers “uncountable,” as Yuli put it—marched through the heart of Aristonia. Toward what, she couldn’t tell. Seemed that they were trying to encircle woods, sheep pastures, and abandoned wheat fields.
Nathaliey told Yuli to describe the topography of the surrounding land. Heavy forest to the north, bisected by the new highway. A creek flowing toward Aristonia’s main river, crossed by a stone bridge. Yuli was describing the terrain around Memnet’s gardens. Toth was beginning his final assault.
Nathaliey found Wolfram and Baron Knightsbridge in the village. Most of Tressily had been looted and torched by the retreating Veyrian army, its people enslaved or put to the sword, but the village inn remained standing. Wolfram and Knightsbridge stood at a big oak table, where they’d spread maps and dispatches.
A few months ago, Nathaliey and Markal had spent a night in the Tressily inn as they left Aristonia carrying Soultrup. The village had been weakened by drought and war, the wool merchants and other traders from the hill country that had once patronized it largely gone, but the inn had been welcoming, the food good and plentiful. 
Now the inn was empty, looted, and every step crunched broken crockery underfoot. There was blood across the floor and splattered on broken ale barrels. Whose blood? The merchants’? The innkeepers’ and serving women’s?
The two men looked up as Nathaliey entered. “Where’s the griffin queen?” Knightsbridge asked.
The baron was a sturdy, barrel-chested man, balding on top and with a thick red beard. He was leading the regular Eriscoban soldiers, but Nathaliey suspected that he’d been chosen less for his fighting prowess or military acumen than for his ability to keep the men fed. She’d been surprised at how well supplied the barbarian troops were, and how efficiently they’d taken command of captured supply wagons, rather than leave them to be looted.
“Resting her mount between patrols,” Nathaliey said. “The griffins won’t enter the village—too hot, too many people. Yuli’s got them encamped on a hillside near the stream. There’s shade and cold water for bathing.”
“I wish I could take command,” Wolfram said. “Instead of them flying here and there, doing their own thing.”
Knightsbridge grunted. “I’m surprised they’re still with us. Hope you’re making plans for when they desert us and return to the Spine.”
A slim figure entered through the dangling inn door. “We are not deserting anything,” Yuli said in a curt tone.
“Of course not,” Nathaliey said.
Yuli’s face was red, and perspiration beaded along the silver chain where it wove through her hair. A drop of sweat rolled down her temple. She spread a glare around the room. “Why is it so infernally hot in here?”
From Nathaliey’s perspective, it was warm, but not oppressively so. In fact, she was enjoying the heat after so long in the sharp mountain air. Hanging in the gibbet, her body had seemed permanently chilled, and flying at elevation with the griffins was even colder. Numbing.
The two men looked uncomfortable as she approached, especially Knightsbridge, who turned subtly so that he was facing her full on. He shifted his posture subtly, as one might do with a potential enemy who has not yet drawn his sword.
“Ease off, Flatlander,” Yuli said. “I’m not going to eat you.”
“Maybe not, but your beast would love to get its talons into my horse.”
“If you’re referring to the incident at the abandoned well, those were enemy horses, and they were already dying. It was a mercy, both to the injured horses and to the shepherds in the area, who’d have otherwise given up their flocks to my army.”
Wolfram cleared his throat and dramatically stretched the corners of the map. Nathaliey had made a rough sketch of central and western Aristonia for him, careful not to mark the gardens and thus weaken their concealing magic, and scouts on land and air had filled in the positions of enemy troops and fortifications.
“It’s somewhere in here that we need to bring the army, right?” Wolfram asked. When Nathaliey answered in the affirmative, he added, “There’s no direct route from here to there.”
“That is by design,” she said.
“The enemy is weakest along the riverbank, which suggests that we hook south for a stretch, then cut north again. If the riders’ count is accurate, we’d face three or four thousand men. It would be a hard fight—assuming there are no ugly surprises.”
“How can we trust their figures?” Knightsbridge asked.
“Those are your figures, not mine,” Yuli said. “I have no way of counting flatlanders, not when they’re continually moving, feinting, hiding. You may as well number the pebbles rolling down a streambed after a hard rain. All I did was report what I saw, and you concocted the rest of it.”
The woman stood to one side, her arms crossed. She hadn’t even glanced at the maps and charts. All the world was a map, she’d said once. If you wanted to see, fly into the clouds, and it would stretch beneath you, clearer than anything scrawled on paper.
In Nathaliey’s experience, all mounted cavalry had disdain for the slow, deliberate movements of an army on foot, forced to march slowly and guard its own supplies, but Yuli and her fellow riders scoffed more than usual. The Eriscobans and Veyrians on the battlefield were weeks from home, whereas Yuli’s people could be at their aeries in a few hours. Men like Knightsbridge seemed to note it too, which fed the paranoia that the griffin riders would simply fly away when the war was no longer convenient.
That fear wasn’t grounded in anything Yuli had done; now that she’d committed to the war, she seemed determined to follow through to the end, and without fear. The only thing that seemed to scare her was the heat of the lowlands. It was hard enough for her here; what would it be like in the drought-stricken east or the blistering southern deserts?
“I wish there were some other way than cutting south,” Wolfram continued, tracing his finger against the map. “It will be slow going, lots of room for ambush. The more I consider, the more I think it better to regain the Tothian Way and push straight through, then come at the west gate of the gardens. It’s a larger army facing us in that direction, but a faster route—less chance for the enemy to get reinforcements.”
Knightsbridge studied the map with a doubtful expression. “I see eleven different fortifications, and two of them are full-sized castles.”
“We follow the same strategy as in the Spine,” Wolfram said. “Take some positions, using aerial and magical attacks when we can, and bypass the others.”
“Those were small castles, cut off behind our lines,” Knightsbridge said. “These have the full weight of the Veyrian army to reinforce them. And every fortress we bypass is an enemy to our rear. We’ll risk our supplies.”
Wolfram ran his fingers through his hair. “Then I see no way to break through. There are too many troops, too many fortifications. We could wait a few weeks, let our army pull forward, but that gives the enemy even more of an advantage. For every man we gain, Toth gains five, ten even.”
Nathaliey leaned over the map. Veyrian troops everywhere, and every day closing the noose around the gardens. No way to get the Eriscobans there to reinforce the order, and soon enough it would be impossible for her friends to escape. Would Memnet tell them to abandon the gardens, to flee? The order could regroup in the sultanates, raise new opposition against the dark wizard from the south.
But disturbing news had come yesterday from a captured Veyrian soldier, a man freshly arrived from points further east. The captive claimed that Syrmarria had burned and its people were fleeing into the desert. The palace itself had melted in a horrific fire. Some sorcerous fire that had consumed everything. The man claimed not to have witnessed the destruction personally—he’d been ordered out of the city just before it happened and had immediately traveled west with his company—and Nathaliey would have been inclined to dismiss it if not for the dark haze that hung on the eastern horizon. Last night, the wind had shifted, and she’d tasted the bitter tang of smoke.
If Syrmarria had burned, Memnet would have saved the library above all. He couldn’t have escaped into the desert with all of those books—not with Toth’s forces infesting the countryside—and surely would have brought them home for safety. So no, there would be no abandoning the gardens. They must make a final stand.
Wolfram and Knightsbridge had continued discussing possible points of attack and discarding them one after another, while Yuli remained aloof to one side. Wolfram’s ideas were bold, sweeping, while the older baron shot them down for their impracticality and risk.
Finally, the young captain of the Blackshields threw up his hands. “So there’s no way through. No way at all. Is that what you’re telling me?”
“We can’t stay here, either,” Knightsbridge said. “Or all those enemies will converge on our position. I say we retreat to the mountains and declare a stalemate.”
“We do that,” Wolfram said, “and the wizards die. Next time the sorcerer comes after us, he’ll have no enemies at his back. He’s a necromancer—it will be an army of wights and ravagers, and we’ll have no magic to counter it.”
“I can’t fix the map,” Knightsbridge said. “And I can’t materialize another ten thousand men, either.”
“There must be something we can do.”
“We don’t have to fight every inch of the way,” Nathaliey said, and the two men looked at her expectantly. “Not alone. What if you battled your way to this fortress right here?” She tapped a finger at the map, roughly two-thirds of the way to the garden walls, and somewhat to the north. “Can you reach this position?”
Wolfram grunted as he looked over the numbers written onto the map. “That would have us hooking around Hamid’s position. If we do that, we’ve got fifteen hundred enemy troops to fight, more or less. Barring surprises, that’s a battle we should easily win.”
“I don’t like it,” Knightsbridge said. “Taking that fortress puts us on the wrong side of the river. No way to fall back and retreat.”
“It’s safe enough, though?” Nathaliey asked him.
“Safe yes, but bottled up. That’s one of your old castles—if those griffin riders tell true. If you mean to take cover, we’d be better off falling back to the mountains.”
“I’m not talking about taking cover,” she said. “I’m talking about marching as far as we can and holding position while a path opens to the garden walls.”
Wolfram and Knightsbridge looked at her with raised eyebrows. Even Yuli looked skeptical.
“What path?” Wolfram asked.
“We’ll be blocked from further advance, but the griffins won’t be,” Nathaliey said. “And neither will Memnet the Great. He can move freely. Not even Toth can stop him.” She nodded, growing more confident in her plan as she voiced it aloud. “Yuli flies me to my master. He accompanies me back toward your army, which you’ve pushed forward as far as you can. Together, we blast open a path. Once it’s open, you’ll march to the gardens unopposed.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
With Jethro’s death, Karla was the most experienced of the archivists, and Markal deferred to her judgment as they arranged books, scrolls, and tablets in the stone vault outside the Golden Pavilion. She occasionally grew flummoxed by some placement or another and looked to Markal and the younger archivists for advice. They were almost finished when they reached a book that couldn’t be classified, and someone ran to fetch Memnet, who worked at the north gate with Narud and Chantmer, shoring up the garden defenses.
When Memnet arrived, he was studying the sky as if watching for rain, even though it was a dry and cloudless day. A tinge of haze obscured the view to the east, the last evidence of the burning city. Markal waited in the vault with Karla, barely able to contain his impatience. This was the last volume, and then they could seal the vault, cover it, and cast protective magic.
“Did you see shadows?” Memnet asked.
“What do you mean?” Markal asked.
“About ten minutes ago, like fast-moving cloud shadows, passing over the ground. But there were no clouds.”
Markal shook his head, not knowing what the master was talking about. Still standing in the vault, he held up the book. “Does this one go with the wisdom of the gods or with the lore and annals?”
Memnet bent to take the book. He turned it over in his hands, studying it carefully. No doubt if they were in the library, he’d have given it a quick glance and made a rapid assessment, but here, it was no easy matter. Even reading the words in the books proved laborious. Yet, if they didn’t arrange them correctly, it might cost a wizard or an archivist days or weeks to puzzle out a single volume when it was finally removed.
Memnet stared for several moments, then brightened. “Ah, yes. This is the work of the Blistered Monks. Put it with the lore and annals.”
When that was wrapped in oilskin and placed in the vault, Markal and Karla hauled themselves out, and the keepers set to work. They heaved massive flagstones into place, each one weighing at least sixty stone, the burden lightened by calling the magic of the gardens that endowed them with power to shape and manipulate.
Once the stones were in place, keepers arranged sod over the top, and grass twisted and grew before their eyes. Clumps of soil crumbled, sifted among the grass, and vanished. Within seconds, there was no visible sign that the sod had been dug up in the first place.
“So little preserved,” Karla said sadly. “So much lost.”
Markal remembered Jethro’s final words. Remember me, Markal. Remember what I did. 
“What we saved was saved because of Jethro,” he said. “He sacrificed himself for the books in the vault. For my life, and the master’s life, too.”
The others looked solemn. The archivists more so than the others, almost stricken, their eyes damp. They turned to go, and Markal heard sniffles as they left him alone with the master.
“There is nothing to be done now except preserve and rebuild,” Markal said when they’d gone.
“Preserve, rebuild . . . and fight. We need to stop the enemy before he destroys anything more.” Memnet glanced skyward. “There it is again.”
Markal saw nothing. “Is it seekers? Is the dark wizard hunting us from the sky?”
“I don’t know, but if it happens again, I’m going to find out.”
“You’ll risk giving us away.”
“I know, but we can’t have them sending sorcery overhead.” Memnet took a deep breath. “You led an excellent defense of the gardens when the enemy last attacked. We lost the walled gardens with the desolation spell, but that couldn’t be prevented. I’d have done the same. As for the rest, our losses were light, and the enemy’s heavy. It bought us time. Several months, in fact.”
Markal detected something in the master’s tone. “However . . .?”
“However, that strategy won’t work a second time. There are too many enemies—thousands of them this time, not hundreds—and sorcery will strike us from all sides. If we were to invite them inside with the idea of making the gardens a killing trap, they would overrun us entirely. This time we’ll start the defense at the bridge, at the orchards, at the ravine—from our most defensible points outside the gardens, and contest every inch until they reach the walls. Then fight them there, too.”
“I’ve been gone,” Markal began hesitantly, uneasy at contradicting the master. “But from what I can see, ninety percent of the work has been within the walls, not outside. The gardens are filled with traps and snares. We’ve put wards and runes everywhere. Why do that if we’re planning to stop them at the walls?”
“I didn’t say we could keep the enemy from breaching the walls, only that we’re going to start the fight outside before it comes in.” Memnet furrowed his brow. “But I expect the dark wizard to break through. To enter the gardens with his armies. And unless the Brothers truly favor us, the enemy will eventually reach this very spot.”
He gestured at the Golden Pavilion and the calm, majestic beauty of the lake behind it. Grass and wildflowers waved gently in the breeze, and the trees on the far side of the lake stood in a silent green wall. Markal had seen enemies in this very spot, and yet it was still hard to imagine.
“So your plan is to weaken them before they enter?” Markal asked. “Is there enough power outside the garden to make a difference?”
“The entirety of Aristonia is riddled with defenses, and they grow more immediate, fresher, the closer you get to the gardens. Many have been activated already.”
“Is that what you and Chantmer were discussing?”
“I’m sending you and Chantmer south to the fairy fort—do you know the one I’m talking about? Narud will go to the bridge. When you get there—”
A chill touched Markal’s face, and the master fell silent. Both wizards looked skyward. Something shimmered overhead, a hundred feet or so above the spiraled peak of the Golden Pavilion, moving swiftly east.
Memnet’s orb appeared in his hands. A flash of power surged into the sky. It revealed three large figures flying above the garden, silhouetted against the sky, with the sun above them.
Griffins was Markal’s first thought. He’d spent so many days in the mountains casting fearful glances at the sky, searching for the half-eagle, half-lion beasts and their armed riders, but it had never occurred to him that they might hunt so far into the flatlands. Didn’t the heat affect them?
“Quick, Markal. A blast of ice. Pull it from the lake.”
Ice? That was exactly wrong. What they needed was fire against these creatures of the mountains and the frozen north. But he obeyed without question, drawing water from behind their lakeside shrine.
Unfortunately, he’d already felt a stab of doubt, and the incantation was feeble as it emerged. There was a flood of power, but it evaporated into the air. A few shards of ice flew skyward and pummeled the underbellies of the creatures, one of whom let out a strange shrieking growl unlike anything he’d ever heard from a griffin. They vanished.
The master was looking at him with a disappointed frown. Markal found the gaze uncomfortable, and looked away as he wiped his hands on the cloth at his belt.
“I’m sorry, Master. I lost it when . . . why ice? That isn’t what you’d use against griffins, is it?”
“Those weren’t griffins.”
“They weren’t?” Markal blinked. “The sun was behind them, and I didn’t get a good look, but . . . what else could they be?”
“You were looking with your physical eyes. If you’d been feeling for them, you’d have known.” Memnet scanned the sky before putting away his orb. “Not griffins, but their sworn enemies. In fact, I would wager that the sorcerer has enslaved them precisely to fight griffins, to clear the mountain passes. Unfortunately, it seems that we’ll be the first to face them.”
He cast another glance at Markal, who was still hoping for an explanation. “It was one failure, my friend. Next time, you’ll be better prepared. Go to the kitchens for food and drink—the fight is upon us, and you need all of your strength.”
#
There were three griffins in the patrol, with Yuli riding Ageel in the lead—Nathaliey sat behind her, clenching her waist—and two young riders on mounts flanking them on either side. They flew east from Wolfram’s camp, low enough to taunt Veyrian troops, who fired volleys of arrows that always fell short of their targets.
It was a dangerous game. There might be dark acolytes among the troops, or even King Toth himself. A simple enchantment would send those arrows higher. Or worse, the dark wizard would pummel them with fireballs, and that would be the end. But when a well-positioned ballista over the road hurled a projectile with such force that it easily reached their height, the griffin riders barely flinched. It was one thing to gain sufficient altitude, and another to hit a swiftly moving target.
They were two or three miles from the gardens when Yuli released a series of short piercing whistles, and the three griffins angled into a coordinated dive. Nathaliey had been squinting her watering eyes against the buffeting wind, but looked down to see a small encampment of enemy soldiers stealing hay from a barn to feed their mounts. The horses were tied off, and neighed in terror as they spotted the diving griffins, and this drew the attention of the soldiers, who scattered.
One man ran for his sword, propped against his saddle, which he’d removed from his horse and set on the ground. Others dove through the open doors of the barn, while another man sprinted for a weed-choked ditch to take cover.
Yuli’s companions went after the man going for the sword. The first griffin knocked him from his feet. The second slammed him down and pinned him in place. The man died screaming while talon, paw, and beak tore him to pieces.
