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Chapter One
The winged knights escorted Darik and Daria to the cloud castle. Much to Daria’s protest, they insisted on chaining the griffins in the middle of their flying cavalry. The knights refused to answer questions. When Averial struggled under her wounds; their captors loosened her chains but didn’t slow. Darik’s shoulder throbbed where he’d been jabbed by the dragon kin’s spear.
They approached the castle, a forbidding gray giant that rose from a table of rock at the center of the cloud. Towers jutted into the sky, and a white flag emblazoned with an eagle snapped in the wind. Old scars disfigured the stone walls, but these were few; in most places, the stone was clean of moss and dirt and in good repair.
The rocky promontory below was a different story. It looked to have been carved from the heart of an ancient mountain, pitted and scarred, with dark holes that opened into caves. Three enormous cuts in the rock converged to form a mark in the old tongue, but when they drew closer the cuts looked less purposeful, more like old fissures in the rock and Darik was no longer certain. When the griffins and winged horses rose up the side of this black rock, Darik saw dozens of eyes watching them from the mouths of the caves.
Men in gleaming white armor watched from the battlements. The gates swung open and the winged cavalry flew inside and landed in the green. Faces turned to watch, but after a moment they turned back to their watches. What kind of attack did they fear? Dragon wasps? Surely there weren’t enough in all of Mithyl to assault this castle and its host of winged knights.
The captain dragged Darik and Daria from their griffins while others struggled to keep the beasts from going wild in the strange surroundings. Averial raked one man across the arm, ripping right through his armor to the flesh, but then the men entangled her in ropes and brought her from her legs with an angry squawk. 
But Brasson fought against their moves and drove them away. He limped to Daria’s side and pecked at the ropes and chains with his beak. Daria stroked his haunches and glared at the men with fury in her eyes. “How dare you treat us like this?”
She moved to untie the ropes, daring any of the men to defy her. Darik helped, but kept clear of Brasson’s claws.
“And you would have them kill my men?” the captain asked.
“Would you treat your own mounts so cruelly?” she asked. “Tie up your horses so they couldn’t even move?”
“Very well, then. You lead them to the stables, girl.”
Darik said, “And if we cooperate you’ll treat us fairly and not like criminals?”
“I make no promises,” the captain said. “Except that we will not kill or mistreat the griffins. The choice is yours.”
“Very well,” Daria answered quickly. Too quickly, Darik thought. This was their one point of negotiation.
“Come with me, boy,” the captain said. The others led Daria away with the griffins.
He led Darik not to a dungeon, as he’d feared, but to a clean, pleasantly furnished room in one of the towers. It was raining, but the rain didn’t completely block the view from the tower room. He could see over the edge of the cloud to the ground below, where Balsalom stretched below them. From this height it was both impossibly small and incredibly grand, stretching across the plains in a snarled maze of buildings and towers.
“This castle has no dungeons, boy,” the captain told him, “but make no mistake, you are a prisoner.”
Darik tried one last time. “We have committed no crime. We only fight against the dark wizard. Surely you’re no allies of his. Let us see this king of yours and explain.”
“The king?” the man scoffed. “Why should the king care about a couple of outlanders?”
“You can’t simply hold us prisoner. We’ve committed no crime!”
“Yes, you have. You’ve trespassed on our lands, boy, and even the outlanders know the punishment for violating the Cloud Kingdoms.”
Darik was quite certain that he had never heard of such a rule. That anyone from Balsalom should dream of reaching the Cloud Kingdoms was laughable. Perhaps the griffin riders knew it, but he didn’t think so.
“As soon as we can summon a magistrate of justice,” the captain said, “and that will be no later than morning, you will be banished from the Cloud Kingdoms.”
“Banished?” Darik asked. What kind of punishment was that?
He nodded grimly. “Yes, and since all of your possessions are forfeit, including your mounts, you will be taken to the edge of the cloud and pitched over the edge.”
He slammed the door shut and locked it. Daria joined him a few minutes later. She looked furious.
“They’re going to kill us,” he told her after the sound of footsteps retreated down the stairs. A knot of fear clenched at his stomach.
“What do you mean?” she asked, the anger on her face turning to fear.
Quickly, he told her what the captain of the winged knights had told him. He gestured to the tower windows. “And unless you can fly, I see no way out of the tower.”
“I can’t fly,” Daria said slowly, face brightening. “But the griffins can.”
“That won’t do us any good. They’re locked in the stables.”
She laughed. “Those stables are meant for winged horses, not griffins.”
“What do you mean? Aren’t griffins and horses about the same size?”
“The same size, but not the same intellect. Judging from the simple latches on the doors, the winged horses are just beasts, no different from the horse that Chantmer the Tall rode to the aerie last spring. Griffins may not be as intelligent as most humans, but they most certainly are not dumb animals. Those latches couldn’t hold Averial or Brasson if they wished to escape.”
She sighed and sank into a chair. “Unfortunately, I told them to calm down and not escape so they would let the stablemaster look after their wounds. They won’t try to find us. And the stables are too far for me to call them.”
But a second idea came to Darik’s mind. He reached into his robe and pulled out the whistle that Whelan had given him. “But this will reach their ears, don’t you think?”
“Of course,” she said. “And it is a sound they will remember after hearing Whelan blow it in the tombs.”
“We’ll wait for night, and hope this magistrate of justice doesn’t arrive before then. By the time the whistle or the griffins raise an alarm, we should be away. Do you think they can catch us?”
“Nothing can catch a griffin,” Daria assured him.
Darik’s fear disappeared, replaced by a nervous energy. It would be several hours before they could move, and haste would only get them killed. He closed his eyes and tried to steady his breathing. When he opened his eyes, he felt much calmer.
Daria eyed him suddenly. “Darik, you’re bleeding.”
In the commotion, he’d forgotten about his shoulder. It still hurt, but was nothing serious. Spots of blood clotted his tunic. Daria helped him to a chair, and he leaned back while she pulled his arm from the tunic and examined his shoulder. She touched it gingerly and he winced.
“I wish I had some sallow root,” she said. She took the washbasin and cloth and cleaned the wound with a gentle touch. While she worked, she stroked his arm in a soothing gesture and made a cooing noise in the back of her throat.
Daria tore a strip of cloth from the bottom of his tunic. “There, that’s a good boy,” she murmured, wrapping his shoulder in a simple bandage that still allowed him to use his arm.
A smile crept across Darik’s face at Daria’s cooing. He let out a half-squawk.
She looked up and blushed. “Oh, sorry. You’re not a griffin, are you?”
“Nope, and it’s a good thing, too.” He lifted his arm with the bandaged shoulder. “I couldn’t fly for a week with this thing.”
She laughed, her blush disappearing. “How strange. I sounded just like my mother talking to her griffin.”
“What happened to your mother?” Darik asked.
She frowned. “Happened? Nothing happened. What do you mean?”
“I mean—” Darik started, then stopped awkwardly. “I guess I assumed, because she wasn’t at the aerie...”
“Ah,” Daria said. “You thought she’d died or something? No, she flew Joffa’s sister to mate her with one of the wild griffins in the northern mountains. There are a group of golden-feathered griffins that father wants to use to strengthen the flock.”
“Strengthen? It’s hard to imagine a griffin stronger than Brasson.”
Daria shrugged and looked away and he got the feeling there was something she wasn’t telling him. He decided not to press.
“Anyway,” she said, “I don’t know that it would do much good. I’d rather have Averial or Brasson when it comes time to face down a hungry stone giant.”
“I wouldn’t have thought that giants existed before I saw them myself at Montcrag when they attacked the doors with a battering ram,” Darik said, rising to look out the window. Men sparred in the courtyard with wooden practice swords. There was no sign of the winged knights or their mounts.
“Different giants, I’m sure. These hairy brutes would be hard pressed to outsmart Hoffan’s sheep, let alone attack his castle. Give them a battering ram and they’d likely bash in their own skulls.”
“Are they dangerous?”
She shrugged. “Every once in a while one of them wanders down to the aeries to look for food. It would be easy enough to give them a haunch of mutton or venison and send them away, but then they’d come snuffling around all of the time. Fortunately they’re frightened of the griffins.”
Darik sighed. “Golden griffins? Wild stone giants? You’ve seen such amazing things.”
“I have? I’ve seen nothing. Your city was the most amazing thing that I’ve ever seen. Tell me about Balsalom,” Daria urged. “Tell me what you’ve seen in the city.”
Darik shrugged. “What do you want to know?” What could possibly interest her about Balsalom?
“You could stack every aerie in the mountains on top of each other and still not reach the height of some of those towers. Did the khalifa build them all?”
“Oh, no. Some are hundreds of years old, many built by the guilds.”
“It’s alive,” Daria said. “I could see it, feel it almost.”
“The city?” Darik considered, surprised at the observation. But he knew instantly what she meant. He’d felt the pulse of the souks, the Grand Bazaar like a heart that pumped out the lifeblood of the city. “Yes, I suppose it is, in a way.”
“Tell me about Balsalom, about the palace, about the khalifs and khalifas. About Veyre. Everything.”
Darik thought for a minute, wondering where to start. “Have you heard about the silver songbird?” he asked. When Daria shook her head, he began. “A maker came once from the court of Sultan Nadaffah with a box filled with the most amazing wonders...”
Darik told Daria stories. He told her about mechanical birds and tiny wizards trapped in baskets, about the khalif who invited his viziers to a feast and had them beheaded, about the Eriscoban prince trapped in a Veyrian dungeon who could speak with birds. He told her stories until the sunlight faded.
No dinner came, nor anyone to answer questions. Darik could still hear sounds outside and didn’t want to move too soon. It took several hours before he heard nothing but the soft patter of rain, and still they sat until Darik didn’t dare wait any longer.
Darik took Whelan’s whistle and leaned out the window, then let out a shriek. He winced at how loud the whistle sounded.
“Louder,” Daria urged. “Hurry.”
He blew louder this time, a shrill blast that made it sound as if a large, wounded bird flew right through the keep. He blew a third time and heard a distant cry from one of the griffins.
“Averial,” Daria said, although Darik thought it impossible that she could tell from this distance. “She understands. She’s coming.”
Darik waited by the window, heart pounding. To his dismay, a light flared on the castle walls, then a second. Torches. 
“The door,” he said. “Bar the door.”
The room was furnished with two chairs, a bed, and a low table. They dragged the bed in front of the door first, then stacked the table and chairs on top. For a long moment, perhaps several minutes, nothing else happened.
Two griffins screamed, closer this time. “Blow it again,” Daria urged. “They’re lost.”
He blew again, not as loud this time, but voices shouted in the courtyard. A trumpet sounded. Other torches shined in the keep and Darik saw men running.
The lock on the door slid open and someone pushed at the door. An angry shout, followed by feet pounding up the stairs. The bed moved out of the way, even as Darik and Daria pushed in the other direction. Darik blew the whistle again.
And then the screams outside the window. They jumped away from the door and ran to the window. The door moved open, pushing the bed out of the way. Averial clawed at the window ledge as she tried to maintain a hold. Daria jumped onto her back and they disappeared. Brasson appeared a moment later.
Darik glanced over his shoulder and saw three men with swords force their way into the room. He grabbed onto Brasson’s neck and the beast lurched away instantly. As he veered away from the window, he struggled to kick his legs onto the beast’s back. The griffin lurched down and he nearly lost his grip before he let the griffin’s momentum swing him atop.
Brasson stretched his wings and flew in a direct line, whether following Averial or simply fleeing for the edge of the cloud, he didn’t know. A huge black shape loomed in front and Brasson swerved with a scream to avoid it. They’d almost run into a tower, and Darik realized that the griffin couldn’t see any better at night than he could.
No moon brightened the sky; the only light came from the torches in the courtyard. But it was enough to see that they flew in the wrong direction. Averial’s cry sounded behind them, further away. Brasson wore no tether, so Darik took a clump of feathers and pulled in the direction he wanted to go. The griffin wheeled around in a circle and headed in the opposite direction, passing over the courtyard again. By now, dozens of torches lit the castle.
Horse neighs and shouts sounded in front of them. A band of winged knights had gained the air and blocked their flight after Daria. Torch light glinted off armor and lances. Brasson lurched up, hoping to clear this obstacle, but winged horses rose to intercept them and turned them back toward the far edge of the castle again. More knights appeared overhead, forcing them lower.
Brasson screamed in frustration. Darik looked for a way out, but could see none. He moved to charge and break through, but he had no weapon and lowered lances forced him away. Averial screamed overhead.
“No!” he cried. “Fly, Daria! Go!”
But she refused to flee while she had her chance. Averial screamed, spooking the winged horses, who hadn’t expected an attack from the rear. Daria was at his side in a moment and the two griffins charged at the gap she’d just opened, breaking for freedom.
The winged horses might not have had the speed of Daria’s griffins, but they proved disciplined and maneuverable. Before Brasson and Averial could stretch their wings into a full charge the enemy had blocked their way with lowered lances. More winged knights closed in from all directions.
Any advantage the griffins had in the air disappeared on the ground, where they were clumsier than the winged horses. The winged knights landed in the courtyard about them, quickly hemming them into a tight circle.
The captain of the winged knights rode forward on his mount. He didn’t wear the winged helmet and his face looked tired and annoyed. “Come, surrender your mounts and spare them, at least.”
“By the brothers,” Darik pleaded. “Show us mercy.”
“Any mercy we might have felt was driven away years ago by outlanders. Now there is only justice.”
“Justice?” Darik cried. “Was it justice or mercy when the Sky Brother rescued your people after the war?”
The captain and his men had slowly moved their mounts into an ever tightening circle, but now they stopped. The captain looked alarmed.
“What do you know of that?” He lowered his lance again. “What tutor taught you about the Cloud Kingdoms. Quickly, boy. Was it an old wizard?”
Darik said quickly, “I read it in a book.” His mind thought furiously of a way to delay the captain longer. “Yes, a book that told me many things about the Cloud Kingdoms. Why do you think I wanted to come here and see the wonders of your lands for myself. But I assure you, I meant no harm.”
The captain lifted his hand and gestured for his men to back up a few paces. “I must ask King Collvern about these outlanders before we exile them.”
#
Armed men led Daria and Darik into the king’s court in the morning. Darik could barely stand from exhaustion and hunger but Daria looked as strong and defiant as ever. The king’s court sat in a great hall, where Collvern sat on his throne. Rich wood paneling lined the room, carved with figures. Gold candelabras stood along the walls, casting light toward the ceiling. The throne itself was marble inlaid with gold, and crested with the gold figure of an eagle. Sitting on the throne, was a young man dressed in painted white armor like his men; but instead of a helm, he wore a circlet of gold about his brow. A minister of some kind, dressed in rich crimson robes, stood next to the king.
“King Collvern, Lord of the Cloud Kingdoms,” the captain who’d pronounced their arrest proclaimed. “Bow before the king.” They obeyed, as did Collvern’s knights.
“Rise, Nathal,” Collvern said. “You have done well.” He gestured to the man on his right. “The magistrate of justice tells me you’ve caught the old wizard, as well.”
The captain of the knights rose to his feet. “Yes, my king.” He snapped his fingers and two of his men hurried from the throne room. Others pulled Darik and Daria to their feet. As Darik feared, the men led Markal into the room a moment later. Scree sat on one wrist. With his other hand, he rubbed his beard. He did not appear at all worried; indeed, he smiled and nodded at Darik and Daria when he saw them. He nodded also to the magistrate, then turned his attention to the king.
Collvern sighed when he saw the wizard. “Markal, every time I turn around I discover you working at cross purposes.”
“What cross purposes?” Markal asked. “I simply honor the vows of my Order. Kreth, at least you can understand that?”
The magistrate pulled an amulet from around his neck, rubbing it between thumb and forefinger for a moment before his hands disappeared into the folds of his red robes again. “Yes, Markal, but which is your order?”
Markal smiled. “The Order of the Wounded Hand, of course. The Crimson Path died with Memnet the Great. If I remember correctly, you stood by my side as we tried to keep the master alive.”
“Which is why,” Collvern said, rising from his throne, “your actions distress me so much.” He gestured casually at Darik and Daria. “Outlanders, I can understand, but you? You are one of us. How can you forget our suffering? The destruction of Syrmarria, so that what? Outlanders could build on top of it, a shadow of Syrmarria’s greatness. I almost wished this Cragyn would have burned Balsalom to the ground, it is such an affront to our memory.”
“If you hate Balsalom so much,” Darik said angrily as he lost control of his temper, “Why didn’t you burn it to the ground yourself? It wouldn’t surprise me if you fought alongside the dark wizard. You apparently work to his same goals.”
“Quiet, boy,” the knight holding Darik growled. His grip tightened on the back of Darik’s neck.
“What do you know of Syrmarria?” Markal asked, dryly. “Your grandfather’s grandfather wasn’t even born when the city fell. I daresay that Balsalom is nearly as beautiful as Syrmarria and its people not half so proud and boastful.”
Angry murmurs went through the gathered knights, but none spoke openly against Markal. “You’ve become one of them,” Collvern said, shaking his head with a sad smile. “How you can travel through the Desolation and forgive their crimes, I don’t know.”
“Because it wasn’t Outlanders,” Markal said. “It was mad King Toth himself, and he’s been dead nearly four hundred years. Even beyond the Wylde they rebuild, but the Aristonians stay in their cloud castles, nursing old wounds. And what will you do when the enemy completes the Dark Citadel in Veyre?”
“We could sit here helplessly,” Collvern said, “waiting to be crushed by the dark wizard, or relying on the charity of others like the pathetic Selphan.”
The Selphan, whose blue-turbaned people could often be seen in Balsalom’s souks, had held no country of their own for hundreds of years. Since the destruction of their city by invaders they had lived amongst the khalifates, most concentrated in the west and south. Still, Darik hardly thought them pathetic. Balsalomians at least, respected them as scholars and merchants, even if the Selphan still maintained their own communities, gods, and a language that was more closely related to the old tongue than to anything else spoken in Mithyl.
“The charity of others?” Daria asked quietly. She looked the king in the eye. “You mean covenants between free peoples? Agreements to aid each other when attacked by a common enemy?”
Collvern ignored her, as he had Darik, but neither did he order them silenced. “Come, Markal. I understand you own something that belongs to us.”
Markal shook his head. “I don’t know what you mean.”
The magistrate spoke again, his hands on his amulet. Darik wondered if it gave him some sort of prescience. He appeared to be a wizard of some kind, who had known Markal during the Tothian Wars.
“The book, Markal,” Kreth said. “You have it, I believe.”
To Darik’s surprise, Markal didn’t deny knowledge of the book. “I had it, yes, but alas, I ran into some difficulties in the mountains and I’m afraid it has passed from my hands.”
“The dark wizard doesn’t have the book, or I would have felt him use it,” the magistrate said.
“Who said anything about the dark wizard?” Darik asked. What kind of game was Markal playing? “We have other enemies, as you have so willingly proven.”
Markal said, “No, an enemy doesn’t have it. But neither are the intentions of its current holder clear yet. We will soon see, I suspect. If, as your captain tells me, the khalifa has retaken Balsalom, she will either march or remain holed up behind her walls. Then, we will know.”
“She has?” Darik asked, a fierce hope rising in his breast. “Balsalom is free?”
The king’s earlier pleasure with his captain disappeared with a single glance. Nathal blanched under that stare.
Kallia, Darik thought with admiration. Somehow the book had come into her possession. But Darik didn’t think she would hold the book from Markal and the other wizards of the Order. Would she?
“She will side with the Free Kingdoms,” Darik said. “Why don’t you ally with us, as well?” he asked the king.
“Who is your ally?” Markal asked. “And who is your enemy?”
Collvern rose to his feet, face flushed, his patience wearing visibly thin. “We know our enemies. Outlanders, chief among them this wizard, this Cragyn, who dares threaten us. He is rebuilding the Dark Citadel to challenge the Sky Brother, and an army of dragons that will burn our castles and our homes, destroy the very clouds that we live on.”
“Dragons?” Darik asked, sensing that he’d reached the limits of what would be tolerated, but needing clarification. “Don’t you mean dragon wasps? They killed the last dragon hundreds of years ago.”
“Hah!” the king said, turning away like an angry child. “Listen to the boy. Now he’s an expert on dragons, too.”
The captain of the winged knights said, “A dragon wasp is simply a young dragon, boy. When it turns a hundred years old, it gorges, then buries itself for many years, before emerging as an adult dragon.”
“There are still dragons in Mithyl?” Darik asked. He imagined one of the huge beasts riding forth with the strength of twenty griffins and shuddered.
“At least two, yes,” Kreth answered. The magistrate put away his amulet. “Else there would be no new wasps. These adults must have escaped the griffins during the Tothian Wars, being in chrysalis at the time. Somewhere these dragons are breeding wasps. We’ve been unable to find them.”
Daria shook her head, clearly disturbed by both this news and the king’s outburst. “But I don’t understand. Isn’t that all the more reason to ally yourselves to the griffin riders, so together we can hunt down these dragons?” This time, Darik noted several murmurs, some in agreement.
“Yes, why not?” Darik continued. “We fight the same enemy. And we can’t threaten you should our alliance sour. Why not ally with Balsalom and the Free Kingdoms to defeat the dark wizard?”
“Yes, why not?” the magistrate asked in a soft voice.
Collvern glared him into silence then turned to Markal, even though it had been Darik who’d spoken. “Do you remember what happened last time we fought alongside the Outlanders? They burned our villages, plowed our fields with swords, and destroyed Syrmarria, the greatest city the world has ever seen. This conversation bores me. Nathal, take them away.”
“Kill them?”
Darik swallowed hard. Daria stared straight ahead, but a tremor worked at her lip and he could see just how frightened she was. A slight smile played at Markal’s lips, but Scree flapped her wings on his arm and he had to reach up a hand to soothe her. Perhaps the bird sensed the wizard’s fear.
The king turned to the magistrate of justice. Kreth looked at Markal before looking at Darik and Daria. “No, release them.”
“Release them?” Collvern asked sharply.
Kreth said, “They mean nothing to us. We need the book.”
“Then you believe him? That he doesn’t have the book?”
Kreth nodded. “Markal isn’t strong enough to wield its power by himself. If he brings it back to the Citadel, he’ll be forced to surrender it to the Order. But Chantmer the Tall controls the Order. Markal and Chantmer no longer agree on the direction of the Order. No, I think he’s given it to the khalifa of Balsalom. There are wizards in the khalifates strong enough to use the book. Perhaps she is in contact with one of these wizards.”
“But the law,” Nathal protested, stepping forward from his men. “They are Outlanders.”
A look passed between Markal and Kreth. The magistrate said, “Markal isn’t an Outlander. These two are his guests and only children. Their crimes do not warrant death.”
“Yes, the khalifa,” Collvern said as if he hadn’t heard the argument between the magistrate and the captain of the winged knights. “I didn’t think her strong enough to retake Balsalom on her own. But if she had the book…” He gave a dismissive wave of the hand. “As you wish, magistrate.” He turned to Nathal. “Captain, let them go.”
Nathal led them to the green. Others brought Averial and Brasson a few minutes later, nicely groomed, with wounds bandaged. Nathal had kept his promise to care for the griffins, even when Darik and Daria had attempted an escape. The sun rose in the sky, clearing the rain and clouds. Brasson eyed Markal and gave an inquisitive squawk. Scree shrieked and struggled against the wizard’s grip. Markal leaned down and whispered in the falcon’s ear and this soothed it. He climbed onto Brasson’s back behind Darik.
“You know the way?” Nathal asked.
Daria nodded. “I do. Thank you for caring for Averial and Brasson.” Her eyes narrowed. “I wish I could thank you for something else, but I simply can’t think of anything.” She turned to Averial. “Ska!”
Darik followed her lead with a grin at her spirit. They soared past the windmills, now motionless, then dropped over the edge of the cloud toward the city.
Balsalom was gone. Simply not there. They’d flown on the breeze, windmills turned off, probably all through the last day and night. The mountains were east, not where he’d expected. To the west, farms and towns and cities, and green everywhere. Eriscoba? 
Frowning, Daria pointed to the ground and they dropped. When they landed, Darik asked Markal, “Where are we?”
“Meadow Down,” Markal said. “A pleasant little kingdom. I lived here for about sixty years once, had a wife and raised hogs.”
Daria frowned. “Good thing they didn’t keep us in the tower any longer or we might have floated right over the edge of the world.” She studied the mountains. “That must be Mount Rachis.”
Darik asked Markal, “Why did you give the book to the khalifa? And when did you see her?”
“What book?” Markal asked.
“What do you mean, what book? The steel tome.”
Markal grinned and reached inside his robe. He pulled out the book. “Oh, this book? I almost forgot I carried it.” He scratched his head. “Now why did I think that Kallia had it? I can’t remember.”
Darik laughed. He hadn’t thought he could carry anything in those robes, let alone the bulky tome with its steel leaves. “Didn’t they search you for weapons before they brought you before the king?”
“Exactly so,” Markal said. “And since they searched for weapons, I found it simple enough to turn their attention away from anything else I might be carrying. As for Kreth the Sage, he suffers from the same ailment that afflicts most Aristonians. Arrogance. And arrogance causes blindness.”
“How do you mean?” Darik asked.
“He simply could not imagine holding the Tome of Prophesy and not using it. If I had read the book recently, he would have seen me.” Markal smiled. “Fortunately, I lack that same arrogance. I am only too aware of my own faults and weaknesses, perhaps because they are so numerous. I tried to read the book once, failed, and put it away.”
“But wait,” Darik said, his thoughts turning uncomfortably to his own attempt to read the book. “Is Kallia in danger?”
“Not if she stays in Balsalom or rides with her army. Collvern wants the book, but nothing has roused Aristonia to open battle since the fall of Syrmarria. He’ll set his wizards to discover where she hides it, and since she doesn’t hide it anywhere, they will fail.”
Darik asked, “What now? Do we go for the Citadel or return to find Whelan and Daria’s father?”
Daria looked back toward the mountains. “I know a pass we can fly and be home by evening. I hope Averial can make it that far with her injuries.” She gathered Averial’s tethers then glanced back expectantly at Darik and Markal.
“Daria, you return and find them,” Markal said. “Darik and I will press on to the Citadel.” He slid from Brasson’s back.
Darik didn’t like that plan. “It’s too dangerous for Daria to travel alone with so many winged knights and dragon wasps in the sky. I’d better return to the aerie with her.”
“Brasson and Averial will be strong enough protection. Daria, thank you for your help. Come on Darik, we’ve got a long way to travel.”
Darik frowned and climbed from Brasson’s back. Daria glanced at Markal and then gave Darik a wistful look. He looked to Markal, but the wizard smiled back obliviously. Could he really not see that Darik wanted a few minutes alone with her before she left?
Daria looked away from Markal to Darik. “Will you come see me when you can? We can fly together again.”
He meant to say something noncommittal, not knowing where his path led, but he couldn’t help himself. Picking up her hand and kissing it gently, he said, “I’ll come as soon as I can.”
She blushed and looked quickly away when she saw Markal watching them. She picked up the reins. “Ska!”
Darik watched the griffins fly east toward the mountains, Daria’s hair blowing in the wind. When they disappeared from view, he turned and glared at Markal. “You ruined that moment, thank you.”
Markal laughed. “What moment? I didn’t see anything.”
“You know what I’m talking about. Couldn’t you have given us a moment together? Just a few minutes alone?”
“Life is long, Darik. Be patient.”
“Maybe your life is long,” Darik said. “But mine is rushing by like a galloping horse. Just a couple of weeks ago, I worked in Graiyan’s kitchen. Not long before that, I lived quite happily with my father and sister. My life rushes by but never goes back. Maybe I’ll never see her again.”
Markal shrugged. “A week, maybe two at most. You’ll see her soon enough.”
Darik looked west. The sky was covered with cloud castles. While he watched, an army of winged knights flew from one castle to the next and this made him wonder. When he and Daria arrived, an entire cavalry had greeted them. How had the king’s cavalry been so prepared for the griffin riders? The answer was obvious: the Cloud Kingdoms already prepared for war. But with whom?
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Two
Markal inspected the wound in Darik’s shoulder, then found a few herbs along the road which he pressed into the cut with a few simple spells to speed the healing. The throbbing faded immediately.
Once Darik and Markal got underway, Darik turned to the wizard. “What happened? Why aren’t you with the others?”
Markal eyed him with a look that was hard to read, but definitely not the man’s usual cheerful grin. “Maybe I’d better ask you a question first. Did I or did I not say that you weren’t to read the book?”
Darik looked away. He wanted to protest that he hadn’t meant to read the book just look at it, and once he opened it, just couldn’t close it again. But no, the truth was, Markal’s instructions were clear enough. “I’m sorry,” he said at last. “I shouldn’t have done it.”
Markal said. “You’ll recover. The bigger mistake was letting the book out of your care once the dark wizard knew you had it. He went after it immediately.”
Darik frowned. “I hadn’t thought of that.”
Markal said, “Fortunately, I reached it first. Alas, the enemy killed several griffins and riders trying to get the book.”
A pall settled over Darik. He hadn’t meant to hurt anyone. “I’ve learned my lesson. I’ll never touch magic again.”
“Too late for that, boy. Once magic rears up and bites you on the ass, there’s no looking back. To answer your question, I found you through the book. For some reason, it’s chosen you to unlock its secrets.”
“Me?” Darik said, disbelieving. “Whatever for?”
Markal shrugged. “Who can say? Probably because you’re the first to have read it for so long. There’s no question, however, that you have wizardry in your blood.”
Darik didn’t know what to think of this revelation. It disturbed him a little. “So what do I do?”
“Time enough to worry later. Right now we have to reach the Citadel.” He shook his head, looking grim. “The enemy will be here in a week, two at best, and I fear for King Daniel.”
It had been several days since they’d met with the other wizards on the edge of the Desolation, and Darik hoped they would reach Arvada to discover the king improving. “You don’t think he’ll die, do you?”
Markal shrugged. “I fear the worst, and I don’t mean the king’s death.”
“Worse then death? What could that be?”
Markal said, “Have you ever wondered what became of the high khalif and his wife? Dead, but not gathered by the Harvester. Wights. Slaves of the dark wizards.”
A shudder rippled through Darik, as he remembered the gibbering wights on the night they escaped from Graiyan’s kitchens.
“Now,” Markal said, “we’ve got many miles to go on foot yet.” The wizard walked briskly, and Darik hurried to follow.
Scree was jittery, struggling every time they made a sudden move. Markal had fashioned a simple hood from an old rag, and when he put it over the falcon’s head, this calmed her somewhat.
The day was warm. They found a cart-rutted road with thick briars of wild berries on either side. The air held the rich scent of fertile fields, while bees and other insects bustled about to finish their business before autumn. Meadow Down was a small free kingdom, mostly farmlands and a few villages. They met men pulling carts or repairing the stone walls, who invariably greeted them with a “Ho there, lads!” and a friendly tip of the cap.
“You wait here just a minute,” Markal said when they reached the edge of a small village. “I can move faster on my own.”
Darik sat in the shade of an apple tree and ate a few pieces of fruit he found lying in the grass. He’d drifted off to sleep in the warm sun by the time Markal returned leading two horses. “Now we can make some time,” Markal said.
Later they passed three small girls picking blackberries from a hedge. They passed the girls’ mother around the next bend and the woman stopped them and gave them a heavy cloth of blackberries. “To sweeten your travels, friends,” she said.
Darik turned to Markal after they left her behind, munching happily on the berries. The berries were just the right mixture of tartness and sweetness. “Don’t they know they’re about to be invaded?”
“Most have heard something by now, but nobody takes it seriously. When you have a hundred different kingdoms, each one thinks it might escape the fighting. It doesn’t help that King Daniel has made no move to gather an army.”
This news alarmed Darik more than the king’s illness. “So the enemy walks into Eriscoba and nobody stands in his way? Then the war is already over.”
“So we’re out for a pointless stroll today, are we?” He shook his head. “You forget the Order and the Brotherhood, both bitter enemies of the dark wizard. Picture five hundred men like Whelan riding into battle backed by two score wizards, many significantly more powerful than myself. We’ll make Montcrag look like a tavern brawl. That’s why the enemy hesitates. He wants to bring every possible weapon into position.”
“You don’t think he’ll return to Balsalom?”
“Hard to say,” Markal said. “But I would guess no. Controlling the mountains will cost him dearly. If he retreats, he risks losing that advantage and giving the Free Kingdoms a chance to organize.”
They spent the night in a farmhouse in Fairhaven, a small kingdom of millers and grazers north of the Citadel, but south of Meadow Down, nestled in a single valley between two hills. Wind chimes hung in rows outside every house throughout Fairhaven. Indeed, throughout Eriscoba. Some chimes were carved wooden tubes, others polished brass, still others rows of glass circles. When the wind blew, the air rang with the sound of them all. Darik missed Balsalom’s crickets, but found the chimes comforting.
Memory chimes, Markal explained. Each chime represented a friend or family member who’d died. People often made their own memory chimes, putting in the details for which they wanted to be remembered.
Fairhaven stood close to the Wylde, and the forest sent tendrils of trees into the valley. Darik heard snuffling outside the barn that night. A strong animal smell trickled beneath the doors. The horses neighed nervously, but not in terror, and Darik thought it likely that such creatures often came sniffing from the forest at night.
He didn’t know if the creature came back because he slept too deeply. Markal finally roused him at midmorning and they left, passing from Fairhaven. They reached the Citadel that afternoon. It rose from the far side of a city at the center of its kingdom, a cluster of towers and buildings. A single tower of brilliant gold stood above the others, faced by a second, slightly shorter tower of black granite. Golden Tower and Sanctuary Tower, Markal told him. Both were visible for miles before the rest of the Citadel and Arvada itself came into view.
The city itself was called Arvada, but in the last hundred years people simply called the city, and the whole kingdom for that matter, the Citadel. Only residents still called it Arvada, and only to each other. The city had stood since the Tothian Wars. Its name came from an ancient clan of men from the north, white-skinned and blond-haired.
The Arvada had been driven south by other warring tribes. They were mammoth hunters from lands of rock and ice, but when they came south, they found no big game, only warm, fertile valleys. With the blessing of the Forest Brother, they cut freeholds from the Wylde and founded a city that bore their name. By the time invaders came over the mountain a thousand years later, Arvada had grown as powerful as any city on either side of the mountains and spread across the land. And even though the newcomers conquered the Arvada, teaching them how speak and read their own tongue, the city retained much of its power.
Veyre and Arvada were the only cities to survive the Tothian Wars intact. The latter’s survival was even more surprising considering that Toth had built the Way right through the heart of the city, thus lending it enormous strategic importance.
A system of defensive walls surrounded the city, each hundreds of years old. Protected by ancient magicks, the center of the defense was the system of gates on each of the four edges of the city. Passing beneath a series of barbicans, an attacker must go through the heart of the towers, exposing himself to hundreds of murder holes and other nasty surprises. It would be easier to smash a breach into the walls themselves.
But for all of Arvada’s power, it was simply a city. It wasn’t as beautiful as Balsalom, with its gardens and fountains. What captured Darik’s imagination was not Arvada, but the Citadel itself. Twin towers reached magnificently into the sky, one of black granite with dozens of tiny white flags snapping in the breeze at its top. The second was taller and more slender and glimmered with tons of gold leaf pressed into its surface by devout pilgrims. As they grew closer, Darik found himself gawking upward in amazement.
At one point, he simply stopped his horse and stared. What kind of king dreamt of such towers and had the might and wealth to see them built?
“What kind of king?” Markal asked, smiling slightly when Darik voiced this question. “King Steven, the second great grandfather of King Daniel. When I first heard his plans, I had only recently left the cloud castles to walk on Mithyl again. I thought Steven mad to attempt such a thing when much of Eriscoba still lay in ruins and most roads remained in a tangle of overgrown vegetation.”
“Was he?” Darik asked. “Mad, I mean.” He couldn’t take his eyes from the two towers.
“Not in the same way as King Toth, no. But men like Steven see things differently than you or I. An ordinary man might imagine the Citadel, but only Steven could have built it. Toth was a great man, too, imagining the Way and how it would bind Mithyl together. Alas, he let his arrogance bring him to madness. King Steven had the teachings of the Martyr to remind him of his own frailty.”
Markal continued, “But there is no question that Steven was a great man. He took the creed of an obscure hermit and infused a body of knights with that creed and made them swear sacred vows to protect its precepts. He took a group of wizards, many far more cynical than myself in the wake of the wars and the subsequent chaos, and gave them new purpose.” He shrugged. “Of course, he didn’t do it alone. He had the teachings of the Martyr, after all.”
Darik said, “I heard that the Citadel took a lifetime to build.”
“About twenty years.” He snapped his fingers and smiled. “A blink of an eye, if you’ve lived as long as I have.”
Markal said, “The truth is, I hadn’t been within a hundred miles of Arvada for more than a decade and was stunned to see the Citadel rising fresh and new and full of the majesty that Steven had promised. The king, his eyes old and watering, called me to the King’s Room, high in Sanctuary Tower. He walked to the window, drew open the curtains with shaking hands—he would die in less than a month—and gestured over the fortress.”
Markal looked into the distance and hesitated, as if losing himself in the memory. “‘What do you think of the Citadel now, oh doubter,’ Steven asked. ‘It will make a magnificent ruin some day,’ I replied.”
Darik smiled, although the story left him with an odd sense of longing. The spell was broken at last and he urged on his horse, eager to reach the city.
“I lied, of course,” Markal added after a few minutes, when they approached the walls and joined the jostling line waiting to enter Arvada. “The Citadel is much more than a future ruin, for it represented Steven’s hope to spread the Martyr’s beliefs, to heal Mithyl after Toth had nearly destroyed it.” Markal’s smile faded suddenly. “But remember the Dark Citadel my friend, and imagine its shadow stretching across the land until it blots out the Citadel. There is someone who would just as soon destroy those nascent hopes.”
They passed through Northgate and into the city. The people appeared no more concerned with Cragyn’s army than had the farmers in Meadow Down or Fairhaven. The markets bustled with venders and customers, and carts of produce clogged the streets. Everywhere, new buildings sprouted from the ground or old, wooden shacks were torn down to make way for tall brick homes and market buildings.
The exuberant noise of people and animals filled the air, clashing with street musicians. Gut pipes played on every corner while chimes hung from every door, mixing with the music in a strange harmony. Barkers hustled them toward buildings promising goods and pleasures. Used to the temptations of Balsalom’s Grand Bazaar, these men failed to distract Darik. What did catch his attention, however, were the flaxen-haired barbarian girls who smiled coyly at Darik and laughed when he blushed.
“To watch you gawk,” Markal said, “I’d guess you were a peasant boy just stumbled from his farm into the city. Not a hardened survivor of the Balsalomian bazaars.” He grinned suddenly when another girl tried to catch Darik’s eye. “Ah, so it’s not the goods, eh?”
Darik smiled at the barb, and said, “There is one thing that interests me more than the girls.”
“Oh, really? I find that hard to believe.”
Darik nodded. “Do you know where I can buy some good Eriscoban leather armor?”
“So that’s what kind of nonsense Whelan puts into your head, is it? Flail around for a few minutes with a sword and you think you’re a warrior. And I suppose you want me to pay for it, too.” He gave an exaggerated sigh. “Very well. Come on.”
Darik wasn’t overly concerned about making Markal pay for the armor. He figured it was the least the man could do to help him stay alive while he fought to protect another’s homeland.
Markal led him from the Tothian Way and through a tangle of narrow streets. The souks weren’t gathered into clusters like in Balsalom, each area a focal point for a different guild, the guilds only coming together at the Grand Bazaar. But Darik noted a definite trend as they wound their way deeper into the city. Food stalls turned into carpet dealers, mingled with the bright colors of dyers. And then they entered a narrow, elongated square and leather sellers and hundreds of leather hides soaking in open vats. The sharp smell of cattle urine and pigeon droppings wafted up from scores of tanning vats.
Darik stopped to admire one man’s wares, beautiful breastplates polished to a blackened sheen and inlaid with a dazzling array of tiny glass beads that caught the sun. The man gestured impatiently for Darik to come over.
Markal put a hand on his arm to stop him. “Are you looking for something pretty to wear to a feast at the khalifa’s palace, or some real armor? That stuff wouldn’t turn aside Whelan’s hunting knife, let alone a Kratian scimitar.”
Darik laughed. “I’m looking for real armor, I suppose.” He looked around the square and its bewildering array of leather goods. More leather shops continued on the side streets leading from the square. “But how do we tell the good from the bad?”
“Come on, I’ll show you.”
Markal led him past the square, down several more streets, all selling leather and leather armor. Several fair-haired boys about Darik’s age blocked off one alley, chasing a tattered bundle of leather bound crudely into a ball, shouting and jostling as they competed to kick it into an open barrel. Darik had never seen the game before, but felt an instant longing. For a moment, he wanted nothing more than to join the rough and tumble game, but then Markal tugged at his elbow and the moment passed.
Markal had gleaned his thoughts. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Those days are past you now.” He led them further into the leather markets.
When the wizard stopped at last, Darik looked into the chosen shop with disappointment. The inside of the cramped single room looked like a graveyard of old leather armor. The cuirasses and helms had once been fine pieces, but were all damaged, some to the point that they might very well find themselves made into balls like the one those boys had been playing with outside.
The wizard must have caught the look in his eye, for he said, “When your favorite armor needs repair, where do you take it? The best leather worker, right? But we’re not here for used armor. Look over there.” He pointed to a table on one side of the room, on which sat several new coats of armor of various styles and in various stages of construction.
A man stepped through a door at the back of the room. The skin on his face was as tanned and brown as the leather he worked. A faint sheen of yellow stained his hands. “Ah, Talebearer,” he said, spotting Markal. “I haven’t seen you for a spell. And with Whelan—er, away—my business has suffered.”
“This is my nephew,” Markal said. “He’s got a few marks to buy some armor. I trust you won’t cheat him too badly.” He handed a small purse to Darik, jingling it once to show the man.
“Of course not,” the man said, sounding offended at the very idea. But Darik recognized the instant, predatory gleam that burned in his eyes. “I’ll take very good care of him.”
“Good,” Markal said. “I’ve got some business to attend to.” He turned to go.
As soon as the old man stepped outside, the man turned back to Darik, “Tell me, young sir. How much money do you have to spend?”
Darik let a blank look wash over his face. Admit how much money he had and he may as well simply drop the purse in the man’s open palm and walk out with the scruffiest excuse for armor in the shop.
But he had no idea how much money Markal had just handed him, and he didn’t want to pour the coins onto the table and count them. He’d have to trust that Markal had given him enough money. Neither did he know where to start in the negotiations. Was this armor worth ten marks? A hundred? Better let the man tell him, he decided.
“I’ve got enough.” He walked over to the table with the new armor, picking up a handsome sewn cuirass overlaid with thin brass plates. He tried it on. It didn’t quite fit, but it was close. “I wonder how much it would cost to alter this to my size.”