Following Yuli’s urging, Ageel went after the man fleeing for the ditch, caught up to him before he could dive to safety, and dragged him off the ground. They flew skyward with the enemy soldier clenched in the griffin’s talons. The other two griffins were already flying east after the brief, savage attack. Ageel was now burdened with both an extra rider and the man he’d swept off the ground, who screamed as the griffin’s back paws raked him.
Yuli turned her head. “Not strictly necessary, but if the enemy thinks we’re attacking behind their lines, it will slow them. Make them afraid to move—they’re all just sheep, after all.”
Nathaliey was rather more distracted by the injured man being mauled to death below her even as they continued east. Surely, Ageel wasn’t going to eat the man, was he?
She was tapping Yuli on the shoulder to ask her to make Ageel put the man down, when the griffin did so on his own. The Veyrian fell forty or more feet and slammed into the ground. Nathaliey shuddered and shook her head in answer to Yuli’s questioning look. These griffin riders were predators—deadly, and unconcerned about their prey, which included any flatlanders unfortunate enough to make of them an enemy.
The extra burden had left them behind the other two riders, and Yuli pushed Ageel to catch up. They were still several seconds of flight to the rear when something charged in from above and to their right. A spear flew toward them, and Yuli was already banking hard before Nathaliey could so much as flinch, let alone figure out why other griffin riders were attacking them.
A second spear came in at a different angle and struck Yuli a glancing blow on the shoulder. The griffin rider rocked backward, but kept her grip. She gave a long shrill whistle, and the griffins ahead immediately arced into the sky.
Nathaliey craned her neck as Ageel swept around, with pursuers giving chase, and she caught her first good look of the enemy.
They weren’t griffins, they were young dragons with leathery wings, burnt-red scales, and black horned heads. Long and sinewy, with twisting, snaking tails. Bare-chested men rode on their backs, armed with spears and scimitars. Two more of the creatures came circling in from above, making five in all.
Yuli took a good look and cursed. “What devilry is this?”
“Dragon wasps!”
“What?”
“Enemies!”
Yes, dragon wasps. One of the larval forms of a dragon, itself a monster eighty, ninety feet long that could scarcely be controlled by man or god. A dragon slept for decades beneath the desert sands, only to emerge for a brief spell of violence, followed by laying massive clutches of eggs and a return to slumber. Dragon eggs hatched into small lizard-like creatures that were as likely to eat each other as to hunt other prey. After a few years the lizards cocooned themselves and changed into dragon wasps.
And apparently King Toth had captured them, ensorcelled them, and trained men of the southern deserts as riders. Such a thing had been done before, according to the old books, and the enemy must have studied the same lore. Nathaliey supposed Toth had done so to rid the mountains of griffins, and now one of his patrols seemed to have caught three riders unaware.
The other two griffins were already turned around and approaching the battle at a rapid clip by the time the dragon wasps organized sufficiently to press another attack. The wasps seemed more agile than Ageel as they snaked and curved toward the larger griffin, but Ageel spotted an opening and charged for it, and with three powerful wing flaps had burst through and was leaving the enemy behind.
If Yuli had been alone atop the griffin, or perhaps even in the cool mountain air instead of riding a mount fatigued by heat, Ageel could have outrun the pursuing enemy, but the wasps were already gaining on them.
The flockheart’s two companions met her flying in the opposite direction. They blasted overhead with a rush of beating wings and slammed into the dragon wasps. A griffin grabbed one of the creatures in its talons while the young rider hurled himself toward his enemy, with only a slender cord around his ankle as protection from a fall. He landed atop the dragon wasp, knocked aside a clumsy sword thrust, and slashed the other man across the throat. The wasp rider lost his grip and fell.
Yuli came around again and charged into the fray. Nathaliey had been scanning the ground, looking for a pool of water. The enemies were monsters of heat and sand—a full-grown dragon could even exhale blasts of fire—and to counter it she needed ice, which meant finding a source of water. There was nothing there, but another spell occurred to her.
“Labi et cadere. Lapidem te percussit.”
The magic struck two of the dragon wasp riders, leaving them disoriented and dizzy. One lost his grip and he fell with a cry. The other threw himself forward and wrapped his arms around the dragon wasp’s neck to hold on for dear life. The wasp hissed and spit and snaked its head around, trying to bite its own rider.
Ageel slammed into one of the wasps and thrust his beak at the creature’s neck while Yuli leaned forward, stabbing and slashing as the two mounts grappled in the air. It was now Nathaliey’s turn to hold on for dear life as the ground spun below them.
As she did, she looked down and saw that they were several hundred feet above the gardens. The wall stretched around the perimeter, roughly rectangular, enclosing a stretch of land that took a half hour to cross on foot, but seemed like a child’s model from this height. There was the east gate, with the bridge over Blossom Creek to the east. The meadow where they’d fought the enemy, the lake, with the gleaming roof of the Golden Pavilion and its red wooden pillars, freshly painted and covered with new runes.
Beyond the meadow, the woods, the apiary, the kitchen gardens, the flower mazes, the fountains, the walls, and . . . a dark, ugly scar. It was the enclosed space where Markal had obliterated the very earth and everything growing in it. A desolation spell. They’d walled it in after being unable to heal the land to keep the desolation from spreading, but from above it was a blight on an otherwise green and lush landscape.
Two of the five dragon wasps and their riders had already died. A third rider had fallen to his death, and his mount fled south, toward the desert. The remaining two riders tried to organize a retreat, but Yuli’s battle lust, once awakened, could not be so easily calmed. She whistled orders and waved her bloodstained sword.
Nathaliey leaned forward and shouted, “We’re here! Take me down first.”
Yuli looked back, confused. “Here, in the forest?”
“It’s not forest, it’s . . . just put me down. Right here.”
“There are thorny bushes. And stones. Beyond that you have mudflats of the kind that gum up wings. Nowhere good to land.”
“It’s not a forest, and there aren’t thorns or stones or mudflats. That’s all an illusion. Trust me.”
Yuli still didn’t believe her, insisting that she could see them, but one of the griffins had taken a light wound in the battle, and Yuli was bleeding from her own shoulder where the spear had thrust into her leather armor, and she called off the pursuit anyway.
Now that she was over the gardens, Nathaliey was desperate to get down. She spotted keepers, hands shielding their eyes to stare up at the griffins, and a figure emerged from the woods to the north that might even have been Markal. One of the acolytes ran across the meadow toward the Golden Pavilion, probably to alert the master.
Unable to wait any longer, Nathaliey cast a small clarification spell to open a window into what was really below them.
“By the Brothers!” Yuli exclaimed. “What is this place? It’s beautiful.”
“It’s the gardens, you fool, like I told you. Now get me down there!”
The three griffins circled warily from above before landing in the middle of the meadow, where they could quickly spring into the sky if threatened. By now a dozen people had assembled to watch, and the griffins held their wings out and opened their beaks in a menacing display. There was no sign of Memnet, but Chantmer was there, looking tall and arrogant and rather displeased as she climbed down and her aching muscles inspired a long, satisfied groan to be on firm ground at last.
And then Markal hurried from the woods on the far side, practically at a run. Two of the three griffins were already airborne, and Yuli looked anxious to do the same, but she waited for him to arrive.
“Markal of Arvada,” Yuli said.
His eyes widened. “It’s you!”
“I suppose we’re not enemies after all. We might even be allies of a sort. Anyway,” she added awkwardly. “Here’s your friend. She’s . . . not bad. For a flatlander.”
Ageel screamed and heaved himself skyward. Moments later, Yuli was flying west after her two companions.
“Well?” Nathaliey told Markal. “I’ve crossed mountains, drank the sorcerer’s poison, and flown on the back of a griffin. Don’t I even get a ‘well met’?”
“I’ll do better than that,” Markal said with a grin. He grabbed her in a fierce embrace and squeezed the air out of her lungs, until she laughingly pushed him away.
Chantmer scowled, and the others looked amused, but Nathaliey didn’t care. She enjoyed the embrace and the warm surge of affection that rose to see her friend again. But her smile quickly faded, as did Markal’s.
She’d faced horrors since they’d last met; no doubt he had, too. And there was more to come.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
There were no Veyrians when Markal led Nathaliey and Chantmer from the south gate toward the fairy fort, but there were signs that the enemy had passed this way, starting less than a mile from the walls. The grass was trampled, and the crofters’ huts and farmhouses had burned. They found the fairy fort and picked their way through the brush to the top.
“What are we doing here, anyway?” Markal asked. “Chantmer?”
Chantmer didn’t answer, but paced the hillside, muttering to himself. Markal met Nathaliey’s gaze, and she shrugged.
Surely they weren’t going to sit here defending an empty hill while enemies closed in from other directions. By now, Memnet would be halfway to Wolfram’s army, accompanied by a pair of lesser apprentices, openly blasting his way across the countryside. Narud was at Blossom Creek with several other apprentices, acolytes, and keepers. Veyrian troops had arrived on the far side of the bridge after the Dark Gatherer swept the marshlands of wights, and were trying to force their way across the small river. Markal had expected to find the same activity here on the southern edge of their territory.
“There’s nothing to defend,” Nathaliey said. “Let’s go back and see what’s happening at the bridge.”
“Should we send a seeker?” Markal asked. “Make sure there’s no enemy making a move down here first?”
“Why not use our eyes?” she asked.
That was true enough. The fairy hill was the tallest feature on a gently undulating countryside of pasture and wheat fields that stretched south toward the desert and west toward the hill country. There was movement to the west. A pair of dragon wasps snaked through the air in that direction, and a general haze in the air indicated an army on the march. Eriscobans.
Everything to the south, on the other hand, looked quiet. There might very well be enemies concealed in the dales or among the trees, but the air was clear of sorcery. And no army on the march.
“I assume the master sent us here for a purpose,” Nathaliey said. “But he’s gone, and there’s no way to tell him there’s nothing here.”
Chantmer had been pacing, and now bent to pull at the sod. Markal’s eyes narrowed. “Chantmer? Something you’re not telling us?”
“Yeah,” Nathaliey said. “What are you playing at over there? Looking for old runes?”
“Aha!” Chantmer pulled up a lump of grass to reveal stone. “Here it is, just like the master said.”
“What exactly did the master say?” Markal asked.
“Go on ahead, you two. I’ll take care of this and catch up with you by the abandoned orchard. You know the one I’m talking about?”
There was something furtive about Chantmer’s behavior, and Markal made his way over, suspicions growing. At first, Chantmer didn’t want to show him what he was uncovering, but Markal and Nathaliey ignored his protests and joined him in pulling up sod. They exposed a large flat stone humming with power. 
“What is it?” Nathaliey asked.
Chantmer fended them off with a forearm. “Nothing to concern you. Let me work, will you?”
“Blast it, Chantmer,” Markal said. “Will you stand back and let us see?”
“Why, so you can take it from me?” Chantmer said irritably. “So you can claim credit when you activate it?”
Markal was bewildered. “Claim credit for what?”
“The both of you think you’re better than me. Well let me tell you, I’m just as good as you are, and I’m going to prove it. This is how the master wants me to prove my skills. This is what will make me a wizard. You thought it was never going to happen, didn’t you, just because you were first.”
“Oh, please,” Nathaliey scoffed. “Of course you’re going to be a wizard. What does the timing matter, anyway, whether you were first or last?”
“It matters a lot to me.”
“You can be an ass sometimes, you know that?” Nathaliey said. “We’re on the verge of annihilation here, and you’re worried about your stupid pride.”
“I’m the one who is proud?” Chantmer said. “Listen to you lording it over me. Trying to force your way in and steal credit for my work.”
Markal leaned around Chantmer while he was arguing with Nathaliey and caught sight of familiar marks in the stone. “That’s a desolation ward,” he said.
Nathaliey drew closer. “You mean like in the walled garden? Oh. Yes. I see it. A whole row of them.”
“Stand back, you’re crowding me,” Chantmer said. He kept working, brushing away dirt.
“And the master wants you to activate it?” Markal asked. “It will blast this entire hillside. Nothing will ever grow here again.”
“You’re hardly one to cast judgment on what should or shouldn’t be destroyed,” Chantmer said. “You destroyed the walled garden. This is just a bit of meadow and an old fairy fort.”
He was right, and yet Markal was taken aback that the master would plan such a trap. But if Markal properly understood what Chantmer was doing, activating the runes would allow them to fall back from the southern defenses and concentrate their forces elsewhere.
“Here, let us help,” Markal said, “and then we can all leave together.”
Chantmer grumbled some more and insisted that they not try to steal his credit. Nathaliey snapped back irritably, and Markal made soothing noises to calm them both. To a certain extent, he understood Chantmer’s anger at being left behind while the other three greater apprentices advanced in power and prestige. He’d have been humiliated, too, and how much worse for Chantmer, given his well-developed sense of pride?
Markal recognized the markings in the stone, but there was something unfamiliar about the magic vibrating beneath the surface. At first he thought it was age, that the stone had been laid down by a precursor to the Crimson Path, most likely the order who’d built the stone ring in the mountains where the old hermit lived.
But by the time they finished and covered it with sod, he decided that this was not the extent of it. There was magic down there that he’d have liked to have investigated, maybe even studied in the library. And that reminded him that the books where the lore would be found had most likely been left behind and devoured by fire salamanders.
Once finished, they set out across the countryside and hooked around to the northeast to reach the bridge over Blossom Creek. Midway through the trip—a journey of a few miles—they discovered a patrol of mounted troops—not marauders, but regular Veyrian cavalry—and threw up concealing spells while they prepared an attack. When the riders reached them, Markal heaved the road and threw the men from the saddle, and Chantmer and Nathaliey drew a desiccation spell. In the matter of seconds, they killed twenty men and sent their horses scattered and riderless across the countryside.
The brief encounter, victorious though it was, slowed their journey. The Veyrians were close to the garden walls, and next time it might be the enemy springing an ambush. They slowed further when Markal caught a whiff of sorcery.
Nathaliey turned about in the road, sniffing at the air. “A dark acolyte.”
Chantmer’s face darkened. “I recognize that stench. Zartosht. Let him find us. We will have our revenge for Jethro’s death.”
But if there were dark acolytes about, Toth could easily be present, too. Except he would hide himself better, even this close to the gardens, where the order’s power was strongest. The three of them together couldn’t fight the dark wizard out here, whether he was in the company of his dark acolytes or not. Markal told them to pick up the pace.
They were moving at a good clip when they came through the orchards and into clear grasslands. They stopped long enough to deepen their concealing spells. Just as they set off again, there was a distant boom and a rumble like hundreds of clashing swords. Three dragon wasps raced overhead, hissing and spitting as they fought the reins of their riders.
The wasps flew in the same direction as the noise, which all came from the northeast, where the bridge crossed Blossom Creek. The three companions broke into a run.
By the time they approached the bridge, the meadow beyond had turned into a regular battlefield. Dozens of troops lay dead east of the stream, and the ground was pocked with holes surrounded by dirt and rock, as if a monster had clawed its way across the ground. Hundreds more men—most of them infantry with long, Veyrian-style hooked pikes—trudged across the meadow, bracing as if against a howling windstorm. There was nothing visibly opposing them, but they kept falling to their knees before dragging themselves up again. A few, overcome by exhaustion, went down and couldn’t get up again.
The ground exploded in the meadow, and several men flew skyward. Others staggered toward the new hole as if sucked into a vortex, and struggled to get out of it again to keep moving. Meanwhile, several dozen men drew near the stream, but turned as one from the road and charged, screaming, north along the stream bank in the wrong direction. They shortly veered back into the meadow, where their cries faded into scattered confusion.
Causing all this chaos was a small cluster of figures atop the stone bridge. The three companions approached from the safe side of the stream, and as Markal drew near he saw Narud standing at the head of the small procession on the bridge, with one of the lesser apprentices, a young man named Kreth, at his side, and three acolytes and a pair of keepers behind. Narud maintained an impressive, suitably wizard-like posture, while the others worked at the numerous markings chiseled into the bridge to call forth their power.
The three newcomers came up from behind.
“How long have you been under attack?” Markal asked.
Narud glanced up, as if to gauge the position of the sun. “An hour, perhaps a little longer.”
“You should have sent someone to fetch us.”
“I assumed you were busy. Anyway, we’ve been holding our own.” Narud glanced at Nathaliey and Chantmer, who were running their hands along the stone balustrade and discussing the state of the defenses, then back at Markal. “We had a bad moment early on. Eight dragon wasps attacked us on the bridge, and we weren’t prepared for an aerial attack.”
“How did you drive them off?” Markal asked.
“The acolytes threw up a vortex, and I was going to pull water from the stream and form ice spears, like the master instructed. Before I could, a flock of griffins came and chased them off.”
Markal scanned the sky. There were a handful of wasps far to the east, but lurking, not ready to throw themselves into battle, as if afraid of another griffin charge. He was glad they weren’t facing wasps on top of everything else.
Yuli had been so hostile the first time he’d met her. That was before marauders attacked her aerie and stole eggs from her griffins’ nest. Hamid—or Toth, if he’d been the one to order it—had blundered.
He was still thinking this over when several griffins came winging in from the north, pursued by a dozen or more dragon wasps, riders high on their backs, waving spears and jeering at their enemy’s retreat. Just when it seemed that the griffins would flee the scene entirely, they swooped around and charged into the startled wasps from every side. The griffins only numbered six or seven—it was hard to count either side given the speed and fluidity of the battlefield overhead—but three more griffins dropped from above and slammed into the dragon wasps as their riders attempted to regroup.
A griffin retreat had turned into a rout of the enemy forces in the course of seconds. Or so it seemed at first. But the battle was even more fluid than Markal first supposed. Before the griffins could seize victory, a fresh cluster of dragon wasps snaked in from the east. And then more griffins were arriving, and soon the sky was filled with screaming, hissing, clashing bodies.