The man hesitated, giving a slight shrug. “I’ll do it for nothing, if you buy the armor. A lot of work in that piece. The plating is a new alloy from King’s Forge in Southron. Very strong, but also expensive. But unfortunately, I’ve got to get it off my hands quickly, because I need the money for a new shipment of plating coming to Arvada any day now. Give me a decent price and it’s yours, with alterations thrown in for nothing.”
Darik nodded, turning the cuirass over in his hands. He didn’t believe for a moment that the man needed money in a hurry—that was just a ploy to get Darik thinking that he would get a good price if he moved quickly, and make him throw out a number
“It must be that way all through the leather souks,” Darik said. “If a shipment of Southron plating is coming, everyone will be looking to move their goods. Tell me why I should buy yours.”
“A very good question, my young friend. I can tell that you’re a discriminating buyer, and I’ll tell you why my armor is the best. Step in the back and we’ll discuss it over some mint tea.”
It went this way for several minutes as they shared a pot of mint tea, neither side wanting to mention the first price. At last the man slipped, telling what he’d sold a similar cuirass for just two days earlier. Darik didn’t know if the figure was right or not—he suspected it was an invented sale under an inflated price—but it gave him a number to work with. The haggling began in earnest.
By the time Markal returned, the amorer had altered the cuirass to fit him, money had changed hands, and Darik now wore the breastplate over his tunic. They left the shop.
Markal appraised his new armor with a single eyebrow upraised. He played at his beard for a moment. “How much?”
Darik shrugged, trying to keep the grin off his face as he handed back the purse to Markal. He didn’t want to appear too smug, in case he’d misjudged the man in the shop and been taken for a fool.
Markal looked inside, counting the unused marks. “Not bad. Not bad at all. Now all you need is a good sword, eh? Come on.”
Darik followed. It took him a few minutes to get his mind off the pleasant weight of his new armor, but when he did, he noticed something else. Men loitered at every street corner, dressed in robes like they wore in the khalifates, rather than the shirts and trousers that the western men wore. They weren’t fat merchants either, but young, strongly built men who watched everything with a calculating gaze.
He leaned over to Markal. “Those men,” he said, nodding casually toward one of these groups. “They’re Veyrians.”
Markal nodded. When they were out of earshot, he said, “You’re right. No weapons that I can see, but that doesn’t mean anything.”
“Why doesn’t someone do something?” Darik protested, growing angry at the sight of these enemy soldiers.
“Nothing to be done until Daniel declares war.” He gave a bewildered shake of the head. “Sick or not, I can’t believe the king is so helpless. And what of Chantmer and the other wizards? Are they asleep?” His voice burned with indignation.
“We are not asleep, Markal Talebearer,” a voice said. An old man materialized from the crowd, pulling his hood down from his face. He fixed Darik with a gaze that was vaguely familiar, although Darik would have sworn that he’d never seen the man.
Markal looked startled at the man’s sudden appearance, but quickly recovered with a smile. “You look rather different than last time we met, friend.”
The man frowned. “Oh? How so?”
“Perhaps it is the way you greeted me by name instead of with a cold nose in the crotch. Or the lack of a tail wagging your emotions to the world.”
Darik said, “Oh, you’re the wizard who met us outside the Desolation with Nathaliey? You turned yourself into a dog!”
The old man sighed. “My memories of the event are somewhat...hazy, shall we say. But yes, my name is Narud.” He turned back to Markal and took the man by the sleeve. “Chantmer is displeased that you’ve returned.”
“I care nothing for his displeasure,” Markal said. “Perhaps you haven’t noticed, but the dark wizard’s armies march on Eriscoba. I’ve come to see the king.”
Narud looked around him. “But is Whelan still with you?”
“Ah, so that’s it. Whatever debts Whelan owes are his alone and between him and the king.” Markal gestured at Darik. “We’re not exiled.”
“Of course not. I only meant to warn you. Chantmer the Tall is...different. Perhaps it is only the king’s illness, but I’m afraid he can no longer be trusted.”
Narud pulled his hood up around his face and shrank back into the crowd. As soon as his hands left his hood, Darik found himself glancing at the ground, and when he looked back up he couldn’t see the old wizard anywhere. He looked through the crowd.
“Wait,” Markal said, but Narud had disappeared. Markal sighed. “Narud grows more eccentric every year. Speaking to him is more like speaking with an owl or a horse than speaking with a man. You think you’re having a reasonable conversation only to discover that you’ve been talking about two different things. Come, I see the gates.”
#
Markal and Darik reached the Citadel by passing through a final gate that straddled the Tothian Way. The Citadel dominated the east edge of the city. To underlie the city’s importance, the Tothian Way itself divided the Citadel and passed through Arvada. The two primary towers sat on either side of the Tothian Way, anchoring the Citadel.
Darik stared at the Golden Tower in awe. It sat on one side of the bailey against the city walls. On the other side, smaller, but also impressive, was the black granite Sanctuary Tower. The bailey sat between them, with the Tothian Way passing through its center. A few men battled with wooden swords just inside Eastgate, together with archers shooting bales of straw. But the bailey was so large that these few men did little to diminish the impression of emptiness throughout the Citadel.
Two men approached Sanctuary Tower, the first dressed as an Eriscoban, the second in rags. The second man stood directly in front of the tower, then dropped his rags and stood naked. His ribs stood out on his chest and he looked as if he hadn’t bathed in days.
His companion yelled up to the tower, “Sanctuary!”
A man peered out of a window high in the tower. “Yes, what is it?”
The clothed man said, “I present a criminal of Southron for Sanctuary. Will you admit him?”
“Criminal,” the man in the tower cried. “Are you willing to suffer ordeals for Sanctuary? To purge yourself of your criminal desires, and dedicate yourself to justice and mercy?”
“I am,” the man said.
“Then enter, penitent.”
A door opened at the bottom of the tower and the naked man made his way inside.
Frustration rose in Darik as he watched. His original goal had been to arrive at the Citadel on foot and without clothes, so he could beg Sanctuary himself. That no longer applied, with all of the chaos in Balsalom. He knew also that Whelan or Markal could arrange a pardon with the khalifa. But he still desired Sanctuary so he could join the Brotherhood and then the Knights Temperate.
Darik said, “If the ordeals are as hard as you say, that man is in trouble. He’s so weak. Maybe they should let him stay in the Brotherhood’s quarters for a few days to eat and build strength.”
“Do that and you demean both the penitent and Sanctuary,” Markal said. “Sanctuary means something because it’s hard. If it were easy, there’d be no point. And Sanctuary is not the end,” Markal said. “You can join the Brotherhood, and then, after further training, physical, educational, and spiritual, become a Knight Temperate.”
“Ah, so there’s an obligation.”
“Not at all,” Markal said. “Sanctuary is a gift. Your freedom is purchased and defended by the Brotherhood at no cost to yourself. Open to everyone willing to suffer the ordeals. I do think, that once you’ve been granted Sanctuary, you’re more likely to be interested in the beliefs of the Brotherhood. So yes, it is a way of spreading their philosophy, but not in the way that you think.”
A group of twenty or thirty men and women entered the bailey on the opposite side of the Tothian Way. They entered on hands and knees, creeping slowly toward the Golden Tower. A hundred years ago, an angry mob drove the Martyr through Arvada to this spot, where they lashed him to the thorn tree and beat him. One man cut off his hand with a sword before Jethro’s supporters found their master and drove the mob away. Jethro bled to death from his wounds.
Chanting loudly, the pilgrims reached the foot of the Golden Tower, and the guard at the door, to whom they presented sheets of gold leaf.
Markal watched with a disgusted look. “I knew the man. Jethro would have never permitted worship. The crooked path was all that mattered. Individual enlightenment, not this group hysteria. Chantmer the Tall encourages the pilgrims. He likes to see the Golden Tower adorned with ever-thickening layers of gold. Makes the Order more important than the Brotherhood, I suppose, although none of the rest of us feel that way.
“We have no more time for sightseeing,” Markal said. “Although it’s comforting to see some things are unchanged. Come.”
Markal was one of only three wizards in the city. Only Chantmer the Tall stood vigil by Daniel’s side and Narud was about his own business. Gone were the wizards from their libraries and their workshops. Neither did the Knights Temperate fill the courtyards with the clamor of their training as Nathaliey had warned outside the Desolation.
“Come, let’s see if we can find Chantmer,” Markal said. “Perhaps he can tell us about the king.”
They found Chantmer passing from the library. The library occupied one side of a series of buildings that wrapped themselves around a grassy square. A covered walkway further enclosed the square, providing protection from the weather. The close, Markal called it. Two men meditated on benches in its center.
Chantmer held a small book in his hands which he quickly shuffled into the folds of his robes. “Ah, so the reports are true. Have you brought the traitor?”
“I know no traitor,” Markal said. “Only a brother who wants forgiveness.”
Chantmer gave a dismissive wave of the hand, as if Markal’s words meant no more to him than a gnat buzzing around his face. “Come, I will lead you to your rooms. You must be tired from your travels.” He turned and strode away.
Chantmer was as tall as his title suggested, and towered over Markal and Darik. He wore a plain white robe, but blue lapis lazuli beads laced his beard and curly hair. His long stride left the other two scrambling to keep up. Chantmer arched his eyebrow at Darik when they reached the door to Markal’s rooms, positioned on the first floor at one corner of the close. Other rooms opened around the grassy square, their faces open to the close.
He eyed Markal’s dirty robes with distaste, then turned his gaze to Darik. Darik suddenly felt the dirt and bruises of his time on the road, the blisters on his feet, the uncomfortable weight of his new cuirass. He shifted from one foot to the other and looked to the ground.
“My apprentice,” Markal explained. 
Chantmer said, “Send him to the stables; the Knights Temperate took most of the stable boys but not enough horses. They could use someone to muck the stalls.”
Muck stalls? Darik gritted his teeth but said nothing. 
Markal considered, or appeared to anyway. “The boy can be useful. Let him be. I need to see the king.”
Chantmer threw aside this request with a shrug. “Nothing you can do now. Perhaps earlier, while you were playing spy in the khalifates, but not now.”
Markal said, “I had important business.”
Chantmer leaned forward on the balls of his feet. “Ah, important business. What business would that be?”
A ravenous look flickered through his eyes. Markal stepped back toward his rooms, eyes narrowing, hands rising in front of him. And then the look passed from Chantmer’s face. But that brief look still frightened Darik.
He wondered if Chantmer the Tall didn’t search for the steel tome. Darik had attracted both Markal and Cragyn, and Kreth from the Cloud Kingdoms, for that matter, when he’d opened the book. Could it have sounded an alarm all the way across the breadth of Mithyl, from Veyre to the Wylde forests?
Chantmer said, “Stay in your rooms, Markal. There is nothing you can do for the king.”
“Perhaps, perhaps not,” Markal told Chantmer. “But I must see him nonetheless.”
“And King Daniel said that he will see no one.”
Darik could control his tongue no longer. “Maybe you’re the reason he’s so sick. You’re so intent on keeping him that way, maybe you’re the one poisoning him.”
Chantmer lifted his left hand. Broken glass filled Darik’s mouth and throat. He gagged and coughed, spitting glass and blood to the flagstones.
“Leave him alone!” Markal said.
“Very well.”
The feeling passed. Through watering eyes, Darik looked down to the floor to see not blood and glass but merely his own spit. He looked at Chantmer, fighting down his anger. The two men in the close stood up from their meditations, gave an irritated glance in the direction of the arguing and left.
Chantmer ignored Darik, speaking only to Markal. “You must teach your boy to hold his tongue. Patience is the first virtue. Markal, remain in your rooms. The King decided this morning that he would die, and by the Martyr, I won’t deny him.” He shrugged. “I’m afraid your friend Whelan will arrive too late to complete his murderous quest.”
“You speak like a child,” Markal said after a long pause. “And you behave as a child, petty and vindictive. It reminds me very much of the way that Cragyn behaved before we cast him from the Order and banished him from Eriscoba.”
If these words bothered Chantmer, Darik couldn’t tell. “Nevertheless, Markal, you will not see the king.”
For a moment, the two wizards glared at each other, neither willing to relent, then Markal sighed and turned to step past the threshold and into his room. Darik stared at him, finding it hard to believe that he’d backed down so easily.
“No,” a voice said behind Chantmer. Wrapped in thick blankets, a figure leaned against the walls of the close. He let out a cough that sent convulsions through his body.
“My king,” Chantmer said, worry tingeing his voice. “You shouldn’t have walked this far.”
The king was far less than Darik had imagined from the stories told him by his father and Whelan and Markal. He was a thin man, cheeks sunken and eyes hollow. Bony hands gripped the smothering blankets that defied the late-afternoon heat. Sweat poured from his brow. Was this man really Whelan’s brother?
“Where is Whelan?” Daniel asked.
“He is coming.” Markal said.
“Good. I would not wish to die before he returned.” Eyes clenched shut against the sun, he took a step toward them, then staggered. He reached out a hand to grab one of the pillars that supported the covered walkway around the close.
Both Markal and Chantmer reached his side in an instant. “Oh, my king,” Markal cried. “What evil is upon you?”
“I told you, he is dying,” Chantmer said. “And,” he continued in a cold voice, “he wouldn’t have made the climb down from his room if he hadn’t overheard you arguing. I beg of you, leave him be.” He took the king’s arm and pulled him gently but insistently in the direction he’d come.
“Please,” Daniel said, trying to pull away, but failing to dislodge Chantmer’s grip. “Let him come to my rooms.”
“But you said—”
He lifted a hand to silence the wizard. It was scarred across the palm from old wounds. Part of the blanket slipped away, revealing a bare, bony shoulder that shivered in the air.
“Please, Chantmer.”
Darik and the two wizards followed the king to his rooms. Daniel staggered up the stairs, helped by Chantmer and Markal and muttering to himself. At one point, he stopped and moaned, scratching at his arms and face. The blanket fell away, revealing deep welts across his flesh, some oozing puss. Darik helped the two wizards restrain the king and was surprised at the strength of his delirium. At last they got Daniel moving again.
The king’s bed chambers were like a dungeon, dark and dank. Curtains blocked the light, trapping air that smelled so strongly of chamber pot and sour sweat that Darik’s stomach turned. The bed was unmade, blankets strewn about the room. The king staggered to his bed and wormed his way under the covers.
Daniel jumped back out of bed with a scream, while Markal hurried to help him. “Snakes!” he screamed. “There are snakes in my bed!”
Darik threw back the covers but saw nothing. Daniel stood shaking by the bed while Markal and Chantmer struggled to soothe him. After a moment the king settled down and climbed back into bed, but the wild look never left his eyes.
He wasn’t sick at all, Darik thought. Not sick in the body anyway. Madness. 
Markal stared at the room. “What is going on here?”
Chantmer shook his head, looking just as overwhelmed by the awful scene. “If only we knew. I test every bit of food or drink he takes in, so it can’t be poison. For three weeks, Narud, Nathaliey, and I stood vigil over his bed, sure that wights tormented him in his sleep. We saw nothing but the king’s awful dreams.”
“And yet the air stinks of wizardry,” Markal said.
Chantmer gave him a bitter nod. The two men’s differences appeared distant for the moment. “Yes, yes, it does. But none of us can find the spell that enchants him. His physics believe the root of marrowlight might cure him.”
“Of course they would say that. Nobody knows what marrowlight is. Nobody has known for centuries.”
“Two score knights search for it nevertheless.” The king moaned on his bed, thrashing about. Chantmer looked at him, his own face etched with pain, then continued, “You caught him at a good moment. Most of the time he’s like this, or worse. At night, however—” he shuddered. “You’ll see soon enough.”
Chantmer turned to go. “Please, whatever you do, don’t cause him more pain. He has suffered enough. The council of the kings meets tonight to raise an army. Keep Daniel in his rooms. I don’t want anyone to see how bad he is.” He turned to go, pulling the door shut behind him.
Markal made his way to the king’s side. “Help me, Darik.” He turned to Daniel. “My king, you wished to speak to me?” The king moaned, no recognition in his eyes.
Together they lifted the king to a sitting position. He struggled for a moment before he stared wide-eyed into Darik’s eyes. “Where is she?” he cried. “Where is she, boy?”
“Where is who?” Darik asked.
“Serena! Where did she go? By the Martyr, if you’ve hurt her, boy—” He seized Darik by the neck, choking him with the strength of a madman. Foul breath roared in Darik’s face.
Darik struggled to pull away, but the king snarled and tightened his grip, choking his air supply. Markal wrestled with Daniel, at last breaking his grip and pushing him back into the bed. Darik stumbled backwards, gasping for air.
Markal sank to his knees. “I had no idea it was this bad.”
Darik considered. “Maybe you can break the witchcraft.”
“The three greatest wizards of the Order tried to break it and failed.” Markal was more despondent than Darik had ever seen him. It was unsettling.
“What about Whelan?” Darik asked, grasping at any hope.
Markal looked up. “Yes, he will know what to do.”
Darik helped him to his feet. “Let’s go. We’ll sleep outside the door and keep watch while he sleeps tonight. We can’t lose hope.”
Markal smiled, his fear replaced with lines of stress and worry. “Perhaps I should have told Chantmer that I was your apprentice. Chantmer was right: the first virtue is patience, but you have plenty of the second and the third, hope and compassion. As for Chantmer the Tall,” he continued, “he can be a hard, unyielding man, but never question his devotion to the king or to the Order.”
Markal hesitated at the door, looking back at King Daniel, still thrashing on his bed. “We’ll be outside the door, my king. Call if you need assistance.”
That night, the king drew Markal and Darik into his torment.
#
Darik woke to a scream. It was the third such scream, but the first two had simply incorporated themselves into his dream. In his dream, he searched desperately for his sister among the impaled bodies surrounding Balsalom. One man lifted his eyes imploringly and whispered, “Help me,” but Darik didn’t have time to help if he was going to find his sister. She screamed somewhere close, and then a second time.
And then came the third scream, the one that woke him. He sat up straight, back aching where it had pressed into the flagstones. The door to the king’s bed chamber sat open, Markal by Daniel’s side with a torch in hand. Shadows crawled across the wall, the king’s outstretched hands distorted into grotesque claws on the ceiling.
“She’s coming!” Daniel cried. “Ah, Serena, my wife.”
Sweat stood out on his face and his bare chest. His eyes bulged and he screamed again, then tore at his heaving chest and banged his head against the wall. Markal shoved the torch into a holder and struggled to restrain him. He saw Darik and called him to help. The king calmed down at last. His eyes cleared slightly.
“Markal,” he said. “You’ve returned from Balsalom.”
“We spoke yesterday, my king. Don’t you remember?”
Daniel coughed and shook his head. He looked at Darik, then back to the wizard. “Chantmer called a council of the kings. Have they met?”
“They met, my king, and have agreed to raise an army. I hope it’s not too late.” He didn’t add the fear that without a single leader, the army would flounder, that without Daniel to urge them to action, the army might not form in time, leaving each kingdom on its own.
“And have they elected a new high king?” Daniel asked.
“No, but many have demanded to speak to you.”
The king lay back on his bed. “Please, leave me. I’m so tired.”
Markal and Darik obeyed. When they reached the hall and shut the doors, Darik asked, “Why is he crying out for the queen? Doesn’t he know that she’s dead?”
Markal didn’t answer directly, but said, “Every man has a wound, a weak spot that if left untended will rot the entire soul. Only by overcoming this wound can a man follow the crooked path to enlightenment.” He shrugged. “Or so the Martyr taught. King Daniel’s wound was the loss of his wife Serena.”
“He must have loved her dearly,” Darik said, remembering Whelan’s breakdown in the Desolation. The king wasn’t the only one who had.
Markal nodded. “He married her for political reasons to heal old wounds opened by Daniel’s father, King Richard. He didn’t love her at first, but spent his time worrying about the affairs of the kingdom. Alas, Serena was a lonely child in those days, which led to many later troubles, as you know. Eventually, the king came to love his wife, as any man would have. Serena na Brach was a valiant woman, much like your khalifa. I don’t know if any man and woman loved each other as much as Queen Serena and King Daniel.”
“And she died in the sea somehow?”
“She fell overboard while she sailed with King Daniel to the Windward Islands to arrange trade. Daniel combed the islands, hoping that she had washed ashore somewhere. Whelan found her body.” Markal lay down on the flagstones and wrapped himself in his blankets. “Get some sleep. We’ll be up again soon, I’ll wager.”
Indeed, the screaming started again within the hour. Daniel struggled in his bed, crying out for his dead wife. He settled down a few minutes later, but Darik didn’t sleep again until shortly before dawn. But as the sun rose, a gutpiper stood atop Eastgate and called the Citadel to wake, and destroyed any further sleep.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Three
You are afraid, the voice whispered in Whelan’s mind.
“Yes, my friend,” Whelan said. “I am afraid.”
Face your fear, the voice of Memnet the Great urged. Bring peace to your soul. 
Yes, that illusive peace. Whelan had sought it in turns by fleeing to Balsalom, then returning for Sanctuary, and finally by confessing his sins to his brother. But nothing had worked.
Whelan rode his horse along the Tothian Way, amidst the jostle of a wagon train. An ox bellowed as he passed too close and strained against his yoke to swing his horns at the horse’s legs. The wagon driver cursed and lashed his whip to drive the ox back in line. Whelan’s horse danced away from the commotion and pushed aside three men on foot who carried pikes over their shoulders. Ahead, a small band of Kratians shouted at some Veyrian footmen in their way who refused to move.
Whelan did nothing to disguise himself, indeed, wore Soultrup openly over one shoulder. If pressed, he would claim himself a hired sword from the north, brought along to share in the pillage of Eriscoba. In Cragyn’s mad rush to move thousands of men, beasts, and supplies west, there was little coordination among the groups. But the sheer size of the dark wizard’s invasion force frightened him, lent urgency to his flight west. He had very little time.
You fool, a second voice insisted. The voice of Pasha Malik. Find your self-righteous brother and cut down the dog where he stands. Take the throne for yourself. Anything else is cowardice. 
The sleeping souls woke to clamor for his attention. Behind Memnet and Malik’s voices, Whelan heard the whispers of a hundred others killed by the sword over the years, their souls bound to the blade upon death. Some never stirred even in the fiercest of battles, trapped somewhere between dreams and waking. But others, the strong-willed, knew him, and could speak to his mind. Of these, two were stronger than the others.
The first was Pasha Malik, a twisted monster of a soul, killed almost a hundred years before the Tothian Wars, who might have proven an inspiration for the mad king’s later atrocities. In his war against the sultans of the southern kingdoms, he’d once captured twelve of an enemy’s wives and over thirty of his children then used them as leverage to force his enemy to capitulate. But when the sultan surrendered, Pasha Malik tortured every one of his prisoners to death in front of the sultan.
Malik drank blood, it was said. He tortured young girls to death in his bed chambers. If an army surrendered to his men, the pasha would butcher half of them to lend force to his wizards, then maim every surviving soldier by amputating an arm or foot. There was nothing original about these stories spread by Malik’s enemies, meant to raise opposition to the pasha’s army.
But there was at least some truth in every tale, Whelan had discovered after years of living with the cold-hearted bastard.
One of Malik’s own captains had tired of the pasha’s excesses and crept into Malik’s tent while he slept and plunged Soultrup directly into the man’s black heart. The captain’s treachery still enraged Malik five hundred years later.
Fortunately for Whelan, a second, even more powerful soul suppressed the pasha’s rage and murderous advice. Memnet the Great, master wizard of the Crimson Path, enemy of Toth. Without the calm spread by his soul, Whelan feared that Malik would turn him to evil or madness.
A good man had killed Pasha Malik, but the pasha’s dark soul had turned Soultrup to evil for a hundred years. Then, when an evil man had murdered Memnet the Great during the Tothian Wars, the nature of the blade had turned yet again.
Soon, very soon, Soultrup would drink again. Long and deep. Who could tell what new souls would be gathered in Soultrup’s sheol?
Whelan had bought a horse in a town called Trowbridge, in the foothills north of the Tothian Way. He hoped to gather knights as he rode toward the Citadel in Arvada, prove his loyalty to his brother by gathering an army for its defense. But first he must reach Eriscoba.
At last, at long last, he would heal the wound in his soul that he had let fester for over thirteen years now. And if his brother should demand his death for defying his order of banishment, so be it. A tremble worked its way through his hand.
Peace, my friend, Memnet urged again. Remember your training. The lessons you learned in Sanctuary Tower. 
Whelan’s training ran deep, it was true. But not as deep as the demands of his father, still worrying at his soul like a dog worried at a bone, almost fifteen years after the old king’s death.
#
“Surrender this castle and I’ll spare your life!” King Richard had bellowed to the men standing on the wall, his breath billowing into the cold northern air. Blood speckled the fringes of his cape, left behind by yesterday’s battle.
His four sons sat on horses by his side, together with several members of the king’s guard and Cragyn. Whelan’s father’s previous counselor, Chantmer the Tall, had burned with rage when he learned the king would take the young wizard on his campaign, and refused to come down from the Golden Tower at Father’s command.
The bulk of the army camped at the edge of the forest, where they busied themselves chopping trees to make scaling ladders and battering rams. Daniel had told Whelan that two hundred Knights Temperate rode west along the Old Road, at last respecting Father’s request to help put down the Eorl of Brach’s rebellion.
Whelan looked at his father with a mixture of fear and admiration. The king had cut his way north in less than a fortnight, cutting across freeholds and smashing the fort the eorl had hastily erected at a ford on the Norcroft. But he’d shown no mercy, burning any village that dared oppose his army and putting hundreds to the sword.
Perhaps the fighting and deaths didn’t bother Daniel and Roderick. Whelan, at seventeen, had never seen such destruction and it troubled him deeply, so different was it from the lessons Mother tried to teach him. He wasn’t the only one bothered. Last night, Ethan had wakened from a night terror, crying out that the Harvester was in the tent with them. It had taken all three of his older brothers to comfort the boy.
A voice shouted back from the castle walls. “You must think I’m a fool.”
The Eorl stood next to his men in the main tower, which bristled with archers. He wore a thick ermine cape and a horned helm. He rested a battle axe over his shoulder as if he intended to scramble down the tower and rush the King himself.
The Eorl said, “The winters are cold this far north, my king. You wait another month and you’ll lose half your army to frostbite before you can slink back to Arvada.”
“I won’t need two days to burn this pitiful excuse for a castle to its foundations,” Richard shouted back. “Three hundred fifty Knights Temperate ride the Old Road even as we speak. They’ll be here in the morning.”
Even from where he stood, Whelan could see the eorl tremble. He hadn’t yet heard the news. Of course, Father had exaggerated the number of men riding, and the eorl would know it.
Two hundred, a thousand, it wouldn’t matter. Such was the faith that both men had in the fighting ability of the Knights Temperate that they both believed such a force would destroy the eorl. Castle Brach was nothing like the Teeth or even Leftbridge. Its gates could be broken, its walls were low enough to be scaled.
“A parlay,” the eorl said. “Let us meet tonight and discuss our differences. Perhaps we can turn aside the battle and save many lives.”
King Richard hesitated and turned to Cragyn, a move which irritated Whelan. Could Father make no decision without first consulting the wizard?
Cragyn asked in a low voice, “Why parlay now, when victory is in your grasp? The knights ride and the eorl knows that he cannot win.”
“Father?” Daniel asked, urging his horse from Whelan’s side.
“Quiet, boy,” the king said, then turned back to Cragyn. “But an ally in the north is better than an enemy, don’t you think? Where would be the harm in a parlay? Find out what his demands are.”
“He is toying with you,” Cragyn said. “If you meet him on his terms, people will call you a coward.”
“Father,” Whelan said, riding to Daniel’s side. “Only a fool would listen to this man’s advice. There is nothing to be gained from—”
“Quiet boy,” the king growled.
“But Father,” Whelan protested. “Peace instead of war. You used those words yourself. And aren’t they supposed to be the Free Kingdoms? Why do you want to—”
Whelan didn’t see the sword, the blow came so fast. Father caught him on the side of the head with the flat of his blade. Lights flashed in Whelan’s head and he fell from his horse, landing on a ground hard with frost.
Father didn’t spare him a glance to see if he was injured. “Peace through strength, boy,” he said, as if that explained his blow. “Peace, discipline, and loyalty. That’s all I ask. My taxes are low and I make few demands. But I will be obeyed. Now, you will not contradict me again. Is that understood?”
“Yes, my lord.” But he raged beneath the surface.
Daniel and Roderick dropped from their horses and helped Whelan to his feet. Daniel put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed, urging restraint. Slowly, head still ringing, Whelan remounted his horse. On the walls, the eorl must have seen everything, if not heard some of the exchange. But he said nothing.
King Richard shouted back to the castle, “No parlay, traitor. If you surrender, you live in exile. If you fight, you die.”
“In that case,” the eorl shouted back. “You’ll have my head on a pike before I drop my knee to you again.”
“Very well,” Richard said, turning his horse and galloping back toward his camp.
Banners snapping, the king’s guard rode behind their king, followed by Richard’s sons, Daniel first, with Whelan, Roderick, and Ethan riding two lengths behind. Whelan’s brothers wore grim expressions on their faces except Ethan, who looked simply terrified. A trumpet blared from the camp to herald their arrival.
Whelan still struggled to control his rage, but beside him Daniel looked stricken. Roderick must have seen the same look, for when they reached the tent where the four boys slept, he asked Daniel what bothered him.
“It is over,” Daniel said. “All over.” And refused to elaborate further.
#
Whelan woke that night to screams and the sound of clashing swords. No guards stood inside the tent, and Roderick already strapped on his sword while Ethan crawled groggily from his bedding. Daniel sat next to a smoky lantern by the tent door, fully dressed, with his sword across his lap and his eyes closed as if meditating. Whelan pulled on his boots and strapped his sword on, then hurried toward the door.
Daniel opened his eyes. Shadows danced across his face from the lamp. “No. Stay in here.”
Whelan said, “What is going on? How did the eorl get past our guards?”
Daniel spoke louder. “You will stay inside tonight, brothers. What passes is none of your business.” Outside, the battle raged. A horse screamed and the smell of smoke filled the air.
Roderick hesitated, then unstrapped his sword and tossed it to his bedding. He sat back down to wait.
Whelan looked from one brother to the other in disbelief. “What is going on here? Men are dying outside. Listen!”
He pushed past Daniel to go outside. Daniel put his hand out to stop him, but there was no force there, only pleading in his touch. Outside, his eyes adjusted to the moonlight and sight of burning tents. The night was so cold it made him gasp.
For a moment he couldn’t move, but stood in place, stunned. The horsemen wore the finest Eriscoban leather covered in steel leaves, and carried two-handed swords that looked too massive for an ordinary man to hold. Even the horses were unusually large and covered in armor, and they trampled any who dared stand in their way. One of the mounted men blew a silver trumpet, and other trumpets answered from the woods around them.
Knights Temperate. They’d promised to fight at Castle Brach, and so they did.
They cut through the Arvadan army like dogs amongst sheep, even though there were five of Father’s men for every knight, and hundreds more pressing in from the sides. But these newcomers blanched when several dozen knights poured in from the south edge of the camp to join the battle. The king’s guard stood stronger against this attack, but even they were no match for the Knights Temperate.
The battle centered around a small knot of men in front of Father’s tent, which lay trampled and collapsed. Father himself fought in the light of a nearby campfire. He drove back one dismounted knight, before two others pressed in to attack. The king’s guard drove them back, but only for a moment.
Whelan pushed his way into the crowd and found himself under immediate attack by a knight who staggered from his dying horse, a spear through its neck. He stood no taller than Whelan, but was built like an oak tree and fully armored. He held a massive two-handed sword in hand and danced lightly on his feet, swinging the sword in front of him.
“Out of my way, boy,” the man said. “I don’t want to kill you.”
“Traitor!”
Whelan threw himself at the man, swinging his sword as hard as he could. Steel clanged against steel, but the stronger, older man turned aside his blows with ease and knocked him backwards. Whelan brought his sword up to block a ferocious blow and the blade shattered at the impact.
Whelan lunged forward with the broken hilt. Rage swept aside all wisdom. The man lifted his sword overhead and Whelan closed his eyes, feeling the bite of steel before it came.
“What?” the man grunted suddenly, staggering backwards.
The man’s sword lay at Whelan’s feet. He cast aside his own broken blade and reached to pick it up, but before he could, it leapt into Whelan’s hands of its own volition. It trembled beneath his hands and felt so warm that he wondered if it had been in a fire just moments earlier. He held the sword uncertainly in his hands. It was a huge thing, but its weight was much lighter than he’d expected. Another knight spotted the plight of Whelan’s unarmed opponent and tossed him a sword and the man pressed the attack again.
I am Soultrup, the sword whispered in Whelan’s ear. Now fight! 
Suddenly, every muscle in Whelan’s body stood at the ready. He danced to one side, parrying the man’s blow and delivering his own attack that drove the man backwards. He knocked the man’s sword from his hands and cut into his shoulder along the leather armor. A horse trampled in Whelan’s path, pushing him back and he didn’t know if he’d killed the man or not.
He stood a few feet from his father, in a shrinking knot of men. Father eyed him with approval. “Where are those fool brothers of yours?” He parried a blow. Sweat poured down his face and rose steaming into the frigid air.
Whelan shook his head, unwilling and unable to answer that question. Did they still wait in the tent for the battle to resolve itself?
Suddenly father staggered forward, eyes blinking with surprise. Two unhorsed knights stood behind him, swords dripping with blood. The king fell to the ground, one hand landing in the campfire. He rolled away from the flames and onto his back where he lifted his sword to defend himself. Other knights poured into the circle, pushing aside the last of the king’s guard. Whelan rushed to help his father but was swept out of the way.
The first knight knocked away the king’s sword. The second lifted his blade over his head and swung it at Richard’s head. The blow was so hard that it cut through muscle, bone, and sinew, separating the king’s head from his body. The body twitched and the eyes blinked twice, as if surprised by this strange turn of events. A trumpet sounded to Whelan’s right and the fighting stopped immediately. Men on both sides threw down their weapons.
Whelan stood panting and blinking his eyes, unable to tear his gaze away from his father’s dead body. A numb feeling spread from his gut. A handful of tents burned like funeral pyres not twenty feet away and nobody moved to quench their flames.
Chantmer the Tall strode through the crowd, his face barely visible from his dark hood. “Throw down your sword, my prince. There is no sense fighting any longer.”
Whelan threw down his sword. “You are a traitor.”
“No,” Daniel said behind him. Several men stood at his side, a mixture of king’s guard and Knights Temperate. He stood taller than Whelan remembered and the look on his face was much older than his twenty years. “Father was the traitor. He took vows of peace, and promised to follow the crooked path.”
Whelan staggered back. “You!”
Daniel said, “The Brotherhood and the Order held a council. This was not my choice. But neither did I try to stop it. Now, brother, in the morning we return to the Citadel to mend the damage caused by Father and his minister.”
Three men dragged this “minister” into the light. Nathaliey Liltige and Narud followed behind, chanting spells that kept the wizard bound.
“Bring him here,” Chantmer commanded.
“What is the meaning of this?” Cragyn demanded, face paling even as he surveyed the wizards arrayed against him. “The Order will hear about this. I will call a full assembly and you will—”
“We are the Order,” Chantmer the Tall snapped. “And we have learned all about your dark arts and the poisonous advice you gave the king.”
He reached out his hands and seized Cragyn’s robe. He tore free the amulet around his neck, throwing it to the ground, then ripped open the robe from Cragyn’s neck to his breast. Cragyn fell to the ground with a cry.
“Cragyn, I hereby rename you Cragyn the Fallen. By the Thorne and the Wounded Hand, we rebuke you and cast you from the Order. You are hereby banished from Eriscoba! Be gone!”
It was a powerful spell and stripped Cragyn of much of his power. His face drained of color, then he rose to his feet and pulled away from the hands that held him.
“This is not the end,” Cragyn promised, looking over his shoulder as he strode from the light of the fire. “No, you fools, it is only the beginning.”
#
“The Eorl doesn’t want war,” Chantmer the Tall had advised Daniel as the young king and his brother Whelan hunted in the hilly fields just west of Arvada. “He only wants the respect of the king, and the assurance that his lands remain free.”
Daniel swung a lure around his head to attract his falcon, which had missed its quarry and now sat perched in a tree, confused. “So what do you suggest? Should I bring him to Arvada and make him my adviser?”
Whelan shook his head. “Thirty heads rotted on poles outside Brach castle when Father’s army approached the gates. It’s rumored that as a child, the eorl pushed his sister into the swamp and drowned her. The man doesn’t belong anywhere near the Citadel. Any more than Father did,” he added.
The wizard followed the two young men as they searched along the hedge for the missing rabbit. “I don’t mean to bring the eorl himself, just his daughter.”
“A hostage, you mean?” Daniel asked. “I don’t like it.”
Whelan laughed. Daniel could be so obtuse sometimes. Chantmer’s beard twitched and Whelan saw that the old wizard was trying hard not to smile. “Not a hostage,” the wizard said. “Unless you mean to keep your wife in the dungeon.”
Daniel frowned. “My wife? You want me to marry her?”
Chantmer said, “It would turn the eorl from an enemy into an ally. He would like nothing more than to see his grandson rule the Citadel some day. Indeed, I must confess that this idea only occurred to me because the eorl himself hinted broadly of such an alliance at your father’s burial.”
“It sounds like foolishness to me,” Whelan said. “You should have nothing to do with the eorl or his daughter. Let him stay free if he wishes. He is no concern of ours.”
But Daniel nodded slowly. “If we leave him be, he will cause trouble on the Marches for years. I haven’t yet earned enough trust from the other Free Kingdoms that they will join me to force a peace. Yes, if it will bring peace, a marriage alliance.”
“Markal was right,” Chantmer said, a grudging admiration in his voice. The two wizards didn’t care for each other. “You are already wiser than your father. Now, the only question is, which daughter?”
“Tell me what you know of the girls,” Daniel said.
Disgusted, Whelan forged ahead along the hedge, leaving the wizard and Daniel to hammer out the details of the marriage alliance to the Brachs. A flash of brown fur burst from the hedge ahead of him, racing down the hill. Everything forgotten for the moment, Whelan pulled the hood from his falcon and threw it into the air. The bird spotted the fleeing rabbit immediately and set off in pursuit. The rabbit screamed as the falcon sank its claws into the creature’s back.
Whelan whistled and waved his lure to recall the bird. It stayed on the rabbit for a moment, looked uncertainly at the dead animal, then lifted in the air and returned to Whelan’s fist. He fed it a scrap of dried meat, hooded the falcon and went to retrieve the rabbit.
Thank the Brothers that Whelan wasn’t the king. He would never marry for political reasons. He imagined the eorl’s daughter. A shrewd, foul-tempered woman, her temperament exactly like her father’s. And ugly, like the eorl’s son Lanchman, with perpetually bloodshot eyes and a nose the shape and color of a fat radish. 
He picked the rabbit up by his legs and waved it to Daniel. His brother left Chantmer’s side, striding ahead to see. Chantmer remained on the hillside, hands clasped together and covered by his sleeves. Scheming, no doubt.
Whelan shook his head. Wizards. 
#
Whelan had been wrong about Serena na Brach. So very wrong.
She arrived at the Citadel during the fall harvest, a few weeks after Chantmer first suggested the idea. She came with a handful of armed men, two serving girls, and strangely, Whelan thought, a harp. The weather still held and so Daniel kept court in the yard between Sanctuary Tower and the Golden Tower. As the setting sun cast the Golden Tower in a reddish gold hue, Serena played the harp with deft fingers and sang.
Her voice was as clear as the icicles that already hung from the trees in her northern home. Her face was as achingly beautiful as her voice, Whelan thought, both delicate and full of life at the same time. But neither of these things made him love her. He’d seen beautiful singers before. No, it was the vulnerable look in her eyes, the aching in her voice, and finally, the loneliness. 
Yes, loneliness. Whelan was sure of it. This girl, who couldn’t be more than sixteen years old, was completely alone in the world with no friend or confidant. He envied his brother for the first time.
She would make a perfect match for Daniel. Whelan’s kind and gentle brother would treat her so differently from what the girl knew of King Richard and would no doubt expect of his son. But when Whelan looked to his brother, he was shifting uncomfortably in his seat. A look of dismay passed through the young man’s eyes, as if he understood at last that he would be married to a woman he didn’t know. His brother felt nothing for this girl, Whelan noted with surprise.
Serena finished. The last note hung on the air, replaced only by the shrill cries from hundreds of birds lifting from nests on the towers to hunt insects at twilight. And then Whelan began a great shout and applause that rippled through the gathered lords, knights, and wizards.
When the applause died and Serena began anew, a soft voice said over Whelan’s shoulder, “A good match, don’t you think, young prince?” Whelan turned, startled, to see Markal Talebearer watching him with a shrewd look on his face.
“She has a beautiful voice,” Whelan said with a shrug, unwilling to commit his opinions further. He knew little of the man, but guessed there was a reason some called him the Meddler. Still, he admired the man for no other reason than his well-known disagreements with Chantmer the Tall, a man Whelan found impossible to trust.
“It must be difficult as the younger brother of the king, to watch him grow into his power, instead of the boy and brother you remember.”
“I don’t envy Daniel. The burdens of a king are too great for my shoulders.”
“Yes, I imagine you might think so. For now. But there are those who will whisper treason in the ear of a bored prince.”
Whelan frowned, wondering whether Markal hoped to trick him into some sort of confession of crimes. “And if they do, I will kill them like the dogs they are.”
Markal said, “Brave words for a young man with little training in the sword.”
“I’ve been trained,” Whelan said hotly. Indeed, he could beat his brothers soundly, and did well when sparring with the king’s guard. He tried to turn his attention back to the girl’s singing and masterful work with the harp.
“Training by the king’s guard has value, yes,” Markal agreed, stroking his beard as if a thought had just occurred to him, and not been calculated days in advance, as Whelan suspected. “But not all training is physical.”
“What do you suggest? The Brotherhood?”
“Your grandfather was captain of the Knight’s Temperate,” Markal said. “A great man. Your mother would be proud to see you follow in her father’s footprints.”
Ah, so that was it. The Order of the Wounded Hand worried about Daniel’s brothers and hoped to turn them away from the king’s side where they might work mischief. For Whelan and Roderick, the Brotherhood, perhaps the Order for Ethan. His younger brother had always had a certain bookish way about him and might prove adept with the magical arts.
The idea held no small appeal to Whelan and he wasn’t so proud to argue with the wizard for pointing him in one direction or another. Indeed, the strongest of the voices that whispered to him from Soultrup urged much the same thing. “Thank you, Talebearer. I will consider your advice.”
The wizard nodded and turned his attention back to the music.
King Daniel married Serena na Brach two days later. The following morning Daniel rode south with Roderick, Chantmer the Tall, and several knights to resolve a dispute between the tiny kingdom of Estmor and Rathlek, a powerful neighbor on its southern border.
The young queen remained behind.