He spotted Yuli and Ageel brawling with a wasp and its rider and driving it toward the ground. When they were eighty or ninety feet up, Veyrian soldiers began to launch arrows and crossbow bolts.
Yuli flung herself from the griffin and attacked the wasp rider atop his own mount, attached to Ageel by only a slender tether around the ankle. She cut his throat, slashed his tethers, and sent him plummeting to earth. Then, with an agile twist of the body, and still holding the sword, she hauled herself one-handed back to her own mount. Ageel disengaged and left the floundering, tattered wasp to come screeching down among the soldiers, who scattered in fear.
It made for a thrilling view, but a fresh push across the meadows quickly drew Markal’s attention. He was wary at the renewed energy, but there were fewer than four hundred men in total in the meadow, and it was nothing that the defenders couldn’t handle. Was this a diversion, a probing attack? Did Toth really have so many men that he could throw them away by the hundreds?
The enemy seemed to be organizing, no longer content to charge, retreat, and charge again. Roughly two hundred with pikes gathered around a man at the center shouting orders and herding them into lines. Once they’d clustered together, their lieutenant gave a shout, and they trudged toward the bridge. Narud drew power from an acolyte and activated one of the runes on the bridge, which went off with a loud pop. Rocks and dirt exploded from the meadow and hurled themselves at the enemy troops. Several men fell under the bombardment, but the rest continued with dogged determination.
As of yet, none of Markal’s companions seemed alarmed, but something about the situation felt different. Narud and Chantmer consulted behind him in low voices while acolytes and keepers leaned in to listen. Nathaliey made her way through the others and descended toward the meadow, where she bent to test the stones where they met the far bank.
Markal followed her down and sniffed at the air. He took in the scent of grass and wildflowers, the smell of clean water from the brook, and the odor of sweat and fear radiating from the troops marching this way. A dragon wasp slammed into the ground a few feet away, making him start, and as its snaking head drummed the ground, he smelled the desert heat in its burning blood. Magic from the bridge radiated out at the presence of this enemy, and the dying monster sank into the soil.
As it did, something emerged from it—the sorcery binding it to service. That was fresh magic . . . and recognizable. Now that he’d taken note of it, the smell seemed to permeate the meadow, radiating from the soldiers, the ground, and the sky. It wasn’t the sorcery of a dark acolyte, either. It was more powerful than that.
Nathaliey had left the bridge. She picked up a handful of dirt and pebbles and spread them in a half-circle in front of her. Markal came down and took her arm.
“Toth is here,” he said. “Get back to the bridge.”
Dirt spilled from her hands. “How can you be sure?”
“Help me find a revelation rune.”
They felt the stone balustrade and shortly found what Markal was looking for. A quick incantation activated it, and a wave of magic rolled out from the bridge and across the meadow. Everything changed.
Toth’s magic had concealed an entire army. Each man in the meadow turned into a dozen. There had been a wagon inching across the ground, dragged by several men using it for cover, and this turned into a massive wall of wood planks. Two or three hundred archers advanced behind it. The two hundred pikemen became three thousand or more, still gathering in numbers as they surged toward the bridge.
And there was another enemy even closer at hand. What Markal had dismissed as the dead or wounded proved to be dozens of men crawling on their bellies through the grass, advancing so slowly that they hadn’t aroused notice. The nearest were only feet from the bridge, and none of the wards had blocked their progress.
In contrast, the defenders, numbering only ten individuals, had been calmly, almost casually blasting the enemies in the meadow while reserving their strength for a heavier assault. An assault they had almost missed entirely.
Keepers were hard at work, backs turned as they readied wards and runes. Markal shouted a warning, and they looked up.
At that same moment, a cry went up in the middle of the Veyrian army. Trumpets blared from across the assembled companies of troops. The men crawling on the ground sprang to their feet and broke into a run. Behind them, thousands of Veyrian troops surged across the meadow.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Nathaliey had been arranging dirt and rocks at the edge of the bridge when Markal told her that he’d sensed the dark wizard. Her work had been something to keep her occupied during the lull in fighting, nothing more.
The trap was simple. If a Veyrian soldier penetrated the outer defenses, the ground would twist beneath him and break his ankle. Nothing serious or battle-altering. She had mixed in a drop of her blood and was laying it down, somewhat bored and frustrated at the slow pace of battle, when Markal gave his warning.
He sounded frightened, and she knew enough not to question him, letting the rest of the dirt and pebbles fall from her hand as he dragged her back. He called up one of the spells on the bridgework, and suddenly the battlefield revealed itself as it truly was. Among the thousands of attackers, some of the enemy had already drawn very near to the bridge. The closest was a soldier crawling around the dying, flailing dragon wasp, and he reached his feet and broke into a sprint.
One of the keepers had been preparing a rune on the stonework at the edge of the bridge. He was slow to heed Markal’s shouted warning, and only belatedly lifted his gaze. His eyes widened in surprise at the charging soldier. The Veyrian brought his sword in a great arc from behind his shoulder.
It was then that he hit the bit of dirt and rock Nathaliey had been preparing. The trap was only partially placed, and not yet activated, but she’d already mixed in a drop of her blood. The soldier stumbled, almost fell, and caught his balance. In the split second Nathaliey’s work had bought them, the slow-moving keeper got onto the bridge.
The Veyrian swung his sword, but it was no longer at an unprotected opponent. The weapon twisted in his hand as he swung at the air over the bridge and struck the stone balustrade instead. It shattered on impact, there was a secondary snap, this time bone, and the soldier staggered backward with his sword arm hanging limp.
Keepers activated runes, and the meadow churned up dirt and mud. Great sinkholes opened in the ground, while in other places mud geysers shot skyward. Narud drew magic from an acolyte and hurled a fireball into the meadow to set the grass on fire. Chantmer brought up volans malleis—his beloved spectral hammers—and hurled them from the crest of the bridge while Markal strengthened them with another rune. The hammers spawned other hammers, which in turn doubled in size as they spun through the sky.
They slammed into the main force of enemies, churning and battering as they cut a vast swath. By the time the hammers stopped, they’d left a path of mangled bodies. Dozens, perhaps hundreds of men lay dead or wounded. Chantmer shouted in triumph.
“Your long-standing faith in the magical hammers has been rewarded,” Nathaliey told him.
Chantmer seemed so pleased that he didn’t bother to scowl.
The ground heaved in the center of the enemy army, but this time it wasn’t their magic at work. The dead and dying flew into the sky, together with their weapons, armor, and the rocks and dirt torn loose by wizardry from the bridge. All blasted high into the air. A dead soldier struck a griffin hard on the wing, and it squawked in pain, flipped over, and fell fluttering to the earth while the rider struggled desperately to free himself.
The battle overhead was going poorly even before debris hurled into the midst of the action. The entire griffin army seemed to be engaged in combat, outnumbered by dragon wasps, which harried them from every side and continued to flood into the aerial battlefield. Yuli and others whistled a warning as the mass of bodies, weapons, and armor blasted through them like missiles launched from catapults.
But Nathaliey didn’t have time to worry about their allies, as enemy sorcery now flung the dead and dying at the bridge, where they fell in a lethal rain. A body struck a keeper, and she went down without a sound. The others cowered and reached for magic. Two spectral shields went up almost simultaneously, and the rest of the bodies and weapons bounced harmlessly away.
By the time the bombardment had stopped, a hundred or more enemies had reached the bridge and were hurling themselves forward in waves in an attempt to break through. Some stumbled and fell, while others reached the bridge only to dive into the brook as if that had been their objective all along. Dozens fell face-first into the water, flailing and drowning in knee-deep water, unable to lift their heads clear from the magic holding them under. But other soldiers chopped and battered at the invisible barriers, and the defenses were already cracking.
Nathaliey’s fingers traced a rune on the balustrade, and she activated it with a word. The bridge became a fluid thing, like a waving blanket, and the figures on the far end were like bugs. She gave a mental jerk, and the end of the bridge seemed to snap. Men went flying backward. Then Kreth, one of the lesser apprentices, took the bold step of calling up one of the primary offensive runes. The ground above the riverbank opened with a loud crack, and a fissure raced across the meadow and through the army. Men fell into it or stumbled away as it reached them. Thinking quickly, Nathaliey activated two more runes, which strengthened the magic as it flowed.
The ground shook from the violence of the magic and the sheer size of the tearing rift. There was a rumble like thunder from deep in the earth below them. The surface of the brook churned like water at a boil, and a crack appeared in the stone at Nathaliey’s feet.
The bridge would hold, but the meadow wouldn’t. Her companions poured their magic into the spreading fissure, which become a gorge. Men fell into it by the hundreds, and the ground at the bottom churned and chewed like a vast biting mouth. The enemy formations were crumbling. Veyrian cheers turned to cries of retreat. Men broke ranks, turned to flee. If the order could keep the ground heaving a few more seconds, the entire army would fall apart.
And then a mounted figure appeared, with two gray-cloaked riders next to him. A dark pulse of energy radiated from the man and rolled across the meadow, where it quieted the rumbling ground before continuing west. It broke the crumbling magical perimeter at the bridge and washed over the defenders. Keepers, acolytes, and lesser apprentices sank to their knees, while Markal, Narud, and Chantmer clenched their temples and groaned in pain.
It had a different effect on Nathaliey. She felt Toth’s dark glamour, his charisma, a throbbing, eager thing, and it whispered in her head. “Worship me, serve me. Destroy them all, kill them.”
“Yes,” she whispered obediently, even as her stomach twisted in horror.
Her hands were flattened, palms down, and the power in her blood sang to her, begged her to use it and destroy the members of the order. They were vulnerable. A simple spell would annihilate them all, and then she could bow to her new master.
She knew it for what it was. The sorcery of the elixir of thrall. Even now, all these days later, after she’d been rescued, taken the food and drink of the gardens, and slept in their healing embrace, enough elixir remained to speak to her blood.
By the Brothers, she was fortunate that she hadn’t faced Toth while caged in the gibbet. She’d have bowed to him—she knew it in her heart. And she would be among the enemies coming across the meadow in attack.
But she hadn’t faced him, and she wasn’t an enemy. She wrestled with her rebellious body, and the voice receded, the dark wizard’s charisma dissolved.
It hadn’t been cast against her, she realized, nor even at her companions. They’d been caught in the current and pulled along. Instead, it was meant for the Veyrian soldiers. The enemy forces regrouped and resumed their attack. Meanwhile, the magical fissure was spent, collapsing in on itself, and the hundreds of enemies destroyed seemed like nothing compared to the mass flowing ever onward, their voices rising in a full-throated roar.
The griffins had lost their fight against the sheer weight of enemies, even as dragon wasps and riders kept falling from the sky. An occasional griffin went down, too, and those still alive when they hit the meadow were swarmed by men with pikes and swords. Other griffins and riders, burdened with lighter wounds, clustered near Yuli, who seemed to be organizing a retreat.
Nathaliey’s companions were stunned, disorganized, even as they kept up a haphazard defense, activating runes and wards to bring down the lead elements of the Veyrian army. More enemies had reached the bridge in a second, larger wave, and by now the invisible barriers were porous, tattered.
Nathaliey called up desiccation from her own store of magic. A row of men sank to their knees with a collective groan. Nathaliey glanced back to the garden wall, hoping to see the gate open and Memnet striding out, the orb blazing in his fist. No such sight greeted her eyes. Others followed her gaze.
“Stop looking for the master!” Markal said in a commanding voice. “There’s still magic in the bridge, and we’ll spend it all. And then we will mount an orderly retreat.”
This steadied their nerves, and they obeyed when he ordered Chantmer and Nathaliey to keep throwing back enemies while he and Narud pulled stones from the balustrade. The acolytes and lesser apprentices would kill any men who broke through. Narud lifted the first stone from the bridge, lifted it over the army, and blasted it apart. Fragments of stone cut the men down.
Toth sent a shadow charge against the bridge, and by the time they fought it off, still more Veyrians were reaching the bridge. They fell back, dying. Narud lifted another stone and blasted it apart. The explosion made Nathaliey’s ears ring.
Toth and his two companions had been advancing with his army, and were now only fifty paces from the bridge. Narud tried to blast him with one of the stones, but Toth waved it away, and it exploded harmlessly over the creek. A coiling mass of shadow appeared around the dark wizard’s hands.
Nathaliey had fought the shadow attacks on multiple occasions while facing the dark acolytes, and she was prepared when the shadows coalesced into ropes and slithered out from his hands. She drew the last of her power and threw a light spell to stop it. The shadows were too thick, too strong. Her feeble defense burst apart without slowing the attack.
The sky darkened, and the sun seemed to dim in the sky. The shadow, now thicker than a man’s waist, struck the bridge. The keeper standing at the front of the bridge opened her mouth in a silent scream and dissolved into something that looked like a swarm of black flies.
The shadow poured into the bridge, and it vibrated beneath their feet. Nathaliey grabbed for the balustrade as the bridge exploded beneath her and threw her into the sky. Her ears ached and everything dimmed. She found herself flailing in the air, so high above the ground that she could see a griffin rider’s startled expression as he whipped past her on his mount, trying to avoid the debris hurled skyward.
Even as she flew into the air, Nathaliey could see everything laid out below her: the shattered bridge tumbling into the brook; enemies, surging through the water upstream and down; the dark wizard, approaching triumphantly.
Somehow, she was still alive, unbroken in the explosion, eighty feet in the air, among her companions, among the shattered stones of the bridge. She reached the maximum height, seemed to hold an instant, and then fell. Her mind worked frantically to find a spell to save her life. Nothing came.
And then her fall slowed seemingly of its own accord. She was only thirty feet or so off the ground when she hit a thin shimmering film, like the edge of a soap bubble. It gave beneath her weight, resisting, but not stopping her, before it bounced her back up in the air. She fell into it a second time, and this time the giant bubble-like membrane threw her backwards, and she landed painfully, but alive, on the stream bank closest to the gardens.
Her companions fell around her, and as she rose to her feet, she was flabbergasted to see of the eight who’d been alive when the bridge exploded, all had survived.
“What?” she said, stunned. “How . . .? Narud, was that you?”
“It was the bridge,” Markal said. “One last spell.”
The bridge was in ruins, its protective power shattered. Rows of enemies slogged through the brook, with thousands more soldiers pressing them from behind. There was no defensive magic left to confuse their crossing, nothing to slow them as they gained the other side.
It was only upon reaching the far bank that they hit renewed resistance. Men looked around, confused. Some threw down their spears and waded back into the water. But the magic was greatly weakened between the stream and the garden walls, and with so many Veyrian troops pushing forward under the dark wizard’s command, those who tried to retreat were swept forward in the sheer crush of advancing troops.
Nevertheless, getting across the river had cost the enemy forward momentum, and the force of King Toth’s sorcery on their willpower had weakened significantly. The Veyrians gasped and sweated as they emerged and dragged themselves away from the water. Their captains shouted and snarled to form them into ranks again. It bought the order precious moments to regroup and escape.
The companions fell back roughly a hundred feet and gathered around Markal, where Nathaliey joined the others in looking to him for direction. Even Chantmer. Markal glanced toward the garden walls, then at the advancing troops. The gardens looked enticing, like safety, and Nathaliey desperately wanted him to order them to flee for their lives, but at the same time, guessed what he would decide before he said it.
“One more spell,” Markal said. “I need some way to hold them while the rest of us gather magic. Who can do that?”
“I’ll flood the river,” Narud said.
“Perfect.”
“What’s the last spell?” Nathaliey asked.
“Someone give me an idea—we need something good, and it can’t be fire or hammers. They’ll be weaker the second time around. And who still has power?”
One of the acolytes gave a warning cry. The enemy force parted, and King Toth and his two marauder companions rode into the stream. Dark glamour radiated from him, and nearby soldiers shouted with renewed fury and aggression. Toth spotted the survivors from the bridge, lifted his hands, and gathered a ball of shadow from the sky even before he’d reached the bank.
“Narud!” Nathaliey shouted. “The water!”
Narud cast his spell. The brook surged, and men flailed to keep their balance. The horses were taller, more easily able to withstand the suddenly rushing current, but not with so many men flailing about them. Soon, Toth and his companions were fighting as much against their own soldiers as against the water.
If there had been more water to draw, Narud might have swept them all downstream, but he hadn’t materialized it, after all; it had come from below the riverbed, from the water saturated in the ground next to the brook. This water supply was soon exhausted, and the stream drained into a familiar trickle. The water had pushed Toth and his companions about a hundred feet downstream, and the trio forced their way through the soldiers to reach the bank. Shadows coiled around the dark wizard’s hands.
One of the Order broke and ran for the gardens. It was Kreth. An acolyte joined him. Nathaliey wanted to curse them, but it wasn’t cowardice. All her companions looked terrified, even Markal, Chantmer, and Narud, who gaped with open mouths.
It was the aura radiating from King Toth, the same thing that had hit them on the bridge, and she was the only one who didn’t seem to feel it. Markal was wrong; there would be no final, destructive spell. The aura prevented it. They would either flee to the gardens or stand here and die.
“Go!” she cried. “Run!”
This jolted Markal and Narud from their stupor. A shove at Chantmer got him moving, too. They slapped the others, and soon, they were all running but Nathaliey. The dark wizard didn’t have his main attack ready, but sent out a coil of shadow to ensnare the sluggish ones.
Nathaliey searched, and was surprised to discover that she had blood, had power. Hadn’t she expended it all? The proximity to the gardens must be strengthening her.
I am a wizard of the Crimson Path.
She threw up a ball of light, caught the coil of shadow, and broke it apart with a ringing clash of sparks. It gave her companions time to escape, but the reprieve wouldn’t last long. Toth gathered more sorcery. This time, she had nothing left, and could only turn and run for her life.