The only claim to honor Whelan had over the following weeks is that he never intended to seduce the king’s wife.
#
“Whelan, may I speak with you for a moment?” Serena asked.
He’d spotted her approaching across the courtyard, but he’d known she would come. How did he know? Someone whispered to him as he polished Soultrup next to the well.
She is afraid and lonely, the voice told him. She hopes to make you her friend. 
The voice was the second of the two voices that struggled for control over the souls trapped in his sword, the voice Whelan trusted the least. He didn’t trust it partly for the chancy nature of its advice, but also because of how often it lost its temper with the second, more reasonable voice. The second voice claimed to be Memnet the Great, a wizard from the Tothian Wars. He didn’t know if this was true, but had no reason to doubt.
Why do you think that? Whelan thought as he watched Serena approach, leading a horse.
She walked across the courtyard, avoiding the two knights sparring in the shade cast by the Golden Tower. Glittering topaz beads braided her hair, and the mane of her horse alike, belying the simplicity of the rest of her clothes, a white tunic with simple brown pants and riding gloves. At the last minute, she glanced over to the well as if spotting Whelan for the first time and veered in his direction.
She is only lonely, Memnet said. All of that will change when Daniel returns. 
Nonsense, the first voice said. Your brother hates the girl. She will always be neglected. If someone doesn’t save her from her loneliness, she is doomed to misery. 
It wouldn’t hurt to be her friend, Whelan said, expecting a rebuttal from Memnet, but he said nothing. And so it began. By the time the king returned three months later, the damage had been done.
#
Ah, memories. How they haunted him!
It was dusk when Whelan rode his horse into Eriscoba for the first time since King Daniel had banished him. Nearly sixteen hours had passed since he’d awakened from his sleep, but his dreams of the night before still troubled him. They were too real to be merely dreams, but fixed in his memory like the disturbing visions he’d seen in the Desolation.
Cruel fate had led Whelan to discover Serena’s body broken from the rocks, rather than Daniel, who rode wildly along the beach, calling out her name, or better still, one of the dozens of men who scoured the beaches for ten miles, looking for the queen’s body among the detritus left by the storm. Would the cursed memory never leave his dreams?
He’d passed Cragyn’s vanguard during the night, and just an hour earlier, a griffin rider had spotted him and brought him news that Daria had returned to the aerie and Darik was with Markal, thus removing a major worry from his mind.
The Teeth had proved harder for Cragyn to break than Montcrag. Lord Garydon had held the castle against the might of the dark wizard’s army for three days. Wizard fire had blackened the castle and torn a breach in one of the outer walls, but still the castle held. If it could withstand a few more days of fighting, the Free Kingdoms might yet send aid.
He passed nobody on the Tothian Way as he rode into Estmor. It was a small kingdom, and the swamp lands that marked the Way’s entry into Eriscoba were less populated than others, and, some said, haunted with ungathered souls.
Estmor had once been drier and forested and small shrines to the Forest Brother dotted the land, their ruins strangled by climbing vines or half submerged in water. The Forest Brother was long-dead, as was the strength of this land.
Night came and still Whelan rode. He stopped for a few hours to let his exhausted mount rest, but Whelan couldn’t sleep, so he walked through the darkness, listening to the bellow of frogs.
Lights bobbed up and down in the distance; at first Whelan thought them wights. As he approached, however, he saw lamps floating on a small lake. About two dozen men sat on boats in the darkness, lamps held on poles over the water.
Each man had a cormorant in his boat, with a metal ring about its neck. When a fish came to investigate the lamp light, the bird would dive into the water and grab the fish, returning a moment later with its catch, which it couldn’t swallow with a metal ring about its neck. The man would throw the fish into a bucket, feeding the cormorant scraps as reward, then return to his lamp.
They’d leave their fishing soon enough, Whelan guessed as he stood in the shadows and watched. Not even the deep moors would be safe from Cragyn’s army.
He returned to his horse and roused the poor beast, ready to ride again. He’d hoped to reach the western edge of Estmor by daybreak, but ten foot water reeds still choked the edges of the Way and the thick smell of water and rotting vegetation still filled the air. At last the road began to climb out of the lowlands and the fog cleared. He crested a hill.
Whelan’s first full view of the Free Kingdoms took his breath away. The bloom of summer swathed the land in green while the sky stretched blue and clear as far as he could see to the west. Farmhouses sprinkled the land, separated by stone fences, while sheep grazed on hillsides. He’d reached Meadow Down.
Several men rode hard from the west on war horses. They rode three abreast on the road with sharp, glittering armor and a white, unadorned banner. Each man had a shield painted with an outstretched hand that dripped blood.
Knights Temperate. Whelan rode to meet them, heart pounding. He didn’t recognize any of the men. They were young knights, some only a year or two older than Whelan had been when he joined the Brotherhood.
“You there!” the lead man shouted.
Whelan pulled his horse to a stop. Its tongue rolled from its mouth and it drooped its head. He rubbed its neck in gratitude. He had ridden the poor beast hard and it had borne up admirably.
“Yes, good knight?” Whelan asked.
“Who are you and what business have you in Eriscoba?”
Whelan lifted his hand, palm facing outward. “I am a brother and knight. I ride with news of the enemy’s forces in the mountains. Will you come with me?”
The man rode forward and took Whelan’s outstretched hand. “Welcome back, friend. I am Hob. These are my men.”
Whelan recognized the man now. Hob was a friend of Ethan’s, and had ridden with Whelan’s brother against brigands troubling the Old Road. It was no wonder Hob didn’t recognize him. The Balsalomian sun had darkened his skin and he had shaved his beard when the Brotherhood banished him from the Citadel.
“The Way isn’t safe to ride, Hob, not with the dark wizard marching. Where are you riding?” Whelan asked him.
“We ride to Estmor, but perhaps your news is more important. Come with us to Sleptstock where we can get you a fresh mount. What is your name, friend.”
Whelan hesitated.
Kill them, Malik’s voice whispered. You can take them all. They are young and foolish and have no idea of your strength or of your sword. You can kill their captain before he even draws his sword. 
No, Memnet said, pushing Malik’s voice back where it belonged. You are not their enemy, Whelan. Prove your worth to them and they will follow you again. 
Hah! The wizard’s advice made Whelan want to laugh. Prove his worth to them? What nonsense was that? And if he fought as Malik urged, what hope did he have against these men, heavily armored and riding fresh mounts? No, he would not follow the pasha’s advice either. Indeed, he made it a point to never follow the pasha’s advice.
“My name is Whelan. I’ve come to beg my brother’s forgiveness and pledge my sword in his defense.”
Hob let out a hiss of air. Two of the men shouted and drew their swords, while the others looked to each other in amazement. Whelan made no move to defend himself, although his hand itched to reach for Soultrup. He felt the whispers of souls waking in the depths of the sword.
“It is you,” Hob said at last. He shook his head. “But you swore never to return.”
“I have sworn also to defend the Citadel. And I am your captain. I plan to lead you into battle.”
“We have a new captain now,” one man growled. He drew his sword to join the other two. Hob and the others put their hands on the hilts of their swords, ready to draw them as well should Whelan move. But he had no intention of fighting.
“Where is this captain? I would expect Roderick to have an army to crush the enemy when he puts his first foot in Eriscoba. Indeed, to drive the dark wizard back to Veyre and protect the freedom of our allies in Balsalom.”
“Your brother rides in the north,” Hob said curtly.
“Yes, and the Knights Temperate fight amongst each other. Or so I’ve been told.”
Hob stayed quiet, then nodded slowly, removing his hand from the sword hilt. “It is true that the Brotherhood has been in turmoil since you left, but if you ride to the Citadel, things will turn ugly in a hurry. It would be best if you returned to the khalifates.”
“Then nothing will change,” Whelan protested. “And the Knights Temperate must come together to defeat the dark wizard. No, I will ride to the Citadel and beg the king to forgive me.”
“Then I have no choice but to take you to Arvada as a prisoner.”
“As you wish,” Whelan said. “But before I surrender, I must have your word that you won’t kill me until I have a chance to speak with the king and ask his pardon.”
“You have my pledge,” Hob said. Whelan made to hand over his sword, but Hob held out a hand and shook his head.
“In that case,” Whelan said. “Let’s ride.”
“First tell me, have you seen any lights in Estmor, captain?”
“Lights?” Whelan asked.
Hob explained as he turned his horse around, “Yesterday a man rode into Sleptstock and said the swamps of Estmor were alive with wights. He saw hundreds of lights. We rode to investigate.”
Whelan considered. “The wizards will know what to do about ghost lights. Our worry is gathering the Knights Temperate. And that means a pardon from the king.”
“And Roderick?” Hob asked. “Will you ask his pardon? He is the captain of the Knights Temperate until you unseat him.”
“He will obey the king.”
“No,” Hob said. “He will fight.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Four
Darik heard a loud commotion as someone passed through Eastgate and into the Citadel. He looked out the window of his rooms, located in the barracks usually occupied by Knights Temperate but currently empty. Whelan rode into the courtyard between the two towers, surrounded by Knights Temperate. There were only eight other men, but they made a fearsome sight, heavily armored and banging sword hilts against their shields. Their horses snorted and stomped and one man pulled out a trumpet and sounded several short, sharp blasts.
Darik hurried from his room to the courtyard, anxious to see Whelan and wondering what the commotion was about. He met Markal on his way down, just emerging from the library. The wizard rubbed his beard thoughtfully and lagged behind Darik as he rushed outside.
The noise gathered others to the courtyard, many from Sanctuary Tower. Men, women, young knights in training, the old and the crippled. Lay brothers, Markal called them. Those who belonged to the Brotherhood but were not Knights Temperate, the lay brothers name was somewhat misleading as a large part of their duties included caring for the spiritual life of the followers of the crooked path and the teaching of the Martyr’s words. Together with these came a number of the king’s guard, regular soldiers of Arvada who manned the gates and walls, and any others in the Citadel at the time.
There were perhaps a hundred and fifty or two hundred in all. Markal appeared and stood next to Chantmer the Tall who watched the knights with distaste written clearly on his face.
The knights rode twice around the courtyard, still making noise, until at last they came to a stop directly between the two towers. They formed a circle around Whelan that looked both protective and constraining at the same time.
Scree soared from Markal’s room above the close, and landed on Whelan’s gloved wrist with a happy squawk. Whelan stroked her feathers but his attentions were on the knight who picked his way from the circle to stand in front of Chantmer.
The man shouted in a voice loud enough for all to hear, “My name is Hob! Lord Roderick appointed me his marshal in the east. I have brought a prisoner. Summon the king.”
“Why should we do that?” Chantmer asked in a sharp voice. “He is ill.”
“We demand that Whelan be judged at once. Here, in this courtyard in front of witnesses.” Others shouted their agreement.
Chantmer said, “He cannot rise from bed. We’ll bring Whelan to his side. Later, after he sleeps.”
Hob’s face turned grim. “Summon the king. If he cannot rise, we will carry his bed to the courtyard. My men will hear whatever passes between them with no others to interpret his words.”
“No,” Chantmer said. “We will relate your message to the king. Until then, Whelan shall—”
“No, wizard,” Hob interrupted. “I tell you, we won’t be delayed. The Order and the Brotherhood share a common mission and this Citadel, but there will be trouble between us if you stand in our way.”
“Yes,” Whelan urged. “This must be settled at once.”
“At once!” Hob agreed.
“Summon the king!” someone else shouted from the crowd.
“The king!”
“Yes,” Darik urged Markal quietly while Chantmer glared at him. “We can carry him down. A few minutes in the sun and open air won’t hurt him, and might even do him some good.”
Markal nodded. “Very well. We will bring the king.”
Chantmer started to say something, but when he glanced around at the jostling, anxious crowd, his mouth closed without speaking.
It took almost fifteen minutes to rouse the king and bring him down to the courtyard on a bed carried between half a dozen men of his guard. Sweat poured down his face and his hands shook, but he looked alert. He blinked at the sun and shaded his eyes for a moment before his eyes adjusted. Daniel’s mouth tightened into a thin line when he saw Whelan.
Whelan jumped from his horse and dropped to his knee, Soultrup held out in front of him. He didn’t look at Daniel but kept his eyes on the flagstones.
“Let me down,” Daniel said in a weak voice. Nobody moved to stop him, but put him to the ground. He rose onto his feet. He wore a simple white tunic, bound with a blue sash. Stubble stood out on his gaunt cheeks and on his chin. A few gasps sounded from the crowd, those who hadn’t understood how deeply the sickness had sunk its claws into their king.
He walked over to Whelan, so very slowly, then bent and took Soultrup by the hilt. Darik never thought he’d be able to lift the sword, but it rose unsteadily into his hands. Darik started forward, sure that the king meant to strike down his brother. Markal put a hand on his sleeve and restrained him.
“Why have you returned from exile? Did someone tell you that I summoned you?”
Whelan looked up. “No, Daniel. But I heard of fighting amongst the Brotherhood and I returned to lead them against the dark wizard. He marches against Eriscoba and will come all the way to Arvada if we don’t stop him.”
“We will fight the dark wizard, but it will be without you. You are my brother, so I won’t kill you for defying my wishes.” He looked at Hob. “These are troubling times, so I will forgive any lapse in judgment by the Knights Temperate. Whelan, you will turn around and ride from Arvada. I give you two days to leave Eriscoba. This is my edict.”
“I will not leave,” Whelan said.
The courtyard sat dreadfully quiet.
“Then the knights and the king’s guard will hunt you down and kill you.”
“No,” Darik said, surprised by his own voice. “No, my king. This is not the way.”
“Quiet, boy!” Chantmer shouted. Angry shouts sounded from the crowd that he would be so bold.
“I won’t be quiet!”
The wizard raised his right hand, fingers dancing, but Markal muttered something and Chantmer dropped his hand and blinked, startled. Several men from the king’s guard left the king’s side and strode toward him.
Hob moved his horse to intercept the king’s guard and lifted his hand to stop them. They obeyed for now. Hob turned back to Darik. “Who are you, boy?”
“My name is Darik Nendra of Balsalom,” he said, his family name sounding unfamiliar on his tongue. “I am Whelan’s friend.” He felt strangely calm. “He rescued me from slavery, saved me from the Desolation, and returned to help my queen fight against the dark wizard. He is a good man.”
“Darik,” Daniel said. He fixed Darik with a patient, but tired gaze. “Surely you are aware of my brother’s crimes.”
Darik nodded. “He told me, yes. I saw him break down and weep in the Desolation when he saw a vision of Queen Serena dying.”
This was perhaps not the best thing to say. Daniel’s eyes turned hard. “And you think this is repentance? Still weeping over my dead wife as if he had any right—any right!—to claim grief.”
“I know something of betrayal,” Darik said. “I know how you must feel.”
Chantmer found his tongue at last, “My king. You’re arguing with a child. Let me silence him.”
“No, Chantmer,” King Daniel said, not even affording the man a glance. “I wish to hear what the boy has to say. I owe him a debt for staying by my side last night when the terrors came upon me.”
It shocked Darik to hear him speak of his frailties so openly. In the khalifates such an admission by a khalif would be tantamount to admitting that he was unfit to rule. But Daniel’s humility also impressed him. In many ways he reminded Darik of Whelan. Including the stubbornness.
“My father betrayed my family,” Darik said. He looked at Markal, remembering when Markal and Whelan had purchased him on the slave blocks. “When my mother died, he fell into grief much as you did. He neglected his business, until the moneylenders took everything, and sold my sister and me into slavery on the blocks of the Grand Bazaar.” He hesitated, afraid of his own words. “It is said in Balsalom that when Queen Serena died, King Daniel also neglected his affairs, and turned against his own daughter. There is no mention of the king’s brother or his part.”
This time there were no angry shouts. Daniel nodded slowly. “And why did you come to Eriscoba? To flee slavery?”
“Sanctuary. To face the Ordeals, purge myself of slavery, then join the Knights Temperate and regain the family honor.”
“And then what?”
Darik said, “I will return to Balsalom for my sister. Then I go to Veyre to win my father’s freedom and give him my forgiveness. It will heal us both. It will heal you too, my king.”
Darik stopped and held his breath. The entire courtyard held its collective breath. King Daniel looked back and forth from Whelan to Darik, then to Chantmer and Markal, and finally to Hob and the gathered knights and Brotherhood before settling back on Whelan again.
He put a hand out and lifted Whelan to his feet. Daniel said nothing, but gripped Whelan in an embrace. Whelan hugged back so fiercely that Darik feared he would break the sick king in two. Tears streamed down both of their faces.
The crowd cheered. Markal slapped Darik on the shoulder. Even Chantmer didn’t look displeased, and that was a rarity for the sour old wizard, Darik thought.
#
Darik, Markal, and Whelan met in the close after the excitement died down and the crowd dispersed. Whelan didn’t look exhausted, as Darik had expected, but invigorated to be back in Eriscoba and gathering the Knights Temperate to battle.
Whelan turned to Markal. “Have you seen Ninny?” 
Markal said, “She’s not here yet but I wouldn’t worry. They had seventy miles to go on foot before Hoffan could outfit them with horses, and another day’s ride from there.”
Whelan rested his free hand on Darik’s shoulder. “Thank you. I must say, I was surprised to hear you speak.”
Darik shrugged, embarrassed.
“Tell me what happened at the battle. I was worried.”
Darik gave him a brief summary of how Daria and he were captured in the Cloud Kingdoms, and how Markal had appeared to save them. “And Balsalom?” Darik asked when he finished.
Whelan nodded. “We captured the palace and Mol Khah, but lost Cragyn’s Hammer. Flockheart and I flew south when we reached the mountains, crossing over the Tothian Way. The good news is that the dark wizard is several days out from the valley, still securing the passes. But he’s assembling an army that will put the Free Kingdoms to slaughter if we don’t bring everything we’ve got.”
“Look here,” Markal said. “My head feels like it’s just been used as the slam bag in a jogu ball match. All this wrestling with Chantmer. We can talk over a hot pot of tea.”
Darik had enough of enclosed spaces after the suffocating air in King Daniel’s bed chamber so he convinced the others to drink their tea in the clear air of the close.
“But speak in a quiet voice, “ Markal warned. “I don’t know who can and can’t be trusted.”
Whelan told them about the battle for Balsalom and about the choice the khalifa faced and how she had refused his suggestion that she marry Ethan.
“That’s no choice,” Darik protested. “She has to root it out. Poison it, tear it out, I don’t care. She can’t have the dark wizard’s child. It will be a monster.”
Whelan nodded. “Saldibar agrees with you. As do I, truth be told. But the Martyr said that a child isn’t beholden to the sins of its father. Whether the child will be a monster or not is its own choosing.” He sighed. “The power it will give the dark wizard over Balsalom is another issue.” He shook his head. “Perhaps it is because of her hatred for the dark wizard that Kallia wants to let his child grow. She is determined to defy him.”
Darik and Markal shared their own information, although the wizard’s details were sketchy.
“So who is this owl man that both of you saw?” Whelan asked.
Markal said, “I thought maybe an old wizard at first, but now I’m not so sure. It might be the Mountain Brother.”
“Really?” Darik exclaimed. “I thought the brothers went into hiding when Toth killed the Forest Brother.”
“That’s true enough,” Markal said. “But the Wylde is growing again. It has grown to the edge of the Tothian Way in the west. When the Wylde breaks Toth’s magic and rejoins across the road, legend has it the Forest Brother will be reborn.” He hesitated. “As for the Mountain Brother, when he was seen at all it was as a bird or an old man so it could be him. It comforts me, in any event, that he may be on our side.”
“Does Mithyl end at the far edge of the Wylde?” Darik asked, intrigued by the Wylde. He’d heard stories about the Mountain Brother, since Balsalom was near the mountains, but knew little about the Forest Brother.
Markal got a faraway look in his eyes. “I’ve been to the western edge of the world. Well, to the edge of Mithyl anyway; Memnet the Great believed there were other lands beyond the western sea. Some great island perched on the edge of a cliff, where the two Ocean Brothers pour their waters into the stars.” He shrugged. “Maybe.”
These fanciful ideas of an ancient wizard didn’t interest Darik, but the first statement, casually dropped, certainly did. “You’ve been past the Wylde?”
“Of course. It was much diminished during the Tothian Wars, and not impassable as it is now. There were cities and kingdoms in the far west, destroyed by Toth.” He shrugged. “I saw the far west about a hundred years ago from the top of a cloud castle. The cities still lay in ruins then. Since then, maybe they’ve rebuilt as the khalifates and Eriscoba have, or maybe they remain desolate. There is no way to cross the Wylde and see.”
“Not even on the Tothian Way?” Darik asked. He glanced up at the sky, which remained clear but for the cloud castles and the sun pleasantly warm on his skin. “Or has the forest uprooted the road?”
Whelan scratched the stubble on his chin, “No, the Way is still there. But deep in the Wylde, the trees hang their branches over the road and block the sky. Branches grab men from their horses and throttle them. I’ve considered making the attempt, but dismissed it as too risky.”
“A wise choice,” Markal said, nodding his head. “I too, have wanted to cross the Wylde. I made a deal with the forest about seventy years ago to pass through unharmed, but different parts of the Wylde don’t always agree. I fell asleep leaning against an oak tree and woke three months later with moss growing from my nostrils and ears. My back and shoulders were halfway buried in bark. You have no idea what a stiff back is until you’ve had a tree growing from your shoulder blades for three months.”
Darik shook his head. Wizards. 
Markal continued, “The problem is, the Wylde has a long memory. And its memory of men is not pleasant. I suspect the trip would be doubly treacherous now.”
The wizard rose to his feet and drank the last of his tea. “I have business to attend to. I trust the two of you can find something to keep you occupied.” He turned and walked from the close.
Whelan went to the armory and returned with a sword that he gave to Darik. It had a well-balanced blade of hardened steel, longer but lighter than Hoffan’s short sword.
Whelan said, “It’s yours. Soultrup will be glad to see me rid of the thing. Magical swords get jealous.”
“Thank you!” Darik weighed the blade in his hand. He no longer felt like he would chop off his own leg, but he also knew that two sparring sessions did not an expert swordsman make. “Where did it come from?”
“The captain of the Brotherhood presented it to me when I became a Knight Temperate. After Sanctuary. I had put away Soultrup for some time, afraid of its powers, and carried this sword for over a year. It served me well.” He added hastily, “After everything you’ve been through, I figured you deserve it. The steel came from Southron, a small kingdom about a hundred and fifty miles from here, next to the southern seas. With money from Daniel, they have developed a new method for purifying steel and use it to make layered blades. This was one of the first. They use hard steel on the outside which cuts better. But hard steel is brittle, so the core is a softer metal.” 
“My father used to trade for Southron steel,” Darik said, eyeing the blade with greater appreciation. “Kallia’s pashas paid dearly for his shipments.”
They retrieved shields and practice swords from the armory, rounded wooden blades without a lethal edge, but heavy enough to bruise or break bones. Whelan led him through a rigorous workout, frequently stopping with pointers. The man was so strong and light on his feet that Darik’s blows frequently met nothing but air and he had to parry furiously to avoid even Whelan’s weakest attacks. He imagined what it would mean to face Whelan when he held Soultrup in his hands and not a practice sword.
“Are you captain again?” Darik asked a few minutes later.
“I don’t know. Soon, I hope. Nothing against my brother Roderick, but something must be done to gather the Brotherhood. I only hope that he doesn’t resist me.” He blocked a thrust from Darik’s sword, then stopped the boy to show him how to bring more force to his blows. “Why do you ask?”
Darik paused to catch his breath. Whelan was barely breathing hard. “I don’t understand, I guess. If the king pardoned you, why would the Brotherhood still refuse to accept your return?”
“I’m not the captain in the way you’re thinking. I can’t order a man beaten for disobeying me, for example, or force the Knights Temperate to war. Only lead them, not compel. Mainly, a captain is respected and listened to, but not much else. I believe in teaching men and women to lead themselves, and then getting the hell out of the way. Much as the Martyr taught.”
Darik said, “Is that what the Citadel is about? Everybody doing their own thing? Is that why the Brotherhood sponsors Sanctuary?”
Whelan nodded vigorously, swinging his practice sword at Darik’s head. But Darik remembered a similar blow at Flockheart’s aerie and blocked the attack.
Whelan said, “Yes, that’s right. Only you can sell yourself into slavery, either body or soul, and you can redeem yourself. That’s what the Citadel means, and that’s why the dark wizard must be stopped. He thinks everyone should answer to him and him alone. The Dark Citadel is a center of power that will bring heaven and earth and everything in Mithyl under its sway.”
They sparred for another hour, then returned to their rooms. Darik brought a basin of water from the well and washed himself, then took a spell watching the king while Markal studied in the libraries and Whelan gave Scree some exercise outside the city gates.
Hoffan and his men straggled in at dusk. Beaten and worn from their defeat at Montcrag and their trek through the mountains, they collapsed when they climbed from their mounts, horses purchased with bandit’s gold when they reached Eriscoba. Hoffan himself looked a full stone lighter than when Darik saw him last, as did Whelan’s brother Ethan. Only Sofiana looked the same, wiry and tough as a boy. After embracing his daughter, Whelan said as much.
“Of course she looks well-rested,” Hoffan gruffed. “I carried her over the Dragon’s Spine on my shoulders.”
“That’s not true,” Sofiana protested. She killed Darik’s grin with a glare. “I sprained my ankle, but he only carried me for a few hours.”
Hoffan ruffled her hair. “You’ve got your father’s surly temperament, don’t you, girl?”
Whelan put her down, visibly relieved to see his daughter safe. “I met a griffin rider in the mountains and he said he hadn’t seen you. I was worried.”
“With all the dragon wasps buzzing around?” Hoffan asked. “If I poked my head out, they’d have bitten it off. No, we traveled at night.”
“I’d hoped as much,” Whelan said. “Ninny, go with Uncle Ethan. It’s best if we aren’t seen together too much right now. There are plenty of people who think I dragged you off to Balsalom against your will.”
“Hah!” the girl said, looking angry. “I went by myself.”
“Still, it’s best if we don’t remind people that I took away the king’s only daughter, no matter the circumstances.”
She looked at Darik and frowned, as if jealous of the time he’d spent with Whelan, then said, “I want to go see my father—Uncle Daniel, that is.”
Darik said, “He’s really sick. I wouldn’t trust what he says if he gets angry.”
Sofiana snorted. “I know that. Don’t you think I know he’s sick?”
Ethan put a hand on her shoulder to calm her, but Whelan only grinned at her spirit. Ethan said, “Come on, Ninny.”
Hoffan’s men found quarters in the rooms of the Brotherhood. Whelan and Ethan readied themselves to leave in the morning to gather the Knights Temperate and the rest of the Brotherhood to battle, although the two men warned it would take several days to assemble a fighting force, scattered as they were by Chantmer’s quest. 
Darik and Markal went to the library while Sofiana went with Ethan to see the king. Markal showed him differences between the various scripts of the old tongue.
“Darik,” Whelan said, coming into the library some time later. “Do you want to ride with me in the morning?”
Excited by the offer, Darik looked at Markal, searching for a hint of displeasure in the man’s eyes. But if the wizard felt it, the emotion didn’t show. “Go with Whelan,” Markal urged. “Plenty of time for the books when you get back, should we survive the battle.”
Relieved, Darik turned back to Whelan. He’d spent the last few hours poking through dusty tomes and glimpsing how hundreds of years of history connected. What amazed him more than anything were the wizards like Markal, who straddled history, and watched generations rise and fall before their eyes. But the knowledge and power in the room also scared Darik; he remembered the Tome of Prophesy.
“Yes, I’d like that,” Darik told Whelan. “When do we leave?”
“Very early. You’ll need more sleep than you got last night.”
But Darik couldn’t sleep that night either. Because neither did King Daniel.
Midnight found Markal and Whelan wrestling with the screaming king while Darik dabbed his face with a damp cloth. Whelan broke down at one point, weeping to see his brother reduced so low. This was too much for Darik; he hurried back to the rooms, where he threw open the window and gulped the fresh night air. The harrowing screams of the king penetrated even to his room.
His attention fell to the Tome of Prophesy. The steel book sat open on top of his bed; he supposed Markal had left it out, although this was odd, since Markal kept it hidden even from the other wizards of the Order.
Darik paused before he picked it up. Don’t touch it! a voice cried in his mind. He remembered how close he’d come to falling into the dark wizard’s power last time he tried to read it without Markal’s approval. And if he used it, he might draw the attentions of other seekers, such as Chantmer, or Kreth in the Cloud Kingdoms. But the urge was so compelling and felt right this time, somehow. He picked it up.
The book lay open to a blank page, but when he took it in his hands, a picture formed across the page, painted in bright colors. In the picture Daniel sat on his bed, hands clutching into the air, while two figures fought to restrain him. Darik blinked in amazement. The two figures were clearly Whelan and Markal.
The picture moved. The figures of Markal and Whelan struggled with the king, while he arched his back and screamed in conjunction with the actual screaming coming down the hallway. In the picture, a candle appeared on King Daniel’s bedside table, casting blue light. The blue light spread through the room and where it illuminated the air over the king’s bed, a figure appeared, a woman with a pale face and a flowing white dress. She floated in the air, lowering herself toward the king, passing through Markal and Whelan and onto Daniel. The woman wrapped her arms and legs around the king, drawing his breath into her mouth. He screamed and tried to free himself.
Darik watched in horror, unable to move or shut the book. At last, the blue candle in the picture blinked out, leaving only the three men, still struggling, the king screaming again. The meaning was clear.
Darik shut the book and ran for the king’s quarters. When he threw open the door, a smothering wave of sweat, urine, and vomit overpowered him. He fought a reflex to gag and pushed his way to the bed. No sign of the blue woman.
“Get a blue candle,” he told Markal. “Quick.”
“What?” the two men asked simultaneously, letting the king go.
Daniel thrashed free once more, foam flecking his lips. “Ah, Serena!”
“Hurry,” Darik said. “A blue candle. Markal, do you know where to get one? Then hurry, go.”
A light dawned in the wizard’s eyes. He rushed from the room, while Darik eyed the empty spot over the bed suspiciously. He saw nothing, but the air was cooler above the bed than to the side. Markal returned with the candle a moment later. He thrust the wick into the torch, catching it instantly on fire, then snuffed the torch.
And she appeared.
The blue woman floated over the bed, dressed in long robes. She lowered herself to the king, who shrank back in horror then struggled to get away.
“A wight!” Whelan exclaimed. He turned and ran. Darik watched him flee the room, alarmed that he’d abandoned them.
Markal hissed. “Tainara!”
She released her grip on the king and rose into the air. She smiled, sending a chill into Darik’s heart. He drew back in terror. Tainara. The wife of the high khalif, murdered in Veyre ten years ago. Her death had destroyed the high khalif, much as the death of King Daniel’s wife had destroyed him.
Tainara narrowed her eyes at Markal, “Leave us, old fool. Or you will join me in sheol, summoned forth at the whim of the dark wizard.”
Markal made a warding sign with his fingers, but he looked small next to this woman. Small and old. The wight drained the heat from the room. But still, sweat boiled from Darik’s skin.
“The Harvester take you,” Markal whispered.
Tainara reared her head and laughed. “I have long prayed for such a release, you fool. But it is not my lot. Neither will it be yours.” She soared at Markal, who shrank toward the wall, fumbling out a spell of some kind.
Whelan returned at last. Soultrup blazed in his hands. Tainara blanched and fell toward the window. But she was no mindless creature like those wights at Balsalom, and she quickly regained her courage. She cupped her hands and blew at Whelan. A frosty wind split the air, punching into Darik as it knocked Whelan to the ground. His sword clattered helplessly to one side. The woman drew a blue dagger from her robes and flew at Markal. His spell froze on his lips.
But she had forgotten about Darik. He scrambled for Soultrup. The sword hurled itself into Darik’s surprised hands. He staggered under its weight and struggled to bring it to bear. It hummed audibly, and vibrated in his hand. He felt very much alive and aware of every movement. It was as if time slowed down or he sped up. He threw himself at the wight.
Tainara noticed him immediately. She turned her attention and swung her dagger at Darik’s neck. He nearly fell trying to get out of the way, but Soultrup danced in his hand, parrying her blow. It swung at her head and she darted backwards, pulling her dagger up to defend herself. But at the last moment, Soultrup turned and bit into her shoulder. Eyes wide in stunned horror, Tainara turned to flee toward the window, but didn’t make it all the way around before Soultrup stabbed her back.
“No!” she screamed and then exploded.
The force threw Darik against the wall. Fire burst into the curtains and bedding, threatening to engulf the entire room. The chill vanished at once, replaced by a wave of heat. At last Markal got control of his magic; water showered from the ceilings and poured from the walls, struggling with the fire before the water won.
Whelan regained his feet and checked on the king. Whelan’s cheek was scraped where it had hit the flagstones. Satisfied that Daniel was unharmed, he turned back to Darik with a surprised look on his face.
“Apparently, Soultrup has chosen you now,” he said.
Darik opened his mouth to protest and immediately made to drop the sword to the ground. But before he could, it leapt from his hand and returned to Whelan’s fist.
”Or,” Markal remarked, “maybe not. At least not yet. Well done, Darik.”
Whelan raised his eyebrow. “It didn’t bind Tainara’s wight, I’m afraid. Soultrup doesn’t know where she is.”
The king groaned and they turned back to his side. His eyes cleared. “Is she gone?”
“She’s gone, my king,” Whelan said. “Go to sleep. We’ll keep vigil.”
The king eyed Darik. “I felt you looking for me. Thank you. For a moment, I thought you were the child Serena and I could never have together. I was comforted to have a son such as you.”
Darik nodded, still fighting to control his breathing. The king lay back and sighed. His eyes fluttered shut.
“Are you all right?” Whelan asked Darik in a low voice, pulling him toward the window, where they joined Markal. Both men looked shaken.
Darik swallowed hard and nodded again. He tried to take everything in, but it was overwhelming. “What happened to Tainara? Is she gone for good?”
Hounds bayed somewhere in the city. Markal smiled at the sound. “Perhaps I drew the Harvester after all. For her sake and ours, I hope he tracks her down.”
Whelan whistled, soft and low. He looked at the king, sleeping already. Then he turned back to Markal. “How has she avoided gathering for so many years?”
Markal shook his head. “Force of will perhaps, like King Toth. More likely, however, the dark wizard binds her soul. Perhaps Darik’s blow weakened that binding enough for the Harvester to do his work.”
“Yes, I hope so,” Whelan said, but he looked worried, as did the wizard. “But it didn’t weaken the binding enough for Soultrup to do its work. Still, if Darik hadn’t known what was happening, King Daniel would have joined her.”
And who else would join this gallery of dead kings and queens assembled by the dark wizard? Darik’s thoughts turned east to Balsalom, to the khalifa and Cragyn’s child that grew inside her. A worried look passed over Whelan’s face and Darik knew that his friend had just come to the same conclusion.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Five
Darik and Whelan left while the rest of the Citadel slept. By all rights, Darik should be sleeping too, but Whelan had other ideas. They rode quietly through the city, avoiding the city guards but taking no care to disguise their exit in any other way. Faces appeared in windows at the sound of hoof beats on the cobbled streets, and two men lurked in the alley between two buildings, but they slipped away before Darik saw who they were. Ethan had vowed to rid the city of Veyrian spies, but until then, Whelan didn’t want to reveal their true direction. And he left Sofiana at the Citadel, to join them later, still concerned about how others perceived the delicate relationship between the girl and her two fathers. Whelan thought it best if they didn’t leave together.
The northern edge of the city turned into well-groomed fields and a maze of farm roads, most of them rutted. Whelan turned them immediately east, toward the mountains, and sent Scree into the air to watch for danger. A light rain fell from the sky; darker clouds to the east promised worse weather. The cloud castles had drifted further south.
“Where are we going?” Darik asked. “I thought we were riding toward the Wylde.”
Whelan didn’t answer, but stood tall in the saddle. Scree plummeted toward them, pulling up at the last moment to land on Whelan’s wrist. The sound of horses came from farther down the road.
“Follow me,” Whelan urged. He turned his horse and jumped the short stone wall on their left and took off across the hillside, scattering a flock of sheep. Darik followed. Scree lit into the air again, circling overhead.
As they crested a short hill, Darik glanced over his shoulder to see a dozen men on the road they’d just left. Impossible to see from here whether they were friendly troops or not. Once over the hill, Whelan slowed down. They picked their way through pastures, continuing east and south.
“I thought I’d trust Scree’s reaction,” Whelan said as the falcon returned to his wrist. “To answer your question, we’re not riding to the Wylde because we’re not gathering the Knights Temperate. I’m leaving that duty to Ethan.”
“That’s not what you told Markal.”
“That’s not what I told him publicly. He knows, as do a few others. But with so many enemies about, not everyone can be trusted. No, we’re going somewhere else.”
“And that would be—?”
“Into the heart of the enemy’s army,” Whelan told him.
Darik’s mouth dropped open. “Just us?”
“Yes, just us. Oh, and Ninny, of course.”
“Of course,” Darik said. “We’d be helpless without a twelve-year-old girl.” He shook his head, spurring his horse to catch up with Whelan who had reached another road and picked up his pace. “And just what are we going to do when we get there?”
“What are we going to do?” Whelan turned back, a bold grin on his face. No, a foolhardy grin, Darik decided, the kind of grin that worried him. “We’re going to kill the dark wizard.”
#
Markal eyed Chantmer across the Thorne Chamber, the room reserved for the most solemn meetings of the Order of the Wounded Hand. It stood atop the Golden Tower, giving a sweeping view of the city and the farmland outside the walls. The ceiling was almost forty feet high, and the room wide enough to hold every wizard in the Order thirty times over. When King Steven had built the Citadel, he had told Markal that he envisioned a day when five hundred wizards would follow the Order of the Wounded Hand, filling every corner of Mithyl with the strength of their magic. That day, needless to say, had not come yet.
Lately Chantmer had taken to sitting on the raised dais at the center of the room, which grated on many of the others. The chair had been purely symbolic, representing the seat where the Martyr would sit if present. Markal found irony enough in reserving a chair for the dead man; Jethro hadn’t believed in following any man but himself. That one of Jethro’s professed followers should actually take the seat of power was especially irreverent.
Chantmer wore red robes and an amulet about his neck. He returned to his interrogation. “So what you’re saying, Markal, is that you think yourself above the Order.”
Markal sighed, looking to the other wizards for support. Several had arrived that morning. Nathaliey Liltige, occasional ally, often rival of Chantmer, looked down at her hands, while Narud muttered to himself. The eccentric old wizard no doubt preferred to be among horses or dogs, rather than wasting his time with the affairs of men. Other potential allies avoided Markal’s gaze.
“I haven’t said that,” Markal said. “I thought it prudent—”
Chantmer interrupted, “You thought it prudent to keep one of the Oracular Tomes from our knowledge? Such a weapon will help us defeat the dark wizard.”
“It might,” Markal said, “but it might be more powerful still in the hands of the enemy. It has drawn his attention already.” His left hand itched from the magic he’d called last night. He scratched with his right hand, knowing this would only cause him grief later, but helpless to disobey the urge.
Chantmer snorted. “In the hands of that boy, yes. Or maybe a lesser wizard.” Here he paused significantly. “But in the safekeeping of the Order,” he said, meaning in his private library, no doubt, “it poses no risk.”
“Markal has shown its use as well as its danger,” Nathaliey spoke up for the first time. “This same boy you disparage saved the king’s life last night.”
“Yes, there is that,” Chantmer conceded. “And I am grateful. But the book should be turned over for safekeeping. At least until the enemy is defeated. What say you, Markal?”
Markal hesitated. Perhaps he was overcautious, but he didn’t trust Chantmer. He remembered the promise made to the Mountain Brother and wondered if this was a violation of that promise. Markal didn’t worry that Chantmer would use the tome for evil purposes, but that he’d use it recklessly, and draw more unwanted attention. But Markal had no power to resist Chantmer without support. 
He sighed. “Very well.” Catching the triumphant smile on Chantmer’s face, he added, “I can’t guarantee that you can use it, however. It is selective in the information it disseminates.”
Nathaliey and Narud found Markal languishing in the libraries later that day. They pulled chairs next to his and Markal shut his books to give them his full attention. Dust motes danced in the light that filtered through the thick glass windows. Narud, rarely without an animal of some kind, put his cat on the table, where it curled up in the sunny spot.
“Something must be done about Chantmer the Tall,” Nathaliey said.
“Hunger for power,” Narud said, looking up from the cat, “is an ugly malady, and a vice from which I thought Chantmer was immune.”
Nathaliey shrugged. She had an unfortunate way about her that made every gesture look dismissive. “Perhaps that isn’t it at all. In his zeal to defeat the dark master, he has come to believe that he is the chief counterbalance to the enemy’s power.”
“Chantmer is the strongest of any of us,” Markal conceded. He wondered where this conversation led. He didn’t relish the idea of a power struggle within the Order. They couldn’t afford such a conflict. Not now.
“He is powerful, indeed,” Nathaliey said, giving that dismissive toss of her head again. “So powerful that he no longer counsels with us, preferring to battle the dark master on his own terms.” 
Markal remembered the ease with which Cragyn had destroyed the magical gates at Montcrag, and when he’d chased Markal from the griffin aerie. The Dark Citadel rose in Veyre, testament to Cragyn’s power.
“He’s a dead man if he battles the dark wizard by himself. But,” Markal added cautiously, rooting out the others’ plans, “we might forgive his excesses at times such as this. Do you remember when Chantmer the Tall spent ten years among the poor freeholds of Lekmoor, practicing the healing arts and working beside the farmers?”
“Purging himself of pride, I believe,” Nathaliey said with a touch of irony in her voice.
Markal looked at Narud, who still watched the cat, as it licked its paw. Narud was a queer old fellow, growing more eccentric every year. Some day the man would withdraw from human society altogether, to live among the birds in the mountains, or in the Wylde.
“What I fear is that Chantmer will use the book and draw unwanted attention before we are ready. The dark wizard searches, yes, but the Cloud Kingdoms would also seize the book for their own.” He thought of rows of winged knights and Collvern’s hostility to outlanders. “We do not want the Cloud Kingdoms involved.”
“Our thoughts are in perfect harmony, my friend,” Nathaliey said.
“What do you propose?” Markal said.
Narud looked up. “No violence,” he said. “Just deception. Prevent Chantmer from using the book without his knowing.”
Nathaliey said, “Which is why we need you. We need your knowledge, more than your magical ability.”
Markal considered, then had an idea. He climbed to his feet and searched through the shelves. The library wasn’t organized by time or subject, but by author—author meaning the school of wizardry that had compiled the book. He found what he was looking for in the handful of partial and complete tomes that had survived the burning of the library in Veyre. Gingerly, he slipped a packet of charred leaves from the shelf and brought them to the table. The leaves were enclosed in a leather jacket tied together with twine, which he untied and set aside. Some of the leaves were charred and brittle, others surviving intact by the magicks that bound them.
Narud and Nathaliey looked over his shoulder, trying to read the writing. The writing was a transitional style bridging the gap from the cartouches to the old tongue, and was obscure enough that few wizards could understand it fully.
“A blinding spell?” Nathaliey asked after a few minutes. “He’ll feel that kind of action and counteract it easily. I wasn’t thinking we would physically prevent him from reading the book.”
“Look closer,” Markal suggested. “The correct translation is not blinding, but occlusion.”
She gave a confused frown. “I’m not sure I see the difference.”
“Here, let me translate. ‘And the mind will be covered, diminishing its ability to discern new knowledge and—” Markal hesitated. “I think this word is related to the old tongue’s nubela, which means to occlude and confuse.”
“So he’ll look at the book but won’t be able to understand it,” Narud said, nodding.
“Exactly!” Markal said. “And being filled with the pride of Chantmer the Tall, he won’t admit this failing. Look also at the subtlety of the incantation. He’s unlikely to detect its actions, should the two of you prove powerful enough to cast it.”
“Yes,” Nathaliey said. “That will work. Thank you, Markal.”
#
Nightfall came and still Whelan and Darik picked their way south and east. The free kingdom of Estmor stood at the edge of the mountains, where it sat as a buffer between Cragyn’s army and the Citadel. Bathed by winds from the southern seas, Estmor was overly wet. Only thirty or forty thousand people lived in the kingdom, on small farms and villages built on drained fens. King Daniel had protected Estmor against an overly aggressive neighboring kingdom many years earlier and had promised to perpetually defend them in return for their loyalty. But so far no help was forthcoming.
Hundreds of campfires speckled the foothills at the base of the mountain range. Cragyn had seized the entire length of the Tothian Way to the edge of the Free Kingdoms, even though the Teeth still stood free and defiant for now. The enemy still gathered his forces; even on the Way, it would take days to bring Cragyn’s Hammer to bear.
They crossed the Tothian Way briefly and picked their way into the swamp on a footpath. Darik looked at his new armor, worried. “Should I take it off and wrap it?”
Whelan inspected the cuirass, appraising the brass sheets between thumb and forefinger before pinching at the leather, “It’s good armor, it will hold its shape and strength. There is magic in Eriscoban leather.” 
Water crossed the path several times and the footing for the horses grew tricky. The rain had stopped and they set their bedrolls about a mile from the road, on a slight rise that supported a copse of trees. They ate bread and cold mutton for dinner. Darik was exhausted after the last two nights, but Whelan didn’t let him sleep before they sparred for an hour. At last he lay down, barely noticing the lumps beneath his bedroll before he fell asleep.
Darik woke to a poke in the neck. “Don’t move,” a voice whispered. “And don’t speak.”
Instantly awake, he opened his eyes, but it was too dark to see much at all. A dagger blade rested beneath his chin, not yet deadly in intent, but insisting that he pay attention. A hooded face watched his reaction. His head was turned at a slight angle and he could see that Whelan was gone from his bedroll.
“Now,” the voice whispered, “sit up slowly and keep your hands where they are.” He obeyed and his attacker laughed and pulled the dagger away. “Oh, it’s only you.”
“Sofiana?” Fear turned to annoyance. “What the hell are you doing?”
She shrugged and put the dagger away then drew back her hood. “I was supposed to meet my father here, but he said nothing about you. Where is he?”
“How am I supposed to know? He probably went to take a piss. You could have killed me. I might have killed you.”
She snorted. “You might have killed me? Not likely. You were so far gone I just had to follow the snoring to find you.”
“I might have made a grab for my sword.”
“And I’d have slit your throat before you moved two inches.”
“You’re pretty confident, aren’t you?” Darik said, fighting his growing irritation. “What makes you so sure?”
“Oh, I’m sure.”
“That’s enough,” Whelan said, emerging from the direction of the trees.
Darik was embarrassed to be caught bickering like a child. He resisted the urge to tell Whelan how her childish display of bravery put his life at risk.
“But father,” Sofiana protested. “You should have heard what he said.”
“I heard what he said, Ninny. And yes, how are you so confident that Darik can’t defend himself?”
This last statement took Darik by surprise, remembering how he’d been told rather curtly to sit behind Sofiana on the camel when they fled into the Desolation.
Whelan lit a small fire on the west side of the trees, to shield it from watchers in the mountains. Rain fell again, this time harder. Whelan warmed a pot of water on the fire, then turned toward Darik and Sofiana.
“I found what I was looking for. When I rode into Eriscoba, I met a group of knights riding to Estmor to investigate ghost lights in the swamps. Something about Estmor makes it hard for the Harvester to gather wights and they collect here. But what had disturbed them? It didn’t bother me greatly, until I heard Markal talk about how the dark wizard turned away while he hunted Markal in the mountains. Markal thought he might bind his energy to a single site that would allow him to draw on excess magic as needed.”
“The Dark Citadel,” Darik said.
“Yes, the Dark Citadel is a focal point for his magic. But it doesn’t spread its power far enough from Veyre yet. Perhaps he carries something with him. An amulet of some kind.”
“But what does that have to do with the ghost lights?”
“Think of Tainara in Daniel’s chamber. How did the dark wizard control her wight? She’s too strong to send venturing into the world for long. He would need to call her back to a specific location. And if he could hold one wight there, why not others? That made me remember the ghost lights in Estmor.” He turned to Sofiana. “Ninny, you have your crossbow?”
The expression on Whelan’s face became even more grim. “There is no honor in murdering a man in his sleep, not even the dark wizard. Remember that. But I see no other alternative.” He dropped a tea bag in the bubbling water.
Darik said, “Tell me what makes you think we can kill the dark wizard? Can you just put a sword through him? Or that even if you do, it will kill him? I heard once that King Toth survived dozens of assassination attempts, like the time one of his wives slipped a cobra into his bed while he slept. “
“A valid question,” Whelan said. “Have you ever heard of Memnet the Great?” He poured the tea.
He thought Memnet sounded vaguely familiar. Hadn’t Markal mentioned the name? “A wizard?” He shook his head. “Or maybe that’s not it. A king, then?”
“You were right the first time,” Whelan said, sipping his tea. “He was a wizard and nearly immortal, his life force was so strong. Toth’s greatest enemy. Once, a century before the Tothian Wars, he was captured by enemies and beheaded. One of his pupils recovered his head and buried it in a garden in Aristonia—this was during the days when people thought it a sacrilege not to bury your dead. Six months later, a man digging turnips in the garden was surprised to see someone clawing his way from the ground. Seems Memnet’s life force was so strong that his severed head had regenerated its body and bound his ungathered soul.”
“I don’t know,” Darik said, skeptical. “I don’t think I believe that story.”
“Why not, Darik?” Sofiana asked. She sounded amused.
“Too detailed for such an old story, for one. And the part about burying it in a garden in Aristonia? I’m guessing someone added that part later to also show how fertile the ground was in Aristonia before it became the Desolation of Toth.”
“Oh, it’s true,” Whelan said. “I heard it from Memnet himself. See, the wizard was eventually killed, in spite of his great power.” He reached over his shoulder and pulled his sword from its scabbard. “Killed by Soultrup. The man’s soul is still bound to the sword, and until the blade is destroyed, his soul, and many others, will never know the release of the Harvester. On the other hand, they are also free of the evil bindings of men like the enemy. Soultrup is why I know Cragyn can be killed.”
It surprised Darik to hear Cragyn’s name spoken aloud. The name carried power when spoken aloud, and it occurred to him that Whelan tried to gather that power to Soultrup. Darik finished his tea and Whelan poured him another cup; it was slowly awakening him.
Something else had bothered Darik ever since Whelan told him their true goal. “Why us, Whelan? Why not take Ethan, or some other Knight Temperate? You can find stronger, better fighting companions than me, at least.”
Whelan nodded. “Very true. But I figured, first of all, that twenty or thirty mounted knights would draw a response as we rode toward the mountains. With so many spies in the land, there’s no way to hide more than a few people. And also, if I found the enemy well-guarded, it would be difficult to slip away undetected. I thought too, about riding in with several griffin riders, but there are too many dragon wasps to risk it. No, I decided that a small group would work best.
“As for choosing the two of you,” Whelan continued, “I brought Sofiana for the reason you just saw, Darik. In the darkness, it’s better to be quiet than to possess brute strength.” He paused. The light from the fire reflected off his face. “As for you, Darik, why are you here? Are you a runaway slave or something more?”
“I don’t feel like a slave anymore.”
“No, and I’ll wager you aren’t the pampered son of a wealthy merchant, either.”
“No,” Darik admitted. “I’m not sure what I feel like. Not like a warrior, though, or a wizard. Perhaps after I seek Sanctuary.”
“And yet,” Whelan said, rubbing his stubble. “Soultrup flew to your hand in Daniel’s chamber. And the Tome of Prophesy speaks to you. In fact,” he added, “Events have turned out differently than I’d predicted. Markal and I took you from Balsalom as a favor to your father. We expected a straightforward journey west, but with each diversion, your part in these affairs grew. When you spoke to King Daniel, he didn’t just listen to you, but your words ended my exile.”
“A coincidence of the situation,” Darik said. He looked at Sofiana and was surprised to see no skepticism on her face. Indeed, she appeared to believe everything her father said.
“Is it?” Whelan asked. “I don’t think so. I’m more superstitious than Markal and don’t dismiss coincidence so easily. No, I think you have some role to play, and I’m giving you every opportunity to play that role out, whatever it may be.”
He spoke with such conviction that it sent a shiver down Darik’s spine. Not so much his assessment of Darik, which was certainly wrong, he thought, but Whelan’s single-minded pursuit of goals.
Whelan put away the empty tea pot, then kicked out the fire and whistled for Scree. She soared silently from the copse of trees to land on the man’s wrist. Whelan whispered a few words to the falcon and sent it back to the trees. Sofiana tied her horse with the others. Darik strapped on his sword and made to put on his cuirass, but Whelan stopped him.
“That’s too heavy for where we’re going.”
“I barely feel it,” Darik said. That had been true when they’d left the Citadel, but by the end of the day, the armor had weighed heavily on his shoulders and he’d been glad to take it off when he went to sleep.
“Leave it,” Whelan said. “You’ll be swimming in a few minutes.”
Darik nodded and obeyed. He filed in behind Whelan on the footpath, with the girl bringing up the rear, crossbow slung over her shoulder.
They descended from the dry ground on which they’d slept, and picked their way into the swamp, careful to stay on the footpath where possible, difficult to follow in the dark. The rain diminished, then returned in strength, then subsided again. At last it died altogether. Gurgles came from standing pools of water, and a brackish smell wafted through the air. Frogs bellowed their love songs, punctuated by the haunting cry of a bird. Here and there, ghostly blue fire danced on the swamp, then disappeared.
“I don’t like this place,” Sofiana whispered.
Darik agreed wholeheartedly. He fought a shiver every time he saw the blue lights, unsure whether they were wights or something else, but not wanting to disturb the silence by asking Whelan.
At last they reached the end of the trail. It had become nothing more than a raised causeway, and now it ended in a small lake. Across the lake from where they stood, maybe a hundred feet distant, a house sat on an island. The house was a low-slung thing with a sod roof. A light flickered through the windows and a small boat rested at the edge of the island, motionless in the still waters of the lake. The three companions backtracked so they could talk.
“He’s in there?” Darik whispered, his heart pounding with nervous energy. He touched his forefinger to his thumb to ward evil. 
Sofiana crowded in close, as if afraid to stand by herself. “Whatever for?” she asked.
Whelan whispered, “Yes, he’s in there. Perhaps he’s binding the wights that hide out here.”
Darik swallowed. So they were wights that he saw. Sofiana grabbed her father’s arm.
Whelan explained, “Something about the swamp makes it hard for the Harvester to gather souls. But he still tries. Listen!”
For a moment, Darik heard a horn in the distance, and baying hounds, but it passed so quickly that he wondered if he’d formed the sounds from the other noise in the marsh. “How do we get out there?” he asked.
Sofiana said, “We swim. You can swim, can’t you, Darik?”
“Not very well,” he admitted. He’d gone swimming a few times in the Nye outside Balsalom, but was not proficient.
Whelan said, “It’s not deep. You won’t have to swim until the last twenty feet or so.”
“I can manage that.”
“Good,” Whelan said. “Be quiet, but don’t dawdle. There might be snakes in the water, or giant gars that think you’d make a nice change of diet from frogs and turtles. I dropped a few stones in the water earlier, and attracted nothing, but that is no guarantee. As for the house, I don’t expect more than one or two guards. I’ll go right for the wizard unless his guards are awake. I want the two of you to wait outside and keep watch. There will be others nearby; if they come, you’ll have to take care of them.”
“How do you know he’s in there?” Darik asked.
“There is a reason my sword is called Soultrup, as you’ll learn to your regret should you ever use it to fight a living human. It’s like the Harvester, gathering the souls of its victims, like it did with Memnet the Great. It senses wights, and wights encircle the dark wizard continually. Once Markal told me that the enemy travels alone, I simply followed Soutrup’s lead. Come, dawn is near, and this is work better suited to night.” 
They crept back to the water, then made their way around the lake until they no longer faced the front of the house. Sofiana and Whelan took off their boots and tied them around their necks and waded into the water. Eyeing the oily water with distrust, Darik reluctantly followed. Mud squished around his toes and something swam past his legs. The water rose first to his waist, then to his neck and at last he dog-paddled toward the island. The house stood on the island ahead of them, dark and forbidding.
At last they reached the shore. Darik cleared his mouth of the dank water, then crept up the hillside toward the house. He joined Sofiana and Whelan in the shadows at the back of the house. The house was built of dried peat, with a roof that sprouted rushes and even a few small trees. He put on his boots and discovered leeches feasting on his feet and legs. More leeches fed on his arms and his neck. Disgusted, he plucked them off and helped Whelan and Sofiana find their own leeches. When he finished, his hands were slick with blood. He wiped them on the ground.
Whelan gestured for Darik to watch the front and Sofiana to position herself on the other side of the building and watch the back. The girl nodded and crept away, while Whelan crawled toward the door on his hands and knees, below the fire light that flickered from the windows. Darik drew his sword and sank into the mud to wait. The rain came down harder.
His heart pounded in his chest as he waited for shouts. Or maybe a burst of light would explode through the door as Cragyn burned them with a magical fireball. He certainly wasn’t expecting what happened.
“Darik,” Whelan’s voice whispered. “Darik!”
Scrambling to his feet, Darik was surprised to see Whelan leaning his head out the window. “Get Ninny, then come here. Hurry!”
Darik obeyed, and a moment later Whelan let the two of them into the house, then pulled the door shut. He pointed to a figure on the floor in front of the fire.
The room was bare. A single trunk, brass bindings over a dark wood, sat on the far side of the room. A small peat fire burned in the hearth, and not all of the smoke filtered up the chimney, so it was smoky in the room. A man in a gray robe lay on the floor. Cragyn. Whelan’s sword dripped blood onto the floor.
Darik had expected Whelan to call to say he’d been misled, or perhaps point out some new clue he’d discovered. He could hardly believe that it had been so easy.
“You did it,” Sofiana said, reaching out to hug her father, but he resisted the embrace.
“No,” Whelan said. “I suspected when I saw him, but my sword confirmed it.” He shook his head. “The dark wizard was already dead when I found him.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Six
Mol Khah had no doubt that his master would free him from the khalifa’s dungeon. He had assumed that Kallia would kill him immediately, but she proved too soft to be an effective ruler. Mol Khah doubted, indeed, that she would kill him even when the master’s forces attacked Balsalom. No, he would be rescued. And when that rescue came, there would be slaughter such as Mithyl had never seen.
Mol Khah was, however, surprised with the means of his rescue.
He slept in the dungeons below the palace, if they could be called dungeons, he thought with contempt. They were small and poorly lit, but clean, with regular meals and no more vermin than anywhere else. But dungeons, no matter how clean, were still prisons. The smell of urine and vomit wafted through the chambers, and cries reached his ears from those Veyrian soldiers who continued to resist. It would take harsher measures than a few whippings to break his army’s spirit.
His first prison guard was a short, fat man with a pathetic, quivering chin. Mol Khah amused himself by sharing convincing lies about the man’s eight-year-old daughter, a daughter whose existence was revealed through a careless conversation between two other guards. The guard ignored him the first day, snarled at him the second and third days, and disappeared the fourth, replaced by some old fool, half deaf and immune to such tactics.
Mol Khah’s only remaining pleasure came from the grand vizier’s visits, when he invented coarse details about Cragyn and Kallia’s wedding night. Saldibar kept his emotions carefully veiled and pried at details about Cragyn’s army. Mol Khah happily shared whatever he could convincingly invent.
The night Whelan, Darik, and Sofiana crept to the dark wizard’s hideout in the Estmor swamps, Mol Khah woke to the sound of his name.
“Mol Khah.”
He opened his eyes and looked through the grating on the door, expecting to see Saldibar, and readying a retort for being wakened in the middle of the night. But he saw nothing but darkness behind the window; the speaker remained hidden. A nervous patter sounded in his chest; he feared an assassin. He opened his mouth to cry for the guard, but the man would surely be dead by now, throat slit or wine poisoned.
Mol Khah rose to a sitting position. The shackles and chains rattled about his wrists and ankles. Chained to iron rings fastened to the ground, they were loose enough to permit movement; there was a chance that he could swing them about his assassin’s neck.
“Mol Khah,” the voice said again. “Bow before your master.”
The voice came not from beyond the door, he realized first with terror, and then jubilation. It floated over his head, and if he looked into the blackness, he could make out a single pinprick of light on the ceiling overhead.
“Master,” he whispered. “You’ve come to free me.”
“Yes, my slave,” Cragyn’s voice replied. “But first I have work for you. Listen carefully.”
The dark wizard explained. Cragyn would give him a great gift, the wizard’s own soul to guide him, but he must listen and obey. His first goal, kill Saldibar. They had underestimated the grand vizier’s influence over the khalifa. Once this was accomplished, Mol Khah would capture Kallia herself, and spirit her from the city, and make his way west to the army. Where she will join my soul completely, the master added. I will show you the way out of Balsalom. 
He accepted his master’s charge willingly. The speck of blue light grew on the ceiling, pouring over the walls like weaver’s dye, illuminating rusting hooks high overhead, and scratches in the wall where prisoners had marked days. It grew until his eyes hurt with its bright fury. And the master came!
Pure, raw power surged through Mol Khah’s veins when the blue light entered his nostrils. His muscles bulged, and the shackles tightened at his wrists and ankles. He broke them as if they were dried husks of bread. Hushed conversations came to his ears, the sound of a mouse whispering through its burrow. Mol Khah jumped to his feet and slipped to the door, feet barely touching the ground and making no more noise than the mouse. He reached the door and burst it outward on its hinges.
The guards—three of them, including the old man—looked up in surprise from their bones. One man picked at his fingernails with a dagger, while another gnawed at a leg of mutton, bits of grease and meat flecking his beard. The third shook bones, casting them onto a table with a pile of crana sitting in the middle. Swords and helmets sat in a heap to one side.
For all his age, the old man recovered the fastest, tossing down his dagger and snatching up his sword. He threw himself at the pasha.
But the old fool was no match, not with Cragyn’s soul bursting in Mol Khah’s breast. He swept aside the blade and snapped the man’s neck like he might a rat’s. The man knocked over the table and spilled money and food onto the floor. The other men moved like they were encased in mud, and Mol Khah spilled their intestines onto the ground.
Snatching up the best of the swords, Mol Khah paused only long enough to cut the cricket cage from the ceiling and crush its occupant under foot. The master didn’t like the meddlesome creatures. He glided up the stairs and broke the lock in his fist to discover the prison master asleep at his post, snoring peacefully with his head resting on his chest. A wine skin dribbled its purple residue onto the flagstones.
The man would never wake.
Mol Khah stood over the guard’s body. His sword dripped in his hand, blood mingling with wine drops. He eyed the dead man at his feet with contempt. No doubt they had expected attack from without, not within, but three guards and a drunk prison master? These weak fools deserved to die.
His bare feet felt whispers of movement throughout the palace, like a pulse, his ears heard the palace breathe. Two lovers whispered in chambers to his right, while to his left a family of servants slept. He had not the luxury to destroy their peace, but flowed through the passageways, through the wreckage of burned-out buildings, led to the grand vizier’s rooms by the master. First the vizier, then the khalifa. When he found the man’s chambers, they were quiet. He killed the guards and entered.
#
Balsalom had struggled to right itself in the days following its recapture, with Kallia leading the efforts. Souks opened for business, the guilds reorganizing trade and production. Farmers returned to their fields and irrigation sluices opened.
The dead were collected from stakes, or from the streets where they’d fallen. Families mourned, then sowed the plain with towers of silence. Crows and vultures feasted until they could eat no more, then feasted again.
The population of the city swelled, as a steady stream of refugees poured into Balsalom from the mountain freeholds, or those khalifates brutalized by Cragyn’s pashas as they paused from forced marches west. Saldibar’s spies brought rumors of pending revolts in other cities of the Western Khalifates, but nothing materialized. Starner, Medras, and Serpia, and several small Western Khalifates to the south hadn’t surrendered with the others after Balsalom’s fall, but neither did they send help, too busy fortifying their own lands.
Ter, where Kallia’s brother Omar had ruled, maintained a strong garrison, and served as the last stopping point for Cragyn’s armies before they crossed the Desolation of Toth. The khalifa didn’t dare risk her forces to free Ter, and neither did Ter attack Balsalom. Instead, the two cities eyed each other uneasily across the plain, each waiting for the other to make a move.
Meanwhile, Kallia added willing newcomers to the army and threw the rest into digging a defensive dike around the city walls. She promised to buy the freedom of able-bodied slaves who joined the army, together with their families, and even recruited from her palace servants. Some of the guilds complained that she was disrupting trade, but most supported her. Saldibar and Pasha Boroah threw these new recruits into intensive training.
Kallia woke one night to an insistent pounding on the door. She opened it to see Saldibar standing with a lamp in the hallway. A wave of vertigo washed over her and she grabbed at the doorframe. The grand vizier took her arm insistently and helped her to the bed pillows. She grabbed the bed pan just in time and she threw up.
“What’s the matter? What did you eat?”
She took a sip from the cold tea sitting on her bed table, speaking only when she washed the bitter taste from her mouth. “I haven’t been poisoned, if that’s what you’re worrying,” she told him. “It’s the child.”
They called it morning distress, that sickness that women suffered in the first few months, but the queasy feeling in her stomach had been more or less continuous for the last two days. It was as if the child itself poisoned her, or that her body tried to reject it. Tea calmed the nausea enough to hide it from others, but it never disappeared completely. She reached for the pan and her stomach clenched again, although there was nothing left to throw up.
“I spoke with a physic,” Saldibar said when she finished heaving. “The herbs are best taken early.”
She collapsed to the bed. “No. I will deliver this baby, and he will never take it away.” Sweat stood out on her forehead.
Saldibar put his lamp on the table and stroked her cheek. “Oh, child, why must you be so stubborn? You have defied him already, taken his city and declared his marriage invalid. Why make it a point of honor for him to destroy us?”
How could she explain? She wasn’t sure she understood the emotions herself. Yes, this child was part of the wizard, but it was also part of herself. And she refused to believe, as Saldibar thought, that the child would be evil simply because of its father. She didn’t believe this any more than she believed that Cragyn had always been evil. Neither would she deny the child’s paternity as Whelan suggested. People would know who the father was, no matter how she tried to hide it.
“Why have you wakened me, Saldibar?” She noticed for the first time the bags beneath his eyes, turning him into an old man. 
“Mol Khah is missing.”
Kallia sat up in bed, alarmed. “Missing? What happened?”
“I couldn’t sleep,” he explained. “Night terrors.” He shuddered. “I wandered through the gardens and the burned throne room until two bells, then walked down to the dungeons to speak to Mol Khah, see if I could pry loose any more information. He spins a web of lies, but kernels of truth hide within his words, if you know where to look.”
“Saldibar,” Kallia pleaded. “Just tell me what happened.”
He nodded. “Mol Khah gone from his cell, the guards butchered. Another guard murdered at the top of the stairs, body still warm. Someone broke him loose. Don’t worry. Eight guards stand outside your door, and Boroah’s men scour the palace even as we speak. He won’t escape. And you are safe.”
She didn’t feel safe. Indeed, she’d had a sense of foreboding since Saldibar knocked on her door, and it increased with this news. She opened her mouth to say as much, but her cricket stopped chirping in its basket. Shouts sounded outside the door. Alarmed, Saldibar moved between Kallia and the door.
A voice screamed from the hallway, “No! Cragyn, no!”
Kallia’s blood ran cold.
#
Mol Khah had discovered the grand vizier’s rooms empty. Driven to madness by the master’s rage, he tore through the quarters of Saldibar’s servants, killing everyone he found, until at last both he and the dark master gained control again. Frustrated by the wasted time, he sped toward the khalifa’s rooms. The dark wizard knew her scent, and it drew him inexorably to her chambers. As he approached, he heard the grand vizier and the khalifa speaking, and knew he hadn’t failed the first of his two goals after all.
The guards at the door were not like the men at the prison, chosen because they were too old for the army. They were the best fighters left in Balsalom, and ready for his attack. They shouted for reinforcements at his sight and spread to allow as many to attack him at once as possible.
Before, the dark master had given directions, but now he seized control. Muscles and actions molded to the wizard’s overwhelming presence. Terrified by this new turn, Mol Khah struggled to free himself, less afraid of death, or even capture and torture, than this.
We are one, the dark master cried. I will never leave you. 
“No!” Mol Khah cried in terror. “Cragyn, no!”
The presence spoke with a cold voice. I am not Cragyn. A chuckle. Cragyn is dead. 
Mol Khah opened his mouth to scream again, but this time nothing came out. Instead, his consciousness was suppressed, and a new consciousness came to the surface, pleased by this new body, much stronger than the feeble body of that pathetic wizard, Cragyn.
But this, this was a body that would serve him well until his final, triumphant rebirth. King Toth opened his mouth and roared.
The khalifa’s guards blanched at this sound, but they recovered by the time he cut the first man to his knees. They threw themselves in his way, determined to protect their queen. Four times he drove them back, and four times they redoubled their attack. One young man, eyes like glittering topaz, fought with the savagery of three men, dancing out of the way of Toth’s blade and twice inflicting cuts on his arms. He ignored these wounds, knowing he could heal himself later. More important was time; he had only a few more seconds before others joined the fray.
At last he killed the young man, his final foe, and broke down the door. Saldibar stood in front of Kallia’s bedding, dagger in hand, shielding the khalifa. Toth smiled through his bloody mask.
“My bride. Have you been seeing another man?”
The khalifa paled, but Saldibar threw himself into the attack. The man’s quickness surprised him, even after the battle outside the doors. Ducking to the ground, he thrust upward into Toth’s underbelly. Toth pulled back, but not in time. A sharp pain stabbed through his kidney. Had the blade been poisoned, it might have stopped him, forced him back to Cragyn’s body or worse. Instead he pulled back and brought his blade to play.
But Saldibar had already rolled to one side, and brought another thrust to the ribs. Toth lurched away from this new threat and swung his free fist around to knock the vizier off balance. Kallia threw hot oil from her bedside lamp at his face, momentarily distracting him from the grand vizier. It was long enough for Saldibar to roll away from his blade again and return to Toth’s kidneys.
But he had just defeated eight men in the hallway, and could move faster than this new enemy. Toth slipped away from this blow and landed a punishing strike with his left fist, that sent Saldibar flying. Saldibar hit the wall with an awkward crumple and slumped to the ground, his neck turned at an angle. Dead.
Toth regretted the lost opportunity to bind the man’s soul. He would have been a powerful specter to add to his army, and would have given him additional power over Balsalom. But Toth had more pressing needs. Men shouted outside the khalifa’s quarters.
Kallia pulled a dagger from her bedding, but he swept this aside and hoisted her over his shoulder. Toth threw open the curtains, and prepared a spell on his lips, a spell to turn him into a dragon wasp and fly him from Balsalom, quarry in tow.
And then, a disturbing development came from the direction of Eriscoba. The worst possible thing that could happen.
His power, the Box of Souls, sat in a swamp beyond the mountains, together with Cragyn’s discarded body. He’d thought it safe from the Harvester amongst the ungathered wights of the Estmor, and none of the pathetic wizards of the Order could detect his souls.
But then someone attacked the seat of his power. He might still have time to rescue his prize before it was destroyed, a prize worth more than the khalifa at the moment. Time enough for her later.
He no longer had time to travel as a wasp. Only the pure speed of a wight would do. He bled from Mol Khah’s nostrils and raced west.
Mol Khah staggered from his feet, consciousness returned, picking up his sword. King Toth’s weight had lifted from his mind so suddenly that he was left half-stunned. Wounds pricked at his body, wounds that would soon prove fatal if the men throwing open the door didn’t finish him first.
But one last task remained to him, a task that he had more than enough strength to finish. The khalifa, source of all of his trouble, stood before him, stunned, but alive. He took up his sword and drove it toward her breast.
But Mol Khah—indeed, Toth himself—had overlooked one small detail. Saldibar had turned himself over, head caved in, one eye destroyed, but neck unbroken and still alive. He flicked his wrist and buried his dagger in Mol Khah’s neck. Mol Khah fell to the ground, mind rebelling at the injustice of a world that would deny him one final, deserved revenge. And so died the only man who could have sorted out what had happened that night in Balsalom. Nobody would mourn his death.
#
Kallia summoned the physics over Saldibar’s objections. They gathered around him with grim faces while the palace guard milled outside the doors. Kallia cradled his head in her arms while the physics applied poultices to his face. Suppressing the lump that rose in her throat, afraid to let him know just how bad the wounds looked, Kallia told him that he would be all right, and stroked the other side of his face.
He couldn’t speak, but the look in his eye told her everything. For you, my queen. Anything to serve you. 
“No, Saldibar,” she whispered. “Not this much. I never asked this.”
But yes, she had. Just as she had asked her people to give their lives to retake Balsalom. Kallia didn’t understand this power, but she had used it again and again, much as Cragyn had used his power to turn the eastern Khalifates to war.
“Please,” she begged the head physic. “Help him, please.”
But they could do nothing more than feed Saldibar poppy seeds for the pain. She pleaded for them to do more, but there was nothing more to be done. They lifted him onto her bed pillows, then left them alone. Kallia sent away visitors, asking only that the guard be doubled outside her room and the palace be searched for the men who had freed Mol Khah.
She lit candles and incense, knowing that these actions had no power to bind Saldibar’s soul to a ruined body, but wishing to observe the ritual anyway. She stayed by his side all night to dab the sweat from his brow, stroke his arm, and whisper soothing words. His breathing grew shallow. The sky outside the window lightened with the rising sun. At last, when the merchants tower chimed seven bells, Saldibar took one last, deep breath, and then lay still.
“May the Harvester gather your soul to his bosom,” she whispered, his hand clenched in her own. “And may your memory stay close to mine.”
At last she wept.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Seven
Markal left Nathaliey and Narud to their scheming in the library in order to find King Daniel. The king had bathed and dressed and ordered his chambers cleaned, but he was still too weak to be out. Instead of resting, however, he sat in the King’s Room high in Sanctuary Tower. Daniel signed decrees and issued levies to raise money for the war, but looked up to wave Markal into the room with a weary smile. Markal removed his shoes and took his place on a stone bench across from the dais.
The King’s Room was to the Brotherhood what the Thorne Chamber was to the Order. Here, Daniel met in council with the Knights Temperate; here, he had sent men to search for the lost cities, and here he had sent knights to clear the eastern Wylde of bandits or battle stone giants in the mountains. King Daniel could never command the Brotherhood, just suggest. By the vows of Sanctuary, the Brotherhood served no man but their own conscience. Not the king; not Whelan.
The room itself was spare to match the austere granite surface of Sanctuary Tower. This high up, at the narrow point, the room was the same width as the tower, about twenty feet in diameter. Tapestries depicted the battles and deeds of the Knights Temperate. A painting of a thorn tree beautified the ceiling. The floor, however, was bare stone, and since all who entered were required to do so barefoot, including the king, it could be an unpleasant place to visit in winter.
Daniel looked terrible: bony and pale, with trembling hands and sagging bags beneath his eyes. He got up and limped across the room, dictating orders, while leaning against an oak cane carved with a griffin head.
Markal looked around in mock surprise. “Where is the Harvester? Is he shirking his duties? I told him two days ago that you needed gathering.”
The two scribes who copied Daniel’s dictation eyed him with irritation, but the king managed a weak smile. Daniel said, “When the dark wizard himself sits on my throne, you’ll still be throwing out jokes, won’t you?”
“I certainly hope so.” He eyed the scribes. “Privacy, my king?”
The king dismissed the two men. When they’d left, Daniel slumped into his chair. “It won’t pass,” he said. “I close my eyes and I still see her hovering over me.”
Markal studied the king carefully. “Perhaps you had better tell me everything.”
He sighed. “I hate to keep repeating it. I already told Chantmer the whole story.”
“Chantmer is a busy man,” the wizard said, neglecting to add that Chantmer was busy with things he shouldn’t be meddling with. “As are you, of course, but I need to hear what happened, and from your own mouth.”
“Very well.” Daniel rubbed his eyes. “I’m sorry, Markal. I’m just so tired. I don’t know if I can go through with this.”
“Telling me about the wight, you mean?”
“No, everything. I’m not fit to lead Eriscoba into battle. What happens if the blue lady reappears the night the Veyrians attack?”
Markal didn’t have to answer that question, since they both knew the answer. News would spread and the Citadel would collapse.
“All the more reason for you to share your story.” Markal walked to the king and sat down next to the dais. “And it’s not every day that I get to hear tales of half-naked women seducing you in the night.”
Daniel forced a weak smile. “She first appeared about three months ago in a dream. I’d been out that day hunting boar on the edge of the Wylde. Have you been out there recently? No? Well the boar that range from the forest these days stand halfway up your thigh, with tusks that’ll open a man like a rotted melon.”
The king pulled up the leg on his pants to show a scar on his right thigh. “I tried to dislodge my javelin from the boar’s back while riding by on my horse. Not advisable. Knocked me off and would have killed me, had not a lucky throw from another rider finished him. That night, while I slept under a cloud of poppy seeds to dull the pain, my wife, or so I thought her at first, visited.”
The king completed his tale. He’d awakened to a ghostly blue figure overhead. Serena na Brach, whose disappearance and drowning in the southern seas had nearly destroyed him. She had eased the pain in his leg, and made love to him in his dreams. He’d awakened the next morning shaken by the experience, but also craving her return. Over the weeks, she returned again and again. By the time that he realized that the woman was not his dead wife, but Tainara of Veyre, it was too late.
“A troubling tale,” Markal said when the king finished. “Tainara Faal was a good queen, and it distresses me that her soul has come under the dark wizard’s sway. And what if she returns? Darik did some damage, but it was a temporary cure, I’m afraid.”
The king nodded. “I should abdicate.”
“No. Nobody else commands such allegiance. You’ve transformed the Free Kingdoms.”
King Daniel funded schools of learning and art. His assistance turned Southron from an impoverished backwater to a land of skilled craftsmen and metallurgists. Trade burst the coffers of king and merchant alike throughout the Free Kingdoms after he standardized law and weights and measures.
Daniel discounted his achievements with a shrug. “Anyone else could have done the same thing.”
“But nobody did. All I’m asking is that you raise an army and defend us.”
King Daniel said, “That’s what I’ve done all day, dispatching messengers. That, and expel spies from the city.”
“Very good,” Markal said, satisfied with his answer. “As for the wight of Tainara Faal, leave her to me.”
King Daniel turned his walking staff over in his hands, as if examining it for the first time. “Whatever happens, Markal,” he said, “promise that you won’t let my soul be bound by the dark wizard.”
Markal rose to his feet, ready to address other business. But he turned as he reached the doorway. “I will never let him take you, my king.”
#
Darik stared at the corpse on the floor, then looked at Whelan, unable to believe what he saw. Sofiana looked similarly stunned.
“What do you mean he was already dead?” Darik asked. “He just walked out here to the middle of the swamp, lit a peat fire on the hearth, lay down on the floor, and died?”
“Or maybe,” Sofiana suggested, “he came with someone else. This other person killed him and fled.”
Darik said, “I don’t know about you, but I swam to the island strictly by necessity. If there’d been another person, the boat would be gone.” He shook his head. “No, he died by himself.”
“It’s not that simple,” Whelan said. He turned to shut and bar the door, then closed all of the windows. The sound of creatures diminished. “But look, what’s this chest?”
Darik had forgotten the chest. Bound with brass, it was made of dark wood, scarred after years of use. It was a thick, ugly thing, cast in sharp relief by the flickering fire light. He’d assumed that it held Cragyn’s supplies, but now he wasn’t so sure.
Whelan reached a hand toward the chest, then hesitated. “I don’t want to do anything dumb. Let’s suppose that this dead body is not really the dark wizard. His name is powerful. Speak it when he’s away, and the name can draw him to you, speak it while he’s here, however, and Soultrup binds his soul. If you had known the name of Tainara Faal when you attacked the wight that tormented King Daniel, then maybe you’d have bound her soul to the sword.” He shrugged.
There was a long pause, and a frown crossed over Sofiana and Whelan’s faces. When Whelan spoke the name of the dead high khalifa, a chill draft blew under the door and the fire flickered. Was she close? So close that speaking her name drew her attention?
“Open the chest,” Darik urged.
Whelan nodded. He gestured them out of the way, then stood to one side, with his sword stretched gingerly toward the latch. With a flick of the wrist, he tilted open the lid. The fire roared in the hearth.
A blue light shined so brightly in the chest that Darik squinted, unable to see. A cold blast lashed from the box and pushed him back. His eyes adjusted and he stepped forward just as Whelan let out a low whistle of recognition.
It looked at first like a blue mist swirling at the bottom of a pit that was larger on the inside than could be possible from the size of the chest itself. Looking into the chest was like looking through a window into all of Mithyl. Darik almost pulled away to reorient himself to the house in which he stood, but the blue mist began clumping into individual images and he saw what Whelan had seen.
There were people in the mist, a chain of men and women who marched in an endless circle, hands clasping an iron pole, and squinting against the mist. The figures shivered against the rain that fell on their heads. One of the figures slipped and fell in the mud, struggling to return to his feet while others climbed over his back.
The pole snaked through the mist; from an overhead perspective, Darik saw that it merely returned to meet itself, but the grim little figures feeling their way through the mist didn’t appear to recognize it.
“Do you know what that is?” Whelan asked. “We’re looking into sheol.”
Sheol was not a single place, but rather a type of place. One of three things happened to a man’s soul after death. Most were gathered by the Harvester and, according to Darik’s mother, scattered across the sky or planted in the ground to bring new life to Mithyl. Other souls hid from the Harvester. But the last group, those bound by a wizard or even a sword like Soultrup, stayed in sheol until freed. Sheol could be a small, warm place like that kept by the khalifa of Serpia, who held her mother’s soul in an amulet around her neck, or a box like this one.
“Now we know where the dark wizard binds his wights,” Sofiana said.
Darik remembered the serpentine force that had attacked them in Balsalom. “There are only twenty wights down there. The rest must be about the wizard’s business.”
Whelan leaned forward, placing his head as close to the blue mist as possible without actually immersing himself in it. He stood up, face stricken. “Look!”
Darik leaned closer and was surprised to see the figures come into much sharper focus. It was as if the wights were really at the bottom of the chest and not further away, as they’d originally appeared. They wore fine clothing and gaudy jewels on their fingers, so out of place in the cold little hole.
“Closer,” Whelan urged.
He leaned closer and this time saw what Whelan wanted him to see. Faces. The first he saw was the wight of Tainara Faal, the high khalifa of Veyre. He recognized her easily from the harrowing encounter in King Daniel’s bed chambers. The next figure was Omar of Ter, the khalif of Ter and Kallia’s brother. Cragyn had done more than torture and murder the man for his treachery. Other figures trudged past, their clothing, jewelry, and emblems of power marking them clearly as kings and queens. And then, two final figures trudged into view and Darik’s mouth dried.
The first wasn’t as clear as the others, but transparent. If the man turned a certain way, the blue light failed to reveal him at all. The haunted, confused look on the man’s face was recognizable from those nights in his bed chamber. King Daniel.
The second figure was even dimmer, so thin in the light that Darik wouldn’t have seen her if he hadn’t paid such close attention to King Daniel. Kallia. 
Darik touched his forefinger to his thumb. He whispered, “Is it true? Are they dead?”
Whelan shook his head, but doubt clouded his eyes. “Not yet. Or so I hope. We kept Tainara from King Daniel in time. As for the khalifa, her—” He hesitated, before continuing with, “—her marriage to the dark wizard must have given the enemy partial control of her soul.”
“Can a soul be divided?” Darik asked, never having heard or considered such a thing before.
“I don’t know, but the time has come to finish this evil.”
Whelan took the shovel next to the fire and shoveled hot coals into the open mouth. They disappeared into the blue mist, so instead, the three of them dragged the chest toward the fire. It was much heavier than it looked. They tilted it around until one corner sat in the flames, but as soon as it touched, the fire snuffed out, leaving the blue mist the only source of light in the room.
“So it can’t be burned,” Darik said. “Now what?”
“There is one sure way,” Whelan said, “but it will take time.” He lifted his sword. “Stand back.”
Darik and Sofiana obeyed. As Whelan lifted his sword overhead, a bright yellow light streamed from the blade, warring in the room with the blue light that burst from the open chest.
“By the Hand!” Whelan cried. “I break your chains and commend your souls to the Harvester!”
The door rattled and Darik felt a terrific desire to open it. He wrestled with the urge, afraid. At last, he ran to the door and threw it open. The swamp fell silent, but a faint call sounded in the distance. A horn blowing and hounds baying. Darik fought the knot of fear spreading from his belly. He had opened the door to invite the Harvester.
Whelan brought the sword down on the chest. The chest shrieked and Whelan fell backwards, a stunned look on his face. Whelan cast Soultrup aside with a cry, and it smoked on the ground where it hit. He tried to pick it up, but it was too hot to touch. The chest continued to shriek.
Darik stripped off his shirt and tossed it to Whelan. “Here. Take this.”
Whelan regained his feet and wrapped Darik’s shirt around the hilt. He swung at the chest again and this time the blade bit into wood. He swung again, casting sparks where the blade hit the metal.
Darik hurried outside, ignoring the rain, the wind, and the growing sound of baying hounds, and searched around the house until he found what he was looking for. It was a broken clay jug, half buried in the mud. He hurried to the water, rinsed the jug and filled it, then returned to the house.
Whelan attacked the box. Again and again he swung, damaging the box little by little. Soultrup hissed and burned, but never chipped. The blade grew too hot to hold, even with Darik’s smoldering shirt wrapped around it. Whelan grabbed the jug. Darik expected him to dip his hand in the water, afraid that direct contact with the hot sword would shatter the blade, but Whelan poured the water all along the blade, ducking away from the steam that hissed from the metal. Darik ran to get more water, while Sofiana drew her bow and notched back a bolt, staring into the darkness outside with a concerned look on her face.