The three riders came after her—Toth and two marauders—followed by foot soldiers at a run. The garden wall was just ahead of them, and an alert member of the order had opened it from within. Her companions were slipping through already. She was going to make it.
Something washed over her, and she stumbled. Her limbs felt like jelly. The ground turned to wet sand, clinging to her feet and hindering her progress. A marauder loomed behind her, sword out of its sheath.
Just when she thought she’d be cut down, several riders charged out of the gardens through the open gate. They carried straight barbarian swords and glossy black shields. Sir Marissa of the Blackshields led them.
And behind them, on foot, was a familiar figure with his amber-colored beard and piercing eyes. Memnet the Great. He held the orb in his hand, and it glowed like a giant burning opal of fire. Light and shadow warred above Nathaliey’s head. The paladins rumbled past her on either side, and weapons clashed.
Her companions had reached the open gate and safety, with only Markal lingering. He shouted for Nathaliey to run, tried to cast something to strengthen her, but her limbs were still heavy and feeble, and she fell again. A spear zipped past her from behind, just missing her head, and impaled itself in the dirt. She got to her knees, then to her feet.
Arms outstretched to take her in: Markal, Narud. She had almost reached them, when someone grabbed at her from behind, and she felt, rather than saw, the sword coming for her.
The attacker fell with a cry before he could strike her. Marissa loomed above, swinging from the saddle at enemies who seemed to be all around. Flashes of light, rumbles of shadow striking the ground and garden walls. Then Markal and Narud hauled Nathaliey through, and her strength returned. She turned to see Memnet falling back, the paladins retreating into the gardens.
By the time the gates closed, the enemy was already striking it with sorcery and force of arms. The final siege of the gardens had begun.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
Once Markal brought Nathaliey through and closed the gates, he blocked the sound of sorcery and force of arms battering the iron-bound doors. Dragon wasps, no longer shielded from sight, raced back and forth overhead, but the gardens repelled every attempt to descend. The wasps had, however, succeeded in driving off the griffins, who had fled the battlefield and were nowhere to be seen. Yuli’s forces had suffered great losses. Markal had personally seen ten or more griffins knocked from the sky, and another dozen flee with wounds.
The gate boomed from a tremendous blow, and the metal bindings groaned as it sagged inward. The people on the inside flinched. Marissa’s horse reared with a terrified neigh.
“It will hold,” Memnet said. “For now. Nathaliey, fetch keepers from the Golden Pavilion. I need wards to keep the wasps in the sky where they belong. Chantmer, secure the south gate—you’re in command there. Narud, to the north. There will soon be an attack from that direction, too.”
It was a relief to watch the master take command. His knowledge and power were unmatched, but also his force of will. The others had deferred to Markal during the struggle at the bridge, and midway through the battle he’d realized that he’d somehow assumed command. The leadership felt natural. He’d felt in control, thought they were winning, even after revealing the entirety of the enemy army.
And then the dark wizard demolished the bridge. Even more demoralizing, when he was trying to gather a final attack, he’d failed to find a suitable spell in time, and the enemy nearly caught them in the open.
“The bridge is gone, Master,” he said.
“I know.” Memnet sounded tired. “I saw it from the walls.”
“You were watching? Why didn’t you help?”
“I did help. We got you inside, didn’t we?”
The gate shook from another blow. There seemed to be action along the exterior walls as well, marauders trying to come over. Acolytes and lesser apprentices atop the walls threw them back. Markal turned back to Memnet, and noted for the first time the master’s drooping expression and bloodshot eyes.
“Are you spent?” Markal asked.
“Very nearly. I opened a path to the west—left the enemy defenses in tatters—and an army from the free kingdoms is marching to reinforce us. There’s still scattered opposition, but the barbarians fight with energy.”
Something else seemed to be troubling him, and Markal pressed. “What is it, Master?”
“I faced an old friend. Stephan—now a dark acolyte. He wasn’t afraid to challenge me. We fought, he proved capable. I may or may not have killed him—I’m not sure. I’m not sure I want to know.”
“I see the Blackshields have arrived already.”
“Some of them, not all. Wolfram remained behind, together with several thousand troops marching under an Eriscoban baron. If we hold on until they arrive, we might just have a chance.” Memnet put out a hand to steady himself on Markal’s shoulder.
“But you’re not injured, are you?”
“Not injured, Markal, no. But I need time to rest, to refill the orb. That leaves you in command.”
“You can’t stay and give orders?” Markal asked.
“The best thing for me—for the whole defense—is for me to meditate in the Golden Pavilion while others bring me food and drink. I’ll feed power into the orb, and I’ll be ready when the enemy batters his way in.”
When. Not if.
“I see.”
“Good.”
Another booming attack on the gate punctuated their conversation. Nathaliey had been sitting in front of the gate, sending messages toward the keepers at the pavilion, and now scaled a ladder to the wall to take charge of the defense. She stripped power from an acolyte and sent out a fireball, and a collective howl of pain rose from the enemy army beyond.
“The common Veyrian soldiers serve multiple purposes,” Memnet told Markal. “They force us to defend several points of attack, they absorb our magic so we can’t use it to fight Toth, his acolytes, and marauders. And the enemy draws their pain for his sorcery. He is never exhausted, he simply waits for more suffering and renews his strength as it comes.”
“Then it’s a good thing we’re fighting on our terrain, not his,” Markal said. “Where we’ve spent decades laying down our defenses.”
“Yes. The defenses are very strong.” A distant look came into Memnet’s eyes. “Markal, about that discussion with Chantmer when we left the road. I want to explain something to you so you’ll understand if the time comes.”
“Chantmer told me some of it when he activated magic at the fairy fort.”
“Tell me what you know.”
“There’s a defensive structure that extends beyond the walls. It’s filled with destructive power.”
“It’s a last resort.”
“Why not call it up now, obliterate the enemy before he’s inside the gardens?”
Memnet studied him. “It seems you don’t understand. Not fully. You remember the walled garden?”
“I know. It’s a wasteland. Nothing will grow. We carried away the poisoned soil.”
“And?”
“And if we call up the defenses Chantmer activated, the hill will turn into a wasteland. Or am I missing something?”
“And when carting off the dead soil didn’t work? We bricked in the walled garden so it wouldn’t spread. It can spread, Markal. Far and wide.” Memnet studied Markal’s face, and nodded when he seemed satisfied of what he read there. “Which is why it’s a last resort. But be prepared. If I call for it, if I request your help, it means all is lost. That there is no other way.”
#
Memnet retreated to the Golden Pavilion to regain his strength, and Markal joined Nathaliey atop the garden walls. It was already late afternoon, and the shadows grew long.
There was no sign of King Toth in the surging armies, and Markal wondered if he was circling the walls looking for weaker points to attack. Or perhaps he was rushing to combat the Eriscoban army and prevent it from joining the garden defenders.
Four keepers worked at the gates and around the interior wall below, while three lesser apprentices and a handful of acolytes paced the wall above, casting down marauder attempts to climb over. There were half a dozen of the gray-cloaked enemies working their way up at the moment, but it was a different sort of attempt now that Toth had no wights to damage the walls and give the marauders purchase. Even without Markal’s and Nathaliey’s assistance, the others seemed to have matters under control.
More concerning were the conventional attacks on the wall, simply for the sheer mass of manpower throwing itself into the fight. Much of the attack resembled a regular siege, with men hauling forward platforms covered with wet hides to shield them as they dug at the ground. Others assembled trebuchets at a safe distance, while carts brought up stones for hurling.
The magical defenses of the garden walls extended invisibly into the air—as witnessed by the dragon wasps’ inability to descend—and deep into the bedrock below, as well. Had the attempt been merely conventional in nature, Markal could have dismissed it without worry, but a pall hung over the enemy encampment. It wasn’t Toth’s sorcery he felt, thankfully, but somewhere out there a dark acolyte worked to support the enemy efforts.
Two or three dozen dragon wasps had been circling above the meadow on the far side of the bridge, and now broke suddenly and charged over the heads of the ground troops. They dipped low, barely above the height of the wall, and long, scaly arms reached down with grasping, lizard-like claws. Riders reared back and let fly spears as they approached.
The defenders on the wall ducked out of pure instinct, but there was no need. The spears slammed into an invisible wall, and the dragon wasps veered upward as if thrown by an invisible force. The failed attack turned into a confusion of twisting, writhing beasts, and riders hung on for dear life. One man lost his grip and fell, flailing, to the ground. The riderless wasp flew south, while the rest returned to circling over the meadow.
“The protection overhead won’t last forever,” Markal said. “It’s weakening, little by little, and if they ever knock down the gate or blast a hole in the wall, that will open a passage in the sky, as well.”
“I’m worried about Yuli and the rest,” Nathaliey said. “Where did they go?”
He’d been giving this some thought. “They took a beating out there. They aren’t so numerous that they can suffer those kinds of losses for long.”
She looked discouraged. “Are you saying they retreated to the mountains?”
“Maybe. Seems to me they were reluctant allies, at best. They hate the lowlands. The heat, the people.”
“They weren’t reluctant when I met them,” Nathaliey said. “When marauders went after their aeries, when the enemy began killing eggs and chicks, the riders joined the war. Yuli is in it until the end—she said so herself.”
“Then where are they?”
“Licking their wounds, arguing new tactics. They probably landed in a forest clearing where it’s cool and there’s water. I don’t know where, but I know they won’t have abandoned us.”
Markal wished he could be as confident.
Yet in spite of the forces arrayed against them, Markal hadn’t given up hope. Yes, there were thousands of enemies gathering around the wall, an army of a size he’d never seen before. Veyrians continued crossing the stream and spreading out to encircle the gardens. What’s more, Narud and Chantmer would be facing similar forces attacking from the north and south.
But Toth hadn’t breached the walls, not yet. He’d suffered hundreds of dead simply taking the bridge. Unlike the last time they were assaulted, they had Memnet, an army of griffins—assuming Nathaliey was right about Yuli—and a barbarian army marching to join the war.
The paladins had retreated with the master, but a dozen of them now came riding up, led by Sir Marissa. They dismounted and took position, ready in case any marauders came over the wall.
Meanwhile, a mass of archers was forming outside to the left of the gate. Wagons crossed the stream carrying arrows, which were heaped in front of the archers. The companions watched warily from atop the wall as two or three hundred men notched arrows, drew, and fired. The arrows zipped high into the air, and looked well placed to rain down on the walls and the keepers, acolytes, and paladins behind the gate. But when they hit the invisible barrier, they splintered and fell harmlessly to the ground outside the garden.
“Keep it up, men,” Nathaliey said. “Go ahead, waste as many arrows as you want.”
Markal had a contrary opinion. “That was a test. The next attack will have sorcery.” He called over a young acolyte. “Raise power,” he told her. “Nathaliey, take her power and strengthen the wall’s barriers.”
“There’s a ward right here that will do the same thing,” Nathaliey said. “Should I activate it instead?”
“Do both.”
The archers notched more arrows, and he wondered if he was wrong. Nathaliey had spent the ward and burned the acolyte’s stored power, and he worried he’d wasted it. Maybe that was the enemy’s intent, to draw out their magic before the real attack began. The Veyrians had no shortage of men and equipment, after all; what were a few arrows?
But the instant the archers let loose, he knew his hunch was correct. Sorcery radiated from somewhere near the ruined bridge, and the arrows hummed with it as they flew from hundreds of bows. The rune Nathaliey activated burst outward like a gust of air. The arrows struck it and broke into pieces. Markal shielded his head with a forearm as shards of wood, twisted metal arrowheads, and fletching rained down on them.
When it was over, Nathaliey looked at him in wonder. “How did you know?”
“It was a guess. These wards aren’t doing any good buried in the stone. I don’t want this wall to be like the bridge—when it fell, we lost a lot of power. Power we could have used, but didn’t. Same situation with the wall. Use the magic—all of it. Save nothing for tomorrow.”
Nevertheless, there were more arrows to fire than wards and magical defenses to knock them down. The enemy would surely feint and probe, so he had to be prudent and make accurate guesses. The archers notched more arrows. Markal had identified the location of the sorcery, and he reached out, testing, seeing if someone was out there gathering power. No, not that he could feel.
Unless there were a second dark acolyte present. In which case, holding back would be a mistake.
Markal had lost track of the dragon wasps while focused on the archers, and they’d cleared from the sky. He doubted they’d gone far. It was only when they began to rise from the far side of the meadow on flapping, leathery wings, that he began to understand. They formed a mass and flew once more toward the walls. Arrows zinged from hundreds of bows, but all attention was on the wasps.
“More sorcery,” Nathaliey said. “It’s on the wasps.”
Sorcery hung about the dragon wasps and rolled ahead of them like a poisonous fog. Markal and the others threw up wards and magical spells. Nathaliey reached all the way to the brook for water and turned it into a spinning icy vortex. Her power had grown, and he watched in amazement as she impaled two wasps with ice spears and blasted three others with a bombardment of giant hailstones.
Other wasps struck the fortified air above the wall and crumpled. A wave of arrows hit the barrier, and one of the trebuchets launched its first shot. More arrows, more wasps, more shots from the trebuchets.
Wasps died. Others broke through, carried by the sorcerous fog. Nathaliey cried a warning, and Markal turned to see a second force of wasps flying in from the southeast. The sky was suddenly full of them, and they were penetrating the garden defenses, dropping in low.
Several landed inside the gate, and Marissa and the others scrambled back to their horses, regained their saddles, and drew weapons. Markal pulled up a rune and attacked the first two dragon wasps to touch ground. They flipped end over end, and their riders went sprawling, but others landed unmolested. The wasps each carried a second rider—men in gray cloaks, with dead eyes and pale skin, who leaped clear of the beasts the instant they touched down.
Marauders. Waves of them being lifted in by air, over the walls, and dropped inside the garden. Already a dozen or more were on the ground, forming ranks against the paladins.
Other wasps continued toward the center of the gardens. All flying sluggishly, carrying passengers, burdened by the gardens’ defensive magic. Markal’s mouth was dry. There must be a hundred wasps overhead. A hundred wasps who’d broken through the barrier wall and were each carrying a passenger.
A hundred marauders. This wasn’t a small, probing attack. It was a swift, brutal assault designed to slaughter the defenders from within.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Wolfram wanted to ride. He wanted to ride hard. Even after so many days on the road, he was bursting with energy, and his horse chomped and stamped his feet, pulling, trying to break into a gallop.
Ever since the great wizard had appeared and cast his sorcery—no, not sorcery, since this was the good, earth-centered, gods-based magic, he reminded himself—the entire company of Blackshields, together with thousands of troops behind them, had been pressing eagerly up the road, magic filling them with strength and determination.
He’d sent Marissa and two score of Blackshields ahead with Memnet, and they’d have reached the gardens by now, might even be in the thick of the fight. Wolfram had stayed behind with more than a hundred other paladins. There were tens of thousands of enemy troops about, and he didn’t dare leave Baron Knightsbridge without a proper defense against marauder assaults. So close to the end of their march, he couldn’t risk losing it all.
Meanwhile, Memnet had carved a destructive path straight to the gardens, and Eriscoban forces moved unopposed. The wizard’s magic had left the road scorched. Even the grass to the sides was obliterated, fields turned up and blasted. They passed an enemy encampment, and dead enemy soldiers lay everywhere, together with their burned gear, overturned carts, war hounds, dead donkeys, camels, and horses, among the carnage.
Wolfram had caught a glimpse of Memnet the Great’s magical attack, and it had been awesome to behold. Light burned from a stone in his fist. The ground flung rocks, mud, and people skyward as if he were witnessing some colossal beast waking from a slumber far beneath the surface. Clouds formed in an otherwise clear sky and lashed the earth with lightning. When Memnet was done, death and destruction and an empty road remained. If only Wolfram could get the army moving faster and bring them to the fighting at the gardens.
Baron Knightsbridge caught up to the vanguard on horseback, escorted forward by Sir Lucas and two other paladins. His face was flushed, his eyes gleaming, and he looked several years younger, as if invigorated by the wizardry.
“The rear of the army is falling behind,” Knightsbridge said. “We’ve got four thousand men strung out between here and the abandoned village. And another fifteen hundred behind that.”
“What the devil is holding them?” Wolfram asked, frustrated.
“The magic was weaker, Sir Wolfram—they didn’t get the full effect. And the men are on foot, carrying arms and armor—they can’t run forever. We have to slow down or we’ll leave them behind.”
Wolfram had learned to rely on Baron Knightsbridge’s counsel. He was a steady, cautious warrior, and the troops instinctively trusted him. He’d held together a collection of men and women from throughout the free kingdoms, warriors who at one point would have been suspicious of each other, if not outright hostile.
Together, they had marched into the populated east, with its decadent khalifates, its brutal slave lords, and its hostile, drought-stricken climate. Wolfram and Knightsbridge made no promises to their forces about how long the war would last, how many Eriscobans would return home, and how many would see their funeral pyres burn on the wrong side of the Spine, their ashes scattered over unknown soil, and their wights wandering in strange lands. Yet still they had followed.
Griffins had departed for war that morning, and a fair number later retreated west, nursing wounds or riderless. He was shocked when giant winged reptiles flew overhead in pursuit, carrying riders with spears.
Someone said they were dragons. Wolfram didn’t think so; a dragon was the size of a barn and could breathe fire. But they were something akin to that, and fresh fear of aerial attacks rippled through the army. A small clump of griffins appeared and scattered the creatures before they could descend on Wolfram’s army, but it was clear that the beasts had met the griffins in battle and done them harm.
Over the previous twenty minutes, twenty or thirty griffins had flown back and forth over his army. More dragon wasps were spotted to the south, and the griffins set off in pursuit, then returned to patrol overhead.
“She’s protecting us,” Wolfram said.
Knightsbridge frowned. “What?”
“Yuli. The griffin riders. They’re keeping those monsters off us. We’d be under assault from above without her flocks. Without her, we’d have to turtle down and wait it out.”
“What does that have to do with our strung-out forces?”
“Everything. If there were armies marching to ambush us or attack our supply columns, don’t you think Yuli would have warned us? They’re up in the sky—they can see everything.”
“Not marauders. Not with the sorcery of their gray cloaks.”
“Maybe not,” Wolfram conceded, “but she’d have spotted regular troops.”
“And what do we do with this information?” Knightsbridge asked.
“The battle is waiting for us. We only need to join it.” He was growing excited. “So we drop the wagon supplies. Drop everything but a man’s sword, shield, and armor. Leave our supplies guarded with a few dozen men—enough to deter scavengers and bandits—and carry everyone else to the gardens at full speed. The wizard said we’re only a few miles out—the first troops could arrive in less than an hour. The slower troops will pour in as reinforcements.”
“Leave our supplies,” Knightsbridge said flatly.
“We’re close. I can hear the battle. And they need us. The wizard was spent when he cast that spell—he won’t have enough left to blast the enemy. Even the griffin riders have fought and taken losses, while we have yet to clash swords.”
Knightsbridge twisted his horse’s reins. “We’ve dragged those supplies through the mountains, fought off raiding parties. Carefully husbanded our resources for a long campaign.”
“We’re almost there.”
“And if the enemy lays siege once we’re trapped behind those walls? That’s all our food. We’ll starve without it.”
“The wizard can open a path to our supplies.”
“How will he do that? You said he was spent. And he hasn’t even faced the sorcerer yet. Sir Wolfram, this is a gamble. A gamble that this battle ends here and now. If it doesn’t, if it lasts, then we die.”
“We may die anyway, friend. Let’s make sure if we go, we do it fighting with our friends by our side. Not out here, isolated, arriving so late that we face the sorcerer’s full wrath alone.”
The baron hesitated, and Wolfram could see the man’s loyalty warring with his desire to protect his men and keep them fed. Knightsbridge’s instincts had brought the army safely to this point, and Wolfram was asking him to cast them aside in a single, desperate thrust.
At last the baron nodded. “I’ll make it happen.”
#
The army surged once they’d dropped their supplies, carried forward by lightened burdens and strengthened by the magic Memnet the Great had cast on them before departing. Men ran at a trot, horses needed to be held back from a full gallop. Trumpets sounded, and cheers and battle cries rang out.
They were climbing a slight rise when Wolfram caught his first glimpse of the garden walls. They seemed unimpressive, slender, of cut stone, with no towers or inner keeps rising above them. The gate was wood, reinforced with iron, but there was no drawbridge, no moat where an enemy would be forced to descend and climb again while suffering a hail of stones and arrows. There wasn’t even a proper wall walk with battlements to protect a patrol. Trees rose from the interior, large leafy oaks and maples, and there were even flowering vines spreading down the exterior, which seemed like an invitation to scale the walls.
Which Veyrian troops were attempting to do. A small army of several hundred men had thrown up ladders and were trying to get up and over, using the vines as leverage and urged forward by a handful of marauders.
The vines, far from providing easy purchase, were a living, writhing obstacle. Tendrils grabbed men by the ankles and dragged them, writhing, into the leaves. Other vines wrapped around ladder rungs and snapped them like twigs, or pulsed and threw the ladders down.
The Veyrians continued doggedly in the face of these obstacles, while others hammered the gate with an iron-capped battering ram. The door barely made a hollow, defiant thumping sound no matter how hard they threw themselves into it.
Wolfram looked up at the wall and was surprised to see no defenders. Apparently, no defender was needed, the way the wall and gate were repelling any attempts to get inside. Dozens of Veyrians had crawled back with broken arms and other injuries, leaving dead companions behind. It was one of these injured men who spotted Wolfram’s forces and gave a warning cry.
Somehow, the Eriscobans had approached within eyeshot before being noticed, even though he had a hundred riders and more than a thousand men within five minutes of him, and they were kicking up a thick dust along the scorched road. The sound of all those boots and hooves should have been audible for miles; Wolfram had certainly heard the enemy long before he spotted them. More of Memnet’s magic?
Wolfram lifted his arm and shouted for a charge. A roar rose from the Blackshields. His horse surged, and he drew his sword and lifted his shield.
The Veyrians attempted to form ranks against the charging riders, but the first wave of paladins crashed into them before they could take position. Wolfram’s force swept through with a whirlwind of swords and bashing shields. Enemies fell, heads split open, shoulders crushed by sweeping blows. Necks severed. By the time Sir Lucas charged in with a second wave of paladins, Wolfram had already opened a wide gash in the enemy force.
He rode on, almost stunned by the feeble opposition. Lucas’s paladins were gaining on him, then overtaking him on his right flank. All around them, the enemy fell under their blows.
There were only a few hundred Veyrians in total, not much of an army—he knew this, and knew that King Toth’s real strength was elsewhere—but a surge of righteous joy rose in his breast to see the enemy fleeing the battlefield after a few minutes of combat. Baron Knightsbridge’s foot soldiers began to press in from behind, and they pinned the Veyrians between their spears and the garden walls, where vines engulfed and strangled.
A determined knot of Veyrians broke free in a run, trying to fight their way around the edge of the wall toward the north, where the bulk of the enemy army was likely flowing down from the Tothian Way. A mixed group of paladins and regular Eriscoban cavalry rode after them, while Wolfram concentrated on mopping up the remnants.
The battle wasn’t yet over when the gate swung open. A single, solitary figure appeared on the other side and beckoned them to enter. Wolfram gaped. He’d assaulted multiple castles, fortified camps, and other set positions over the past months, yet this entire stretch of the wall seemed to have been guarded by one man.
Baron Knightsbridge was up ahead, his face splattered with another man’s blood. He rode through the gate and turned back around with his eyes wide, searching until he picked out Wolfram.
“Sir Wolfram! You have to see this.”
“No time for gawking. Get your men inside.”
As Knightsbridge went to work, Wolfram rode ahead to have a look for himself. He stopped just inside the gate, stunned by the beauty of what he saw. The interior of the gardens was like a vision of Paradise, the ancestral home of the brother gods. Fruiting trees rose from rolling carpets of neatly trimmed, impossibly green grass. Flowering vines with blossoms larger than dinner plates crawled up trellises. A fountain threw out cool, clear water. A rich, sweet scent wafted over him: flowers and clean water and a dense, green smell of life.
Shadows darkened this heavenly vision, and he glanced skyward. Dozens of long, lizard-like creatures came swooping low over the wall. More of the monsters that had menaced them on the road. Each creature carried two riders, and they winged toward the center of the gardens. Was this a spying mission, a flyover, or was this the start of an aerial attack like the ones Yuli’s griffin riders had mounted in the high passes?
The first few companies of Eriscobans had entered the gardens when riders returned at a gallop from their pursuit of those enemies who’d fled north from the battle. A paladin named Sir Yancy reached Wolfram’s side, gasping for air, his eyes wide and excited.
“Captain! There are several more enemy columns marching this way. We skirmished, and I fell back before they could encircle me. I think it’s the vanguard of a larger army.”
Another group of the flying reptiles flew overhead. Blast it, where was Yuli? The Harvester take her if she’d abandoned the skies to the enemy.
Wolfram looked back at the jostle of men and horses entering the gardens. They may have abandoned their supplies in service of speed, but it would still take them an hour, maybe two, to get the bulk of the army through that gate and close it against the enemy. He couldn’t very well leave them strung out and vulnerable to a counterattack.
But neither could he ignore the creatures flying toward the center of the gardens. There was no reason for them to carry that extra passenger unless they meant to deposit forces in the heart of the gardens. He made a quick decision.
“Baron,” he said. “Form ranks outside the walls. You must hold the line until our troops have entered. See if this wizard can help.”
“I’m only a keeper,” the man said.
“Keeper, wizard, you’re what we have,” Wolfram said. “Use the walls’ defenses if you can.”
“Where are you going?” Knightsbridge asked.
“I’m taking my paladins to find the great wizard.” Wolfram took a closer look at the various paths, interior walls, and groves of trees. “It’s a labyrinth,” he told the keeper. “How do I find your master?”
“There’s a rune,” the man said. “I’ll activate it. Then drop your reins—the horses will know the way.”
Wolfram gave a curt nod. “Work your magic, friend.” He lifted his sword and raised his voice to bellow over the din. “Blackshields! To me!”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Markal left for the Golden Pavilion at a run, and Nathaliey stood behind the gate, eyes closed, palms down, preparing a warning for Chantmer and Narud. With Nathaliey and Markal removed from the action, the east gate had been stripped of its most powerful defenders, and the acolytes, keepers, and lesser apprentices struggled against the might of the Veyrian army trying to batter its way in.
It took her several seconds to gather her will and power. She sent an incantation speeding south and north.
Danger! To the master!
Nathaliey had no time to wait for an echo to roll back and confirm that Narud and Chantmer had heard, so she gathered herself and ran toward the Golden Pavilion. An arrow sang past her ear and impaled itself in the bark of an orange tree. A wasp rider hurled a spear at her from overhead. The gardens turned the spear, and it missed.
And then she was on the woodland trail, protected beneath the canopy, running past cottages where the members of the order lived. She came upon two men next to a dead dragon wasp lying in the midst of leaves and broken branches. One was a wasp rider with a forked spear, and the other a marauder in a gray cloak, a curved, scimitar-like sword in hand.
She didn’t know what had killed the wasp, or what the men intended to do now that they’d crashed into the gardens, but they were standing in front of her own cottage. In front of her shaded fence, her door she’d painted a cheery yellow, when her companions had painted theirs green or red. It was a violation, and outrage washed over her.
Nathaliey picked up a green leaf that had fallen from one of the towering maple trees and lifted it overhead. She reached for the magic buried beneath the woodland trail and threw the leaf overhead, an incantation at her lips.
The two men had been arguing, but looked up as she spoke. The marauder shouted, and they lifted their weapons and came at her. Leaves had already begun to fall from the limbs overhead, slowly at first, then a flurry, then a whirlwind, swarming the invaders like thousands of green moths. The wasp rider went down beneath the mass of leaves, which stuffed themselves into his mouth and nostrils before he could scream. He writhed on the ground, buried in leaves.
The marauder kept coming, and the leaves that hit his cloak withered, turned brown, and crumbled into dust. He gave Nathaliey a wolfish grin as he waded through the swirling leaves, moving slowly, but steadily in her direction, now only twenty paces distant. She took a pinch of dirt from the trail, placed it on her palm, spoke a few words, and blew it in his direction. Dirt and moss and bark tore loose from the road and the surrounding trees and battered at him like a whirlwind.
The marauder staggered, tried to regain his balance, and fell. Before he could regain his feet, the leaves swept up in a wave and buried him. He thrashed beneath them, and they kept drying and breaking apart, but there were too many. Moments later, the struggles ceased.
A few minutes later, Nathaliey emerged from the woodland trail and entered the meadow above the lake and the Golden Pavilion. A heavy concealing spell lay over the shrine-like pavilion itself, and it seemed as though she were staring at it from a distance, across a vast landscape of hills and meadows, where it gleamed as a single point of light beneath its gilded roof. All illusion; the pavilion was no more than a few hundred yards away.
Dragon wasps had landed several dozen marauders in the meadow, and these men groped toward each other, seemingly lost and blind one moment, and the next pushed on by unseen magic that drew them together. Nathaliey felt sorcery; one of the dark acolytes must be near. She spotted him now, and felt his aura.
Her old enemy, Vashti. The one who’d taken her captive and left her starving in a gibbet hanging over the gorge in the mountains. Who’d handed her over to Jasmeen.
The only defenders she could see were three tiny figures at the steps of the Golden Pavilion. One was Memnet, no doubt still exhausted from his earlier fight, but she couldn’t identify the other two. If they were acolytes, the master could draw their power and blast at the enemy. That he hadn’t already, that he’d relied on this simple illusion to hide the shrine, told her that they were not. Most likely keepers.
Where was Markal? He’d been ahead of her, had disappeared into the woods before she could catch up. Shouldn’t he be halfway across the meadow by now, if not already there? Or had he fallen back when seeing the meadow clogged with enemies?
While she was mulling a way to cross the meadow, more wasps landed and dropped off their passengers, then lifted into the sky with flapping leathery wings. There were too many enemies, both wasps and marauders alike, not to mention the dark acolyte. Meanwhile, Nathaliey had called her strongest companions away from the wall’s defense, which would leave Toth—assuming he was still outside—without serious opposition to batter his way inside. He’d carry his army with him.
Nathaliey couldn’t do anything about that now, but she could inflict pain on the forces gathering in the meadow and open a way to the Golden Pavilion. She reached into the ground with her magical senses and felt for the stones buried beneath the sod. The keepers had been busy since the last attack, and there was plenty of power down there to draw. Somewhere beneath the meadow was the library vault, as well, but it was so well hidden that even knowing it was there, she couldn’t sense it.
A hand tightened on her forearm. It was Markal, cloaked in concealing spells, and he drew her into his protective zone.
“No, not here,” he said. “Not yet.”
“They’re going to attack the master. We have to stop them.”
“We’ll be stronger at the pavilion,” he said. “Narud and Chantmer will be on their way, too—I heard your call. Together, we can win this fight.”
She stared at him, and his eyes, cloaked in the shadow of his concealing spell, glittered back at her like embers. Did she trust his judgment? Yes.
“Lead the way,” she said.
They hadn’t gone more than fifty feet, creeping along beneath Markal’s concealing spell, when another swarm of dragon wasps descended on the meadow, the largest force yet. They must have finally shredded whatever defensive dome protected the gardens. There were scores of them, so many that they darkened the sky. It was a horrific sight, and they were all carrying gray-cloaked passengers.
So many marauders. Where had they all come from? Somewhere, back behind his lines, Toth had been raising an entire army of his half-dead warriors. Nathaliey felt like she would choke on despair.
And then a familiar piercing whistle shrieked from the west. A massive wave of griffins dove from the sky. They opened their beaks, and the air filled with their screams. Eager griffin riders leaned out with swords flashing in the late afternoon sun.
There were more dragon wasps than griffins, perhaps two to one. But the wasps were descending, not yet at the ground, and each was laden with a rider and a passenger. The creatures could barely lift their heads before more than a hundred griffins slammed into them from above.
The griffins were bigger, stronger, and more disciplined than the wasps, many of whom tried to throw their passengers and flee. Some winged south, and when the others saw them escaping, they tried to break, too. A dragon wasp slammed into the ground near Markal and Nathaliey, then tried to crawl away as its guts spilled out and its tattered wings hung limp. It dragged a dead rider with it, crushed in the fall. Seconds later, a griffin fell nearby, swarmed by three wasps, who bit and clawed at its wings. One of the wasps got hold of the griffin rider and carried him away in its jaws.
The battle was still raging overhead when Nathaliey and Markal reached the pavilion, but wasps were dying all around, plummeting to the ground, while the griffin losses were slight in comparison. By the time they scaled the pavilion steps and she looked behind her, the rout was on. Wasps fled in every direction, their numbers gutted, and there were more dead marauders littering the ground than live ones ready to charge the pavilion. Yuli had bought them a reprieve.
Memnet was alone with two archivists, Karla and Erasmus. She’d hoped to see the orb in hand, light flaring out, but it remained hidden. No surprise, as disappointing as that was. He’d exhausted its strength already. Exhausted his own strength.
“We have won some battles,” he said. “Lost others. But the overall war remains in play.”
He sounded remarkably calm, considering that more than a hundred marauders were making their way across the meadow toward them. The defenses in front of the shrine remained dormant.
“There’s a dark acolyte out there,” Nathaliey said.
“I feel him. Do you know which one?”
“Vashti. The one Markal and I faced. The one who tried to turn me.”
“We can handle Vashti,” Memnet said. “Where is the dark wizard?”
“He’s battering down the north gate,” Chantmer’s voice said. He threw back his cowl and materialized in front of the steps to the shrine. His expression was dark. “He was already almost through when I got Nathaliey’s call—we couldn’t hold him back. I would imagine his army is pouring in from the north already. Ten thousand men, and more marching from the Tothian Way.”
“Another army is hitting the east gate,” Markal said. “We killed a thousand, maybe more. I’d estimate another five or six thousand are on their way from that direction.”
These two bits of news hung grimly in the air, casting more of a pall over the pavilion than even the sorcery radiating from the meadow.
“We won’t abandon ourselves to despair,” Memnet said. “Narud is on his way, and others from the order. We’ve lost little so far. We’re alive, and we have our strength and the power of the garden. Griffin riders cleared the wasps from the sky, and paladins are riding hard for the meadow as we speak, with several thousand Eriscoban troops entering the west gate. They’ll be here, too, and we’ll make a good fight of it.”
Nathaliey studied the marauders, trying to figure out what they were up to. It wasn’t a straightforward charge. For a moment she thought they were lost, caught in the perception-distorting effects that she’d noted when coming out of the woods. And if regular enemy troops were on the way, surely the marauders would wait before attacking the Golden Pavilion. Vashti cast his malignant aura over them, but she couldn’t sense its purpose.
A small knot of marauders moved in a line across the meadow. They triggered one of the wards buried beneath the sod. It vibrated momentarily, then exploded with a blast of dirt and rock. The marauders flew backward. But the effect was muted, and the men quickly picked themselves up. Another ward went off a few dozen paces away, with similar results. One of the men who’d triggered it clenched his ankle as if it were broken, but the rest were on their feet again in seconds.
“What are they doing?” Nathaliey said.