After about twenty minutes, Whelan stopped. He put the sword to the ground and bent over to gasp for air. He’d opened a small gap in the side of the chest that was perhaps a half inch wide. Blue light spilled onto the floor from the hole.
“Want me to take a turn?” Darik asked.
Whelan nodded and pointed for him to pick up the sword. Darik bent to obey, but the sword danced away from his fingers and threw itself into Whelan’s hand.
Darik said, “It’s not ready to give you up yet, it appears.”
Whelan sighed and lifted the sword over his head. “By the Hand!” he shouted. “Release your prisoners.”
“No!” a voice said behind them. “They are mine.”
They turned to look at the newcomer and drew back at what they saw. He was like a wight, but more solid, with only a slight flicker around the edges betraying his true nature. He wore a gray robe inscribed with ancient cartouches and clasped his hands together in front of him, making them disappear into his sleeves. He was taller even than Chantmer the Tall. Darik drew his sword.
“Cragyn,” Whelan said.
The dark wizard smiled. “You can call me that if you wish.”
Whelan gestured with Soultrup at the dead body on the floor. “It must come as a surprise to come back and find yourself without a head.”
“No matter,” Cragyn said. “I will find another body. Perhaps your own, my friend.” He fixed Darik with a cold stare. “Or maybe the boy who meddles in the affairs of wizards. Tell me, boy, how did you pull yourself away from the book? Never mind. We shall discuss it later.” He looked back to Whelan and held out a hand. “Give me Soultrup.”
“No, Cragyn,” Whelan said, emphasizing the man’s name.
“Leave us alone, Cragyn,” Sofiana said.
“The Harvester has numbered your days on this world, Cragyn,” Darik said.
Whelan sprang forward with Soultrup reared over his shoulder. He brought it down, but the wizard had already moved. Cragyn thrust out a hand to seize Whelan, and although the man ducked away from the grasp, the wizard’s hand still brushed his shoulder. Whelan lurched back with a cry.
Darik attacked with a snarl. His sword thrust completely through the wizard’s chest. Sofiana fired her crossbow, but the bolt bounced against the far wall harmlessly. The dark wizard paid them no attention, but grappled for Whelan’s sword.
“The box!” Whelan cried. He landed a blow on the wizard’s arm, and the wight shrank back with an angry hiss, then pressed his attack again. Whatever power his soul held, it was vastly superior to the force that had bound Tainara. Even binding him to Soultrup by using the man’s name had been insufficient.
Darik and Sofiana turned their attention to the box. It still sat open, with a gap of blue light spilling from the breach Whelan opened. Sword and crossbow would do no good if a half hour from Soultrup had only damaged it slightly. Instead, they tipped it over.
Wrestling to uproot the chest, Sofiana and Darik lodged their feet beneath it once they pried it from the floor. A final surge of effort tipped it face down. Blue light spilled onto the floor.
“Leave it alone, fools!” the dark wizard said, breaking his attack. Whelan sprang at him, but Cragyn swept him aside and rushed to the chest.
A draft blew through the room, “Mortals,” a voice said, so cold and deep that it sucked the air from the room. Everyone stopped and looked to the doorway. A newcomer stood just inside the threshold, a giant of a man whose head brushed the ceiling. A horn hung from his neck, with a scythe in each hand. A sack dangled from his waist, bulging and squirming with the night’s harvest.
“Huntsman,” Cragyn murmured. “How did you find me in the swamps?”
“I called him,” Whelan said. “And he followed your stinking, rotting soul.”
The wight ignored Whelan and said to the Harvester, “You can’t take me, Huntsman. Not even your brothers can challenge me this time.”
Bewildered that the dark wizard could challenge the Harvester so openly, Darik looked to their silent visitor, but the Harvester said nothing. His hounds bayed outside the door, begging to get inside, but blocked for the moment by their master.
“Perhaps not alone,” Whelan said. “But together, we can take you.” Soultrup burned in his hand.
And as Whelan attacked, the Harvester stood aside and let his dogs pour into the room. Their skins burned with unearthly light and slather dripped steaming from their mouths. Snarling, the dogs set into the wight, tearing at his flesh, while he fought off Whelan’s attack.
“Ninny, the door!” Whelan shouted.
Sofiana shut the door, while Darik ran to the windows and drew the slats closed. With a final burst of energy, the dark wizard dissolved in a flash of light that swirled about the room, looking for a place to escape. Unfortunately, Darik and Sofiana had overlooked one escape route. The flash of light overturned the chest to close it, then shrank the box to a second pinprick of light. Together, they burst into the hearth and up through the chimney. The hounds stood baying at the hearth, anguished by their lost quarry.
The Harvester said, “I have other business to attend to.”
“But the wizard,” Darik protested. “He’s wounded. We can track him down.”
“He is only one soul. I have others to gather.” The dogs turned to the three humans and whined. “Fly, mortals. My hounds thirst for your souls.”
Suddenly remembering whose company they kept, the three companions needed no more warning. They threw open the door and ran to the boat. Paddling furiously across the lake, they reached the other side as the baying hounds splashed into the water. They reached the pathway and fled.
By the time they reached their camp, the hounds had faded into the distance, distracted by other quarry. Scree flew down from the trees to greet them, keening softly.
It was still dark as they broke camp and loaded the horses. Whelan found a spare shirt for Darik in his baggage, much too large, but a welcome shield against the rain. Whelan wrapped Scree in a blanket to keep her dry, whispering to comfort her. They made their way from the swamps into Estmor’s damp fields; the fields turned into quagmires under the steady downpour.
The rain quenched Darik’s fear. As they moved, he settled into a familiar rhythm, the endless travel of the last few weeks. A hint of light touched the horizon, but Darik couldn’t see the sun through the clouds and foggy mist. His muscles were still twitching off the excess excitement. He had faced the dark wizard.
They passed a small lake rimmed with sod houses, similar to the one where they’d battled Cragyn, in front of which a few women gathered belongings into oxcarts. The three companions continued until they found the roads. The sun rose at last, dirty yellow through the gray.
On the roads, they discovered much of Estmor marching west. Families drove oxcarts piled high with possessions, while ragged groups of armed men, many of them wounded, galloped past. A man drove a herd of swine through the rain, unwilling to leave them behind. One large boar lodged himself in a mud hole and the man pushed and cursed, trying to dislodge the beast. They helped him free his pig, then asked him about the dark wizard.
The man shook his fist. “That bastard. He burned the city to the ground. Spent the entire night pillaging, from the tale of it.”
“So the dark wizard has marched from the mountains?” Darik asked, not sure if he understood everything through the man’s thick accent.
“Aye, yes. The whole bloody Way is crawling with the bastards.”
So close, Darik thought. They’d come so close to ending the entire war.
That was all they needed to hear. They remounted and galloped west, no longer trying to hide themselves. The war was upon them.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eight
The rain slowed to a drizzle as Darik, Whelan and Sofiana rode northwest on the Tothian Way. The road grew even more crowded as they approached the Citadel. From bits of conversation, Darik gathered that nobody had actually expected Cragyn to invade, but that he and King Daniel would come to an agreement about trade through the mountains, which was Cragyn’s pretended reason for marching to Eriscoba. Closer to the Citadel, the Tothian Way crawled with friendly soldiers, the armies still trying furiously to organize themselves to confront the approaching forces.
Darik felt the full weight of last night’s events sinking in through his ever-mounting exhaustion. He’d seen the dark wizard and the Harvester in the same night and survived. How had he become so tangled in these events? These events should be left in the province of kings and wizards.
Bowing his head under the rain, Darik remembered the comfort of just a few months ago, before Whelan and Markal bought him on the slave blocks. A lifetime ago. What had become of Father; was he merely a slave in Veyre, or did he still spy for the Free Kingdoms? And what of Kaya? Had she survived the battles? For a moment he wanted nothing more than to go back to quiet days at his father’s house.
But no, he had changed. The events that had swept him into their path hadn’t left him the same person. He had grown, yes, into something more than just a boy. But while no longer wishing to return to live in Balsalom, he wasn’t sure what to do when the battle came to an end. Join the Brotherhood? Follow Markal? Go see Daria and become a griffin rider if they would have him?
Whelan rode quietly, listening to Sofiana talk about her march over the mountains from Montcrag. Occasionally, he nodded or asked a small question, but Darik guessed he was lost in his own thoughts. At last Sofiana fell quiet and they rode in silence. Whelan looked glum, Darik thought. Not only had they failed, but Whelan had discovered that both King Daniel and the khalifa’s souls were under Cragyn’s power.
Darik had guessed Whelan’s thoughts, if not his exact mood, for a few minutes later the man said, “Why does it matter what kind of souls he binds?”
Darik said, “Kind? You mean, kings and queens instead of any free soul?”
Whelan nodded. “He doesn’t even wait until they’re dead. He speeds the process, and even binds souls into his box while they’re alive.”
Darik shrugged. “No idea how he does that. But maybe he takes kings and queens for their strength of will. They have the will to resist the Harvester.”
Whelan said, “Much like King Toth after the wars. They say he still wanders the Desolation, always one step ahead of the Harvester.” He nodded. “Yes, I considered that. But there are others who would be well-suited. Generals, viziers, pashas, powerful merchants and warlords. If the dark wizard keeps a separate box for his most powerful wights, you’d expect to see them there as well.”
“That’s true,” Darik said.
Whelan said, “We need Markal. It’s easy to find a wizard when you don’t want one, but they’re never around when you do.”
Nobody stopped or challenged them until they reached Sleptstock, a small town about fifteen miles from the Citadel, just inside King Daniel’s realm. Sleptstock straddled the Thorft River, connected by a stone bridge that was bound with the same magicks that had created the rest of the Tothian Way. The river itself ran deep and swift from the Wylde, heading due south from the forest to the southern seas. The Free Kingdoms had marked the bridge to make a stand.
Men on horseback put buildings on the east side of the river to torch so they couldn’t provide shelter to the enemy. The rain had stopped, letting fires burn hot. Small clumps of men and horses gathered on the west side, pitching tents on the river bank and appropriating houses and mills.
Whelan stopped his horse to watch the action. “Let’s see if Sleptstock lives up to its reputation .”
Darik asked, “What reputation?”
Sofiana gave him a disgusted look. “You don’t know?”
Whelan said, “In the Wars Toth’s army rested at this ford before marching to crush Arvada. According to the story, wizards from the Crimson Path had disguised an army of Eriscobans as cattle and sheep sleeping in the sun on the banks of the Thorft River. When Toth’s men came to slaughter the stock to feed their army, the sleeping beasts changed back into men, and swept through Toth’s forces, driving them east. That battle turned the tide of war. Two months later, Memnet the Great stopped the dark wizard in Aristonia.”
Darik could see why King Daniel had decided upon Sleptstock to make a stand. The message was clear. We stopped an enemy here once, and we can do it again.
And from a purely strategic point of view, defending the single crossing of the Thorft River was a good idea. But the Eriscobans looked too few in number to stop Cragyn. He’d heard about the mammoth charge at Balsalom and thought that such a tactic, together with an aerial assault from dragon wasps, would quickly break such a small force.
But Darik reconsidered when they made to cross the bridge. Dozens of archers gathered on the west banks to guard the approach. As the Veyrians rushed the bridge, these archers could bury them in a murderous hail of arrows, while the forced narrowness of the bridge prevented a similar return of fire. He remembered how Hoffan had turned a similar approach at Montcrag to his advantage. A small tower straddled the west side of the bridge, and more archers manned its arrow loops. Refugees passed under the tower, their belongings searched by soldiers.
Mounted knights milled along the bridge and quickly noticed the three companions. “Stop there!” one man yelled. Dressed in chain mail, he held a shield at his side, painted with a upraised hand that dripped blood. All of the men had helmets on their laps, and javelins and swords tied to the horses.
“We have business with the king,” Whelan replied. Scree struggled in the man’s fist, upset by the commotion. “Let us pass.”
“Captain?” the man said, stepping his horse forward.
“Stewart,” Whelan said. He moved forward and clasped the man’s forearm.
“I didn’t recognize you in all that mud,” Stewart said. “But I should have recognized the falcon, at least. I’m sorry.”
Whelan shrugged away the apology. “Why aren’t you with Ethan? I thought he gathered the Knights Temperate at the Citadel.”
“He’s trying to,” Stewart said, eyeing Whelan’s companions. “But it takes time. Too long. Ethan is still riding along the Wylde looking for Captain Roderick. We’re under Hoffan’s command for the moment.”
“Hoffan?” Darik exclaimed.
“He told me you’d probably pass this way and said that your wizard friend would be here tonight.”
Whelan said, “Hoffan, eh? Why’s that old scoundrel in charge? Come on, I’d better have a word with him.” He gestured back at Sofiana and Darik. “You’ve met my daughter. This is Darik. I’m hoping he’ll join us. He would be a great asset to the Brotherhood and the Knights Temperate.”
Stewart raised an eyebrow. “You must be quite a man to garner such a compliment from Whelan. Maybe you can ride with us in battle.” He stepped his horse forward and clasped Darik’s forearm. The four of them turned and rode across the bridge, leaving Stewart’s two companions to sort through the others flowing west. Darik beamed with pride at Whelan’s compliment.
Hundreds of men-at-arms gathered in west Sleptstock, together with hundreds more bringing supplies by oxcart and horseback. But there appeared to be little coordination between the dozens of sub-groups in the army, each identifiable by their banners and different manners of dress.
Hoffan had taken residence in a mill south of the bridge. The wheel itself stood still, no longer grinding flour. Inside, a stack of cloth sacks was the only evidence of milling. The rest of the room was filled with tables and maps. Hoffan sat arguing with his advisers, some of whom Darik recognized from Montcrag.
“So they’ve put you in charge?” Whelan asked. “Unbelievable.”
Hoffan looked up and laughed. He rose to his feet and gave Whelan a bear hug then turned to Sofiana and Darik, crushing all resistance in turn. Darik thought his eyeballs would burst.
Hoffan looked more respectable than last time they’d seen him. His eagle’s nest of a beard was trimmed to manageable proportions and he no longer wore clothes that had seen a week of slogging through the mountains. He sent away Stewart and his advisers, and sat the others down.
“Are you hungry?” he asked. “Ah, I thought so. I can see the famished look in your eyes. Can’t have you eating your chairs.”
He retreated to his larder and returned with cheese, bread, and pickled eels, then fetched mugs of ale. Darik tore hungrily into the food as if the Famine Child herself had followed him from Estmor, but drank the ale only because he was thirsty for something besides swamp water. What he really wanted was some good Chalfean wine.
“So you’re really in charge?” Darik asked between mouthfuls.
“Ah, you know how we barbarians are,” Hoffan said, belching happily after draining his ale. “Nobody’s really in charge.”
Whelan explained. “Leaders, kingdoms, armies, it’s all rather fluid in the Free Kingdoms. Mostly men come and go as they please, joining whomever they see fit. It’s not like the far east, where khalifates mark their people with tattoos like so many cattle, to tell one city’s man from another.”
They didn’t do that in Balsalom, but Darik knew the custom. It kept people from simply moving to another khalifate when the whim struck, devastating one city’s population and swelling another’s to unmanageable levels.
“But someone has to be leading the defense,” Darik protested. “It looks like the Grand Bazaar out there, so many people jostling about their own business.”
  Hoffan gave a broad smile. “The king sent me, believe it or not. And after all the times I squeezed his merchants for money. No doubt Markal whispered in his ear, not content to leave me alone for two minutes. But yes, half the damn army doesn’t know it yet.” He sighed. “Alas, that’s all the time I have to waste. Go find a place to sleep. Anywhere in Sleptstock will do. If there are still people at home, kick them out. I have ten thousand silver marks to buy supplies and keep the natives happy.” He grinned in sudden recognition. “A few weeks ago, I’d have taken the money and run for the hills. Now I’m the king’s own moneylender. Now go! Get! That meddler will be here soon enough to keep you company.”
They found a farm house a quarter mile down the river, partially occupied by four men from North Stonebrook, who slept in the front room with their horses. The three companions bedded their horses in a small barn next to the river, then settled themselves in the farmhouse loft. The other men saw nothing strange about letting their own horses sleep in the house, but eyed Whelan’s falcon with concern.
Stomach full from the meal with Hoffan, Darik lay down on a hay bed in the loft, and as he closed his eyes knew that he would fall asleep immediately. He was right.
By the time he woke, the enemy had taken east Sleptstock and pushed their way to the bridge.
#
On the morning before the Order of the Wounded Hand left the Citadel to join Hoffan’s army, Markal was meditating in the covered passageway on the side of the close when the king rode past on his charger and made his way to the bailey between the towers. Daniel wore a polished breast plate and held a shield painted with Sanctuary Tower. A helmet sat on his head.
Surprised, Markal rose and followed the king into the bailey. Daniel rode at the head of forty or fifty men. Most wore the colors of Meadow Down, but a few wore other colors. None of the men but the king wore helmets, but tied them to saddles.
“Ride hard,” the king said to one of his captains. “I need to reach Sleptstock before the battle starts.”
“King Daniel,” Markal said, stepping up to the horse. “May I speak privately with you?”
Daniel turned to look at him through his visor. “I haven’t time, Markal,” he said. “We’ll speak at Sleptstock.”
“Please, my king. I must speak with you now.”
The king sighed and trotted his charger away from the others, pressing against the gates, ready to go. Daniel looked back over his shoulder with a deliberate gesture of impatience. Too deliberate, Markal thought.
“Remove your helmet,” Markal said quietly.
“What? I haven’t time for this. Whatever you have to say, just say it, wizard.”
“Your helmet,” Markal insisted.
Daniel lifted the helmet from his head and Markal saw why the king had insisted on wearing it for a fifteen mile ride, even though they faced little risk of attack before Sleptstock. His face was white and sweat ran down his forehead. A tremor plagued his chin.
“Daniel,” Markal said, horrified, forgetting the proper way to speak to his king. He reached up a hand to help Daniel down from the horse, but the king pulled away.
“No,” Daniel said, coughing. “I’m riding with my men. I’ll be at this battle.”
“You’re too weak. You won’t even make it to Sleptstock.”
“Then strengthen me,” Daniel urged. “Give me magic enough to ride to Sleptstock and give a speech of such power that it will inspire our men in battle. You can do that, can’t you?”
“Yes, I could,” Markal admitted. “But such a spell comes with a cost. It may very well kill you.”
“And what of it?” Daniel demanded. “Have I no right to die beside my men? Others will give their lives today. Why should I be different?”
“You may have that opportunity, but not today. If Sleptstock falls, we’ll need you at the Citadel. The battle for the Citadel will be the greatest in four hundred years.”
Markal didn’t believe his own words. He pinned too much hope on Sleptstock. If they lost the bridge, they’d lose the Citadel too. But he refused to send Daniel to his death.
Markal said, “Please, my king. Build your strength.”
Daniel’s shoulders sagged. “And if I don’t agree you will hound me all the way to Sleptstock, won’t you? Very well, Markal. I will fight the coward’s battle tonight.” Bitterness laced his voice.
He turned his horse toward the men at the gates to give them the news. A minute later, Daniel returned to Markal’s side while the guards at the gate towers opened the portcullis.
The wizard followed Daniel back to the stables, where the king turned the beast over to one of the few stable hands left in the Citadel. Markal relieved the king of his armor and helped him back to his bed chambers. Once inside, any remaining strength fled from Daniel’s limbs. He staggered to his bed. Markal fixed him tea and herbs which he insisted the king drink.
Daniel drank it, coughed weakly, and lay back on his pillows. “You’re going to Sleptstock?”
“Soon, my king,” Markal said. “But one small matter first.”
He left the king in his chambers and went to find Chantmer the Tall, steeling himself for another confrontation. He found the man in the library. Chantmer read an account of the Tothian Wars from a tome written shortly after the destruction of Syrmarria. He must have given up on the Tome of Prophesy already, which meant that Narud and Nathaliey’s spells had worked.
Chantmer looked up when Markal approached, shutting his book. “I thought the king sent you to Sleptstock.” He played with the lapis lazuli beads in his beard.
“I leave in a few minutes. I came to ask you to return the book.”
Chantmer laughed. “So you think you can read it?”
“Perhaps not,” Markal admitted. “But Darik can.”
“Your apprentice? He’s just a boy, and not a particularly intelligent boy, either.”
“I’ve seen him read it,” Markal said. “And I have reason to believe the book has chosen him to reveal its secrets.”
“Ah, of course.” Chantmer returned his book to the shelf, eyes scanning through the other tomes and sliding one halfway out to inspect it closer. “Always so mysterious, Markal Talebearer. You hoard arcane knowledge to compensate for your feeble magic. I wouldn’t mind if your knowledge ever proved useful. But it is clear from what you have missed that you aren’t fit to be in the Order.”
Markal ignored these insults, more interested in whatever information Chantmer thought he’d discovered. “And what is this information that I’ve missed?” He eyed the tall wizard somewhat uncharitably, thinking he looked right now like a rooster about to gobble up a bug.
“What do you know of Memnet the Great?” Chantmer asked.
“Memnet?” Markal permitted himself a slight smile. “I studied under the man in my youth. A great wizard. Perhaps the greatest wizard. Have you met him?”
Chantmer was taken aback. “What? He died in the Tothian Wars. Four hundred years ago!”
Markal nodded. “Yes, I know. I was there when a Ravager plunged the last of the three great swords into his chest, binding his soul.”
“You never told me you were that old.”
“You never asked,” Markal replied, aware also that revealing his age made it even more pathetic that he was as weak as he was. He pulled a book at random from the shelf and sat down at the table as if to read it. Taking up Chantmer’s reading glass, he thumbed idly through the pages.
Chantmer looked less sure of himself. He looked out the window at the men sparring in the close. A few Knights Temperate had gathered from the east and south, but Ethan hadn’t yet returned from the Wylde with the bulk of them.
Markal worried that his sarcastic dismissal had dried up any information. He said, “But I was only a young man at the time, and not particularly observant. What have you learned about Memnet?”
Chantmer turned from the window. “The Tothian Wars came down to a struggle between King Toth and Memnet the Great. And Memnet won. I believe it possible for a powerful wizard to defeat the dark wizard.”
So that was it. Chantmer fancied himself Memnet’s heir, powerful enough to stand alone against the dark wizard. Markal had met them both, and had no doubt that Memnet was the superior wizard. But then again, Cragyn was not King Toth.
“You oversimplify the war,” Markal said. “Memnet was the greatest wizard of his order, but there were others who stood by his side.”
Chantmer’s eyes blazed. He clenched his fists. “As the Order of the Wounded Hand will stand by mine. This time, the enemy will not escape, but will be bound into my power.” Light blazed from his fists.
Markal rose to his feet, alarmed. “What are you talking about? This time? When we cast the dark wizard from the Order, he was nothing but an acolyte. There was no escaping.”
“Cragyn? You think this is about Cragyn?”
“Don’t speak that name here,” Markal warned. Magic tingled through his fingers and half a dozen incantations rose unbidden to his mind.
Chantmer sneered. “You fool. You know nothing, do you? Cragyn is nothing. Nothing but a fool who thought he could bind the wight of Toth and surrendered his own will in return. Yes, Markal Talebearer, that is right. King Toth has returned to Mithyl to finish what he started and bring about his own rebirth.”
Alarm spread through Markal. “What evidence do you have? I demand to know what knowledge you have that would lead you to make such a claim.”
“I’ve known for years that Cragyn tried to bind the souls of the dead to his power, that he searched for dark spirits whose power kept the Harvester from gathering them. Toth, Malik the Cruel, King Egan. Indeed, I suspected that he had come under partial control of an evil spirit about the time he turned King Richard’s thoughts to violence.”
Chantmer continued, “Had Cragyn been stronger, he might have controlled such a spirit. But ultimately the spirit took complete control of his body. When I saw the Dark Citadel rising in Veyre, it confirmed my fears.”
Markal opened his mouth to refute Chantmer, unwilling to believe that Toth could be alive and in possession of a body after so many years, but much made sudden sense. The Dark Citadel, the Cloud Kingdoms’ interest in the wars, even the dark wizard’s impregnation of Kallia, all of it with roots in the Tothian Wars. Markal felt a sudden fear: Whelan, Darik, and Sofiana had gone to search out Cragyn last night without any knowledge of his true identity. To find the source of the dark wizard’s power and destroy it.
“If you knew this,” Markal said, “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”
“Like you told me about the Tome of Prophesy?” Chantmer asked.
That was true, Markal admitted. And he’d also kept secret Whelan’s plan to kill the dark wizard. Perhaps if they had both shared their knowledge, they wouldn’t have this problem.
He nodded. “Perhaps you are right. From now on, I tell you everything I know, and you tell me everything.” 
“Very well,” Chantmer agreed. He gave Markal a knowing smile. “First, let me tell you that your friends survived their silly attempt to kill the enemy.”
#
Kallia helped build Saldibar’s tower of silence. Constructed of lashed poles, the tower rose to fifty feet outside the Gates of the Dead. The viziers came, together with guild representatives and Saldibar’s favorite slaves. He had no family, having devoted his life to serving three generations of Balsalom’s leaders, but there was grief among the gathered, and a recognition among all that they had lost a strong leader and a good man. But no words were spoken, no wails or laments. Only the wind punctuated the silence.
Kallia helped carry poles to the men building the tower. Crows and vultures gathered. After they picked the body clean, the bones would bleach in the sun for six weeks before the tower was burned.
The palace guards threw Mol Khah’s body into the Nye as it oozed from the far side of the city, filled with Balsalom’s waste. Some thought that they should send it to Cragyn as a gift, but the wizard was unlikely to be bothered by such a gesture.
Kallia met with Pasha Boroah, Pasha Jeromon, and Guildmaster Fenerath in her tower rooms that afternoon, the throne room destroyed by fire. Incense burned in braziers throughout the room, reminding her of Saldibar’s departed soul. Boroah lit a hookah and they sat cross-legged on the floor smoking in turn. Following the advice of her physics, Kallia passed on the pipe. The three men each took pulls before Kallia felt ready to broach the subject for which they’d gathered.
She turned to the guildmaster and said, “Fenerath, I name you the new grand vizier of Balsalom.” She presented Saldibar’s opal pendant.
Fenerath took the amulet. He’d changed since the revolt, stripping himself of jewelry and rich clothing, save for a single ruby sewn to the front of his turban, and took a more moderate approach with the guild leaders. She didn’t know what had caused the change, but she welcomed it.
Fenerath hesitated before putting the amulet around his neck. At last he sighed and gave it back to her. “I’ve dreamed of such a day, but now is not the right time. Instead of doing this now, khalifa—may you live forever—wait a few months until you have time to consider the issue.”
Kallia shook her head. “I’ve considered it enough. I leave Balsalom tomorrow.”
Alarm spread through Jeromon and Fenerath. Pasha Jeromon said, “You’re leaving? Who will be our queen?” Jeromon was a young man who’d been master of the guardsmen guild until yesterday when she’d promoted him to pasha for leadership in battle.
“I am still your khalifa,” she reassured them, drinking from her tea while Boroah took another pull from the hookah. The spiced smoke filled the air and soothed her nerves. For a moment, she almost disregarded the physics’ advice and joined them.
She continued. “But tomorrow Boroah and I march west with the army. I’ve had enough waiting for the enemy to murder my people as he sees fit.”
Jeromon and Fenerath looked at Boroah. The old soldier nodded slightly and said in a quiet voice, “Yes, that is right.” She had consulted with him that morning as they built Saldibar’s tower of silence and he’d agreed that her plan might work.
“We’d hoped the Citadel would send an army, and I believe they would have, had they the chance. Now we have the chance to help them and defeat our enemy at the same time.”
“But if you fail, Balsalom will be helpless when the dark wizard returns,” Jeromon protested.
But Fenerath shook his head while he smoked the hookah. “Balsalom will be helpless either way. Our best wager is to throw in our lot with the barbarians.”
“That’s what I thought,” Boroah agreed. “Take a gamble. Throw the bones and hope they land in lines. We take only the best-trained foot soldiers, archers, and cavalry, some six thousand men by my reckoning.”
“Less than half the force of our army when the dark wizard first marched against us,” Kallia said. “And that leaves Jeromon and Fenerath only the old, the poorly trained, and the injured to defend the city.”
Pasha Jeromon rubbed the thin beard on his chin, as if considering the challenge. “But what is poorly trained and injured today may become a formidable force by spring, should we survive that long. But six thousand! The enemy boasts ten times that number.”
“With an enemy at his front,” Kallia reminded him. “We are reinforcements only, a flanking maneuver that will turn the enemy’s attention and hearten our allies. And, perhaps Lord Garydon sends horse and foot from the Teeth, bolstering our numbers.”
Boroah’s men had reported several days of heavy fighting at the Teeth, and Garydon’s banners still flew over the castle. Had the dark wizard simply failed or had he come to an agreement with the wily lord of the western passes? They wouldn’t know until they demanded the man’s aid.
Jeromon said, “More troubling still, we can’t protect our supply chains through the mountains. Even with minimal garrisons, the enemy can ride from his castles and cut our supply lines at will.” He frowned. “And Garydon, too, should his loyalties turn to the enemy.”
“We bring whatever supplies we can carry,” Boroah answered, “and wait for victory to deliver fresh supplies in Eriscoba.”
Kallia held out Saldibar’s pendant again for Fenerath. “Will you take it, my friend, and lead Balsalom in my stead? You will be khalif should I be killed. I have no heir.” The last part wasn’t entirely true, she thought, remembering the child that grew within her.
It was a risky offer. Plots had been set in motion, assassins hired, for less. But Kallia was willing to risk everything for the trust and loyalty of her people. She considered the risk a small price.
Still sitting cross-legged, Fenerath bowed until his turban brushed the floor. He took the amulet. “Khalifa—may you live forever—I will do my best to lead with your grace and wisdom, though I may never have your beauty.”
She gave him a mock grimace. “Your tongue is as smooth as your shiny bald head, my vizier. But since you keep your skull covered with turbans, I suppose you must let slip the tongue on occasion.”
They left Balsalom the next morning. To her surprise, everyone who heard about their desperate march west wanted to go with the khalifa. She hadn’t thought it possible to move so quickly, but with the army already mobilized and carrying minimal supplies, they had few preparations. They ended with seven thousand fighting men Boroah considered fit. Watching them march under hundreds of white flags emblazoned with gold dragons, confident and well-rested, Kallia thought them a formidable force indeed. They would tire by the time they reached Eriscoba; they brought as many extra horse and camel as they could find, to lessen the burden on each beast and make it possible to rest their mounts, but the next few days would be hard ones indeed.
Boroah wanted Kallia to ride in a sedan carried between four camels, where she would be attended by slaves with fans and fine wines, but she resisted any efforts to isolate her from the army. She rode instead on a horse in the vanguard, next to Boroah. The old pasha was in remarkable spirits, barking orders to his captains, arranging the logistics of their minimal supply train, and studying an array of maps.
Kallia’s spirits rode high as well. The rain had stopped, but clouds and pending autumn kept the weather pleasantly cool. She hadn’t ridden a horse for so long in years and enjoyed the swaying rhythm of the animal beneath her. The sickness that had plagued her the last few days diminished to occasional nausea.
But then Balsalom faded in the east, and when evening approached, the Desolation of Toth beckoned. It stood on the horizon like a gray wound across the landscape, and served as a bitter reminder of what awaited Balsalom should they fail. A dank wind blew out from the blighted lands, and the oppression grew as they drew nearer.
They camped midway through the Desolation the first night. Nobody wanted to spend the night among the dead, but they had little choice. In the morning they would cross it and expose themselves to the enemy fortifications for the first time. From there, a sprint through the mountains.
Kallia woke in the night, heart pounding from a night terror whose memory remained just out of reach. Almost, her courage failed and she woke Boroah to tell him they would return to Balsalom. But Saldibar was dead, she remembered, murdered by the dark wizard. She would do whatever was necessary to stop Cragyn. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Nine
Darik woke to an insistent shaking. “You planning to sleep all day?”
He opened his eyes to find Sofiana standing over him. He rose groggily in bed. Looking down from the loft, he saw light stream through the open door. Ah, but it felt good to get a good sleep.
“You love to do that, don’t you?” he asked. “Isn’t that the third time you’ve rudely awakened me, counting the time you tried to slit my throat? How late is it anyway?”
She eyed him with that self-satisfied look he found so annoying. “Late enough that the battle has already begun.”
“What?” Darik exclaimed, pulling on his trousers and his boots. He strapped on his armor while Sofiana waited impatiently, then fastened his sword and hurried down the ladder. Sofiana followed.
She said, “Veyrians crossed the Thorft during the night and landed boats downstream. We drove them away, but not before they burned a fletcher’s shop and two granaries. Surely you heard the shouting.”
No, he hadn’t, he had to admit. He stepped outside to a view of chaos.
Men and horses clogged the Tothian Way on both sides of the river. The population of Sleptstock had swollen from a few dozen to thousands. Eriscoban camps piled up the west hills, and shouts and animal noises filled the air. Archers stood by the banks, the ground bristling with arrows impaled in the mud for easy access.
East of the river, a sea of black and scarlet spread across the plain, stretching as far as Darik could see and dwarfing Hoffan’s army. Hundreds of banners snapped in the breeze, sprouting from the mass of camels, mammoths, giants, and men on foot and horse. Dozens of black shapes soared high in the air, more dragon wasps than Darik had thought existed in all of Mithyl. Trumpets blared amongst the enemy, calling men to order. Chalfean war drums boomed their response from further back in the enemy ranks. The sight filled Darik with dread.
The Thorft River lay between the two armies, crossed by a single bridge. For now, both sides respected this boundary, and the bridge itself sat empty from west bank to east. The armies fired an occasional arrow across the river, but most of these shots landed in the water.
Cloud castles dotted the sky, taking the place of storm clouds, which had dissipated during the night. They clustered so thickly that they shadowed the ground, but when Darik craned his eyes skyward, he saw no movement. Watching only, content to bask in their own arrogance.
A great shout passed through the armies of the Free Kingdoms. “The griffins! The griffins have come!”
And they came. Swooping from the north, they cut through the air faster than galloping horses, over a hundred strong. The sound of screaming eagles filled the air, skittering the horses. The dragon wasps fled east, not daring an engagement. The great cheer continued through the Eriscoban ranks.
Sofiana led Darik up the hillside where Hoffan had pitched a tent to serve as his headquarters. Banners surrounded the tent, sitting atop poles jammed into the mud. They represented each of the Free Kingdoms, Sofiana said, pointing out the emblems of several, including Arvada and the Citadel. Several griffins had landed outside the tent, clearing the hill of men and horse. The griffin riders stroked their mounts, but fixed Darik with stares as he and Sofiana climbed the hill.
Two armed men stood outside the tent, nervously eyeing the griffins, and lifted a hand to stop Darik and Sofiana, but they stepped aside when the two came closer, as if expecting them.
“There they are!” Hoffan roared when they entered the tent. He gave Darik a sly wink. “Your friend was just asking about you.”
“Friend?”
“Darik!” It was Daria, standing next to her father. She wore a green tunic, and her hair was back into a ponytail. She wore riding gloves and a sword at her side.
She stepped toward him, then stopped awkwardly. Darik embraced her with a kiss on each cheek, before remembering her father. But when he looked up, the man no longer wore a scowl. Instead, his face said something else that Darik couldn’t quite decipher. Acceptance?
While Flockheart and Daria stood, everyone else in the room sat around a table strewn with maps. Whelan and Markal sat next to Hoffan, together with Nathaliey Liltige, who raised an eyebrow when she saw Darik. She wore heavy robes inscribed with cartouches that reminded Darik of the torturer in Graiyan’s kitchen. But instead of carrying pain-inflicting tools, she wore a paper book chained through its binding about her waist, the book small enough to fit comfortably in her palm. She nodded curtly.
Darik nodded back, relieved to see her instead of Chantmer the Tall. He and Sofiana took the chairs that Hoffan offered.
“And you haven’t seen him since then?” Nathaliey asked Markal, returning to her conversation.
Markal shook his head. “Not since we spoke of the dark wizard, no. I worry that he’s off preparing his own spells.”
Nathaliey looked disturbed. “Our magic is weakened without him. We simply must find him.”
Darik presumed they discussed Chantmer the Tall. Well, Darik didn’t think he could be trusted in any event.
Whelan turned to Hoffan. “How long can you hold Sleptstock?”
Hoffan cracked his knuckles. “Hard to say. We’ll get our first glimpse of the enemy shortly. By nightfall, I’ll wager. Tomorrow we’ll have a better idea. My guess is a week, depending how badly we want to keep the bridge and how many more men we get.”
“A week is enough,” Whelan said.
Hoffan growled. “It shouldn’t be necessary. If Chantmer hadn’t sent the Brotherhood questing for a mythical cure for the king’s mythical illness, we’d have the strength to defeat the dark wizard right here and now.”
“Chantmer made a mistake,” Nathaliey said. “Nothing more.” But she didn’t look sure, Darik noted, and neither did Markal or Whelan.
“Perhaps,” Hoffan said, “But it’s still a blow. The Knights Temperate are our advantage.”
“Not our only advantage,” Markal said. “The dark wizard has a way of overextending himself. In his rush to force a quick victory, he lost hundreds of men in the mountains, and lost Balsalom to revolt. If he throws his forces at us before they’re ready, and we hold them, we might turn the battle when the Brotherhood arrives.”
The wizard paused, then added, “But I’m not certain the Knights Temperate will turn the battle. The enemy is greater than I feared.”
Markal explained what he’d learned about the dark wizard. King Toth? Darik wondered in growing fear. Could he still be alive after all of this time? But it explained why their attempts to bind Cragyn to Soultrup in the Estmor swamps had failed.
“Keep this a secret,” Hoffan said. “You’ll spread panic.”
Nathaliey said, “Markal and I considered that, but the dark wizard, or Toth, if you prefer, will announce his identity just when it hurts the most. Better that everyone already know.”
Whelan rose to his feet. “I don’t have any more time to talk if I’m going to meet Ethan tonight. I hope you don’t mind if I take two of your men. Stewart and Jason.”
Hoffan gave him a pained look. “You had to ask for those two, did you? Go ahead and take them. It’s not like I have any need for Knights Temperate, do I?”
Whelan ignored Hoffan’s sarcasm and turned to Darik and Sofiana. “Ninny, Darik, are you ready to ride again?”
Sofiana rose immediately to her feet, but Darik hesitated. Misreading his doubt, Markal said, “Or maybe you’d rather help me with my wizardry.”
“Actually,” Darik said, “I was wondering if Daria and Flockheart brought an extra mount.”
Daria stepped forward, and Flockheart said, “You’re welcome to ride Joffa. I understand you flew with honor at Balsalom.”
“I almost killed myself,” Darik admitted. “But I think I can help.” He put his hand on his sword hilt and smiled. “It’s time to give Waspcleaver some more action.”
Whelan raised his eyebrow, looking amused. “Waspcleaver?”
“A perfectly reasonable name,” Markal said. “I suppose he could have called it Nosepicker, but such a blade is unlikely to turn a man into a hero.”
Hoffan laughed. “I remember my first sword. I called it Charn Foe. I didn’t quite know what a charn was, but I knew it was something mean and nasty. To be truthful, I should have named it Finger-mangler or maybe Squirrelbane for all that I knew how to use it.” He shrugged. “Waspcleaver is a fine name, provided, of course, that you’ll actually cleave me a few.” 
Darik felt foolish that he’d opened his mouth, but tried to be good-natured and laugh with the others. “It was Flockheart’s griffin that did the wasp cleaving at Balsalom,” he admitted. He gave a half smile to Whelan. “But this is a better sword, and I’m trying to encourage a little more help this time.”
Whelan left shortly with Sofiana, while Hoffan and the two wizards pored over the maps. Flockheart took him outside to meet the other riders. They were a quiet lot, much like Flockheart, and uncomfortable around all of these people. But Darik thought them noble to help the Free Kingdoms in their time of need, rather than hide like the Cloud Kingdoms.
Darik happened to glance up as he went to meet the riders and saw something strange in the distant mountains. Black smoke trickled from the canyon where the Tothian Way emerged into Eriscoba. He was too far to see whether the smoke came from a careless fire lit by the dark wizard’s troops, or from some other source.
#
The attack the previous night over the river had come as a surprise, but the dark wizard’s first true assault came as both sides had expected. A direct attack after a day and a night building their army east of the river. Only the size and ferocity of the attack caught anyone by surprise.
The enemy had assembled eight siege weapons along the east bank during the afternoon and night. Trebuchets, Darik remembered from his lessons, a favorite weapon of the eastern khalifates. A tower with a stout pole that jutted at an angle, the engine worked by cinching a heavy counterweight to the ground, then releasing it to propel a missile from the pole end. This missile was usually a round stone or iron ball to pound walls to submission. Nothing like Cragyn’s Hammer, but effective over a long siege.
But instead of hurling stones, the Veyrians launched flaming pitch across the river, experimenting in the morning before they dragged the wheeled trebuchets to attack the defenders guarding the end of the bridge. One well-placed shot struck and gutted the wooden gate to the bridge tower before men with buckets could put it out. This left the tower underbelly unprotected but for a few murder holes that looked down onto the Tothian Way.
After that, the pitch proved a nuisance more than anything, but it gave cover to the Veyrians approaching the eastern edge of the bridge. They clustered tightly with shields raised overhead and inched forward. War drums and trumpets gathered cavalry and footmen behind the initial wave, ready to exploit any breach.
As soon as the enemy moved, scores of Eriscoban archers took position on the west riverbank. They notched a preliminary arrow in each bow and waited for the enemy to draw into range. Hoffan’s men massed at the west end of the bridge, discarded pikes, gathered in case of a cavalry attack, and gathered shorter spears. The Eriscoban defense bristled thicker than the quills on a porcupine. The scene a few minutes before had been a picture of efficient movement of men and supplies. Now, both sides dropped all pretense of order to scurry into position.
Darik and the griffin riders watched from the hillside north of Sleptstock. He expected to see wasps rise from the enemy ranks as soon as the Veyrians on the bridge closed within range of the Eriscoban archers. Joffa shifted beneath Darik, younger and more excitable than its parents, Brasson and Averial. Darik hoped he could handle the griffin in battle. Daria gave him a nervous smile, while most of the others stared grimly down at the bridge. No sign of wasps yet. In the meanwhile, he had an excellent view of the battle.
The ground was still wet from the rain and horses, carts, and the boots of footmen churned the fields to mud on both sides of the river. Darik thought about the farmers whose fields would lay trampled beneath the two armies. Soon, those fields would be fertilized with blood.
As the Veyrian footmen came within bow range, hundreds of men broke from the enemy ranks farther back and rushed toward the river. They threw aside tarps and blankets to reveal dozens of small boats, which they carried to the water’s edge. Within seconds, boats and men filled the river both north and south of the bridge, rowing hard for the opposite bank.