“Weakening the defenses,” Markal said. “Triggering our traps, and Vashti’s sorcery is rendering them harmless. They’re clearing the meadow so others can cross without dying.”
That explained a good deal, but the marauders were the enemy’s shock troops, his champions. It was hard to imagine that Toth had gone to so much trouble to bring them into the heart of the gardens, leaving scores of dead marauders, wasps, and riders across the meadow, simply to clear the defenses for the regular troops. There must be some other purpose. She voiced this concern.
“You may be right,” Memnet said. “But we can’t risk waiting until they’ve battered the meadow and rendered it harmless. It’s time to attack.”
They groped outward for the buried defenses. Nathaliey sent the meadow rolling. Chantmer raised debris, heaving up the dead and injured, including dragon wasps, and making it rain on the enemies’ heads. Markal twisted the perspective, and a number of marauders turned around and disappeared into the woods. A smaller number of them emerged again a minute or two later, confused and stumbling.
Memnet stood at the edge of the raised platform and leaned against one of the wooden pillars holding up the roof. Keepers had repaired the damage from the enemy’s earlier, failed attack, and freshly carved and painted figures wrapped around the columns. He closed his eyes and materialized the orb. Meditating, it seemed.
The others were still harassing the marauders when Narud arrived with several acolytes, keepers, and lesser apprentices. Others from the order shortly followed from around the lake path, and they soon had over half their number at hand, with more arriving every minute. The gardens had hidden their passage and protected them as they made their way to the Golden Pavilion.
But the retreat to their final sanctuary left the gardens protected only by the magic imbued in the walls, trees, stones, and streams. The enemy was battering through. Smoke rose from the north. From the west and south came a booming sound like boulders hurled against the walls.
The first Veyrian troops appeared on the far shore of the lake. Only a few dozen hardy men at first, those who’d forced their way up from the south gate, but there were soon hundreds piling up behind them, all trying to circle around toward the pavilion. The path threw them into the lake or the surrounding marshes. Chantmer gathered a few lesser members of the order and set off to challenge them.
More troops emerged from the woods, the first of the army arriving from the north and east gates. They were battered and bloody, and many had likely fallen along the way, suffocated by vines, dragged under by tree roots. Drowned in pools and ponds that lured them in and held them under. Even so, hundreds were shortly streaming from the woods, and battle trumpets blared from the north, south, and east, marking the progress of more Veyrians through the gardens.
Since Memnet remained on the upper platform with his eyes closed, the others looked to Markal to organize the defense. Keepers had arrived with garden tools, and he set Narud to organize them digging a trench in front of the Golden Pavilion. It was a repeat of the tactic they’d used in the earlier battle, only Narud was stronger than he’d been a few months earlier. He loosened the soil with an incantation, and the dirt practically leaped out of the keepers’ shovels. Still, it was a stopgap measure, at best. The trench might drag people down, but there were so many enemies. Toth could fill the trench with dead and use them as a bridge for the rest to come over the top.
Nathaliey and several of the acolytes and keepers kept the enemy busy with the defenses buried in the meadow, but she’d already exhausted the runes and wards closest to the woods. There were more in the last few hundred feet before the pavilion, but she’d have to wait for the enemy to make its charge before activating them. Vashti remained in the meadow, casting his auras, clearing the minds of the troops so they could march.
“Toth is coming,” Markal said. “I can feel him, can you?”
Yes, she could. A dark heart of sorcery, somewhere in the woods, moving south toward them. It was so strong that it seemed to rise with the smoke from the burning woods. He’d arrive in minutes. Even before that happened, the enemies in the meadow might reach the Golden Pavilion. They trudged grimly forward, with Vashti’s sorcery spurring them on. She turned a desperate look to Memnet. The master was sitting now, cross-legged, with the orb on his lap. What was he waiting for?
And then, when Nathaliey’s hopes had sunk almost as low as they could, paladins galloped into the meadow from the west. The Blackshields. Captain Wolfram was at their head, together with several others she recognized from a distance.
Wolfram came upon a group of marauders on foot who were driving two or three hundred men on the west flank, apparently trying to bring them to the shore to meet the other army fighting its way around the lake from the south. The paladins hammered into them and quickly drove a wedge into their forces.
Nathaliey sent a small spell of confusion in that direction, targeting the Veyrians. The regular troops turned about, seemingly blinded even though it wasn’t yet dusk. Paladins cut them down to get at the marauders, who put up a good fight, but they were on foot, and few in number on that side.
If Wolfram had immediately pressed forward, he could have galloped across the meadow and reached the Golden Pavilion at the head of a hundred or more paladins. But he held position, even as massive numbers of enemy troops surged into the gap to hold him. The captain’s motive was soon evident: he was protecting columns of barbarian troops marching hard behind them. The Eriscobans rushed into the meadow and lowered a wall of shields and spears just as the Veyrian troops slammed into them.
With Wolfram’s mounted troops still scattering the initial force, the newcomers held position against the Veyrian surge while more Eriscobans joined the battle every moment. The fighting grew hot across a broad front. After five minutes of furious fighting, several hundred barbarian foot soldiers had forced their way into the meadow and staked a position against the enemy furiously trying to dislodge them. More troops from both sides arrived with every passing moment, and there would soon be too many for the meadow to hold.
For the moment, the two sides were evenly matched. Foot soldier for foot soldier, and paladin for marauder. Except that Nathaliey knew King Toth’s army outnumbered Wolfram’s eight to one or more. The weaker the gardens grew, the more the sheer weight of numbers would favor the dark wizard.
In fact, for all of Wolfram’s efforts, at least a thousand Veyrian troops were still marching on the Golden Pavilion. It took both Vashti and the marauders to keep them moving against the tricks and confusion that the order and the gardens were throwing their way, but their progress and eventual arrival at the trench and then the shrine seemed inevitable.
Memnet rose to his feet at last. The orb glowed in his hand. “I’m ready to fight.”
Nathaliey couldn’t help herself. “It’s about time.”
“By the Brothers,” Markal said. “What do we do?”
Memnet nodded at Nathaliey. “Ring the bells. Strengthen our friends and weaken our enemies. The rest of us will scatter this army to the wind.”
Nathaliey hurried up the steps to the upper platform of the Golden Pavilion and approached the massive brass bell that hung from a cord beneath the pitched roof. The bell dangled until it was only a few inches off the ground, and a stout wooden beam hung next to it—the bell hammer. She grabbed the hammer, ready to pull it back and let it fall. The bell would release its deep, sonorous note to roll across the battlefield. Magic would strengthen their friends and weaken their foes.
But something in the room felt wrong.
It was something bitter, something spoiled. Something rotten. And there was an odd clarity to the light. With the sun dropping swiftly toward the horizon, it should be darker in here, with the nighttime gloom already settling where the curved roof blocked the sunlight.
Nathaliey lifted her eyes even as the wooden beam fell and a deep, booming gong rolled out from the bell. The light came from a man-sized hole in the roof. Someone or something had attacked the pavilion from above, torn through the tiles, and hacked through the wooden structure beneath to get through.
Only a dragon wasp could have approached from above, so heavily cloaked with sorcery that nobody had spotted it descending, distracted as they were by the marauders landing in the meadow outside. And if someone had landed on the roof and come through, that could only mean . . . 
Nathaliey had only let the hammer fall once, and she released it and took a step back. Hands out, palms down, blood to the surface. She spoke words in the old tongue.
“Reveal that which is hidden. Show mine enemies.”
Shadows cleared from rafters. A dozen marauders clung to the wooden beams above her. As their disguise dissipated, they released their grips without a cry or signal and dropped to the platform in front of her like giant gray spiders.
One landed directly in front of Nathaliey. He fixed her with his dead-eyed gaze and drew a sword from over his shoulder with his right hand. He had no left hand. Red fire danced along the blade.
Hamid. Captain of Toth’s marauders. In his hand, Soultrup, the soul-stealing sword.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Markal stood next to Memnet as the master drew power from his orb. Narud approached, and Chantmer was falling back from the lakeshore with the others, the enemy army temporarily bogged down in swamps.
Whatever Memnet drew would be powerful—he sensed it, felt it vibrating in his bones—and would smash the enemy army in an awesome display of power. Markal needed to watch.
The bell rang behind him, and power, confidence, and strength flooded his limbs and sang in his blood. He braced himself for another gong, but it never came. Memnet continued his work, the orb glowing ever brighter in his hands, but something seemed off to Markal. Why only ring the bell once?
He turned around as Nathaliey staggered back from the central room. Her robes and hair billowed from magic, and blood fell streaming from her hands.
Markal raced up the stairs, not understanding the problem, but knowing that something had gone wrong on the upper platform. He grabbed Nathaliey, who whirled on him with wild eyes, as if he were attacking her, before she gave a start. He dragged her back toward the stairs.
“What is it? Is there—”
He saw Soultrup’s glow before he saw the red sword or the marauder wielding it. Hamid stepped out of the bell room and onto the exposed upper platform. A malicious grin stretched across his face—rage, madness, and triumph all swirling together. Other marauders came after him. Hamid gave a tiny flick with his sword tip, and the marauders leaped at Markal and Nathaliey.
A burst of light hit from behind, followed by a rolling shock wave. It struck Markal, and he staggered on the stairs and stumbled down, with Nathaliey tumbling after him. The blast drove the marauders backward, saving him momentarily. An instant later, the air vanished from his lungs, stealing his warning cry and turning it into a wheezing gasp.
Still lying on the ground, Markal turned his head to see Memnet, Narud, Chantmer, and the rest facing the meadow as a wave of green and yellow light rolled across the battlefield, the cause of the double-fisted shockwave that had first knocked Markal down, then sucked the air from his lungs. The rolling light slammed into the Veyrian army and threw enemy soldiers into the sky.
Or rather, it threw parts of them. They seemed to be coming undone at the extremities, with legs, arms, hands, and heads plucked off and cast about. A wretched, anguished shriek rose from the survivors.
Memnet and the others still faced outward, studying the gruesome aftermath of the master’s spell, watching the shattered remnants of the enemy army try to pick themselves up and hold the line against the surging Eriscoban forces. None seemed to have noticed the marauders who’d infiltrated the Golden Pavilion. Markal still couldn’t catch his breath to shout a warning.
Hamid leaped from the top of the platform, jumping over Markal and Nathaliey, who remained on the ground. He cleared them both and sprang at Memnet the Great with Soultrup in hand.
Markal found his voice at last. “Master!”
Memnet turned around, and Markal’s hopes vanished with the look of surprise on the master’s face. The orb was a dull piece of glass in his hand, the power expelled in a single crushing blast. Memnet lifted his hand and gave a flick of the wrist as Hamid brought Soultrup down with a grunt. The sword bent slightly and sliced Memnet’s arm instead of his neck.
Markal was on his knees. He knew a spell. It would throw the marauder captain from his feet. That’s all he needed, and then his companions would regain their composure and destroy Hamid with a barrage of magic.
“Labi et cadere. Lapidem te percussit.”
The power was there; Markal spoke the incantation perfectly. Blood streamed down his forearms. But it was a weak effort, the sort of spell casting he thought he’d left behind. It was crippled with doubt. The strength of it dissolved into the air like a pinch of salt dropped in boiling water.
If he’d been facing a common soldier, he’d have hurled the man to the ground anyway, but this was Hamid, the marauder captain, and the feeble remnants of Markal’s spell hit his cloak and rolled harmlessly away. The enemy didn’t even stumble.
Hamid pulled back Soultrup, leaned his weight forward, and thrust with all his might. The red sword plunged into the master’s belly.
Memnet the Great opened his mouth in a silent gasp. Something moved, shimmered at his lips and nostrils. His soul. So tightly bound, it had even held when the master was decapitated. But not today. The soul bled from his mouth and nose, and Soultrup glowed with a hungry red fire as Hamid pulled it loose and let out a triumphant cry.
Memnet the Great, the master wizard of the Order of the Crimson Path, slumped off the end of the blade and fell dead in a pool of his own blood.
#
Wolfram’s energy was finally fading, finally dissolving into the exhaustion of the road and the relentless pace of battle, when a bell gonged from the shimmering golden temple on the edge of the lake. Fresh energy surged into his limbs, and the paladins and foot soldiers around him gave a spontaneous battle cry.
At the same time, the enemy blanched, turned weak against the Eriscoban spears and swords, as if the ringing bell were having the opposite effect on their morale. Formerly implacable opponents lowered their swords to be slaughtered, while others cringed against the blows while trying to fall back to safety.
Moments later, the air near the small knot of wizards and their ilk at the Golden Pavilion flashed with green and yellow light, and a wall of strange fire galloped across the meadow. It stuck the mass of Veyrians, tearing them apart and scattering their body parts, and pushing the survivors back toward the woods before it finally exhausted its strength. Marauders and foot soldiers alike died. By the time the carnage ended, only a thin wedge of trembling, retreating footmen stood between Wolfram’s army and sweeping the meadow clear of the enemy forces.
There were still thousands of Veyrians out there, including a massive force slogging around the lakeshore, plus more already emerging from the woods, but Wolfram spied his chance. Before giving the order to charge across the meadow, he glanced at the temple to make sure the wizards weren’t planning a repeat of the fire attack. He couldn’t risk getting caught in the devastation.
And that was when he saw that something had gone wrong at the very heart of the wizards’ defenses.
There were only twenty or thirty men and women at the temple, and when Wolfram first arrived, it had looked as though they’d be overwhelmed by enemies. There were so many Veyrians and marauders that no amount of magic seemed adequate to hold them back.
But the battle had continued, and he remembered Nathaliey’s comment about an army at the heart of Aristonia. The wizards’ shrine was as good as a fortress, nearly unassailable, and after the crippling wave of magical fire, he’d thought them nearly invulnerable.
But suddenly there were enemies in their midst—marauders, recognizable in their gray cloaks. Where had they come from? They must have been hiding inside the temple itself. Weapons flashed in the late afternoon sun, and Hamid was at their head, with the red sword gleaming fire. One of the figures fell.
Wolfram raised his sword and roared a battle cry. It seemed impossible that it would carry over the clash and shout of battle, but Marissa and Lucas were fighting by his side, and they raised his cry. It spread from there. Soon, a hundred Blackshields were shouting as one.
He spurred his horse and charged across the meadow, with the others following in a thunder of hooves. He could only trust Baron Knightsbridge to hold the rest of the army, to brace them against the new enemies surging from the woods into the meadow.
Wolfram rode through a shimmering, translucent curtain, and the landscape changed before his eyes. The temple was no longer close, but a tiny, gleaming dot on the horizon, the golden roof going dark with the fall of night. Then something else happened, some lifting of the spell, and he was once more only a few hundred feet away and closing fast.
There was a trench in front of him, and it yawned, a gaping chasm. A hundred feet wide and as deep as a canyon. He remembered the illusion of the stretching horizon, and took a chance, ordering his horse to leap it. It jumped, and then he was over. The horses of his companions followed, landing one after another. He slid from the saddle and ran toward the stairs leading up to the temple platform.
A horrifying sight greeted his eyes. The great wizard lay motionless at the foot of the stairs. Possibly even dead. No, it was unthinkable.
Three other members of the order had also fallen, and lay in bloody heaps, their eyes glossy. The remaining members of the order fought back against the marauders with spinning ethereal hammers, fists of air, cracks of energy from the sky, and other magical attacks, but a dark energy poured across the meadow and flowed into the marauders to strengthen them against these attacks. The marauders swung their swords, but the wizards vanished when the blades struck, only to appear a few feet away.
Hamid stood above them all at the top of the platform. He still held Soultrup, glowing with red fire, but the sword writhed and twisted in his hand, trying to tear itself free. It had turned against him; it would not fight. It was then that he knew for sure that Memnet was dead, and his soul inside the red sword. Memnet was inside, fighting for control of the weapon.
A marauder threw himself at Wolfram, and he lifted his shield and blocked the attack. He brought his own sword around from the shoulder and landed a crushing blow on the marauder’s breastplate. The man went down hard. Then it was a whirlwind of thrusts, blocks, and hacks as he fought his way up the stairs. Marissa was to his left, also dismounted, and she launched a flurry of attacks to reach his side.
She cut down another marauder, but two others moved to stop her, and there was some sort of sorcery pulling from the meadow, an attempt to influence the battle from afar, which drew the attention of Wolfram’s paladins and the surviving wizards.
He was alone when he reached the top of the stairs. Hamid still held the sword and leered at him.
“Your wizard is dead, and I have his soul. I will have yours, too, Wolf.”
Wolfram studied the man. Muscles bulged in his forearm and shoulder as he fought to keep the sword from trembling. A sheen of sweat stood out on his forehead. A vein throbbed at his temple.
Wolfram held out his left hand. “Wizard,” he said, not to Hamid, but to the sword. “Deliver Soultrup into my grasp.”
Soultrup gave a violent twist and bent the marauder’s arm at the shoulder and elbow. He cried out and dropped it—no, almost threw it—and the sword slid across the wooden platform to stop at Wolfram’s feet. He dropped his shield and picked it up in his left hand. His own weapon remained in his right.
The red sword was alive. A storm of shouting, raging voices spoke inside Wolfram’s head, some telling him what to do, to obey the sorcerer, to kill himself, to kill Hamid, to put the sword down. To run, to fight, to cower, to give orders. A hundred contradictions, all in his head at once. A calmer voice spoke above them all.
I am Memnet the Great, and I have taken command of this weapon.
“Yes, wizard,” Wolfram said. “I hear you.”
Hamid launched himself forward with an inarticulate scream.
Wolfram meant to hold Soultrup back with his left hand while he killed Hamid with the sword in his right. The last thing he wanted was to put this twisted man into the weapon to fight alongside Pasha Malik and other malignant souls for control.