As soon as the Veyrians hit the water, the action changed on the bridge. A mass of cavalry galloped forward from behind the Veyrian foot soldiers. The latter ducked out of the way to let the cavalry charge across the bridge at full speed. The men waiting on the near side had no time to change spears for pikes. The Eriscobans braced for the impact.
Toth’s trebuchets launched a volley of burning pitch that landed amidst the defenders. Other Eriscobans rushed in with buckets of water, dousing the flames where they landed. One of the balls of flame landed on the bridge tower, and water poured from arrow loops, trying to douse it.
A hail of arrows met the closing Veyrian cavalry. Eriscobans in the tower and along the riverbanks fired, notched, and fired again. Enemy horse and rider wore protective armor and helms, but the occasional arrow pierced these defenses and sent man and beast to the ground to be trampled. For a moment, it looked as though the attack would fail before it reached the west side of the river. But attention turned by necessity to the boats rapidly crossing the river, throwing confusion into Hoffan’s forces and slowing the hail of arrows.
The enemy cavalry hit the disrupted defenders. The bridge was narrower than the rest of the Tothian Way, but still wide enough for fifteen horses to ride side by side. This wall of cavalry rode into spears with lowered lances. Driven back by the assault, the Eriscobans struggled to hold their ground. Veyrian horses impaled themselves on spears and fell, but their riders leaped from the backs of downed mounts to attack on foot. Scimitars met straight barbarian blades in a clash of steel.
Still no sign of dragon wasps. Darik looked nervously at Flockheart, who scanned the skies with a scowl on his face. Why didn’t the wasps attack with the rest of the army? Maybe they lay in wait to conceal their numbers.
The first boats reached the west shore, but Eriscoban swordsmen met them. At first, every Veyrian fell as soon as he stepped from his boat, but soon sheer numbers gave the enemy the marshy, shallow areas.
At last, Flockheart waved his hand forward and risked ambush. Darik kicked his heels into Joffa’s flanks and lurched into the sky with the others. Screams split the air.
They swooped over the river, turning boats and snatching men from their oars. Arrows flew from the far bank, but the enemy stood too far away to hit moving targets. Joffa dropped to follow Brasson and Averial, and Darik struggled to hold on. A man stood on the boat with sword in hand, readying himself to jump ashore. He looked up in terror as Darik and Joffa attacked, and tried to bring his sword to bear. Joffa seized him in its claws. The griffin dipped its beak as they rose, tearing at the man’s face, then dropped the man into the river. Darik wheeled to the west, back over friendly troops, then turned to the river.
The sky filled with feather and talon and the shouts of griffin riders in battle. Darik raised his sword overhead and joined his cry with the others.
#
Markal stood with Narud, Nathaliey and six other wizards in a circle atop the hill while the griffins attacked the boats. He gathered his will to join with the others.
“Where is Chantmer?” someone murmured.
Nobody had seen him all day. A bird told Narud that the tall wizard rode west from the Citadel last night. But they’d had no word since then.
“Maybe we should summon him,” Nathaliey said.
“Too much energy,” Markal said. “We can’t risk it.”
“We can send a seeker,” Narud said.
Markal considered. If they chained their power, they could send a net of seeking across the landscape, reaching across a hundred miles within the hour to call Chantmer wherever he hid. But doing so would drain energy better spent fighting Toth’s army. An easier solution would be to imbue seeking power on an individual, who would ride in search of Chantmer, maybe find him by nightfall. By necessity, it would be wise to send the weakest wizard. He noted the others looking at him expectantly.
“Very well. I’ll go,” Markal said. He looked for a horse to appropriate. The hillside swarmed with men on horses, but they all moved in a hurry; whomever he chose wouldn’t be pleased.
Nathaliey took his arm. “Help us complete the circle, first. We will make our attack, then create the seeking.”
The wizards gathered into what the Order called a circle of life. All life is a circle, the Martyr taught. You start as soil in a fertile field, and eventually you return to the soil, where you wait for the Harvester to gather your soul and sow it in the ground. 
Each wizard stood with his left hand on the shoulder of the wizard to his left, placing his right hand in a pile of hands palm up in the center. Nathaliey whispered the spell, while the others channeled their energy to her. It started as a tingle in Markal’s shoulder, then a current that surged through his left hand to the shoulder of the man on his left. Around and around the current raced, building a river of magic.
The circle of life required a wizard of stature to gather its true force. He’d thought only Chantmer the Tall held the necessary will to summon that force, but he’d underestimated Nathaliey Liltige. She shaped them to her purpose, drained them of power by calling up their belief in the Order. This must be what it felt like to be a great wizard, Markal thought, this feeling of power, of indestructibility.
“Gulgoletha na Mithyl vevrais!” she cried, claiming the most potent of magic, the force of life. The spell surprised Markal, but such was Nathaliey’s will that every tendon strained to answer her call.
A lightning flash of magic burst through the soles of their feet, sinking into the ground. Released from Nathaliey’s hold, the circle collapsed, and the wizards fell to the ground. The smell of smoking flesh filled the air, and Markal felt an excruciating pain as his right hand shriveled, together with the right hands of the other wizards in the circle.
A groan rocked the ground. The hillside churned, blasting geysers of mud. An ancient millstone rose from the ground next to Markal, together with the skull of a horse. The wizards and everyone else on the hill scrambled away from the tilting ground. Markal glanced down at the battle raging below the hill.
Under the griffins’ onslaught, the enemy boats were overturned and their riders killed. A few Veyrians fought desperately along the west river bank, but were overwhelmed by a great mass of Eriscobans. Griffins picked off half a dozen men who swam for the opposite shore.
But the two sides raged to control the bridge. The enemy cavalry had opened a sizeable breach in the Eriscoban defense, but they were met by Hoffan’s cavalry. Meanwhile, Hoffan’s archers in the tower and on the river banks continued their deadly hail of arrows, sometimes unable to discriminate who they shot at. The dead and wounded piled so high on the west side of the bridge that they formed a barrier of their own. Mammoths and giants charged across the bridge from Toth’s army to join the battle, together with hundreds more footmen and riders. If the enemy completed the breach, the Free Kingdoms would lose the bridge on the first day. Something had to be done to stem the attack.
Another lurch in the ground threw Markal from his feet while he tried to get away from the swaying hillside. As the ground churned, it coughed up centuries of refuse. Bones of men and beast, rusted shields, spears, broken ploughs, coins, wagon wheels and the rotting shell of a long-buried house. These things gathered in a muddy pile on the surface. At last, when the hill had nothing left to surrender, the refuse formed itself.
Metal and stone melded with bones, forming a long spine, and then a rib cage made from rotted timbers and the thigh bones of some long-dead monster. A head and tail formed, together with massive wings that stretched and grew. The creature had bones of refuse and muscle of mud from the hill but it was very much alive. It lifted its head and roared.
A bone gurgolet, Markal realized with awe, as it was called in the old tongue. Such a thing had not been seen in a thousand years. He’d not thought there enough magic in the Free Kingdoms to bind such force. Wild hope rose within his bosom.
The creature lifted into the air, dripping mud and rotting leaves. It was a terrible thing to behold and a wail went up through both armies. The gurgolet ambled toward the bridge with a heavy flap of wings. It spewed hot mud from its maw as it passed over the enemy. Men and beast fell under the spray, or hurled themselves into the river. It swept above the enemy, its tail destroying men with every lash. It roared again, and the enemy soldiers fled. Screaming, griffins raced in the beast’s wake, tearing the helpless Veyrians with their claws.
For one wild moment, Markal thought the war would be won today. Toth had underestimated the Order of the Wounded Hand, just as he had once underestimated the Crimson Path and a wizard named Memnet the Great. Nathaliey raised herself from the ground a few feet from Markal, triumph glowing in her eyes. Narud stood several paces back, a pure stupor on his face from the magic they’d summoned.
But then he saw the gurgolet’s answer rise dark and terrible from the back of Toth’s army. A dragon, eighty feet long, with fire burning in its jaws. Markal knew what had caused the fires in the mountains, the smoke visible all morning. Dragon kin had busied themselves shoveling charcoal into the dragon’s craw to stoke its fires for battle. Hundreds of dragon wasps buzzed around their sire, eager to press the attack.
How the dragon had survived the Tothian Wars, Markal didn’t know. Until the wasps appeared a few years ago, he’d thought the last dragon killed. He could only guess that both it and its mate had spent the wars in pupal form, and then hidden themselves in the Wylde. This dragon was fully mature, skin blackened and hardened by fire. Its eyes glowed from the tremendous heat building in its stomach.
The two monsters closed in the air, one a creature of earth and water, the other fire. The armies stopped and watched, aware that this battle would decide the war. Even wasps and griffins shrank back, content to let their respective champions fight until one destroyed the other. And then, the unthinkable happened.
The bone gurgolet stopped in front of the dragon, but didn’t attack. It hesitated, then swung around to the side of the dragon. Together, they flew back to the bridge, catching the startled Eriscobans beneath them, those men who’d charged across the bridge when the gurgolet scattered the enemy. The gurgolet sprayed hot mud again, but this time at the armies of the Free Kingdoms.
Scores of griffins closed in immediate challenge. They attacked the dragon with beak and talon, together with the swords of their riders. The dragon belched a cone of fire. A terrific wave of heat roiled through the sky, its blast even reaching the hill. Griffins plummeted to the ground on fire and screamed in pain.
Still flying slowly over the bridge, the gurgolet lashed its tail at the fleeing Eriscobans. Enemy war drums boomed a call to attack, and the Veyrian army pressed to take advantage of this new turn of events.
Markal stared at the carnage, unable to comprehend.
“Chantmer,” Nathaliey said. She drew up to Markal, eyes dull. “He corrupted our spell and turned it to the dark wizard’s purpose.”
Markal turned to her, angry that she should make such an idle speculation about a man who had taken the covenants of the Order of the Wounded Hand. But the dejection on her face stopped his rebuke.
She said, “I should have known the magic was too strong without his aid. He was channeling his energy with everyone else, but turning it to the dark wizard’s purpose.” Nathaliey turned away, face bitter, even as the two monsters darkened the sky. “We are ruined. The Citadel will fall.”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Ten
Kreth’s feet touched the ground in the mountains, some ninety miles west of Aristonia, but he felt Aristonia’s pull even so. He felt it every time he left the Cloud Kingdoms to slip unseen among the outlanders.
Kreth longed to set foot in Aristonia one more time, smell the dirt of his garden. He held a small handful of Aristonian soil in his hand which he poured in a small circle around himself and the king, finishing the spell. So precious, and yet he spilled the soil on the ground as if it were mere sand from the desert. For a moment he envied Markal’s order, able to use their own life-force to bind magic.
Kreth stood next to the king on the Tothian Way, surrounded by the Balsalomian Army. Such was the nature of Kreth’s spell, that none of the men or beasts saw, heard, or smelled them. They simply deviated their course slightly, without noticing the cause, and continued on their way. He breathed slowly, savoring the smell of pine trees.
Collvern knew nothing of patience. “Hurry, magistrate, hurry. The spell will fail.”
Not magistrate. Kreth the Sage.
He still thought of himself as Kreth the Sage, even after all of these centuries, even though he’d become the king’s own magistrate with power over all of the Cloud Kingdoms. He still remembered the day that Memnet the Great found him tilling his garden in the fertile fields of Green Down, in the heart of Aristonia.
Kreth had felt the tall man standing behind him long before he turned to acknowledge the trespasser. He turned over the soil with a small hand spade, breaking apart clumps of dirt to open the soil for the roots of the plants in his herb garden. There were no rocks in his garden, hadn’t been for hundreds of years. His was a family of gardeners, always had been, and always would be, or so Kreth had supposed at the time. They had tilled this garden for generations and long since removed any rocks. But even without rocks, the soil still needed breaking and sifting, as the worms that constantly ate and renewed the soil left it in clumps.
He ignored the man, who stood over his shoulder, instead savoring the warm spring sun on his neck, the rich, earthy smell in his nostrils. Kreth prayed thanks to the Forest Brother for giving them this land. His father had been a religious man, who prayed at the temples every morning, and his habits remained in Kreth, just like the rich soil under his fingernails, always there but rarely noticed.
His visitor was patient, remarkably so. Most who came to buy herbs would blurt out their errands within seconds of finding Kreth in his garden.
“My name is Memnet,” the man said at last, his voice smooth and with the slightest trace of eastern accent, as if he was either born in the cities beyond Syrmarria or had lived there for many years. “You are a patient man, Kreth.”
Kreth turned around as if noticing him for the first time. “Gardening is not for the impatient, my friend.” He wasn’t as tall as Kreth had supposed from watching his shadow, and he was thinner than his deep, rich voice suggested. “Do you know why?”
Memnet said, “The sun rises, sets, the seasons change. A man cannot change the slow march of time.” He smiled. “As for the garden itself, a plant requires attention, but in limited doses. The garden, even the land, will die if overtilled, watered, and watched.”
It was such a good answer that Kreth looked down at the man’s fingernails, and was surprised to see the nails clean, and unsplit, with no calluses on the hands. “Who are you?”
“I need your help.”
“I’m a gardener,” Kreth said. “I work the soil. If you need herbs for your salad, or your rheumatism, I can help you. But that’s all I do. I grow plants.”
A half-smile played at the man’s lips. He wore no beard, looked rather young, and had no cartouches or emblems of power sewn into his simple gray robe, but Kreth was quite certain that the man was a wizard.
“That is exactly why I sought you out. I have a garden to grow. But I’m not growing plants, my friend.”
Kreth would soon learn that Memnet loved word plays, puns, and the study of languages in general, but this riddle intrigued him. “What kind of garden are you growing?” he asked, rising to his feet and brushing the dirt from his hands. His knees ached from kneeling so long.
“I am planting a garden of wizards, my friend.”
Kreth suppressed a laugh. “Wizards? I know nothing of wizardry.” He broke off a piece of sage and handed it to the man. “This is what I know.”
Memnet smelled the pungent sage and smiled. “Then I will call you Kreth the Sage.” This time, Kreth did laugh. Memnet continued, “Come, friend, show me your garden, and then we will talk.”
By the time they finished talking, the sun had set behind the mountains, the blackness broken by millions of stars that speckled the moonless night. Staring at the stars while listening to Memnet’s sonorous voice, he knew he would leave his garden to follow this man. He’d had no idea how long that journey would last.
King Collvern’s impatience broke through the barrier set by Kreth’s memories.
“What are you doing?” the king demanded. “What’s the matter? Are you ill?”
By the Brothers! The man had the patience of a child. Kreth let the last of the Aristonian soil trickle through his fingers, then turned to the king, even as he suppressed his annoyance. “Patience, my king. The spell will last.”
The Tothian Way swarmed with soldiers and beasts. There were camel riders, and men on horse, footmen, and giant caravans of supplies, all rushing to their death in Eriscoba. It all reminded Kreth of the final days of the Wars, when all of Mithyl marched to war.
They picked their way along the road, barefoot. The smoothed stones of the Way had changed little since the wars, and felt comfortable beneath his feet. The king muttered at each step, his feet too soft for such walking without boots. But their feet needed to touch the ground or the spell would fail. The sun was warm, but a strong breeze blew down from the mountains and Collvern shivered.
“The khalifa,” Collvern said, pointing ahead.
Dragon banners snapped briskly overhead, while a guard of twenty men surrounded a litter carried between four horses. While they watched, a woman dismounted from a white destrier and walked back to the litter, where a whiskered old man with a blue turban helped her inside.
“Selphan,” the king said, a touch of disgust in his voice.
“Her pasha, I believe,” Kreth said. “His name is Boroah.”
“What kind of queen would surround herself with such men? They are such a weak, pitiful race.”
Kreth was tempted to remind Collvern that Selphan had lived in Syrmarria, too. Indeed, Boroah might well be a descendant of Selphan who had once served in the court of Collvern’s ancestors. But Collvern despised the Selphan, because they, like Aristonians, had seen their country destroyed. But even now, a thousand years later, they relied on the charity of outlanders to survive. The king swore that Aristonians would never suffer such an indignity.
“Hurry,” the king urged. He drew his sword and hurried toward the khalifa’s litter. “Hurry.”
Kreth ignored him, but picked his way slowly through the Balsalomian army, watching. Behind the first, visible world lay an unseen world, where vines of magic stretched and grew in response to the powers that controlled them. He’d expected magic to flow from the khalifa as if she were the center of a magical spring that fed all around her. But instead, he stood in a desert.
For one thing, there was only a single wizard, a young apprentice with little power, and not a single torturer, whose powerful magicks cursed so many of the khalifates. But more importantly, nothing came from the khalifa’s litter itself, where he’d expected to find the book. He supposed she could have given it to one of her wizards, but there was so little magic in this army that he doubted she had any who could read the tome. Toth must have killed or captured them when he took Balsalom.
Collvern walked alongside the khalifa’s litter, even as men stepped out of his way without realizing why they did so. It took a few minutes for Kreth to reach the king’s side, and by then Collvern frowned in impatience. Together, they scrambled into the khalifa’s litter.
The litter was more like a small room than simply bedding, although it wasn’t high enough to stand up inside, so they knelt. Kallia lay back on her pillows as the litter swayed beneath them. The air was cool inside, ventilated by the breeze outside, but sweat stood out on her face. Kreth had watched her from afar through a seeing stone, but this was the first time he’d had a chance to study her this close. Kallia Saffa wasn’t particularly beautiful, although there was a certain appeal in the mixture of dark, eastern skin and the facial features of an Aristonian. Even as she slept, Kreth thought he saw both determination and vulnerability on her tensed lips and the slight crease in her brow.
Something else was in the litter. He hadn’t seen it at first in the dim light inside. A shadow swirled around the khalifa’s head, drawn in and out of her lungs with every breath. He held out his hand to hold the king back before he drew too close to the shadow.
“Now,” Collvern said, ignoring his gesture. “Now we force her to give us the tome.”
“Put the sword away,” Kreth told the king. He had warned the man about the limitations of the spell, but Collvern needed reminding. “You are only a shadow here. The sword will not touch her.”
“Then you wake her,” Collvern urged. “Make her give us the book.”
Why must he be so hasty?
“Quiet,” Kreth said. “I must have quiet.”
He obeyed and Kreth watched. He recognized the shadow at last when he caught a flicker of its features. A wight trailed her, poisoned Kallia’s soul. It was a powerful spirit, no doubt bound by the dark lord himself and sent to gather Kallia to his power. And there was a second presence inside the khalifa. A bright pinprick of light grew in her womb.
Kreth said, “There is no reason for us to stay. I was wrong. She doesn’t have the book.”
Collvern looked up sharply. “Impossible. How else did she liberate Balsalom? How did she break free of the enemy’s power?”
“I don’t know how she retook Balsalom,” Kreth admitted, admiration rising for the doomed queen. “But she hasn’t broken free of his power. A wight attacks her soul. It will soon bind her in the dark lord’s service.”
“What?” the king asked. “Are you sure?” When Kreth nodded, he added, “But perhaps she will fight the wight and win.”
In spite of Collvern’s professed hatred of Balsalom, and the indignity of seeing Balsalom sit atop Syrmarria’s ruins, where Collvern’s ancestors had reigned, Kreth sensed a grudging admiration for the khalifa in his words.
“Unlikely, but suppose that she does fight the wight and win,” Kreth answered. “She carries the dark wizard’s seed, my king.” He shook his head, feeling sorry for the young queen, swept into events beyond her control. “Whether or not the wight takes her soul to the enemy, she will die in childbirth.”
#
Markal denied Nathaliey’s assertion that Chantmer had turned the gurgolet against them. “I don’t believe it. Chantmer is a hard, unyielding man, but he is devoted to the Order. And as long as the Citadel stands, the battle might still be won.”
Nathaliey said, “What then? Do you want to seek for Chantmer?”
“It’s our only choice. You stay and protect the retreat.”
The Veyrians poured across the bridge. Enemy mammoth and giants joined masses of camel and horse cavalry to break the Eriscoban line. Hoffan’s troops rushed into the gap and the battle degenerated into a thousand separate battles, that spread like a wave from the bridge. Arrows cut down many of the enemy troops as they crossed the bridge, but the dragon and the gurgolet put an end to that defense.
The dragon swooped around the tower that guarded the west side of the bridge, while dragon wasps forced the griffins away. It bathed the tower with its fiery breath. Arrows sped to meet it, but they did no damage to the dragon. The gurgolet spewed mud on the archers along the banks, wreaking more havoc.
The sun dipped low on the horizon, and Markal hoped that night might bring a few hours respite to allow Hoffan’s army an orderly retreat to the Citadel. He didn’t know how long the gurgolet would hold its life force, but not indefinitely. And if he could find Chantmer, they could fight the dragon. He was not yet ready to surrender.
Nathaliey found another wizard, a man named Kennett Rogha. The man placed his good hand on Markal’s shoulder. Markal bowed his head and waited, his spine stiffening at the influx of power that came when the man spoke his incantation. It was a simple spell, and Kennett was strong enough that his left hand was only mildly scorched, instead of blackened like his right hand after raising the gurgolet.
The sky dimmed and Markal thought for a moment that one of the cloud castles had passed in front of the sun. But it was Kennett’s spell that dimmed the sky. Through the shade that passed over his eyes, he saw a string of light that extended from his chest and stretched northwest from the hill. Follow the string and it would lead him to Chantmer.
#
The griffins fought an increasingly desperate battle. Three fell on the dragon’s first blast, and half a dozen more sped away badly burned. Dragon wasps attacked from all sides, but Flockheart charged the dragon, knowing that it could obliterate the entire army. Hoffan’s wizards had summoned the other monster that now decimated men on the bridge, let them deal with it.
The dragon burned the tower. Men jumped from windows to the river, clothes burning. It took the dragon some time to stoke its fires; Flockheart took the opportunity to lead a charge. Darik pulled hard on Joffa’s lead, and the griffin followed the others, flying directly at the dragon with a scream.
Dragon wasps closed from all sides, trying to drive them away. One attacked from Darik’s right side and he braced himself with sword outstretched, holding the griffin with his other hand. The dragon kin pulled back on the wasp, but the wasp’s underbelly rammed into Waspcleaver. The wasp screamed and whipped its head around to bite at Darik’s face, while the dragon kin stabbed at him with his spear.
Joffa rolled onto its back and only Darik’s grip kept him from falling loose. He tangled in the tethers. Darik freed his sword and grabbed Joffa with his forearm. Joffa righted himself, the dragon wasp jolted loose. The kin fought to bring its mount for another attack, but the wasp dropped toward the ground with blood streaming from its underbelly. More wasps came from below, but Joffa outran them, joining the others in attack on the dragon. Griffins clawed and bit at the dragon’s flanks.
Eighty feet long including tail, the dragon presented the hard, leathery skin on its back and lashed its tail to drive away the griffins. Darik stabbed its neck as he passed. His sword bounced off harmlessly. The dragon turned its massive head to bite at Darik and Joffa. Its eyes glowed like embers and its breath stank of hot ash. Darik saw fires in its belly, light rising from its blackened mouth and down its neck. Joffa lurched away just in time.
Another griffin and rider weren’t so lucky. Distracted by wasps, the griffin got too close to the dragon’s mouth. The dragon grabbed the griffin in its mouth by one wing and a forelimb. The rider screamed, her ankle also caught in its mouth. The griffin pecked and scratched at the hardened scales around the dragon’s mouth while the monster shook its head back and forth like a dog worrying a bone. The woman tried desperately to pry her leg free with her sword.
Darik sped to help but the dragon finished before he got close, opening its mouth to let its victims fall. The griffin dropped straight to the ground, two hundred feet below. The griffin was dead before it hit, but its rider, leg mangled, was not.
The dragon belched more fire, and caught two griffins, which fell burning toward the river. The wizards’ monster savaged Sleptstock with hot mud, but the griffins had turned the dragon long enough for Hoffan to form a defensive perimeter about the town. A well-shot arrow caught the dragon in the wing and it roared and turned away. Just below Darik a griffin fell with two spears in its side. Its rider was nowhere to be seen.
Some griffins fled, pursued by wasps. Others pulled out of range of the dragon. Darik found himself surrounded by half a dozen wasps. He pulled hard on the tether, climbing Joffa higher. One of the cloud castles loomed overhead and, remembering how he’d escaped with Daria at Balsalom, Darik climbed higher. The wasps broke off pursuit as he drew close. But he had no time to find Collvern and plead with the king to help the Free Kingdoms. He dropped toward the village to look for Daria.
Griffins scattered from the battle, leaving the skies to wasps, the dragon, and the wizard’s monster. And as it grew dark, Darik found it harder to look for Daria. He returned to the battle, staying over friendly forces.
The Free Kingdoms had lost the bridge Hoffan hoped to hold for an entire week. Dead men and horses lay everywhere, far too many from the Free Kingdoms. Veyrians poured across the bridge by the thousands, pushing the Eriscobans from Sleptstock.
A massive caravan pushed its way through the enemy army from the east, an oversized cart pulled by teams of oxen. Darik looked at the cargo and recognized the rounded iron surface of the bombast at once. Cragyn’s Hammer, all the way through the mountains and approaching the Citadel. Fresh despair washed over him.
Dusk came at last, and with it a small respite. The wizards’ monster sank quietly from sight. Perhaps worried about ambush, the enemy stopped its advance, allowing Hoffan’s men a retreat toward the Citadel, fifteen miles distant. But as they retreated, the dragon flew along the Tothian Way, burning wagon-trains and killing dozens.
So much lost, Darik thought as he dropped his exhausted mount on a deserted hilltop a few miles northwest of the river. And they hadn’t even seen the dark wizard yet. Toth. What magic would he wield when he finally presented himself? In the distance, he heard the Harvester’s horn, and baying hounds. Hunting aplenty tonight.
Joffa screamed at a dark shape that dropped to the hill: another griffin. 
“Did Flockheart send you here?” the rider asked, stumbling from his mount. He had a gash on his arm, but it was the exhaustion and defeat written on his face that struck Darik more than anything.
“No,” Darik admitted. “I just had to stop. Joffa couldn’t fly any farther.”
A second griffin wheeled overhead, then a third. Within a few minutes half a dozen griffins gathered on the hillside. Other survivors came during the next few hours, drawn by the screams and the campfire someone lit, together with the enticing aroma of roasting sheep. Darik counted sixty. One of these was Flockheart.
He sought out Darik immediately. “Daria?” he asked. “Where is she?”
Darik shook his head. “I’d hoped to find her with you.”
Flockheart let out a small groan. “No. I flew several times over the Veyrians before wasps drove me off.”
“And I looked over Sleptstock. Could she be hiding along the river? I saw some griffins fighting wasps over the marshes north of town.”
 “You might be right.”
Darik looked back toward the campfire, where the lamb was almost done. There would be time enough for eating later. “Let’s go look for her.”
Brasson was too tired to fly any further, but Flockheart found a riderless griffin and took it. Darik roused Joffa from a sleep and the griffin lifted its head from beneath a wing, squawking a protest. Darik tried to climb on its back, but it snapped irritably at his hand.
“Come on, boy,” Darik urged, jerking his hand back in a hurry. “Daria is in trouble. And Averial, too. We’ve got to help.”
He didn’t know if the griffin understood, or if the reasonable tone in his voice soothed the beast, but it turned its head to the side and let him climb on its back. Darik and Joffa rose into the sky, following Flockheart.
The night was dark, with only a hint of moon in the sky, and Darik strained to pick out Flockheart and his mount. The other griffin keened softly, and Joffa followed the sound. They flew low over the hills. Sleptstock still burned, sending columns of fire into the sky. Darik heard shouts, singing, and the screams of a woman, so anguished that it turned his blood cold.
They swooped low over the marshes, Flockheart’s griffin keening softly. Darik thought he heard an answering cry, then something massive and black flew by with a rush of wind. Joffa tensed suddenly and wheeled away. Fire blazed in the sky.
The dragon.
But it didn’t hunt them. It flew along the river bank, blasting fire down into the marshes, crisping them and sending smoke and steam into the air. In the light Darik could see large charred patches. He heard a griffin cry out from below.
“Find her,” Flockheart said, just over Darik’s shoulder. “The dragon has poor eyesight.” He rushed by on his mount.
“You!” Flockheart cried from Darik’s left and his griffin screamed a challenge to the dragon. “I have killed all of your spawn!” he shouted. “Cut them down like maggots. And now I will kill you!”
“Hahahaha,” the dragon laughed as it turned slowly, in a deep voice that frightened Darik worse than its roar. “Come here little sparrow. I am hungry.”
Darik and Joffa dove toward the ground as the dragon flew overhead, searching for Flockheart, who sped west, shouting taunts. “Daria!” he cried. “Where are you?”
He heard the griffin scream again, closer and he brought Joffa to the ground in a copse of trees. The griffin cry sounded again, closer.
“Daria?”
“Darik!” she answered and relief flooded him. “Over here.”
“Where are you?” he asked, turning in the direction from which he thought he’d heard her voice. Joffa waddled forward.
“Don’t let Joffa see us,” she said, the urgency so strong in her voice that he stopped immediately. He dismounted from Joffa and tied the tether around a tree branch.
He stepped through the trees, searching through the darkness for movement and stumbling once at a root that reached up to trip him. “Where are you? We don’t have much time.”
Griffin and rider sat in a clearing in the trees, branches torn all around them. A dead dragon wasp lay a few feet away. Daria rose from Averial’s side and he felt a fresh surge of relief. “Thank the brothers that you’re alive,” he said.
“Darik,” she said, gesturing for him to come closer. He obeyed.
Darik took one look at Averial and knew she was finished. One wing was torn almost completely away and a huge gash opened her underbelly wide, exposing intestines and stomach. She flapped the other wing feebly, while Daria tried to settle her down. Darik felt sick.
“Daria,” he said, meaning to urge her to hurry, but he couldn’t. “Oh, Daria. I’m so sorry.” He took her in his arms.
Daria wrapped her arms around his neck and wept. “I can’t leave her here. Alone with that thing hunting her. No, I can’t.”
Darik imagined the dragon settling onto the terrified griffin to tear it apart and nodded. “You’re right. But what can we do to help?” he asked, even as the answer came to him. “Oh, there really is only one thing, isn’t there?”
“Would you, would you do it, Darik?” she asked in a voice that was barely a whisper as she pulled away from him. “I don’t think I could.”
Darik swallowed to force down the huge lump rising in his throat. He nodded. “Yes, I’ll do it.”
He pulled out Waspcleaver. The blade gleamed in the dim light, still stained with the blackened blood of wasp and rider. He wiped it on the grass and took a tentative step toward Averial. Wounded as she was, the griffin could still tear his arm from its socket or open his belly with a claw.
But Averial didn’t move as he drew closer. Her cries grew louder and sounded frightened. Joffa screamed an answer from the trees further back and Darik feared he would tear the flimsy tether to shreds and come over to attack him. Daria hurried in to comfort Averial, wrapping her arms around the griffin’s shoulders.
“Stay to the back,” he told Daria, his voice trembling almost as much as his hands. “I don’t trust myself to swing true.”
She nodded and backed up, resting her head against Averial’s haunches and closing her eyes. “Hurry, Darik. Hurry, before I lose my will.”
Darik stepped forward and lifted the sword overhead, hoping for Whelan’s strength to end it in a single blow. He brought the sword down as hard as he could, while Averial screamed in pain and Daria sobbed.
Alas, he was so damnably weak and clumsy. It took five gashes with Waspcleaver to finish the terrible deed.
#
The thread of light didn’t progress in a straight line. First it led Markal west along the Way, then departed from the road a few miles from Sleptstock, when the sounds of battle faded in the distance. The farms this side of the Citadel grew lush and green, still a few weeks from the first frost. Bees buzzed among flowering vines that grew in the hedgerows. A few sheep, ungathered stragglers, he guessed, grazed peacefully in a field, watching him with that stupored look of indifference that sheep mastered better than any other animal. He told them to run or be killed, but they ignored him, lured into complacency by the quiet in the air.
But Markal knew better. He couldn’t shake the bloodshed at Sleptstock. It returned him to the worst battles of the Tothian War. He spurred his horse past the sheep, following the thread of seeking.
By late afternoon, someone followed him. It started as a whisper in his mind, and soon he heard murmuring voices. He rode along a stream bank as it flowed through sheep pastures, when the air filled with the smell of sulfur. His horse shivered nervously, itching to run. Blue lights appeared on the hillside that rose above the stream on his left, and Markal gave the horse his lead. It danced through the stream and raced across the pasture through the darkness. The horse stumbled, and Markal feared it would break a leg. At last, the horse stopped, head hanging in exhaustion, but they had outrun the wights.
Markal reached the Citadel shortly, surprised that the thread hadn’t simply followed the Tothian Way into the city. He’d supposed at first that Chantmer was on the move all afternoon, but he wasn’t sure by the time he reached Eastgate.
Torches lit every window in the Golden Tower, making its surface glow like a beacon over the lands that surrounded the city. It would be the chief prize in the looting. No doubt Toth’s soldiers dreamt of gold tonight.
Markal was challenged as he approached Eastgate. A man with a crossbow shouted, “Who are you and what business have you in the Citadel?” Other men stood on the towers, armored and armed.
Markal swept back his hood and raised his blackened right hand. “Markal of the Order.”
The man nodded grimly and signaled to someone behind him. “Do you have news of Sleptstock?”
By now, advance riders would have galloped west to prepare the city for the retreating army and brace the Citadel for assault. And they could smell the smoke of Sleptstock burning as well as he could.
“No more than you already have,” he answered.
The gates creaked open on their hinges. He dropped from the horse, now mumbling to itself in exhaustion, and led it through the gates, patting the beast’s neck in thanks for carrying him so swiftly. Through the gates, a series of iron portcullises raised ahead of him with the clank and grind of chains and gears. They were designed to drop should the enemy breach the gates, but had been lowered for extra caution.
Eastgate led him right into the Citadel, divided by the Way as it entered Arvada. He stood and let its familiar comfort wash over him. Sanctuary. 
It was still early evening, and the Citadel bustled with activity as the city prepared itself for war. Unlike last time he’d entered the city, its barracks and stables filled with armies arriving from the far reaches of Eriscoba. As he climbed the Golden Tower, the city bustled below him. Daniel gathered all remaining forces for one battle. Should they lose, should Toth destroy their armies, there would be nothing left to oppose him.
To Markal’s surprise, the thread of light led him up the stairs, past Chantmer’s apartments, toward the Thorne Chamber itself. Nobody was up this high. Doors to rooms hung open, torches burning in windows, but the sentinels at those windows had deserted their posts. It worried him.
The thread of seeking brightened with every step, but he pushed through a thickening cloud that poured down from above. A voice whispered in his head for him to stop, so compelling that he almost retreated and forgot his purpose. Markal recognized the spells even as they battered his will. Spells of sending, of warding, of forbidding, as many as eight or ten all wound together in a ball of protection about the wizard. If Markal actually reached the chamber, he would be powerless to approach Chantmer with the intention of doing harm.
Markal could scarcely comprehend the will, the conviction required to gather such force. It was wizards like Toth and Chantmer, and Memnet the Great who wielded true power, their power driven by conviction that reached toward madness. For Toth, it was the conviction that he was the one true king of Mithyl, equal to the Brothers who had created it, conviction that sustained him beyond the grave. For Chantmer—well, Markal had thought him devoted to the Order and the teachings of the Martyr, but now he wasn’t so sure.
The door to the Thorne Chamber lay wide open, instead of closed as he’d thought it would be. Markal pushed through the last spell and stepped into the chamber. Chantmer sat on the dais in the middle of the room, back turned, while swirling red light surrounded the man’s head. He hunched over something.
“So,” Markal said in a loud voice. “Chantmer the Tall has taken the Martyr’s seat again. I shouldn’t be surprised, since he has lifted himself above the Order.”
Chantmer lifted a hand—an unblackened hand, Markal noted with surprise. “Spare me your scolding, Talebearer. I have no time for such trifles.” His voice was strained.
Markal approached the dais cautiously. He stepped around until he faced the wizard, who looked up with a tired face that still managed a sneer of contempt. Chantmer’s right hand was also whole. Where did he get his power, then?
He held the steel tome on his lap: words danced across the page and pictures flickered in and out of focus. A picture appeared of the Tothian Way and Hoffan’s army retreating toward the Citadel. Chantmer watched for a moment, but as soon as he turned his attention back to Markal, the picture dissolved into a swirl of colors.
“The Tome of Prophesy,” Markal said. “You can read it?”
Chantmer laughed, but it was forced. “Ah yes, your little spell. I will admit, it confused me for a time, but Narud and Nathaliey haven’t the skill to hide themselves.” He shrugged. “And once I swept them aside, the tome revealed truths and hidden knowledge that you can only guess at.”
Chantmer lifted his hand to the thread of light—the seeking—that connected the two wizards’ chests together. He snapped his fingers and the thread dissolved. The shade disappeared from Markal’s eyes. The magic to discern and break the spell appeared to cost Chantmer nothing.
Markal fought down his worry to complete the task for which he had come. “Why did you betray us at Sleptstock, Chantmer.”
Chantmer feigned ignorance. “Betray you?”
Sudden anger sparked in Markal, hot enough to burn him alive. “Yes! You betrayed us. Our gurgolet might have fought Toth’s wyrm to a standstill, if you hadn’t interfered. We’d have held the bridge.”
Chantmer appeared to find this genuinely funny. Laughing, he shut the book and put it to his side, then rose to his feet. “Your gurgolet? Yours? None of you had the power to raise that monster without my strength.”
Markal clenched his teeth. “That is precisely my point. If you had been there, and not on a self-appointed mission, we’d have won the battle.”
Chantmer’s eyes narrowed. “Your gurgolet meant nothing to that battle. That beast hasn’t the strength to defeat Toth. No, nothing you tried at Sleptstock would have held the enemy.”
“And you purposefully scattered the Brotherhood on a fool quest, knowing all along that it was Tainara’s wight killing the king.”
Chantmer shrugged. “An unfortunate coincidence. A mistake.”
Markal clenched his teeth. “Mistake or not, the Knights Temperate are gone, just when we need them the most. And what of this? You swore by the Wounded Hand that you would tell me everything, and I find you working to your own purposes again.”
“What is there to tell that you don’t already know?” Chantmer said with another shrug of dismissal. He walked to the window, where the torchlight reflected off his face. “Only that I needed the gurgolet for my own use. When I felt Toth trying to take control, I simply let him do so.”
Markal could answer some of his earlier questions. He’d already guessed that Chantmer fancied himself successor to Memnet the Great, the wizard who destroyed Toth. But why the gurgolet? Why fight directly against the armies of the Citadel? He knew now, as well as the source of Chantmer’s magic.
“You killed those men,” Markal said softly. “You helped build the gurgolet so you could draw the life force of men it destroyed. But why let Toth turn it against your own army?”
“For a man of such wisdom, you are a fool, Markal. Toth has bound the life forces of his own men. He needs a constant stream of death to keep his soul from being gathered until he can bind it permanently to a human body. I had no choice. I had to use our men.”
It disgusted Markal to see Chantmer reduced to such levels. “You will be cast from the Order for doing such a thing. I swear it.”
“You do what you must. Now go, I have work to do.” He returned to his seat and picked up the book. The strain returned to his face. This close to Toth, he no doubt fought the dark wizard to control the tome every time he opened it.
“The book is not yours,” Markal said, refusing to move. “At the least, it belongs to the Order, but the book was in my care before you took it under false pretenses. And before you bent it to your will, it spoke to the boy.”
He hadn’t thought this would work, and indeed, Chantmer gave this demand no consideration or argument. Eyes blazing, he lifted his hand, whispering a spell under his breath. “Go!”
The command drove Markal from the room. He staggered backwards to the hallway, physically shoved. His head rang with the clamor of a thousand bells and he couldn’t focus his eyes. Chantmer turned back to his book, even as Markal staggered down the stairs.
When he reached the close on the north side of the Golden Tower, he stopped and breathed deeply for several minutes. His head cleared slowly, as did the nausea. He looked up and saw Chantmer’s face in the window, before it disappeared.
They didn’t have strength enough to fight Chantmer. Neither could they afford to turn their attentions from Toth’s army. Perhaps Chantmer really had the potency to challenge Toth, and could draw the dark wizard’s attentions while they fought. But supposing Chantmer defeated Toth. What then? The man was drunk with power.
By the time Markal turned toward Eastgate to wait for the other wizards, the vanguard of Hoffan’s retreating force arrived. It started as a trickle that grew to a flood of wounded and battle-weary men as the night progressed. The army was much diminished from the proud force that had marched to Sleptstock a few days earlier. Bolstered by the Eriscobans already gathered in the city, however, they would prove a formidable army to overcome. But would it be enough to turn aside the dark wizard? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eleven
Darik and the griffins flew to the Citadel early in the morning. Averial’s death still weighed heavily on his mind, but a cold rage had replaced Daria’s sorrow. The look of stony determination in her eyes reminded him of her father. Griffin riders obeyed her command as readily as they obeyed Flockheart.
They arrived to discover that the enemy already gathered against Eastgate, and Cragyn’s Hammer was a mile distant and closing fast, dragged on a specially made cart by teams of oxen. Dragon wasps followed them to the city, killing two more griffins before they reached safety.
The griffins appropriated a tower of the Citadel complex, too far back to be of strategic importance, but easily defended from aerial assault by a core of archers given them by King Daniel. Other stragglers joined the aerie throughout the day, survivors from Sleptstock, and boosted their numbers to ninety. Thirty griffins and riders were dead or missing.
Toth’s army swelled all day. Like a vast swarm of locusts, they descended upon the fields, destroying everything outside the city walls. War drums pounded and trumpets blared, drowning the memory chimes ringing in the city. Cloud castles gathered overhead, as if eager to see their two rivals destroy each other.
Toth served notice that he had no intention of occupying the city, but planned to destroy it completely. Veyrian troops burned farmhouses and other outlying buildings to the ground, while others impaled those Eriscobans who’d ignored last night’s warnings to get inside the city walls. The Veyrians set their trebuchets in place to hurl flaming pitch and large stones into the bailey. It was only a precursor to what awaited them when Toth finished assembling his bombard; Cragyn’s Hammer positioned itself directly in front of the Golden Tower stretching above Eastgate. Dozens of Veyrians worked with winches and muscle to bring it into position.
Until the battle began in earnest, Flockheart didn’t dare further losses, so they watched the enemy from their tower. It was then that Darik made his discovery.
All that day and throughout the night, the dragon flew over the city beyond bow shot, belching fire onto buildings, while the mud creature, a gurgolet, someone called it, soared over the courtyard, spewing hot mud. Arrows prickled its underbelly by the dozen, but the creature absorbed them into its flesh. The monster killed dozens with blasts of hot mud.
But as it lifted above the towers to make another pass, it inadvertently drew close to the dragon and the two flinched away from each other. Darik thought at first that they didn’t care for each other, but later, when the gurgolet flew outside the griffin tower, he noted a curious fact. The facing side of the monster was significantly drier and more shrunken than before, with bones and wooden posts plainly visible. It might have replenished itself after Sleptstock, but whenever it spat mud, it lost liquid and soil that held it together. As it grew drier, the dragon’s fire posed a greater risk.
So far, the weather was dry, with the only clouds belonging to the cloud castles. It would likely grow drier through the night. But the gurgolet might return to the river to renew itself if it grew too dry. Indeed, he thought it likely the monster would do so when night came.
Darik told Flockheart what he thought and the bare bones of a plan, then ran to find Markal. He pushed his way through the men in the courtyard, but when he reached the Golden Tower, guards wouldn’t let him in.
“He’s with the king, and won’t be disturbed. Go back to your company boy, before your captain comes looking for you.”
Darik took a deep breath before he spoke, not wanting to sound shrill. It was something, at least, that they thought him part of the fighting force. He guessed the sword and battle grime made him belong.
“Please,” he said. “Go find Markal and tell him Darik is here. I promise he will let me up.”
The guard looked skeptical, but after a glance at his companions, turned up the stairs. He appeared a few minutes later, looking surprised. “They both know you. Even the king said to send you up.” He bowed. “I’m sorry, master Darik.”
“Please don’t,” Darik urged. “I understand.”
He found King Daniel and Markal high in the Golden Tower, where they could best see the battle. Three more guards stood at the door, but they stepped aside when he approached. Markal and the king stood in front of the window, watching the enemy. The king still looked tired, but much better than last time Darik had seen him. He remembered seeing the king’s soul inside Toth’s box in the Estmor swamps. What a terrible thing to have the dark wizard’s fingers around your soul.
Markal wrinkled his nose, for a moment the same old man Darik had known. “Whew! You need a bath, my boy. A hot Balsalomian bath in perfumed water, hopefully attended by beautiful serving girls.”
Darik laughed at the image, so far removed was it from his present situation. “Do I smell that bad?”
“Like you’ve slept in a sack of dead crows.”
King Daniel said, “What’s the urgency, my friend? Have you heard news of Whelan and the Brotherhood?”
Darik shook his head. “No, but I know how to kill the gurgolet.”
Markal hesitated, making Darik wonder. Did the wizards think they could retake control of the monster? And then Markal explained what he had learned last night about how Chantmer the Tall had corrupted the gurgolet to his own purposes. Toth controlled the gurgolet, but Chantmer channeled the life force of those it killed to his own magic. He’d barricaded himself into a magical fortress at the top of the Citadel.
The news didn’t surprise Darik. He hadn’t known Chantmer long and knew nothing about his previous devotion to the Order, King Daniel, and the Martyr’s crooked path. All Darik knew was the memory of broken glass in his mouth.
“If we destroy the gurgolet, we will weaken Chantmer,” Markal said. “But we do nothing to stop the dark wizard, I’m afraid. Tell us your plan.”
Darik explained, while Markal and the king listened quietly and added the occasional modification. But they both thought it would work, and relieve pressure on the Citadel for a few more hours.
The floor rocked below them and they staggered against the walls. When they recovered, they looked out the window. Cragyn’s Hammer stood askew from its cart, smoke pouring from the mouth. A great cheer went up from the Veyrians who blackened the plains for miles.
Markal leaned out the window, then pulled back a moment later. “No damage yet,” he said, voice relieved. “The magic binding in the stones held. But we won’t stand much pounding.”
The Golden Tower served as the city wall on its outer edge; to undermine and destroy the tower would open a vast breach in the walls. But Darik didn’t think it the weakest point in their defense.
“Why is he shooting at the tower, and not the gates?” Darik asked.
“The defensive gates of the Citadel are the greatest in Mithyl,” King Daniel explained. “If they break through Eastgate, they still face four sets of barbicans, and hundreds of murder holes and arrow loops overhead. We pin them inside with the barbicans and kill them at our leisure. We might destroy his entire army before he breaks through.”
Darik nodded at the explanation. The Tothian Way traveled beneath overhanging walls and towers for a hundred feet past Eastgate. But he hadn’t guessed the strength of the system.
The king turned to Markal and asked, “How long until the Knights Temperate arrive?”’
Markal shook his head. “Too long. Two, maybe three days. The bombard will open a breach before then. But we have no other help.”
A figure stepped from the enemy. Walking boldly along the road leading up to the gates, he passed men and cavalry taking position beyond the walls and stepped away from any protection. The man wore a gray robe that completely hid his face, but his hands and feet were bare. As he approached the walls, a hail of arrows raced to meet him, but they lost momentum and fell harmlessly to the ground.
He opened his mouth to speak, but his words drowned under the shouts and cries of men on the walls and towers. Shouts went through the ranks to be quiet so they could hear what he said. When he spoke again, it was directly at the Golden Tower itself.
“I am willing to end this foolish war,” he said, in a voice that wasn’t particularly loud, but reached their ears nonetheless. “Some of you will survive if you surrender the city at once. If not, I will turn Eriscoba into another Desolation.”
King Daniel hesitated for a moment, then shouted down, “I will need a few days to consider your offer. We must draw a covenant between our kingdoms to assure that we maintain certain rights.”
Darik didn’t believe this for a moment. Daniel was stalling, hoping to gather more defenders, to hold out for Whelan and the Knights Temperate. The dark wizard didn’t believe him either.
“This is no parlay. There will be no bargaining. Either you accept my offer or I destroy this city and everyone who lives here. Which will it be, King?”
Both armies looked up to the Golden Tower, waiting for Daniel’s reply. Even the dragon and the gurgolet flew high above the city, waiting for the answer to Toth’s question before resuming their attack.
“Don’t answer him,” Markal whispered. “The Order has prepared a little surprise for our friend.”
Even as he spoke, a bolt of lightening sprang from the Golden Tower and split the air with thunder. It lashed the wizard like a whip, throwing him to the ground. Toth lay on the ground, smoke rising from his body. Another cheer sounded the air, but this time from the Citadel.
Their joy was short lived. A second man stepped from the Veyrians, wearing the simple armor of a footman. He ignored the hail of arrows and he walked forward until he stood next to the other man, body still smoking. Darik saw Hoffan crouched below the battlement, waving for his men to stop wasting arrows.
This new man cupped his hands together. A ball of light grew between his palms, then burst outward in a cone of light. It raced toward the Citadel, striking the Golden Tower at the spot from which the wizards had attacked. Cries of pain reached their ears.
By now, everyone in the Free Kingdoms knew their true enemy was King Toth, and not Cragyn, but it still came as a shock to see the man shrug off death to simply possess another body. By the Brothers! How could they stop this man? 
The dark wizard walked back to his army. As he did, a great cry sounded. “Toth! All hail King Toth!”
This disturbed Darik as much as anything. All through his life he’d heard tales of King Toth, whose lust for power had destroyed Mithyl, ruined civilization for ten generations from one end of the Tothian Way to the other. The same tales were told in Veyre, and the rest of the khalifates on the eastern plains. Why then, did these men follow him on a second path of destruction, knowing it would end in misery? Surely not just for pillage.
Markal’s face paled. “Nathaliey was over there. If not casting the spell herself then leading the others. Maybe Narud too. I have to go.”
“But what about the gurgolet?” Darik asked.
Markal said, “Should we leave Chantmer alone and see what he can do?”
“I don’t know,” Darik admitted, still dismayed by the Citadel’s weak response. “Maybe Chanter was right. Maybe we should let him fight the dark wizard. At the least, they will weaken each other, maybe opening the door for our own attack.”
“No,” the king said in a firm voice. “If we win it won’t be by killing our own men.”
Markal looked ashamed that he’d even considered the idea. “You’re right, my king. Chantmer weakens the Citadel with his treachery. We must deal with him. We will take the gurgolet and its master down at the same time.”
#
As it turned out, they didn’t have an opportunity to test Darik’s plan that day. The gurgolet retreated from the city and returned caked with fresh, wet mud, fully replenished. Even without the wasps, the dragon and the gurgolet laid waste to large stretches of the city, the former burning markets and homes alike, the latter savaging the Eriscobans in the Citadel’s main bailey.
Markal discovered the extent of Toth’s counterattack on the wizards of the Order. Three wizards lay dead, including Nathaliey Liltige, and four others were wounded. The fireball burned Nathaliey until she was almost unrecognizable, and when Markal first saw her, he reeled in shock and stomach-churning nausea. Narud had survived with minor scalds on his face and chest, but they had lost the two most powerful wizards in the Order, one to Toth and the other to treachery.
Cragyn’s Hammer sounded again before dusk. This time, it did more than break through layers of gold, but shattered a chunk of masonry. The smaller, but faster-firing trebuchets joined the attack, striking again and again at the Golden Tower with hundred-pound stones.
Night fell and the gurgolet retreated, leaving the dragon to burn large swaths of the city before its fires grew weak and it fell back. Thousands of men worked throughout the night to put out the fires. But nothing could be done for towns and fields outside the city, where fire raged across the countryside until the plains glowed and smoke suffocated the air. Cragyn’s Hammer fired twice more that night, while trebuchets relentlessly exploited the weak spots left after its assaults.
Two ravens brought news to Narud and Markal late in the night: three more dragons stoked their fires in the mountains and flew west to join the battle. News raced through the Citadel with the speed of the dragon’s own fire. The city clung to a single ray of hope: the Knights Temperate. But behind this hope lay the stark truth that ninety griffins weren’t enough to fight a gurgolet, four dragons and hundreds of dragon wasps.
When dawn came, a man stood on the battlements and played the gut-pipe to mark another night of freedom, a tradition that predated the Citadel itself and was followed throughout the Free Kingdoms. The pipes commemorated the Third Battle of Eriscoba, when the Free Kingdoms overthrew Toth’s army at Sleptstock and marched in support of Syrmarria. Many wondered if it would be the last morning the piper sounded his wailing tune.
Midway through the morning, Markal thought it time to move. He stood in a window of the Golden Tower and waved to Flockheart and Darik in the griffin tower on the western side of the Citadel. Then he called the wizards from the library, and they climbed the stairs.
Markal and Narud moved first, followed by five other wizards. Spells of warding and forbidding clogged the stair case, but together they pushed through and rose toward Chantmer’s sanctuary.
Cragyn’s Hammer roared outside. The floor shook and then listed dangerously to one side, throwing them from their feet. The bombard had weakened the Golden Tower faster than anyone thought possible. Toth bolstered each shot with magical vigor, yes, but Markal thought the corruption that festered in the Thorne Chamber weakened the Citadel’s defenses from the inside. Only by rooting out Chantmer the Tall could they preserve the Golden Tower. They might not even survive another shot, Markal thought, regaining his feet and fighting the tremble in his hands. 
They reached the Thorne Chamber to find Chantmer waiting, his power grown beyond any of their fears.
#
A woman came to Kallia while she slept. The air was chill in the mountains and the khalifa slept under a pile of blankets that spread a suffocating heat. But when she threw them off, a sudden shiver of cold replaced the hot flashes. She returned to her blankets and when she fell back asleep, the woman came. It was no dream.
The woman wore a flowing robe emblazoned with the Star of Veyre and a ruby tiara on her brow. Tainara. Wife of the dead high khalif. 
“Kallia,” the woman whispered, stripping her blankets. “I have come to take you home, my cousin.”
Kallia opened her eyes and the woman still floated above her. The air shimmered, as though Kallia looked at the night through a sheer veil of silk, obscuring everything in the tent. Her bodyguard sat in the doorway, eyes closed in slumber, but he didn’t breath. The fire on the lamp stood perfectly still, as if encased in ice. The wight froze the world, tearing her from anyone who might help.
Kallia wore only paijams, made of sheer silk, and Tainara breathed a chill air that prickled against her breasts and stomach. Tainara wrapped her hands around Kallia’s wrists, and the khalifa shrank back. The wight pinned her arms down on her pillow.
“Oh khalifa—may you live forever,” Tainara said. “We return to the dark master.”
Kallia pulled away, rage pushing aside her fear. “He is not my master!”
“He is your master and mine,” Tainara whispered. “We have both bedded the dark wizard. Consider his seed.”
She felt it then, a pinprick of light burning in her womb. Hot with life already, a seed that had taken hold despite all of her attempts to prevent it, a seed that would resist any efforts to root it out. The word came unbidden to her mind: evil. 
No, she thought in protest. It isn’t evil. Not unless I let the dark wizard infect me with his madness. 
“What prison does he keep you in?” Kallia asked. “What sheol binds your soul?”
The woman hesitated and Kallia saw a war raging behind her eyes. But madness reasserted itself. “Don’t struggle and it will be easier when the dark master’s seed grows within you. Through his seed, you are bound already. You will become like me.”
“His seed is bound to my soul,” Kallia contradicted. “And such a binding will not come without a cost to your master. I swear it by the Brothers. By my father’s tower of silence, I swear it.” Blasphemy tainted Kallia’s words, that such an oath could be spoken of the one pure silence, when a body returned to Mithyl and its soul waited for the Harvester.
This caught Tainara’s wight by surprise. Once again, the warring spirits dueled. A light flickered behind the madness and the woman said in a small voice, “Help me, my queen.” Fear writ itself across her face. Her face twitched as two powers battled for control.
But even as Kallia reached out in automatic sympathy, the madness regained control and Tainara hurled herself at Kallia. She grabbed Kallia by the neck and threw her to the pillows, rising above the khalifa with a sneer on her lips. Kallia gasped, her air choked away.
“The dark master sent me to make sure you do nothing against his will until the seed takes greater hold,” Tainara said calmly, as Kallia suffocated.
Then, when Kallia thought she would faint from lack of air, Tainara relaxed her grip. Kallia couldn’t help herself—she opened her mouth and gasped for air. And when she did, Tainara’s wight passed into her mouth. Heat seared her lungs.
The wight immediately struggled for control, raging in Kallia’s mind and wrestling for her limbs and mouth. Kallia screamed, trying to break the guard from his lethargy, but the world remained frozen. She flopped onto her back, raging against the foreign spirit that tore her from the inside out, and refusing to surrender.
“You are mine!” the wight whispered in her ears. “I own you!”
“No!”
Slowly, the wight took control of her feet, and then her hands, and then her facial muscles. Her eyesight faded and her hearing dimmed. But she refused to relinquish her mind, fighting on. Tainara weakened, and Kallia pushed back, retaking her body bit by bit even as she had retaken Balsalom. And like Balsalom, it didn’t come without cost.
A voice shouted in the back of Kallia’s consciousness, but she paid this voice no attention. At last, she expelled Tainara from her lungs.
“You will obey the dark wizard,” Tainara promised, even as she bled from Kallia’s nostrils. “He will have you in his box of souls. I promise it.” And then she was gone.
“Kallia!” the voice shouted again, this time louder.
The terror vanished, burst by the voice. She clawed at the blankets that wrapped around her neck, still imbued with bits of the wight’s life force. For a moment they resisted, coiling like snakes, and then they dropped away, limp. Pasha Boroah stood in the doorway, torch in hand, while the guard rose to his feet, and rubbed sleep from his eyes.
“My queen. What is it? Has he come for you?” Boroah brought his forefinger and thumb together to ward evil. His hair sat in a wild mop, bare of his turban.
Sweat drenched Kallia’s paijams, sticking the sheer silk to her skin. Her chest heaved in great gasps. Free of the blankets, the cold air chilled her quickly.
“A night terror, my pasha,” she said. “Nothing more. Please, leave me.”
Pasha Boroah nodded and dragged the guard outside none too gently. Once outside, Boroah shouted at the guard who’d fallen asleep, then ordered more men to her tent. He was afraid, she could tell. Kallia leaned into her pillows, willing her heart to stop racing. Tainara’s promise haunted her.
No! She didn’t belong to the dark wizard. And neither would her child.
#
The riders quickened their pace when they spotted Whelan and his men.
Whelan had gathered over sixty Knights Temperate since he left Hoffan’s army at Sleptstock. He’d sent a dozen west toward the Wylde, and other parties south and east while he rode north to look for his brother Roderick. Fifteen knights rode by his side, including Hob and his brother Ethan.
Sophiana rode in the rear next to Ethan, with strict instructions to stay out of any fighting. It wasn’t that she couldn’t defend herself with her crossbow; she was too headstrong to trust in delicate situations.
He guessed the other force numbered close to fifty, but the road was narrow. A waist-high stone wall hemmed the road on either side, and the rain and mud made footing too treacherous for horses to jump the wall. The others would be unable to bring their whole force to bear should the confrontation turn ugly. Whelan hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
One man rode ahead of the others. He drew his sword and eyed Whelan. 
“Roderick,” Whelan said. “Well met.”
Roderick ignored his greeting. “I heard you returned. That you’ve taken advantage of the king’s illness and forced him to recognize your return.”
Whelan fought against a rising temper. He could already feel the souls stirring in his sword and Soultrup still remained in its scabbard. Lose control for an instant and he would find the sword in hand and cutting down any who stood in his way.
“Daniel regained his senses and shakes off this illness. He forgave me willingly,” Whelan said. “As should you.”
A thin smile played on Roderick’s lips. “I gladly offer my forgiveness. As your brother. But Whelan, you betrayed the king, divided the Brotherhood, and scattered the Knights Temperate. How can I forget that? For the sake of the Brotherhood, I cannot simply hand you the captainship in an obscene validation of your crimes.”
“I ask no validation. What I ask is that you drop your bitterness. We must unite to fight our common enemy. The dark wizard has taken the bridge at Sleptstock and marches on the Citadel.”
Roderick drew in his breath. “Already?” Others in Roderick’s army argued amongst each other.
“Yes, already,” Hob said, from back amongst Whelan’s men. “End this, Roderick. We have no time for argument.”
Whelan lifted his hand to calm not just Hob but every knight in both groups. He raised his voice to speak not just to Roderick, but his men as well. “The Citadel stands threatened. I ask your loyalty, that you follow me to Arvada to defend the city, the king, and the Citadel.”
One man in Roderick’s army jumped from the back of his horse. His name was Canute. Whelan had fought by his side against brigands on the Old Road five years earlier. He was an older man, who as a boy had fought under Whelan’s grandfather.
“My captain,” Canute said. He drew his sword, then bent to his knee in front of Whelan’s horse and held out the blade in a show of loyalty.
Whelan dismounted from his horse to acknowledge the man’s presence. “Canute. Thank you.”
“No!” Roderick shouted. He spurred his horse forward to jostle in front of Canute before Whelan could take up the man’s sword and accept the man’s renewed oath of loyalty.
Whelan snatched out his sword just as his older brother brought his own weapon down. The blow drove Whelan to his knees, but he rolled out of the way before the horse could trample him. He parried another blow, then delivered one of his own that rang against Roderick’s shield. It knocked his brother from the saddle, and the man landed heavily on the far side of his horse.
Whelan drove into him before he could regain his feet, battering him back to the ground. The horse neighed in terror, jostling between the two men long enough to allow the older man to regain his feet. The other men remained behind, unable or unwilling to commit themselves in defense of either their new or former captain.
“Stop this!” Ethan shouted. He’d brought his horse from the rear.
His words broke Whelan from his attack. A hundred voices whispered from Soultrup’s depths, each giving different advice.
“This is ridiculous,” Whelan said, lowering his guard. “We’re brothers.”
Roderick brought his sword around again and Whelan lifted his blade to block the attack just in time. “You were warned,” he said. “On penalty of death, never to return.”
“The king pardoned me, you fool.” Whelan steadied his breathing.
“Pardoned? Hah!”
This time, on equal footing, Whelan blocked the blow, then another, before turning his own attack that sent his brother staggering backwards. Roderick was more heavily armored, and even with his smaller, single-handed sword and his shield, couldn’t move quickly enough to counter Whelan’s ferocious blows. Whelan drove into Roderick until his brother gasped for air and sweat poured down his face.
Roderick swung wildly and Whelan ducked underneath and lowered his shoulder. He knocked into Roderick, a blow that shoved his brother against the wall that lined the road. Roderick fell over the wall. Whelan vaulted the wall and renewed his attack. Roderick weakened with every blow.
“Help me!” Roderick shouted to the other knights. “Kill this traitor.”
Whelan stopped and looked at Roderick’s men. One of them started forward, but Hob stood in his way and Ethan and Canute grabbed the reins of his horse. He didn’t struggle against their opposition. The others sat uncertainly.
Roderick looked disgusted. “Very well. May this day rest heavily on your consciences. The day that you betrayed your oaths.”
He attacked Whelan again, and Whelan again turned aside the attack. He held his ground until he felt Roderick’s blows weaken, then pressed back. Roderick staggered backwards, his shield dropping. Whelan brought his sword down hard, but Roderick ducked to one side and the blow glanced off the leather that protected his arm.
He lunged forward, trying to cut underneath Whelan’s guard. Whelan turned away the attack and swung again, knocking aside Roderick’s shield. Whelan lifted his sword over his shoulders.
A shout sounded behind him. Blows rang out. The Knights Temperate fought amongst each other. Startled, Whelan dropped his guard for an instant. Roderick shouted and charged into him, knocking both of them to the ground. Whelan kicked his brother away with a boot and rolled clear. He regained his feet before Roderick and looked to the others even as he fought to withstand his brother’s attack.
Two men attacked Hob, while Canute and his own opponent had unhorsed each other. Ethan and another knight traded blows as their horses muscled each other for position on the road while Roderick’s men struggled to drive a wedge into Whelan’s knights and exploit their greater numbers.
Two men on horseback joined the attack on Canute, perhaps enraged that he had turned so easily against their captain. The older man parried one blow, but a man swung his mace at Canute’s head. The blow caught him full across the temple. Canute collapsed in a heap. He landed face down in a pool of water puddled at the bottom of a wagon-wheel rut.
“Enough!” Whelan shouted, horrified. The fighting stopped as quickly as it had begun. Blood streamed down one man’s arm and Hob had a cut over his eye.
“He is right,” Roderick said. He gasped for air. “This is between the two of us.”
Men on both sides dropped their weapons. Someone rolled Canute onto his back while others crowded around. Even from the first glimpse Whelan knew the man was dead. It made him feel sick that it had come to that.
He turned back to Roderick. “This is not between the two of us,” he said. “It is about the survival of the Citadel, about the honor of the Brotherhood, about saving the Free Kingdoms. Let it end, I beg of you. I will not be turned away.”
Roderick hesitated before shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Whelan. I swore I would kill you if you tried to return. The king’s enemies are my enemies.” He lifted his sword again. “I know you will kill me, brother. But let me die with honor. Don’t humiliate me by sparing my life and leaving me crippled.”
His words shamed Whelan. He looked at his men who stood stricken around Canute, some staring at their hands with swords lying at their feet. The cost was too dear. The Knights Temperate would be unified, but they would ride under Roderick.
He threw Soultrup to the ground and dropped to his knee. “You are the captain of the Knights Temperate, my brother. I beg your mercy. Or you may strike me down as is your right.”
“Captain!” one man shouted, and Whelan didn’t know if he shouted at him or at his brother. He waited for the swoosh of air and the bite of steel on his neck. Others shouted.
“No,” Roderick said. “No. It is too much. I will not do it.”
The others shouted in joy. Relief flood through Whelan. He rose to his feet. “Do you wish my sword?”
“No, carry it. There is no other man fit to carry the blade. You will lead the knights into battle.”
Whelan obeyed. He helped Roderick over the fence and onto the road. “Have you gathered the knights to face the dark wizard?”
“Daniel insisted the enemy wouldn’t attack until spring, that he only meant to take the Teeth. But he was delirious and many thought he would die. I’ve done what I can to gather the Brotherhood, but the Knights Temperate don’t ride together. They are too deeply divided since you left.”
“Then we’ll ride together,” Whelan said.
Roderick nodded. “As you wish, captain.”
“Captain? I’m not your captain. You are the captain.”
Roderick shook his head, a grim expression on his face. “You’ve proven me a fool, Whelan. Whatever sins you seek Daniel’s pardon for, let them be between brothers. Only you can gather the knights and lead us into battle.”
Whelan nodded. “As you wish.” Together, they helped Hob lift Canute’s body onto his horse where another man tied him down.
Whelan turned to the others. So few to stand against King Toth and his thousands. But it would have to suffice.
He said, “My knights, listen to me. Nothing will divide the Brotherhood, nor turn our swords against each other. We must ride together.” He mounted his horse and stood it next to Roderick and Ethan. “I ride with my brothers to the Citadel. Who rides with us?”
They shouted and banged their fists against their shields. Whelan drew Soultrup from its scabbard. “Then, by the Thorne, we will drive this dark wizard back to Veyre. Come, we ride!”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twelve
Flockheart shouted to the riders and they lit from the tower with a flurry of screams and beating wings. Cries of “Ska!” followed by shouts of anger. They’d itched yesterday to avenge their losses at Sleptstock, but held back, knowing they would destroy themselves by fighting too early. The griffins’ delay had made the enemy overconfident.
The dragon flew over the city to the west, not yet joined by the other dragons that flew toward the Citadel from the mountains. A few wasps flew overhead, but the gurgolet was largely unprotected, flying low in the courtyard and spewing hot mud. It had been busy throughout the morning, Darik noted when he saw ribs poke through dry mud. Now was the perfect time to bring down Chantmer’s monster.
Dozens of archers stood in the courtyard, bravely standing under the gurgolet’s attacks. It flew too high to shoot, and they didn’t attack it in any event. They held arrows at the ready, but not yet notched.
The griffins climbed higher, soaring over the gurgolet’s head before it saw the attack. Half a dozen dragon wasps met them. Enraged griffins hunted them down as a falcon might hunt a sparrow. Finally alerted to the griffins, scores of wasps rose from further back in the enemy ranks, but they would never reach the gurgolet in time.
Darik flew directly over the monster as it lashed its tail at the griffins that landed on its back to claw loose clumps of mud. Joffa lurched to one side, easily avoiding one such blow. Daria flew next to him, on a griffin whose rider had been killed at Sleptstock. Darik dropped beside Daria, a flask of lamp oil in his hands.
He hurled the flask, and it broke and spilled its contents along the monster’s back. Daria threw her flask next to his. He took another flask from his cloak, but this one missed, shattering on the flagstones in the courtyard. Dozens more shots, however, found their mark, even while other griffins forced the gurgolet to the courtyard. The gurgolet struggled to climb, but the weight of griffins pushed it down until it flew no more than twenty feet over the archers.
Flockheart shouted to flee, and the griffins lurched away, just as the archers put flaming arrows to their bows and fired. Half a hundred arrows struck the gurgolet at the same time, engulfing it in flames. The monster spasmed to one side, spewing vast quantities of mud. Men in the courtyard screamed. The gurgolet rose sluggishly into the air, listing on one damaged wing, just as the dragon wasps arrived.
Burning fiercely, the gurgolet lurched toward the general direction of the Thorft River from whence it was born. It scattered wasps from its path and barely cleared the walls. Its right wing melted with every flap and within a few hundred feet it crashed to the ground in the midst of the Veyrian army. Camels scattered and tents burned. The gurgolet bubbled hot mud as it died.
Griffins set into the wasps. Overcome with battle rage, Darik threw himself into the fray. Waspcleaver bit deep and often, killing two dragon kin and a wasp. Wasps fell by the score, slaughtered with almost every blow by the overwhelming strength of the griffins. Beast and rider fought as one. Other wasps joined every minute, but they flew into a flock of enraged griffins that set into any and all challengers.
Beyond the city walls, the enemy ranks churned in confusion, fleeing from the gurgolet’s death throes. Darik heard a shout and saw that Hoffan had thrown open the gates, while masses of Eriscoban cavalry galloped along the Tothian Way, straight for the enemy’s heart. Dwarfed in number by the vast foe that covered the plains, Hoffan’s men split the enemy with this unexpected counterattack. The Veyrians who had worked to align Cragyn’s Hammer for another shot fled from their bombast while a few dozen of Toth’s best men threw themselves in front of the charge.
The griffins cast aside the last of the dragon wasps and raced to support Hoffan’s cavalry, shouting at the victory that dangled so tantalizingly within grasp.
And then a roar answered from the east. Darik’s battle rage melted in a single moment. Three dragons flew from the east, fire burning in their eyes and spilling from their nostrils. Another roar sounded to the west, as the fourth dragon joined the battle. The griffins clumped together to hold the dragons for a few precious moments.
Hoffan’s men swept aside Veyrians who blocked their path, and took Cragyn’s Hammer. The cavalry pushed further into the enemy, while dozens of Eriscobans jumped from horses and tied ropes to the bombast and its cart to drag it back to the city. And then the dragons were upon them and the battle turned again.
#
Chantmer the Tall stood at the center of the Thorne Chamber, wrapped in a red cloak. He held a glowing ball of glass in his hands. Markal recognized it at once. It was the glass orb where Memnet the Great had stored his excess power, but Markal had thought it destroyed in the Tothian Wars. Even in the hands of a lesser wizard, the glass would elevate its bearer to the most powerful of his order. Chantmer stored the life force of the gurgolet’s victims.
Hundreds of incense sticks stank the room, the room lit only by their glowing tips, what little light crept beneath the curtains, and Memnet’s Orb. The vast, dark corners of the Thorne Chamber lay cloaked in darkness. Markal could see through darkness almost as well as during the day, but the corners whispered with magic and prevented Markal’s eyes from focusing. The Tome of Prophesy sat opened to one side of the dais. Markal waited just inside the doorway while Narud and the others filed in to stand by his side. The Golden Tower shifted beneath his feet.
“The Order of Fools,” Chantmer said. “And without your precious Nathaliey. So very brave.”
Narud, the most powerful wizard left in the Order, put his left palm face out toward Chantmer, while the others followed his lead. Narud said, “Chantmer the Tall, I hereby rename you Chantmer the Betrayer. By the Thorne and the Wounded Hand, we rebuke you and cast you from the Order. Be gone from this place!”
Chantmer staggered backwards. Uncertainty flickered across his face before washing into rage. Chantmer the Betrayer stood before them, unbowed. “How dare you weaken me at a time like this? Worms!” He lifted the orb over his head. “On your bellies, worms.” It flashed with light.
An invisible hand threw Markal and the others to the floor. He tried to regain his feet, but felt buried under a thousand pounds of sand. He struggled to breathe.
“I don’t need the pathetic magic of your Order,” Chantmer said. He caressed the orb. “Let me show you the true source of power on Mithyl. The time has come to destroy the dark wizard.”
Markal lifted his head, neck muscles screaming at the effort. Chantmer slipped Memnet’s Orb into the folds of his robe, then pulled out a knife and beckoned into the shadows. A figure stepped from the back of the room, walking slowly toward the dais. Every step cost the man effort, as if his movement was regulated by Chantmer, and it took several seconds to make his way to the center of the room. He took a seat on the dais and Markal got his first glimpse of the man’s face.
“My king,” Markal said, overcome with horror. The other wizards gasped.
King Daniel drew his sword and placed it across his lap as he had done when he was crowned king. He bowed his head and Chantmer stepped toward him with knife outstretched. The other wizards mumbled various spells under their breath, but Chantmer lifted a hand and silenced their tongues before they could complete the magic.
The Betrayer grabbed the king by his hair and pulled his head back to expose his neck, then lifted his knife and spoke in the old tongue, “Cordas speritum na mem dom nevras.” Bind this man’s spirit to the force of my soul. He drew the dagger toward the king’s neck.
“No!” a voice said from the far end of the room. “He is mine!”
The curtain swept open, breaking the darkness. Sounds of combat flowed into the room. A dragon wasp gripped its claws into the window stone, and a man in a gray cloak sat on its back. He sprang lightly from its back and into the room. Chantmer shrank in initial shock, then moved quickly to complete his spell, slicing at King Daniel’s neck.
But as soon as Toth had appeared and startled Chantmer, the force of his spells weakened on Markal and the other wizards. Markal sprang to his feet and threw a shock wave at Chantmer, knocking him from the king, and by the time the wizard recovered, the king had wrenched himself from the spell. Daniel tore himself away from the dais, away from Chantmer’s lunging knife, then backed against the wall with sword outstretched.
“Stay away from me, Betrayer,” he warned as Chantmer moved closer, knife a blur in his hand.
“My servant,” Toth said near the window, drawing the king’s attention in that direction. “Come to me quickly.” He stepped toward the king, leaving his wasp.
Chantmer turned to Toth. He pulled out Memnet’s Orb, and it sprouted light. Light tendrils coalesced into a sticky ball that Chantmer hurled at Toth, striking him in the chest. A mass of sticky thread engulfed the dark wizard like a fly caught in a spider web. Toth fell, clawing at his face. The dragon wasp hissed in anger and fear, part of its tail caught in the web.
Toth burned his way free from the sticky mass before Chantmer could cast another spell. He crouched on the ground and brushed his fingers to one side. Chantmer flew from his feet, while the dark wizard rushed not toward the king, but to the dais. He grabbed the Book of Prophesy, then turned toward King Daniel. Toth’s blow would have killed another man, but Chantmer returned to his feet and sent a beam of light shooting from the orb.
Meanwhile, the Order of the Wounded Hand kept busy. Two men produced flaming swords, while their left hands shriveled. They sprang toward Daniel, getting between the king and the two enemies and dragging him toward the door.
Narud stretched his arms as feathers sprouted on his neck and back. The transformation completed itself in an instant and he became a giant eagle. The dragon wasp hissed when it saw the eagle and flew to attack. The eagle darted out of reach and swooped down at Toth as he prepared a spell to cast at the two wizards rushing King Daniel from the room. Narud clawed at the man’s eyes and destroyed the spell.
But before the wizards and the king reached the door, Chantmer redirected his magic to send it not at Toth, but at the doorway. The door slammed shut and locked itself. Markal tried to magically pry loose the spell, but Chantmer’s magic held firm.
Toth turned back to Chantmer, ignoring the eagle, the two men with flaming swords, and the remaining wizards, who pooled their energy to attack the door. A slight smile at his lips, the dark wizard braced himself against the spell Chantmer prepared between his hands.
The air chilled noticeably as Chantmer gathered heat to the orb, which glowed yellow, then blue, then dark red in his hands. A gale tore through the Thorne Chamber. It churned from the lofty dark shadows at the top of the room, gaining strength in the vast open expanse. It churned robes and hair and pushed the wizards toward the edge of the room. Narud the eagle and the wasp spun around, unable to land or control their flight. The gale swept away the words spoken by the Order. Chantmer the Betrayer built a vortex between his hands, a spell of such power that none had cast it since the Tothian Wars. At last, the spell could grow no larger. Chantmer shouted in triumph and released the vortex.
The gale hit Toth with its full force. Bits splashed free and burst into the wizards at the door, drawing the air from their lungs and throwing them to the ground. The king struggled with his sword, trying to reach his feet but failing. Toth absorbed the attack, drawing power into himself like he was filling his lungs with sweet-smelling air. At last the vortex disappeared. Narud and the wasp fell to the ground. The light in Chantmer’s hands winked out.
Toth laughed, while Chantmer shrank in fear, face turning pale. The dark wizard’s voice was husky with power. “You are not Memnet’s equal, my friend. You failed to protect yourself while you drained magic from the gurgolet’s victims. Instead of destroying me, you have merely fed my power.”
He strode across the room to Chantmer, who trembled weakly “And now, slave,” Toth said. “I will bind your soul.”
Left hand still holding the Tome of Prophesy, Toth put his right on Chantmer’s shoulder. The man screamed and struggled to free himself. His eyes bulged and blood streamed from his nose and ears while he writhed under Toth’s hand.
Markal had never cared for Chantmer, had grown to hate him, but at one time the wizard had believed in the Order as much as any of them. Whatever had turned him to lust power didn’t mean he deserved to become Toth’s wight. While the others remained on the floor, Markal regained his feet and threw himself at the dark wizard, drawing his magic even before he knew what spell he would cast.
Markal had felt such moments before, when the magic coursed through his veins with such strength that he tasted what more powerful wizards felt. But always before, the magic leaked away at a moment of doubt. But today, his anger and force of will burned so strongly that the full strength of his magic flowed from his limbs, crackling in the air.
And it came to him, the perfect spell. His arms turned into long thorns, dripping poison and sharp as the tree that had impaled the Martyr. He threw himself at the two men, prepared to send these two evil men to the Harvester.
Toth pulled away from Chantmer and lifted his hands to defend himself. Markal buried his left thorn into the man’s chest. Toth reeled backwards and gasped, trying to free himself. Markal shoved the thorn further in, its poisoned tip touching the man’s heart. Toth slumped to the ground, dead.
Then, pulling free, Markal turned to finish Chantmer the Betrayer, who stood with mouth agape. But Chantmer had one final trick. Memnet’s Orb flared in his hands, and Chantmer wrapped his cloak around his shoulders, then bled into the air, leaving Markal to stab at nothing. A puff of red smoke trickled along the ground, leaking out the window and leaving the tower. The orb fell uselessly to the ground, rolling into a corner.
A blue figure stood where Toth’s body lay, more solid than a wight. Taller even that Chantmer and wearing a gray robe inscribed with cartouches, it struggled to pick up the Tome of Prophesy, but couldn’t get its fingers around the book. When it stood upright, its eyes burned with hatred. It sped toward the door, reaching for King Daniel. But the other wizards threw themselves in front of their king, making signs of warding. The tip of Toth’s fingers touched Daniel’s hand, but then it was driven back.
“You haven’t won,” Toth said. “Tonight I will find another body and Cragyn’s Hammer will bring the Golden Tower to the ground. My dragons will turn the Citadel into a wasteland and I will put every man, woman, and child in Eriscoba to the stake. And I will have the book anyway.” It sped from the open window.
Narud returned to human form, while the thorns on the end of Markal’s arms returned to their proper shape. One hand shriveled and blackened. King Daniel took his sword and killed the wounded wasp, then joined the others in appraising Markal with new respect.
Markal said, “If the Citadel falls, it won’t be under Toth’s magic. He is drained of power.” He smiled. “The perfect time to hunt his soul.” 
#
But while Toth lost the battle in the Golden Tower, his armies regained the road outside the city.
Four dragons roared fire on the Eriscobans at Cragyn’s Hammer. Griffins poured in from every side, but the massive beasts shrugged away the attacks and pounded at the cavalry to drive them from the bombard. Dragon wasps came from all directions to press the griffins.
Toth’s army regained its courage when it saw the dragons. A band of Kratian nomads turned the attack first, charging their camels into the fray. Mammoths came from further back, storming along the road and sweeping their metal-capped tusks back and forth to clear their path. Veyrian cavalry and footmen swarmed back into the fight.
Within minutes, the Eriscobans faltered under attack from air and ground. The camel riders overtook Cragyn’s Hammer and fortified the bombard while the mammoths and cavalry drove the Eriscobans back toward the gates. Darik saw that they hoped to flank the Eriscobans and reach the gates before Hoffan’s men shut the gates and barbicans behind them.
Prize secured, the dragons turned on the embattled griffins. One huge beast turned its head in Darik’s direction and bellowed a cone of fire. Joffa ducked out of the way. Flames crisped the hair on Darik’s arms, but he was otherwise unharmed. Others were not so lucky, including Flockheart. He fell to the ground, burning and entangled in Brasson’s tether. Both griffin and rider landed in the midst of the enemy, and were swarmed over by men with swords. Others fell all around them, and dragon wasps surrounded Daria.
And then, a trumpet sounded overhead, followed by an answering call. Darik looked into the sky. He’d seen the cloud castles since Balsalom, watching the battles, but refusing to participate. Throughout the day they’d drifted ever lower, as if they wanted a closer view. And now they rode to war.
Hundreds of winged horses dropped from the castles, white armored knights in their saddles. Visors lowered on helmets and shields outstretched, the winged knights lowered lances and charged. Wasps rose to meet them, but they scattered wasp and kin and rode at the nearest dragon. They hit the beast before it knew it was under attack. Some lances broke on the impact, but others bit deep. The dragon roared in pain, while the other three flew to meet the new attack. The winged knights turned from the wounded dragon to meet them.
Rolling forward in a series of precise charges, the winged knights fought away the dragons between belches of fire. They killed dozens of dragon wasps, and wounded all three remaining dragons, but none as seriously as the first, who’d born the brunt of a full charge, unprepared.
At last, the three strongest dragons turned east and fled, building speed as they headed toward the mountains. Darik expected the winged knights to ride in pursuit, or sweep down and turn the tide of battle yet again, and allow Hoffan to recapture Cragyn’s Hammer. Instead, they flew for the Golden Tower.
Daria shouted for the griffins to regroup, and the survivors came to her call. Her father had fallen, and she rode on an unfamiliar mount, but Daria looked every bit the warlord. She sat high in the saddle, her hair blowing back from her head, her mouth firm and defiant. Daria held her sword overhead and ordered a charge at the remaining dragon, wounded but still dangerous.
“Daria!” the other riders shouted. “Daria Flockheart!” They followed her into battle.
#
Markal and Narud carried King Daniel toward the door. Still weakened from his brush with Toth’s wight, he struggled to his feet and reached the stairs under his own power. Markal turned back to retrieve the Tome of Prophesy. The room hung heavy with death, so palpably thick that he didn’t know how the Order would ever meet here again, should the Citadel survive. He stepped past the dead wasp and Toth’s body toward the dais.
A commotion sounded outside the windows, and a man swooped into the room on the back of a winged horse. Dressed in white armor, the man kept his face hidden behind its helm until the winged horse came to a stop a few feet away from Markal. Three more winged knights flew into the room. Their mounts pranced nervously in the enclosed area, shaking their heads and wings, while their riders calmed them.
Markal grabbed the Tome and ran. Shouts and neighing horses sounded further down the stairs, and he knew they’d taken the lower levels already. He turned back to the four knights, readying a spell.
The first of the knights threw off his helmet. A circlet of gold sat on his brow. Markal was struck by the resemblance between Collvern and his father. The piercing blue eyes and the strong jaw-line had been in the royal family since the fall of Aristonia. And like the rest of them, pride soured his face.
“Collvern,” Markal said.
“Markal. You lied to me. Kallia never had the book.”
Markal said, “Did you expect the truth? I’m not beholden to you.”
“But the lies. What of your oaths to your Order?”
“A lie, Collvern?” Markal said. “You meant to kill two innocents, and I had to prevent you. Even my oaths don’t compel me to protect my enemies at the expense of my friends.”
Collvern shrugged. “I hope that story comforts you. Alas, we punished the khalifa of Balsalom simply to disprove your lie. I hope the khalifa’s death doesn’t tax your conscience.”
Markal searched his face and saw the lie in his eyes. Something had happened, but not Kallia’s death. “Enough of this. Have you come to our aid, or are you an enemy?”
The king shook his head. “We are neither. We care nothing for Outlanders, or your wars. Only taking back what is ours so we can defend ourselves.”
“Aristonia is dead, and the Desolation has existed in its place for so long that revenge is meaningless,” Markal said. “Why not join the battle and together we can drive the dark wizard back to Veyre?”