But the red sword had other ideas, and seemed to move of its own accord. The tip lowered and then his left arm thrust violently upward as Hamid threw himself at Wolfram’s throat. The marauder impaled himself on the sword, and his own weight drove him down onto the blade before Wolfram could pull back. A strangled cry. Something shimmered around Hamid’s mouth and nose, then slithered down the length of Soultrup’s blade. It was devouring his soul.
Wolfram braced himself for a struggle as Hamid’s soul joined the others, but to his surprise, his grip felt stronger, more sure. The weapon seemed lighter, even, in spite of its length and apparent weight. Another voice spoke.
I am Hamid, whom some call the Noble. You have released me from bondage, my friend. I join the great wizard. I fight against the sorcerer who enslaved my soul.
Now it was Wolfram’s turn to gape, even as he understood his error. His own sister had once been in thrall to King Toth and his necromancy, and it should not have been a surprise that others had been corrupted into service of the dark wizard. Men and women who were not naturally his enemy.
The rest of the marauders died seconds after their captain fell. Lucas took one, Marissa another, and Wolfram hacked down two in quick succession before he had a chance to think of what to do with Soultrup. The red sword wanted to fight. It would hardly let him stop. When the last of the marauders fell, he looked down at it in wonder and fear. The fighting had begun again within the blade, the struggle for control. Memnet was there, Hamid and others, and they continued to force aside the darker voices striving with them.
The surviving wizards gathered around their master, and it dawned on their faces that he would never rise again. Markal and Nathaliey were both still alive, as were two others that Wolfram’s eye marked as leaders of the order, one tall and proud looking and the other with dark eyebrows and an intense, almost wolf-like look to his gaze, and these four attempted to rouse the rest from their stupor, but Memnet’s death and the murder of others of their number had effectively crippled their strength.
Meanwhile, events continued to evolve in the meadow. Baron Knightsbridge had the bulk of his forces in position. They’d been pushing toward the woods, moving over the dead and dying obliterated by Memnet’s killing wave. Maybe three, four thousand enemies had perished in the assault, but already their numbers were being replaced by thousands more surging out of the woods.
The enemy stopped Knightsbridge’s advance and pushed him back. A large force peeled away from the Veyrian army and marched on the Golden Pavilion while their comrades pinned the Eriscobans in place. Three riders led them, and a dark sorcery rolled out from them. Wolfram had remounted, prepared to lead the Blackshields back into battle, and he nearly fell from the saddle as sorcery struck him.
Of the three figures, the one in the middle drew his attention until he could hardly look away. The very air around him shimmered, and night gathered into a pool of inky darkness over his head. Wolfram stared, and there could be no doubt.
King Toth had arrived on the battlefield.
 
 



Chapter Thirty
Markal was still reeling over Memnet’s death. Even as they fought on, bringing down the marauders who had somehow landed on the roof of the Golden Pavilion undetected, broken their way in, and then emerged to murder the master, even as Wolfram gave battle to Hamid and killed him, and even as Chantmer arrived and shouted that they must renew the fight, he kept looking at the master’s lifeless form. Kept remembering the way Memnet’s soul had bled from his mouth and nostrils to be devoured by the cursed red sword.
That sword had found its way to Wolfram’s hand, and fought on their side now. That was Memnet’s doing, he was sure, and in a sense, the great wizard was still alive in there. But that didn’t ease the terrible pain. Or change the fact that they were now leaderless, and King Toth was riding toward them at the head of an army with two of his dark acolytes by his side.
Narud spun him around. “Markal! Tell us what to do.”
“No.” He shook his head. “I can’t.”
“By the Brothers,” Nathaliey said, “you must.”
Don’t you see? It was my fault. I could have saved him. I had the spell, I had the magic. And I fumbled it away.
But they were all looking at him: the other wizards, the acolytes, lesser apprentices, keepers, and archivists. Even Chantmer. Nearly thirty of them. Presumably, the rest were dead. This was everyone who remained of the Order of the Crimson Path. And they were looking to him to save them.
Toth and his acolytes threw sorcery at them, and his knees buckled. The Eriscobans in the meadow began to falter. The first troops of the second Veyrian army were almost around the lake, having slogged their way through swamps and clouds of biting, stinging insects. Through treacherous bogs and stinking mud. Thousands of foot soldiers stretched around its bank, all coming this way.
“Markal!” Nathaliey said.
“Ring the bell,” he said at last. “Knock back that sorcery. Don’t enter alone—there might be a marauder still up there.”
He turned to Chantmer, who looked strong and confident. Apprentice or not, he was as powerful as any of them. “Defend the trench. Take as many of the order as you need.”
“Send Narud instead.”
Markal gave Chantmer a sharp look. “That’s where the enemy will first hit. That’s where the glory is.”
“It’s Narud’s trench. He is the better defender.”
“What does it matter who dug the trench?”
Nathaliey reached the bell, and it rang deeply as the hammer struck. Another gong, then another. Each time it rang, powerful magic surged out. The bell drove back the enemy’s sorcery, and when it hit the Blackshields, who’d been milling about on their horses, Wolfram lifted his sword and gave a shout. Scores of paladins rode out from the Golden Pavilion to meet Toth and his forces.
“It’s what the master would have wanted,” Chantmer said. “Markal, you have to trust me.”
“Narud, go,” Markal said. “Defend the trench.”
The Blackshields met advance elements of Toth’s army and hacked them down, and such was their zeal and the ferocity of their assault that they made an army of thousands falter, which gave the main Eriscoban force a chance to advance into their flank. But the barbarians shortly came under attack by archers from their left and the dark wizard’s sorcery from in front, and the advance slowed. Keepers heaved up defenses from the meadow, battering Toth with stones, shaking the ground beneath the Veyrians’ feet, and making horses panic.
Toth cast a black thunderbolt at Wolfram. The Blackshield captain lifted Soultrup, and red fire appeared. The blast of shadow hit the sword, raced along the blade, and vanished, absorbed by the weapon.
Markal now stood alone with Chantmer at the base of the Golden Pavilion. “What do you mean? What exactly did the master want?”
“You have to listen to me,” Chantmer said. “And listen carefully.” He sounded more sincere than Markal had ever heard before, earnest and almost pleading. “This has to be done before Toth crosses the trench. Do you understand? Once the enemy crosses the trench, all is lost.”
“We’ll throw him back.”
“No, Markal, we will not. Look at the battlefield. Look at what is happening. By the Brothers, be honest with yourself. Memnet the Great is dead, and the battlefield looks like this.”
Chantmer waved a hand at the meadow, and Markal couldn’t help but look with fresh eyes. The Blackshields were already faltering. They’d scythed through the front rants of the enemy army, but lost fifteen or twenty paladins to blasts of sorcery from Toth and his acolytes. Wolfram was withdrawing to join the main Eriscoban army, which was already hemmed in on two sides, with enemy troops moving to seal them in on the other two. Even worse, there was no effective opposition to the Veyrians coming around the lake. At their current pace, they’d be at the trench in ten minutes, maybe less.
Nathaliey kept hammering at the bell, but the magic it sent was losing strength, each ringing note slightly weaker than the previous.
Markal had seen a battle over the trench before, when the enemy attacked in much smaller numbers. When the master was still alive. When palace troops were on hand to kill those who made it over. When King Toth lost his nerve in the final attack. And it had still been a very close thing.
“There’s still a chance,” Markal forced himself to say. “If we can hold Toth himself on the other side . . .”
He didn’t finish. And how would they do that?
“It will be night in fifteen minutes,” Chantmer said. “Then the wights come over the garden walls.”
Markal blinked. “Wights? But we finished them off in the swamps.”
“You can’t seriously think that tens of thousands of wights were all gathered by the Harvester in a single night. You know that’s impossible. Hundreds must have escaped—some number of the dead always do—and if Toth bound those souls once, he can gather them a second time. The garden walls have fallen. There is nothing to keep them out.”
“Then we’re dead.” Markal’s voice sounded flat, like something from the grave itself.
“We are not dead,” Chantmer said. “But . . . we need to take drastic measures.”
Markal stared at him. He began to understand. “This is what you were talking about? The lines radiating out from the temple?”
“Yes.”
“Like the walled garden, the desolation we caused.” It was no longer a question.
“Yes.”
“And you’re talking about destroying the whole of the gardens, obliterating it all. Leaving it a dead zone where nothing will grow, where nothing but wights will flourish. A blasted desert forever.”
“I am not talking about the gardens, Markal. I’m talking about Aristonia.”
Markal barely managed a whisper. “No.”
“It’s the only way to be sure,” Chantmer said. “If you only destroy the garden, Toth will use his sorcery to fight clear, probably taking marauders and dark acolytes with him. We’ll have destroyed an enemy army, destroyed our gardens and our strength, but left the dark wizard alive. Alive with his cities, his sorcerous highway, his fortifications. But if we extend the destruction, he will never outrun it. It will overtake him and he’ll die.”
“But . . . but, how?”
“Lines radiate from here to the walls, and from there to the fairy forts, the standing stones, the old shrines, the Sacred Forest.”
Markal put a hand to his forehead, which had a sheen of cold sweat. “Even the Sacred Forest?”
“The master showed me how to activate the stones when we were returning from Syrmarria with the books. Not all of the old places are active, but enough are, and they will shatter the spells holding the others in place.”
The ground rumbled. Nathaliey stood atop the stairs behind them with her palms out, blood flowing down her forearms. The meadow threw up boulders and dirt and sod. Veyrians screamed. Others were at the trench already, hurling themselves into it, forced through by the sorcery Toth poured into them. Narud and his companions killed those who made it across, drowning them in dirt turned soft as mud, or even picking up stones and bashing them on the head.
Close now. Very close. King Toth was on the verge of a total victory.
And as Markal took it all in, he knew that Chantmer was right. As horrible as it seemed, the only way to defeat the dark wizard was to destroy it all.
To destroy Aristonia. Yet hadn’t Aristonia already fallen? The population was either in chains, burned in the inferno of Syrmarria, or fleeing south into the desert, where they’d be a people in exile in the sultanates. And now the gardens were gone, too.
He managed a nod. “Make it happen.”
“No, Markal. You will make it happen. Go to the platform and call up the desolation spell.”
“And you?”
“I will shield what I can, save who I can. Make sure there’s someone left to retrieve the books from their protective vault.”
“What about the books? Will the desolation . . .?”
It was a last gasp attempt to turn away from the inevitable. But the remnant from the library was well protected in its vault. The master wouldn’t have put them down there, then given Chantmer instructions to destroy the whole of Aristonia if the precious tomes, scrolls, and tablets could not be preserved. Indeed, this final, desperate defense was as much about the books as anything else. The master valued that knowledge more than his gardens, the Sacred Forest, his own life, and the lives of his followers. More than the entire, precious realm of Aristonia.
He left Chantmer and climbed the stairs, his legs like blocks of stone. Nathaliey was on her knees at the edge of the platform, gasping with her head bowed in defeat. So much blood around her, a dangerous quantity. She’d used everything, had nothing left to give. She lifted her eyes as he moved past her, and a frowning question appeared on her face. He turned away.
The roof boomed, and the rafters shook. Bits of wood rained down from the hole cut by marauders, and the bell hummed with the vibration. Another boom, but this one trailed out like rolling thunder, and the whole building shook. Toth was bombarding them with stones.
He knew, even before he put his hand on the brass, that the initiating spell would be in the bell. As his hand met the cool metal, it hummed beneath his fingers, dark and terrible, ready to leap out at his command. He only needed to activate it. Only needed to destroy everything. Only that.
A scream from outside, and shouts. Veyrians were coming over the trench. Narud’s voice rose in the air, booming some incantation. The whole building shook, and a powerful spell blasted toward the enemy. Men screamed, horses whinnied in terror and pain. And still the attackers shouted and drove forward, and the bombardment against the roof carried on.
Narud had acolytes at hand to draw from, but whatever he’d cast to throw enemies back from the trench would have taken blood, must have taken the greater part of his remaining strength. Nathaliey was spent, and now Narud. Memnet was dead, his orb drained, and the meadow had given up its runes and wards.
What was left? Markal and Chantmer, that was all. Markal to destroy, Chantmer to protect. Markal wanted it to end, wanted to die before he had to witness the horrors that were to come, but knew he had to pull himself together and call up this terrible spell.
Both hands on the bell, he spoke the words in the old tongue. “The pure land sacrifices in its own defense.”
Pure, rich magic. It was in this shrine, and the meadow beyond. In the lake, the gardens, the forests and farmlands beyond. All of Aristonia.
The bell was humming, and the ringing echoed in his ears. It was no longer cool, but hot, and glowed with fire when he removed his hands. He pulled back the massive wooden bell hammer, hesitated when he held it drawn, and let it fall.
The single deep chime was unlike anything he’d heard before. It was a heavy, chilling ring that continued to reverberate and even grow stronger as it vibrated through the air.
No more warmth. In fact, the air grew cold and dry. And then everything went dark, and Markal’s legs crumpled underneath him.
#
Wolfram didn’t understand what was happening at first. It was almost dark, with the moon glowing cool yellow overhead, and he’d fallen back, unhorsed, lightly wounded, and exhausted. The Blackshields fought on, but many had died, including Sir Lucas, with a spear shoved through his shoulder that took him off his mount, and a dagger thrust under his breastplate before his companions could come to his aid. Wolfram had lost half his paladins already, along with hundreds of Eriscoban soldiers, either killed by Veyrians or torn to pieces by enemy sorcery.
Soultrup had cut down a score or more enemies. There were good, bad, selfish, and indifferent souls—all manner of people thrown into the weapon—and he kept control as the sword sang with the blood of its victims. Veyrians saw the red blade and fell back in terror, but others pushed them forward, and the killing went on. There were too many enemies. Far, far too many. He lost his horse. Found another. Lost it, too.
The only thing that kept his forces from being overwhelmed was the enemy’s ferocious assault on the lakeside shrine itself. Veyrians were attacking from all sides. They filled the trench with their dead, then scrambled over the bodies to get at the wizards fighting on inside. Just when it looked as though the temple would be overthrown and its defenders massacred, a single ringing note sounded from within.
It was a black note that rang and rang, and his guts turned to mush low in his belly, as though the Harvester himself had reached in his bony hand and torn out his soul. A collective wail rose on the battlefield, from enemy and friendly forces alike. A darkness deeper than night rolled across the meadow, and men, grass, and horses withered before it like handfuls of green leaves thrown into a fire.
There was a single pinprick of light around the shrine, and he saw those within as through a bubble, protected as others died across the battlefield. The blackness reached the woods beyond, and trees withered, leaves falling into dust and bark sloughing off.
The wave came toward him, and he stared grimly, ready to die. But it rolled past him, and he was still alive.
To his astonishment, he realized he was within a light bubble of his own, together with Marissa, several other Blackshields, and hundreds of regular troops. Others were on the outside, including many of his paladins, and they looked back at him with horror, reached out for him even as shadows curled around them. Their faces opened in terror, their cheeks shrank to the bone, and their eyes blackened and ran like tar down their faces.
Wolfram called a retreat, and the bubble moved with him. The surviving Eriscobans followed, and they fled the battlefield. Others were still alive outside, somehow eluding the destruction that kept spreading out as the bell continued to ring. They were marauders in gray cloaks and dark acolytes with horses dying beneath them. But they didn’t last long. They ran a few feet, sometimes farther, until their feet turned to dust and their legs withered into blackened sticks.
He kept running and running, terror carrying him along with his surviving forces. They reached the crumbling gate just ahead of the spreading desolation. There, they found other Eriscobans in full flight. Some found their way into the protective bubble. Others didn’t and died.
The destruction kept spreading beyond the gardens. Trees withered, the ground split. Hedges, grassy hills, abandoned fields—all crumbled to dust. And still they fled west.
A horse and rider overtook them a few miles from the gardens, pushing past the Eriscoban army, fleeing inside his own bubble. The animal frothed, nostrils flaring, as the rider drove it relentlessly. The man was wreathed in shadow, reflecting moonlight like black obsidian, but Wolfram could see inside, see the man’s wheat-colored hair and intense gaze—a man not so different from Memnet the Great. With a chill, he realized that it was King Toth, the sorcerer himself, escaping the destruction. Toth rode past them and vanished on the road ahead.
Except that King Toth didn’t escape. They came upon him a few minutes later, his horse gone, disappeared into ash and dust, while the sorcerer himself lay writhing in pain as the destructive shadow seeped through his spell of protection. The shadows pooled around him, slid over his body like dark shrouds. Toth threw back his head and screamed. His eyeballs melted, and his wight bled from his mouth and nostrils as he died.
Wolfram had hesitated to watch in grim, horrified fascination as his enemy finally died, and now hurried to catch up with the others, a staggering, exhausted army of survivors, before they left him behind and took the protective bubble of magic with them. After that, he ran and ran and ran, long past when he should have collapsed. The bubble, he realized, wasn’t merely protecting them, it was also carrying the survivors to safety.
Behind, the desolation continued to spread. Mile after mile after mile.
 
 



Chapter Thirty-One
Markal wished he hadn’t seen the desolation. He wished he’d either died, or stayed in a stupor, or been awakened by his companions at a later point, preferably in a land far away, only to be told of its aftermath. And told it in small portions until the entirety of events could be digested.
Instead, he witnessed its full horror.
He’d blacked out after striking the bell, but within seconds awoke to find Nathaliey and Narud dragging him across the upper platform to the top of stairs. A deep chilling note reverberated behind him, ringing and ringing.
His companions had exhausted their magic in the fight, and were barely able to stand themselves, let alone help him down the stairs, and he shrugged off their help. The paint blackened and peeled on the battered columns holding up the roof of the Golden Pavilion. The roof turned dark, the gold seeming to rust or turn to dull lead. The stairs warped and split beneath their feet.
Chantmer and the other survivors gathered in a shrinking bubble of light that expanded to envelop Markal, Nathaliey, and Narud as they approached. The pavilion itself remained outside the bubble and seemed to disappear into the blackness. Outside the bubble, everything was howling and black, like dust and shadow in a terrible, gathering desert windstorm. Bones fell from the sky, as if torn from the bodies of the armies and showered down as rain. They took refuge in Narud’s trench, atop a heap of dead enemy soldiers, while Chantmer worked to strengthen the protective bubble to shield them. The noise outside was terrible and unrelenting. Howling, moaning, shrieking.
“Where is Wolfram?” Markal cried over the racket.
“I sent him away,” Chantmer said.
“You sent him to die?”
“Not to die. Not the paladins.”
“And the others? The rest of the Eriscoban army?”
Chantmer’s expression turned grim. “I saved who I could. Many . . . yes, many couldn’t escape in time. The protective cocoon was not big enough. The others will reach the border if they keep running. I did what I could to strengthen them, but some may falter.”
“What about the griffin riders?” Markal asked.
“They fled. They survived.”
“And the enemy?” Nathaliey demanded. “What about the dark wizard? The marauders? The dark acolytes?”
“The enemy troops died,” Chantmer said. “The dark acolytes and marauders made it a little farther, but they won’t have reached the garden walls. I don’t know about Toth.”
One of the lesser apprentices spoke. Kreth. “I followed the dark wizard with a seeker. The shadows had touched him. His bones were turning to dust. The desolation will catch him, and he will die.”
Markal nodded. It was clever thinking on the young apprentice’s part.
But a small satisfaction. The destructive spell was tearing the land apart; it would leave nothing behind, the very soil poisoned. Only two things would survive, he thought, apart from the people protected by Chantmer’s magic: the vault with the books, and the Tothian Way. One the work of wizardry, the other sorcery. Too much magic bound them to the earth, and not even the desolation would destroy them.
All around, the wind kept howling, pressing in on the bubble, and they gathered what strength remained, fortified their tiny sanctuary, and hunkered down to wait it out.
By morning, the howling was still going strong, but the buffeting winds seemed to have died, and a thin, pale light filtered through from the rising sun. One of the keepers shared out a little bread and cheese she’d carried on her person—the last food from the gardens any of them would ever eat—and this strengthened them enough Markal thought they should make an attempt for the Tothian Way.
“The highway will shield us from the desolation,” he said. “We’ll work our way east.”
“Why east?” Nathaliey asked.
“Because I’m not ready to find Wolfram and explain why we killed thousands of Eriscobans,” he admitted. “And I don’t want to see Yuli, either, assuming she gained the mountains ahead of the storm. How are we going to explain what we did? How am I going to explain it?”
“Someday you’re going to have to explain to us, too,” Nathaliey said. There was something in her voice that he hadn’t heard before. Something hard. “Why you destroyed everything we’ve ever worked for, why you annihilated our homeland.”
“It wasn’t only his decision,” Chantmer said. “We spoke together.”
“That is not a comfort,” she said coldly. “Not in the slightest.”
“It was the only possible way to save the order,” Chantmer said.
“The order is destroyed anyway,” Nathaliey said. “The master is dead, half our number killed. Some of them probably by your destructive spell. The books are unrecoverable at this point. We have nothing, Chantmer. Nothing.”
“We have our lives,” Chantmer said.
“Yes, well. For now.”
Markal had no answer for her. All he could do was organize them to escape from this hellish landscape. They threw their magic into Chantmer’s magical bubble and carried it with them north toward the Tothian Way. The landscape was unrecognizable, and their feet kicked up dust and bones. Once, they came upon a single blackened trunk of a tree, which Narud thought was a sentinel tree that had stood near the north gate. They must be leaving the gardens, or what remained of them. But there was no sign of the garden walls. Markal’s stomach turned over, and he thought he might be sick.
They reached the Tothian Way that afternoon. The fortresses that lined it were in ruins, and there wasn’t a soul on the road itself; anyone who’d found themselves here when the desolation rolled across to the other side must have fled east. They found supplies among the heaps of abandoned gear, though, including food and drink.
Later that afternoon, they encountered a donkey in the middle of the road. It brayed and rushed to nuzzle them. Markal scratched its head while Narud whispered in its ear to ease its trembling fear. As Nathaliey was loading it with salvaged food and gear, Markal met her gaze over the animal’s back. She sighed and looked away. He thought her expression might have softened slightly, but couldn’t be sure.
They continued east, with more evidence of abandoned camps along the way. Veyrians were superstitious sorts, and must have thought the world was ending as the desolation spread. Their army seemed to have vanished, either dead or melting away to the east and their homelands. Once word reached the khalifates, Markal guessed that immediate revolt against Veyrian rule would be the result.
It took two days for them to get clear of the desolation. It didn’t end all at once; the destructive wave had rolled through, scorching grass and killing trees, but the ground no longer had the blackened, barren look, and when they stepped from the road, they didn’t face a choking, poisonous atmosphere.
Markal began to give thought to what was next, how to rebuild from this catastrophe. The journey had been a quiet one, with almost every conversation relating to immediate practical matters: how to protect themselves on the road, what to do if they met with Veyrians or bandits, how to be sure that the food and drink scavenged from the abandoned supplies hadn’t been contaminated by the rolling desolation. Nobody had broached the subject of how to carry on.
They reached the outskirts of Syrmarria. The desolation had stopped several miles to the west, but the city was destroyed all the same. Fire still smoldered deep in cellars or beneath piles of rubble, leaving a pall over the ruins. They entered through a rubbled stretch of the western wall of the city, and stood in the shade of a watchtower that leaned drunkenly to one side. There was no road visible anywhere, but some areas had been so thoroughly scorched as to open wide channels through the wreckage, all the way to the palace hill.
“Are we safe?” someone asked.
“The salamanders are gone,” Markal said. “Clawed their way back down to the depths.”
“The people are gone, too,” Chantmer said.
Indeed, apart from a single bony dog that came snarling from a hollow between two collapsed houses, then retreated, whimpering when they stood firm, they had not seen a single living thing since entering the ruins of Syrmarria.
Narud found a way up the hill toward the palace, and they continued in silence, with only the shuffle of feet kicking up ash to mark their passage. The donkey kept his head down, nostrils pinched.
The lower palace was nothing but lumps of brick and stone melted to a smooth, glass-like rock, but a handful of buildings remained intact on the crown of the hill, including an upper terrace, the vegetation burned except for a pair of lemon trees that had somehow survived the conflagration while shielded in a stone courtyard.
Once they reached this sheltered spot, Chantmer bent and dusted ash from a flagstone. “Here’s one of our old wards. Never triggered.”
“And here’s another,” Narud said. “Let’s see if they’ll lead us to the library.”
Using the surviving buildings and the lingering magic as guides, they picked through the ruins of the palace, trying to identify what landmarks they could. It was the archivists who eventually found the library, with Karla fetching Markal to tell him she’d located it beneath a mass of melted stone. Together, the four greater members of the order broke apart the stone with their magic. Beneath it lay a deep melted pit, and a light spell showed that it was a shaft burrowing deep into the hill.
“The library is gone,” Markal said, a hollow pit in his stomach. “The salamander must have burrowed his way back down after devouring all the books.”
That hope gone, they retreated to the upper terrace. It was late afternoon, and the sun descended in an orange haze to the west. Beyond the ruined city, the once fertile land of Aristonia seemed to have turned to desert, even before hitting the desolation. To the south, more desert. To the east, the land remained stricken in drought.
The others milled about as if waiting for Markal to say something, and he looked them over. There were eighteen survivors: Markal, Chantmer, Narud, Nathaliey, three keepers, two acolytes, five lesser apprentices, and four archivists.
“The order is dissolved,” he said. This brought gasps, frowns. “Not by me. By the death of our master, our home, our homeland, and the destruction of our library. Without those things, we’re not an order of wizards.”
“What are you saying?” Chantmer asked. “We all go our own way? Is that it?”
“No, we start building, we make something new.”
“Starting from nothing,” one of the lesser apprentices said.
“Not nothing,” Nathaliey said. “Not everything was destroyed.”
“That is true,” Markal admitted. “There is the vault with our books, the ones we saved from the destruction. We need someone to return to the gardens to recover them from the desolation. Not now, but as soon as it’s safe.”
“I’ll go,” Chantmer said.
“It won’t be easy,” Markal said. “You’ll have to cross the desolation, locate the vault amid the destruction, and find a safe place to store the books. That might take weeks, months. Maybe years.”
“Understood,” Chantmer said. “Give me the archivists. They can help. But where would I take the books once I’ve dug them out of the vault?”
“Here, to Syrmarria,” Markal said.
“There is no Syrmarria,” Nathaliey said. She’d grown up in the palace, daughter of a vizier, and as she looked around, the pain was etched in her face. “Only this ruin.”
That gave Markal another idea. “Syrmarrians still live. Aristonians, too. Nathaliey, you can bring them back. As many as you can find. Is Sadira still alive? She could be khalifa. Your father her grand vizier.”
She looked doubtful. “I don’t know, Markal.”
“It’s the only way to preserve a remnant of our people,” he said. “If you don’t, they’ll dissolve into the sultanates. Slaves, servants, a scattered, wandering people. Within a generation, they’ll be gone. Take the apprentices with you. Acolytes, too. The sultan of Marrabat is a difficult man—the best way to free our people is to show your power.”
“But where do I bring them? Here, to this dead city?”
“It won’t be so dead by the time you return. It’s only burned, it’s not poisoned. The keepers can set about clearing ash and seeing that what lives on this hill survives and grows. They’ll start here and spread down to the souks, bring it all back to life. Aristonia is dead, but this small part of it can continue.”
“And what about me?” Narud asked. “What would you have me do?”
“Go to the mountains. Find the woman with the emerald crown and beg her forgiveness for the near destruction of her people. Make friends with their animals, show that you are—well, not an ally, but not an enemy, either. While you’re in the mountains, you may as well look for the old hermit. Tell him about Memnet’s death, and ask how we’d go about forming a new order of wizards. He’s seen the dissolution of a magical order before—he might know what to do.”
Narud looked solemn. “Yes, I’ll do that. Assuming he’ll talk to me.”
“But what about you, Master?” Karla asked.
Markal winced. “I’m not the master. We have no master, and no order, do you understand? We’ll form an order some day, when we are reunited again. Bring honor and memory to those who died. Jethro—he died on this very hill—sacrificing himself to the fire salamander. That’s our legacy.”
“You didn’t answer the question,” Nathaliey pressed. “What will you do?”
“I’m going west. I’m crossing the Dragon’s Spine. The war left Eriscoba in tatters. Thousands died, many because of my spell. I’m going to find Wolfram and his paladins and beg their forgiveness. If there are marauders still in Eriscoba, I’ll help him hunt them down. If any of the free kingdoms have fallen into famine and war, I’ll put things right.”
“And when you’re done?” she asked.
“Then I’ll come back.”
That seemed to settle matters, and they sat down to work out practical considerations. Someone lit a fire on the terrace, using dead, charred trees from the gardens. Markal fell silent and listened to the others talk for a while.
He’d been separated from the order for lengthy periods before. Most of them had. But this would be different. They might not see each other again for years. Was this the right decision? Maybe they should stay together, retreat to a sanctuary in the desert to rebuild their strength. Could it be that his decision was too hasty, that he should wait for a few weeks before deciding?
They’d left the bags next to the donkey, which rested beneath the lemon tree, and Nathaliey went to fetch a bottle of wine and two cups. She beckoned for Markal to follow her away from the warmth of the fire.
“Please tell me that’s wine from the gardens,” he said as she led him to the edge of the terrace.
“Alas, no. It’s sour Veyrian slop.”
“Ah, well. It’s wine.” He helped her open the bottle and pour.
“I want to show you something,” she said, setting down the bottle. “Look what I spotted.”
Nathaliey nodded out toward the city. There, to the north, some distance beyond the ruins of Syrmarria, was a tiny pinprick of light.
“Someone else is alive out there,” he said. “Veyrian soldiers?”
“It doesn’t matter who. Veyrians are human like any of the rest of us. And the war is over.” She took a deep breath. “I’m feeling better. I’m ready to stop blaming, to stop feeling like the world has ended.”
“I wasn’t ready . . . it was too much responsibility. Why me? Why couldn’t someone else make the decision?”
“Someone else did,” she told him. “Memnet the Great decided. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have shown Chantmer how to activate the desolation spell. Chantmer wasn’t even a wizard, but the master chose him.”
“Are we sure he’s not a wizard? Has anyone asked Chantmer about that? Maybe the master did it before he died.”
“What does it matter now?” Nathaliey said. “He’s as strong as the rest of us, and since you didn’t accept the title of master when it was offered, the matter is probably out of your hands.” She shook her head. “That’s not the point, anyway. The point is that Memnet told Chantmer, not you, because he needed to be sure it would happen, and he didn’t trust you with the key to destroying everything, because he wasn’t convinced you’d go through with it.”
“But I did go through with it. It was my doing, Nathaliey. I spoke the words, and I rang the bell. Aristonia tore itself apart because of my actions.”
“And because of that, we’re all still alive, and hundreds of Eriscobans, too. If you hadn’t, Chantmer would have, and he couldn’t have then protected those of us who survived.” She put a hand on his arm. “We won the war. It was a costly victory, but did you ever think that it would come easily?”
“It was more than costly. We lost the library, lost the master, lost Jethro, lost acolytes. Two-thirds of the order was killed before it ended.”
“And I thank the Brothers that you weren’t one of them.”
Markal looked away.
“I missed you,” Nathaliey continued. “When Jasmeen was torturing me, forcing me to drink that poison, I kept picturing you at the gardens. I imagined your crooked smile, the raised eyebrow you give me when you say something funny. When I was weakening, I imagined what you’d tell me so I’d hold on and fight a little longer. I didn’t turn into a dark acolyte because of you.”
Markal turned to look at her. His throat felt tight. “Don’t stay in the sultanates forever. Get your father, get the princess, and bring our people back.”
“Same to you. Don’t turn into a barbarian while you’re over there. Come back and help me rebuild.”
“You won’t be rid of me that easily,” he said.
“Good.”
There was nothing left to say, so they drank their wine and looked at the distant campfire flickering on the Tothian Way. From behind came the murmured voices of their companions sitting around their own fire, waiting out their final night together, after which they would break apart to go their separate ways.
They’d suffered their blows, and the cost of victory was terrible, but if that was the will of the gods, so be it. Tomorrow, they would begin to rebuild what had been lost.
-end-
Afterword
Thank you for reading the Red Sword Trilogy. As you might have figured out by now, this trilogy has a tie-in with the Dark Citadel Series, starting with book #1, The Dark Citadel. In fact, if you sign up for my mailing list that announces new releases, you can get the first book of that series for free.
In that earlier series, I allude to the events of the Red Sword numerous times, and I’d long planned to go back to the earlier war and write this story. How long? To give you an idea, I started writing The Dark Citadel nearly twenty years ago. It wasn’t the first book I ever wrote, but it’s the earliest work of mine that has been published.
I wrote the first two books of that series, and then nothing happened. Publishers expressed interest, nibbled, and declined. The books sat in a dusty corner of my hard drive, and I doubted they’d ever see the light of day.
When I finally revisited them in 2011, I saw that they were actually pretty good, albeit in need of some editing. I published the first two books of the series, and they found an audience, which encouraged me to finish the story. I want to give a special thanks to those readers who first started reading The Dark Citadel back in the day. Without you, this current series would have never been written.
By the time I picked up The Dark Citadel again with the third book, I’d changed a lot as a writer, become more focused. Instead of trying to go in every possible direction, I kept an eye on bringing the war to a conclusion, answering questions about griffins, wizards, and dragons along the way. There was so much fantastical material in the first two books that I fought hard to keep from getting into the weeds and exploring it all, making a decision in favor of an active, engaging plot.
Alert readers will note that some of the events mentioned in The Dark Citadel don’t always match 100% with what actually happens in The Red Sword. I’m happy if you tell yourself that this is because the details of the earlier war had become confused with the passage of time and generations, but I’ll be honest. It’s because I needed to stay out of the weeds.
The history of Soultrup and Memnet is certainly there, and we see how the destruction of Syrmarria laid the foundation for Balsalom to rise from its ashes. I also answered the questions about the Desolation of Toth. Hopefully, that was satisfying, even as it was horrifying to witness.
But as I started to think about Jethro the Martyr, I thought I would change these details. I also left off the cloud kingdoms because it was simply too much for this series, but that leaves plenty of ideas for a follow-up series to this one. I won’t give too much away on that score, apart from saying we don’t yet know how the cloud kingdoms were created, we have a lot of questions about the dragon wasps, and our order of wizards is in chaos.
So yes, I’ve got another trilogy in mind. How quickly I start work depends in large part upon the sales of this one. I’m writing these lines exactly one week before the release of the first book in the series, so I really have no idea how well it will sell. But peering in my own orb of power, I can see ways in which this happens more quickly, and that rests in part on your shoulders.
If you loved The Red Sword Trilogy, a review on Amazon really helps readers find the books, which speeds that process along. Just like those early readers of The Dark Citadel, you can do your part to bring about the books you love to read.
Meanwhile, thanks again, and I hope you’ll check out some of my other books while you’re waiting. If you’ve already read The Dark Citadel series, and are willing to venture a little out of your comfort zone, the three overlapping series of The Starship Blackbeard universe give you ten full books of adventure and imagination to explore. Try the first book here! 
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