Collvern said, “The Cloud Kingdoms are for the Cloud Kingdoms. Nothing more and nothing less.”
“Then why have you come?” Markal asked. “To scold me? Have you no more pride than that?”
The king ignored this insult. “To retrieve the Tome of Prophesy, of course. It is rightfully ours, scribed by an Aristonian wizard.”
Maybe so, Markal thought, but the steel plates had been forged so long ago that such claim was meaningless. The writer of this book hadn’t even spoken the same language as was spoken in Mithyl now. But more importantly, he knew the misuse Chantmer had put the tome to and didn’t want to relinquish it.
He stepped back toward the door. “No. I found the book and I have given it to the Order of the Wounded Hand. And I have the means to protect it.” 
Collvern narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps,” the king said. “But as you can hear, we’ve taken the Golden Tower. Indeed, my magistrate Kreth is below with the weakened remnants of your Order. If you hide or protect the book, I promise you that the Citadel will fall tonight. We will destroy the Golden Tower and let the enemy into the city. And we will destroy the remnants of the Order of the Wounded Hand. Otherwise, we will leave you alone.”
Disbelieving, Markal stared at the king. The book belonged to the successors of the Crimson Path, that order of Aristonian wizards destroyed in the wars. And the leading survivor of that order, was Markal. Indeed, the Mountain Brother had put the book into his care at Flockheart’s tower. Furthermore, he’d already seen how dangerous the book was in the power of someone like Chantmer, or King Collvern, equally as arrogant.
But he had no choice. There was no way they could stand against the Cloud Kingdoms and Toth’s army. Very well. He might give the book away, but he would get it back soon enough.
Reluctantly, Markal stepped forward and held out the Tome of Prophesy, all too aware that he betrayed the promise he’d made to the Mountain Brother. Collvern took the book with a triumphant smile, then turned his mount toward the window. The others followed. They flew from the tower.
Markal dropped his head. As he did, Memnet’s Orb rolled from the shadows to lie at his feet. Markal retrieved it, surprised. He remembered the day the orb first appeared to Memnet the Great while he studied in the library, and wondered why the orb wanted him to take it. The glass was cool under his touch. A tiny ember glowed at its center, struggling to stay lit. Chantmer had drained it to the point of death. Markal caressed it, gave it just enough life force to keep it alive, then turned back toward the window.
As the winged knights disappeared into the sky to return to their Cloud Kingdoms, the tower shuddered beneath Markal’s feet, struck by some object. He shoved the orb into his robes, then looked down from the window to see what new blow had fallen.
#
Daria’s griffins attacked the wounded dragon with a fury that belied their reduced numbers. They attacked it with sword, claw, and beak. The dragon’s skin was thicker than leather, but not invulnerable. Soon it bled from a hundred cuts, griffins at its neck and attacking its back. Darik rode underneath, Waspcleaver biting into the dragon’s underbelly. It loomed above him, massive and scalding from the fires in its belly. Broken lances protruded from its flesh.
Twice the dragon roared fire, catching griffins both times, but the attack continued, unrelenting. It lifted higher into the air to flee, but griffins pinned it against the Golden Tower. At last, wings torn, tail broken, the dragon lurched toward the ground, eyes dimming. It crashed into the Golden Tower, just above where Cragyn’s Hammer had attacked the masonry, then slid to the ground, fall broken by the wall. It shuddered twice, then lay still.
They had done it! Darik realized with elation. They had killed the dragon. He could see no other dragons or wasps anywhere on the battlefield. They had fled.
And, as he looked back at the battle, he saw further good news. Most of Hoffan’s men reached Eastgate in time, while protective barbicans slid to secure their retreat. Arrows rained down from walls and towers at the enemy, forcing them from the walls. Toth’s army had retaken Cragyn’s Hammer, but it lay in the ground, its cart destroyed. Useless for now.
But the enemy surged toward the walls. Not toward the gates, but to the base of the Golden Tower. The dragon’s fall had broken through the damaged masonry, opening a breach into the bailey and the lower levels of the Golden Tower itself. Archers slaughtered the enemy by the score, while griffins harried their assault, but the Veyrians would gain entrance to the city.
But further to the east, he saw something else. Hope swept despair from his heart. An army, small by the standards of the force pouring against the Citadel, but several thousand in number, marched along the Tothian Way. Still a few miles to the east, the force galloped toward the battle, and swept away Toth’s rear guard. Banners flew, white and emblazoned with the golden dragon of the Saffa family. Darik thought it the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.
“Balsalom!” he cried, fighting down the lump in his throat. He swooped over the walls, shouting the news to the faltering defenders. “Balsalom! The khalifa has come!”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
Kallia’s trek through the mountains had not been without incident, even after she drove away Tainara Faal’s wight. Enemy forces harassed them from Montcrag and Eagle Loft, while small bands raided from the forests around the Way. But Pasha Boroah swept aside these annoyances, and didn’t delay to pursue more active engagements.
The Teeth sat silent and watchful as they passed. Lord Garydon sent no riders to intercept them or bring them word of the man’s intentions. Boroah and Kallia rode with a small vanguard up the hillside to the castle gates, where Boroah shouted a challenge to Garydon to give supplies and men to help defend Garydon’s liege, King Daniel. The guards on the walls watched impassively, refusing to respond in any way. Boroah raged and swore he’d burn the castle to the ground and put its defenders to sword, but in the end turned to Kallia and shrugged his shoulders. They rode back to the Way to rejoin the army.
They reached Eriscoba three days after passing through the Desolation of Toth, keeping a pace that Boroah had thought unsustainable. But both men and beast were up to the challenge, and they forged on mile after mile. Recovering from the disappointment at the Teeth, Kallia moved among her men to shout encouragement.
The Tothian Way unraveled behind them, the miles stretching between them and Balsalom as they finished the long trek through the mountains; Kallia understood at last what sustained her men. She was drifting to sleep on the back of a camel one night when it came.
I sustain them, she thought, rising in the saddle. They are fighting for me, as much as for Balsalom. She saw it in their eyes when she spoke to them, an expression she had long taken as admiration of her dead father, somehow transferred to herself. But she had earned it herself by fighting for them, by marching with them, by risking her life for them and for their families. And they loved her.
It humbled her and made her weep to remember how she’d betrayed those who’d died on stakes outside Balsalom. And did she lead these men to their deaths to satisfy her need for revenge against Cragyn? No, she told herself. It was more than that. If she didn’t stand up to him, who would?
The moon glowed overhead, a thin crescent, beginning to grow in size again. It was clear and cool, with a hint of autumn in the air. The mountains rose high on either side, but they’d begun to drop in elevation and would soon leave the Dragon’s Spine altogether. Kallia watched the sway of camels and the quiet movement of horses plodding along in the night, enjoying the silence. Pasha Boroah rode ahead to look for a place to stop for the night.
They reached Eriscoba the next morning. Standing on the Tothian Way as it flowed into the valley, she looked over the Free Kingdoms. She could see for miles. The land was so green and lush that it took her breath away, so unlike the plains in the khalifates. She breathed the rich air in great gulps.
The Citadel glimmered on the horizon, smoke boiling into the sky to mingle with the Cloud Kingdoms that drifted overhead. Cragyn’s army, so vast that it stretched for miles along the Way, piled up against the city. Were they too late? She found Boroah and they urged the army forward.
By midday they reached a small town straddling a river. Boroah consulted a map. Sleptstock. The town sat gaunt and empty, its wreckage a testament to the battles that had raged here. Bodies lay heaped in piles, Eriscobans mingling with soldiers from the khalifates. Here and there a mammoth or a griffin lay amongst the churned over fields. But nothing alive. They passed over the bridge and through the town, riding swiftly toward the Citadel.
The Citadel still stood, she discovered. But the Golden Tower leaned to one side, outer wall damaged. The enemy poured through a gap in the wall, while more fighting raged outside Eastgate. Boroah ordered the charge. Kallia drew her sword and swept into battle with her men.
They caught the first enemy troops completely unprepared, a group of footmen who flew the banners of Istancus, a khalifate just south of Veyre on the coast. The Istancans surged toward the Citadel, eager to join the battle and forgetting any orders to protect rearward positions. It proved their undoing.
Kallia’s men were upon them before they knew they were under attack. Balsalomian camel riders drove them from the road, slaughtering any who stood in their way. The rear guard destroyed, the Balsalomians raced toward the gates, driving a wedge in the enemy, right down the heart of the Tothian Way.
A great cry went up through her men. “Balsalom! Kallia.”
An answering cry sounded from the beleaguered city walls and the towers of the Citadel. “Balsalom!”
#
I am the Huntsman, Markal said in the old tongue, invoking the ancient name of the Harvester. Magic rippled through the Thorne Chamber, coursing like lightning among the surviving members of the Order. They were few, but they were united in purpose, determined to leave no shred of magic untapped.
Pure, raw power poured through Markal’s veins. His muscles rippled and a scythe appeared in each hand and a bag at his belt for gathering souls. The world turned gray and he saw the hidden life in everything around him: from the wizards to the very walls. Outside the window, the pulse of a hundred thousand souls, some free and ripe, and ready for gathering.
Narud reared his head back and howled. Fur sprouted along his face and his lips curled in a snarl. His robe fell around him and he stood in the chamber, a massive hound, with eyes that glowed with fierce desire. The other four wizards became smaller dogs and Narud snarled and snapped at their haunches to keep them in line.
A voice sounded in Markal’s ears. The Huntsman. “You have wrested my power, mortal. Use it wisely.”
“Come my hounds,” Markal told the dogs, surprised at how deep and husky his voice had become. “We hunt for Toth. Nothing else.”
He lifted the horn about his neck and blew. The horn wasn’t loud, but it carried, even over the battle. All fell quiet outside to listen. And then the shouts and clashes of steel again.
Markal flowed down the stairs after his hounds. Men fought on the stairs and in rooms, but they turned and fled when they saw him. Narud snapped at the other dogs, who tried to get around Markal and give pursuit, forcing them into line. They reached the bailey, but didn’t turn toward the battle, but toward the breach instead.
Men and beast alike ran in terror. He resisted the urge to wreak havoc amongst the enemy ranks. They left the city behind, pushing toward the Tothian Way. Narud and the other dogs snarled through the army, cutting a swath for their leader. Souls dangled helpless and tantalizing on either side, but ahead of him was the scent of something bigger, so close that even he could smell it. The dogs raced ahead, insane with the hunger of the hunt. He blew his horn again.
They caught Toth at Sleptstock.
The battle had destroyed the town. Foundations of buildings peeked from the ash and mud, while the ground everywhere looked as though it had been pounded by Cragyn’s Hammer. Dead men and animals lay everywhere.
Toth’s scent was overpowering through the town and grew stronger as they approached the mill next to the river, where Hoffan had set his initial headquarters. Badly damaged by trebuchets in early combat, the water wheel itself was completely destroyed, and the roof burned off. But it remained standing.
Markal followed his dogs into the building. A young soldier stood in the room, a bloody gash above his forehead, terror on his face. He struggled with a box, first picking it up and then dropping it again, hands trembling.
Triumph rose in Markal’s bosom to see the dark wizard so weakened that he failed to control a single body. The battle in the Thorne Chamber had taken more than Markal had thought. Toth lost the struggle with his new body as soon as he saw his new visitors. Blue smoke bled from its body, and poured onto the floor. The young soldier collapsed to the ground. The young man regained his feet and fled.
The blue smoke gathered into the form of a man, standing tall in the mill room, flour dust clinging to its body. The wight turned to flee, but Narud and the other hounds set into the spirit. Toth cast them away, but they attacked again.
“No!” the dark wizard shouted, making the hounds hesitate. “Huntsman, you have no power over me. You cannot gather my soul, so leave me be. Or do you meddle in the affairs of men, now?”
“I am not the Harvester,” Markal said, stepping forward and swinging his scythe.
“Then who?” Toth cried.
Markal said, “Can you forget the Thorne Chamber so quickly?”
“Markal!” Toth snarled.
And then Markal attacked. He swung his scythe, biting deep into the wight’s arm, while Narud and the others savaged its legs. Toth retreated, grabbing for his box of souls. He stumbled and the dogs were upon him. But as he fell, he threw open the box and reached inside.
Markal thought he meant to hide inside and redoubled his attack. They would destroy the dark wizard if he took refuge in the box. But instead, Toth summoned his two champions. They rose from the box with ghostly swords in hand. Tainara and Ahmaad Faal, the khalifa and high khalif of Veyre. They attacked the dogs, driving them from the dark wizard and his box, then turned to Markal with such strength that he knew what power Toth himself must have wielded before Markal wounded him in the Thorne Chamber.
Narud threw himself at Ahmaad’s throat, forcing him to his knees, while the other dogs tore at legs and face. Tainara killed one of the dogs but Markal cut her down at the knees. He turned toward the dark wizard, who gathered his box to flee and leave his champions. But before Markal could stop his escape, Tainara swung her sword. It bit him with a cold, deep pain and he turned to this new threat. The wizard disappeared.
Narud and the other dogs struggled with the high khalif, while Markal attacked Tainara. He took little pleasure in his assault, but the binding of her soul broke apart with every blow. Ahmaad broke with an anguished sigh, and Markal opened his bag. The threads reached and pulled for the high khalif’s soul and drew it inexorably into Markal’s grasp. The bag closed itself, bulging.
Markal turned back to Tainara. She lay on the ground, broken, but still trying to lift her sword to fight. Markal lifted his scythe overhead and brought it down to finish the harvest. She cried out and then drifted helplessly into the air, the dark wizard’s binding destroyed.
As Markal opened the bag and drew her wight inside to join her husband, Tainara whispered, “Thank you, my friend.”
“May the Harvester rest your souls,” Markal said.
He turned to the hounds, prepared to start the hunt again, but it was not to be. The magic they’d cast in the Thorne Room was strong, but not that strong. It left the hounds first, leaving the wizards naked on all fours. They sniffed on the ground for a moment, still dogs in mind if not in body.
Markal felt the magic bleed from his own skin. Frustration welled inside him. The scythe and the bag disappeared, returned to their master. He was a man once again, weak and vulnerable.
“Well,” Narud said, dusting the flour dust from his skin with his wrists; both of his hands were withered and useless. “We had a good chase, anyway.” The others rose to their feet.
“True,” Markal said. “And we freed Ahmaad and Tainara.” He wasn’t sure yet what it all meant, but they’d delivered a blow that would not be easy to recover from.
#
And at last it came to this, Darik thought, swooping his griffin to the tower when it grew too wounded and exhausted to fly. Wizards nowhere in sight, griffins spent, dragons and gurgolet dead or fled, even Cragyn’s Hammer and the trebuchets knocked out of the battle. Just men and their beasts.
The khalifa’s troops fought through the surrounding Veyrians, making progress toward the gates. But the Veyrians were disciplined, and commanded by hundreds of pashas and captains, who quickly regained control. Balsalom’s initial push faltered, and turned into thousands of individual battles. Kallia had distracted much of the enemy, but they still poured by the hundreds into the courtyards, while armored mammoths and giants widened the gap in the walls.
Darik drew Waspcleaver and ran down the stairs to the close, then made his way to the bailey. Dead men littered the ground, but most were Veyrians. The archers on the walls picked their shots well, bringing down any enemy who stood apart from the battle. The fighting raged so thick, however, that these open shots came infrequently.
Darik rushed to the side of a wounded Eriscoban who battled a Kratian fallen from his camel. The barbarian blade met scimitar, already slick with blood, but the Eriscoban bled from his shoulder and couldn’t sustain the fight. Darik lifted Waspcleaver and drove the man backwards. The Eriscoban recovered from his blow and swung his sword in an arc that cut the man from his knees. They finished the Kratian and then parted ways, throwing themselves back into the battle.
Sanctuary Tower, sitting on the far side of the bailey, fell to Toth’s forces. Giants broke down the doors, followed by enemy footmen. From there, they gained the walls and fought their way toward the gate towers. Take the gate towers and they could throw open Eastgate and let the rest of the army in. Eriscobans and Veyrians fought across the walls, the latter slowly taking ground. Hoffan appeared among his men, fighting with the strength of three.
A horn sounded over the battle, long and deep. The Harvester. For a moment, the combatants stopped and listened, fear on every face. And then the fighting returned with increased ferocity.
A melee in the bailey swept Darik into its path. Eriscobans surrounded a giant, wounded and separated from his fellows. Roaring in rage and pain, the giant swung its battle axe, delivering a blow that obliterated one man’s shield and drove him to his knees. Darik rushed in next to the others, blades chopping at the giant’s legs and abdomen. The giant finished the man with a second blow before turning to swing at Darik. But by now the giant bled from several wounds, and Darik danced out of range, while two other men chopped at its calves. The giant bellowed again and dropped. Eriscobans rushed in and finished it. Darik and the Eriscobans turned back to the battle, fighting as a single knot of men, cutting down all enemies.
The battle turned ugly elsewhere in the bailey and on the walls. More Veyrians slipped inside every moment. Atop the walls, Hoffan and his men lost the left gate tower, and found themselves overwhelmed in the right tower.
Hundreds of Eriscoban reinforcements stood atop the walls to the north, but they couldn’t get past the breach in the Golden Tower to reach Hoffan’s men. Inside the gates, one barbican opened, and then a second and a third. At last, the final defenses, the gates themselves, stood wide open. Kratian camel riders poured into the bailey, followed by cavalry, footmen, and mammoths. Darik braced himself for a final stand.
But the enemy turned before they could overrun the bailey. Fighting raged at the gates and Darik saw blue turbaned men of Balsalom and white flags emblazoned with the golden dragon of the house of Saffa. Relief flooded through his exhaustion.
From Darik’s back, more shouts. He turned and looked up the Tothian Way as it divided the Citadel and entered the heart of the city; a second force rode to meet Balsalom’s army. Hundreds of horsemen galloped through the city, toward the Citadel.
No! Darik thought, thinking the enemy had broken down one of the other gates while the Eriscobans concentrated their defense at Eastgate. The army riding down on them was strong enough to sweep through Kallia’s army and retake the road.
A man rode at the head of the horses, straight-edged sword drawn overhead, eyes blazing with battle fury. Whelan. The Knights Temperate had arrived.
And then they swept into the bailey, where they met the enemy. Whelan’s horse fell, but he jumped from his saddle, sword moving in a blur and slaughtering any who stood in his way. Men and giant alike fled from his onslaught. Darik hurried to his side. Whelan gave him a nod of recognition, then turned to the grim business at hand.
Sofiana jumped from her horse and crouched at the base of the Golden Tower, crossbow in hand, and calmly shot a Kratian riding toward them. Other archers gathered at her side, pounding at the enemy who still held the walls. Hoffan’s men regrouped and retook the nearest gate tower, then pressed toward the second.
Other Knights Temperate joined Whelan and Darik. Together they fought their way through the gates and onto the road outside, where they met the main force of Balsalom, still surrounded by three score thousand Veyrians, who pressed the road from either side. Kallia and her pasha stood to the east, surrounded by a small group of men. 
Whelan found a riderless horse and dismounted an enemy to collect a second horse, this one for Darik. Together, they joined the Brotherhood, who finished its business in the city and rode to join Balsalom. They fought as a single force and swept the enemy from the road. They pushed to the right, while Balsalom pushed to the left, and the Eriscobans from the city poured up the middle of the road. 
And just like that, the rout began.
Whelan had become something other than human. One Veyrian lifted his sword to block Whelan’s blow, but Soultrup already stroked back from the other direction, as if the massive sword weighed nothing more than a rapier. Darik and a pair of Knights Temperate followed in Whelan’s wake, fed a steady diet of wounded.
At one point Darik looked over his shoulder and saw that they were surrounded on all sides by enemy soldiers, friendly forces some eighty feet behind them. But the enemy was in full retreat and had no more thought than to flee.
They pushed the Veyrians past Sleptstock by nightfall, killing thousands. The Thorft River ran red with blood and filled with bodies. Only darkness stopped their push, and when morning came, they continued the slaughter. By now, the Veyrians, without Toth’s leadership, left only clumps of leaderless men to the swords of Balsalom and the Free Kingdoms. A few thousand Veyrians made a stand in Estmor, but Hoffan and Whelan punished this resistance, killing hundreds and capturing most of the remaining army when its pasha fell.
Whelan and Hoffan only called off the attack at the mountains, preferring to let the enemy flee east rather than risk ambush from well-defended castles. They turned to the Free Kingdoms and finished any Veyrians who remained behind. They found Cragyn’s Hammer outside the Citadel where it had fallen, and carried it to the city to learn its secrets. And then they turned to rebuild and mourn the dead.
The Harvester feasted as he hadn’t feasted for four hundred years.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
Darik met Daria in the close outside the library two days later as the griffin riders prepared to return to their mountain aeries. She’d wrapped her father’s body in a blanket of woven feathers, together with Brasson and Averial, planning to bury them together next to the aerie.
Sixty-one riders survived the battle, together with sixty-eight griffins, barely more than half the number who’d come to Sleptstock. Of these, a third of the griffins were too weak to fly and would have to heal their wounds in the Citadel.
Darik turned to Daria as she climbed onto Joffa’s back, her father’s body tied down behind her. Two other griffins, including the one she’d ridden after Averial fell, held Brasson’s body between them on a sling. Darik cleared his throat, not knowing what to say. She looked older. An awkward distance had fallen between them since the end of the battle, a mingling of Daria’s newfound confidence and the death of her father and her griffin. Whatever she’d felt for him was long gone, he feared.
He squinted to see her face against the sun that rose above the city walls. It was cold this morning with a hint of frost on the ground, but the sky was clear and began to warm. The cloud castles had dissipated.
One thing confused him. “Why does everyone call you Flockheart? Is that your last name?”
Daria shook her head. “Flockheart is a title. Now that my father is dead, I’m the leader of the flock.” She sighed, as if the title weighed heavily on her shoulders. “It’s my duty to raise an army so we’ll be more ready next time.”
With their numbers decimated, Darik wondered how the griffins would be anything more than a minor nuisance next time Toth attacked with his three surviving dragons. He expressed this concern to Daria.
She explained. “The only truly wild griffins live far to the north. Wild griffins that live in the Dragon’s Spine are fledglings released for lack of riders. In another year, I’d planned to do the same with my own two fledglings. To tame a griffin born in the wild, you must capture it in the first month of life, but the other griffins can be captured and tamed with patience and tenderness. They will remember the riders. As for more riders, we will open ourselves to the hill country and enlist those who are willing.”
Darik remembered the power of a griffin, the first-time thrill of flying. “You won’t have a hard time finding volunteers.”
Some of Daria’s earlier shyness crept over her face. “I hoped you would come as one of those volunteers. You already know how to ride, and the griffins trust you.”
Darik’s heart pounded. “Yes, I would like that very much,” he said softly. “But first I must return to Balsalom and find my sister.”
She handed him a griffin feather. “From Brasson. It’s a tradition to keep a feather from your mount when it dies. You rode him well at Balsalom, and since Father died—” Her voice trailed off.
“Thank you.”
Daria smiled sadly, then lifted Joffa’s tether. “I will see you soon.” She watched a griffin lift from the close and soar over the wall toward the mountains.
Joffa keened softly. Darik stroked its neck, sorry to see the beast go, but more sorry to see the griffin’s mistress leave. Impulsively, he leaned forward and kissed Daria on each cheek. She let go of the tether and pulled his mouth to hers, kissing him deeply, a moment that ended too soon.
“You promise you’ll come?”
He smiled. “Wild griffins couldn’t keep me away.”
“Perhaps you had better wait until you meet my mother,” she said with a slight smile. “I can’t decide if she would feed you to the fledglings or insist that you marry me.”
“I’m not sure which of those options scares me more.”
Daria laughed and picked up the reins. “Ska!”
In a moment, they disappeared from view. Darik turned back to the Citadel to find Markal, Whelan, and Sofiana, who prepared horses for the ride. He couldn’t stop thinking about Daria.
#
The four companions rode east under the protection of Kallia’s army. Toth’s mountain strongholds sat quietly brooding as they passed, neither side risking attack. Leaving the castles would, however, make the Tothian Way impassable to merchants from Balsalom or Eriscoba; Hoffan remained at the Citadel to put together plans to starve out the castles over the winter. Once Kallia’s army passed, the poorly maintained Old Road, some fifty miles north, beyond the Desolation, was the only link between the two lands. It was a tedious, dangerous route, thick with brigands.
Markal was wounded from his battle with the dark wizard, and dispirited, too. He wandered ahead of the group, appearing only at meals, and speaking little of what had happened in Sleptstock.
Even on the road, Darik slept better than he had in weeks. The four companions ate well, too, feasting on grouse and hare caught by Scree, together with the generous provisions sent by King Daniel. But Darik grew restless, longing for dry, spiced air, for wine, fruits, and breads, instead of the ale, goat cheese, and mutton that they ate in the west. After meals, Whelan and Darik practiced with the swords, while Markal wandered away again. Sofiana watched the swordplay with an amused look on her face, occasionally offering Darik unwanted advice.
The four companions left the army when they stopped for the night east of the Desolation. They met Ethan at his tavern. Whelan and his brother spoke quietly in the back room while the others ate in the kitchens. When the two brothers emerged, it was with arms about each other, laughing over a joke. Sofiana beamed to see them so friendly. She was happier than Darik could remember.
Markal and Sofiana rejoined the army, the girl taking Whelan’s falcon with her. While the army marched triumphantly through the Great Gates, and past the Slaves Quarter up the hill to the palace, Whelan and Darik stopped outside the Gates of the Dead to look upon Saldibar’s tower of silence. Birds had picked the body clean, leaving only bones and a few tattered shreds of white linen. Darik stood silently; Whelan had shared the story of how the two men met on the Old Road so many years ago.
They entered the city through the Gates of the Dead. It had taken them a full ten days to reach the city. Instead of going to the palace to meet the others, they turned toward the Grand Bazaar instead.
The place was alive!
Hundreds of people crowded the souks, all about the business of buying and selling. A thousand spices filled the hot air. A man fed figs to a monkey that sat on his shoulder, while another man sat on a blanket, charming a cobra by weaving his body back and forth and playing a wooden flute. A man with a blue turban leaned in anticipation as they walked toward his pile of rugs.
“Good masters,” the man shouted at them. “The finest rugs in Balsalom.” He grabbed Darik’s arm insistently and pointed with his other hand to a purple rug woven with flying horses. The subject struck a little close to home. The man said, “Twenty dinarii.” The man shook his head vigorously. “No, for you eighteen dinarii, six crana. Such a bargain you will not find in all the weavers guild.”
Darik pulled away and turned to Whelan as they pushed through the market. “Eighteen and six? Fa! That’s no bargain.”
Whelan gave him a sideways glance. “He thinks you a rich young lordling from the west, the way you carry yourself.” He grinned. “No slave would have that kind of money to waste on a rug.”
Darik looked at himself, covered with the dust of the road, his barbarian clothing worn, his boots thin-heeled. But he had a fine sword at his side and new muscles in his arms and legs. Perhaps Whelan was right.
“But now that we discuss it,” Whelan said. “Neither of us look the part we must play today. Let’s find a tailor.”
“You’ve got money?”
Whelan gave him a sly smile and pulled a purse from his belt. “More than I know what to do with. King Daniel thought I might need money. I hope we don’t attract thieves.”
Darik eyed the tall man with his deadly-looking sword and thought it unlikely.
Whelan spent far too much money in the shade of a tailor’s tent. The tailor, his apprentice, and three slaves bustled about them, fussing over every measurement. At last, an hour later and eighty dinarii poorer, they left to eat, filling themselves on wine and spiced ganori smeared onto garlic flatbread. They went to the baths to be washed and perfumed. When the towers chimed midday, they returned to the tailor to find their clothing waiting.
Darik wore a white robe with a blue turban on his head with copper bracelets and soft-soled shoes. Whelan preferred a flowing shirt and loose pants, but also wore a turban, this one white, onto which he placed a blue sapphire given him by the khalifa after the battle of the Citadel. Properly dressed except for the barbarian swords strapped to Darik’s waist and over Whelan’s shoulder, they made their way to the Bakers Corner.
They stood at the olive tree in front of the kitchens. Whelan said, “I told Kallia I would buy bread for the palace. But let’s have a little fun, shall we?”
Graiyan met them as they entered the kitchens. His slaves and apprentices looked up from their work, surprised by this interruption. None showed any sign of recognition. Darik and Whelan touched the cricket cage inside the threshold in the Balsalomian way of wishing luck on the household.
“My lords,” the baker protested, his face sweating from the heat of the ovens. “I have an agent in the marketplace. Were his goods already sold?”
Whelan dismissed Graiyan’s protest with a wave of the hand. “Not enough bread in the market to fill my needs.”
Graiyan’s eyes widened. “And what are your needs, my vizier?” apparently deciding that Whelan was one of the khalifa’s ministers, and Darik a favorite servant.
Darik did nothing to disabuse him of this notion. He shrugged. “The khalifa—may she live forever—sent us. Three, maybe four thousand loaves. Nothing big.” He suppressed a smile at the dumbfounded look on the man’s face.
“But it will take all day and night to fill such an order. And to get the flour—” He looked around the room, counting his ovens and servants, tongue working as he frantically did sums in his head.
Darik said, “What is your price, man? Quickly.”
Graiyan sputtered and then spit out a price that was reasonable, but far below what he should have asked. An immediate frown passed over his face. But Whelan held him to the price, even negotiated it down. Then he pulled out a heavy purse, removed a few coins and handed the bulk of it to the baker. Graiyan eyed it with doubt.
“Gold marks,” Whelan explained as the baker opened the purse and eyed the coins. “Convert the sums to dinarii if you wish. You will find the exchange generous. And an extra five gold marks to buy the freedom of three runaway slaves.”
“Yes, I did lose three slaves,” Graiyan said, looking up. “But how—” Recognition dawned in his eyes. “You! What—?”
“Never mind that,” Darik said, heat rising to his cheeks. “Let’s just say that we were never slaves to begin with. You were, however, left the poorer by our departure. Now,” he added, “may I see my sister? I will see her before we leave.”
Graiyan opened his mouth to protest, but something about the gold purse in his hands and two men with swords stopped him. He turned up the stairs to get Kaya.
Darik had hoped his sister would recognize him where the others hadn’t. She didn’t, but stood behind her mother’s leg and watched them suspiciously.
Darik bent down. “Kaya? It’s me.”
“Darik?”
She rushed to his arms, giving him hugs and kisses. He wanted to cry, but she was so happy to see him, and he knew her life was better here. If only he could go to Veyre, find his father, and buy his freedom, they might be reunited. At last, he turned to go, wishing he’d thought to bring something for Kaya from the Free Kingdoms. And then he remembered the feather that Daria gave him.
He handed her the feather, glinting silver and white. “Do you know what a griffin is?”
She nodded her head solemnly.
“What is it?”
Kaya shrugged sheepishly. “I don’t know.”
He explained about Daria’s griffins, how they’d fought for the Citadel and Balsalom, how this feather had come from a griffin named Brasson that had died fighting the dragons. She listened, rapt.
Kaya hurried back to Elethra and Graiyan to show her prize, babbling loudly what Darik had just told her, mixing the story up, of course. Elethra’s face had softened considerably and she smiled gratefully at Darik. He turned away, satisfied that Elethra would keep the feather safe and tell Kaya the story when she forgot.
Darik turned to Whelan when they stepped onto the street. “Thank you for buying my freedom.”
Whelan smiled, but his attention turned up the hill toward the palace.
Darik sighed, missing his sister already. “We’ve come in a full circle, haven’t we?”
“We have, but what now?” Whelan asked.
Darik narrowed his eyes, forming what he hoped was a mysterious look on his face. “For you, Whelan, I don’t know. For me—” 
Whelan gave him a knowing wink. “Back to the mountains and your wild bird woman?”
“Eventually, yes. But first, Sanctuary.”
#
Kallia met Whelan in her tower rooms after a long meeting with Grand Vizier Fenerath. Work had begun on the palace, but it would take several years to complete the repairs and generations to grow new trees in the gardens. Fenerath didn’t have the political savvy of Saldibar, and couldn’t fill the void in her heart left by the death of her dearest adviser, but he was a completely changed man, no longer scheming and manipulative. Indeed, the guild leaders were much the same, not exactly submissive, but less rigid and demanding.
Kallia asked Fenerath about this change, but he admitted he didn’t know. It was the revolt, she decided, when everyone from the Slaves Quarter to the palace risked their lives to overthrow Mol Khah’s garrison. It had changed everyone, not just her.
When Whelan came, she dismissed Fenerath. He gathered his levies and documents, nodded at Whelan and left the room. Whelan touched the cricket cage inside the doorway, then bowed. He unstrapped his sword and left it at the threshold, but inside the door, instead of with the guards. She was pleased to see him wearing the blue sapphire she’d given him at the Citadel on his turban.
She gestured for him to sit on the pillows recently vacated by Fenerath. “Would you like some wine? The hookah?”
He smiled. “Wine is too civilized for my tastes. And the water pipe turns my stomach. Do you have tea?”
“My physics tell me I shouldn’t smoke the hookah while I’m with child, and to stick with light wines, which are too watery for my tastes. So we will drink tea together.” She rose to her feet and poured him some tea, then took some for herself and returned to her pillows.
Whelan took his pillows and pushed them closer to her, until they sat face to face. His proximity unsettled her. “Am I too close, my queen?”
Kallia said, “My throne rooms burned down. The Scepter of Balsalom was stolen by the dark wizard. I’m hardly a queen anymore. Certainly I can dispense with formality.”
He shrugged. “A scepter, throne rooms? What are those things to the—what do they call you?—the Jewel of the West?”
She laughed. “It’s pretentious, isn’t it? Saldibar’s idea, certainly not mine.”
Silence hung between them for a moment, as they remembered the grand vizier’s death. She sipped her tea.
“Where are your friends?” she asked.
“Markal is in the library, of course. My daughter Sofiana and the falcon hunt rabbits with the grand vizier’s two daughters and their tutor. Darik—” He raised an eyebrow. “Darik is preparing himself for a trek through the mountains. Sanctuary.”
He said Sanctuary as if that explained everything. And perhaps it did. So the boy had become a barbarian since he left Balsalom, infected with barbarian philosophies. Kallia wondered if she, too, would become a barbarian if she spent too much time with them. They were allies now, these tall, pale men from beyond the mountains, just as the two lands had once been allies during the Tothian Wars. During the first Tothian Wars.
Whelan changed the subject. “You have declared your marriage invalid?”
Kallia took a fig from the basket, remembering that it had been three hours since she’d eaten. She couldn’t go long without eating since she’d missed her courses or she’d grow sick. She sipped at her tea and took a bite of the fig, then addressed his question.
“No need to declare it invalid. My husband was Cragyn and he is dead, murdered by King Toth. That much is clear.”
Whelan nodded. He swallowed hard. “Then there is the question of remarriage. An alliance between our lands.”
“Prince Ethan?”
Whelan shook his head. “Ethan has professed love for another woman. Which is fortunate, since I have something else in mind.”
She leaned forward before she realized what she was doing. Steeling herself for disappointment, she asked, “Who then?”
“The king himself. What better alliance than a marriage between the king of the Citadel and the khalifa of Balsalom?” Whelan nodded. “I’ve spoken with him. He’s seen your beauty and greatly desires the alliance.”
She leaned back, disappointment turning to pain. King Daniel was a good man, and as handsome as a barbarian could be. Or would be, when he recovered from his illness. And Whelan was right. A marriage to King Daniel would serve both kingdoms.
She sighed. “He has seen my beauty? I wish we could begin our betrothal with honesty. Very well, tell him I accept. As for the ceremony, does King Daniel wish me to return so soon? Or will he come to Balsalom when he is well?”
Whelan leaned back, drinking his tea. He didn’t look upset by this turn of events. Perhaps she had misjudged his feelings and he only loved her because of her father. No, he had professed his feelings for her. More likely then, devotion to the Martyr’s teachings had reasserted itself, and he wished nothing for himself, only what would help defeat the dark wizard.
“There is one problem,” Whelan said. “Toth’s box of souls.”
“Yes?” Kallia said, remembering his chilling warning as they returned to Balsalom. It terrified her that part of her soul was trapped in Toth’s box. But she felt stronger since she’d wrestled with Tainara Faal that night in the mountains.
He rubbed his chin. “I don’t know about your soul, but Daniel’s is weakened. Markal believes Toth earns devotion from his armies by controlling their kings and queens. Or their souls, anyway.”
He traced a pattern in the rug with his finger. “Just as the Tothian Way binds Mithyl from one end of the world to the other, a king binds his people for better or worse.”
“Interesting,” Kallia said. “So if King Daniel, or I for that matter, fall, the people fall under Toth’s power?”
“Yes, I believe so.”
“What then?” she asked. “Should I step down from the throne?”
Whelan shook his head. “Not you, no. But Toth’s control on you is weak.” He glanced inadvertently to her belly, still months before it swelled and revealed the child, then looked at her face. She saw his worry.
He continued, “But King Daniel almost fell completely, like the high khalif of Veyre. He doesn’t trust himself to lead, and the Order and the Brotherhood think it wise that he stand aside until Toth is defeated.”
She shook her head, confused. “Why does Daniel want this alliance, then?”
“He doesn’t. The new king of the Citadel seeks your hand. A king who doesn’t need to live in Eriscoba, but with his armies and allies. A warrior king.” A slight smile crept across his face, and she realized that he’d been playing with her.
“You?”
He nodded. “I’ve been placed upon the throne, Roderick as captain of the Brotherhood.” Whelan shrugged. “My vows to the Brotherhood become less important than my duty to my kingdom.” He drank his tea.
Kallia smiled mischievously. “Your duty.” She shook her head. “I’ve decided not to marry for duty. Only for love, sweet and rich as Chalfean wine. Unless you can promise me love, barbarian—”
Whelan coughed his tea. 
She laughed, both at the tea dribbling down his chin and at the flustered look on his face, a complete reversal of his overconfidence a moment earlier. “A queen of the Saffa family isn’t used to begging. Not even a plain-faced woman like myself. I know what I want and what I deserve, and that is love.”
He put down his tea and took her hands in his own, then leaned so close that it made her flush with heat. “Kallia Saffa, khalifa of Balsalom. I love you more than I love life. And if you are plain, this sapphire on my head is a rock I pulled from a gutter in the Slaves Quarter. Will you be my wife?”
In answer, she took his face in her hands and kissed him in the barbarian style, long and deep. She pulled away after a long moment. Whelan breathed heavily.
Kallia laughed again at the look on his face and at the joy bursting in her heart. “By law you shouldn’t kiss a princess or a queen until you’re officially betrothed by the grand vizier. And we cannot share pleasures until we are married. I could have you thrown in the dungeon and summon the corrections guild for attempting such a thing.”
“Which would be a happy day, if you would only visit me between whippings,” Whelan said. “But does that mean your answer is yes, my sweetness?”
“Summon the grand vizier,” she said. “I will be betrothed and married both by the time the sun sets. And this time, I intend to enjoy my wedding night.” She touched her finger to his lips. “As you will enjoy yours, I promise you.”
#
Darik made his way from Balsalom with nothing more than he could carry in a pack on his back. The enemy still held the Tothian Way, so he followed the Nye River north and then west until he reached the mountains, steering clear of the Desolation of Toth. He reached the mountains after five days, then made his way south to Daria’s aerie to replenish his supplies before turning north again for the Old Road. Daria was overjoyed to see him.
“I am lonely,” she admitted as they shared venison stew in front of the fire. The griffins stirred upstairs. “My father was a quiet man, but I miss his conversation, and his gentle way with the griffins. I never realized what a good man he was.”
“What about your mother?” he asked, afraid that something had happened to her, but thankful that he wouldn’t have to face her yet.
Daria shook her head and her lip quivered, making Darik ashamed for any relief he might have felt. “She hasn’t come back yet. I’m worried.”
Darik took her in his arms, expecting her to weep. But she was durable underneath, in spite of her outward vulnerability. She looked up, eyes moist but not crying.
Daria didn’t speak mysteries, as other girls might. Her words were direct. “I have no companionship, no friends. Nothing but my griffins. The other riders see me as their leader now, and treat me as such but I don’t feel like a leader. I am so lonely. Will you stay with me?”
Almost, he surrendered his quest. But no, it had become too important to abandon. “I have to go to the Citadel first. If I survive the ordeals, I promise I’ll return.” He smiled. “We’ll raise griffins together.”
But in the back of his mind, Darik wondered. What sacrifices would the Brotherhood require for him to join the Knights Temperate? No, he would worry about that when it came.
She smiled. “Come. Let’s go flying.”
They rode together on Joffa, Daria in front, Darik behind with his arms around her waist. They lifted from the aerie and flew, where the air was chill and sweet. Daria laughed and turned to smile at Darik, her face brilliantly pure, the pain of the last few weeks washed from her face. Darik leaned forward to kiss her, but when their lips touched, she lurched Joffa to one side and he scrambled for balance.
“Better not distract me while I’m flying,” she shouted against the wind when she straightened out again, a mischievous grin on her face. “I’m liable to crash into a tree.”
Joffa, too, was glad to stretch his wings and they raced the young griffin up the side of the mountain, then dove back down again with speed Darik hadn’t thought possible. When they returned at last, Darik was breathless. If she’d meant to give him reason to return, it had worked.
He left the next morning, reluctant to part from Daria’s side. He’d explained Sanctuary but didn’t think she understood. How could one man own another, she wondered. And hadn’t Whelan bought his freedom already?
Yes, Darik replied. But he hadn’t earned that freedom. In spite of everything he’d done, he wouldn’t earn it until he begged Sanctuary. He made slow time for the next two days until he reached the Old Road. It hadn’t been widely used for generations, and was barely a rutted path. He’d heard that robbers infested the woods and passes. With only his sword and few supplies, he had nothing to give brigands, but was careful anyway. He saw nobody but a few messengers who rode under armed guard from the Free Kingdoms toward Balsalom.
It snowed in the mountain passes and he was cold. His food ran out and he was hungry. At last, he reached Eriscoba, green and beautiful. And free.
Markal met him at the foot of the mountains. “So we meet again,” the wizard said, joining him suddenly on the road, much to Darik’s surprise. “How many blisters have you got?”
“Quite a few,” Darik admitted. “I wore my feet to stumps over the mountains. But by the Brothers, I’m still going.”
“Ah, that explains the limp. No doubt you’d care more if you weren’t so hungry, eh? Come, I know a farmer who will feed us a few miles down the road.”
Darik made slower time through the Free Kingdoms than through the mountains, but traveled with a full stomach. He traded half days of work for food and lodging, and picked his way south and west. Markal didn’t interfere, but talked to farmers about the weather and animal husbandry. He even helped Darik slop pigs and stack hay, but refused any pay other than food. As did Darik.
At last Darik stood in front of the Citadel with nothing but his sword and clothes. Hoffan and Daniel, the latter no longer the king, greeted him at the Citadel. Hoffan had gained back whatever weight he’d lost in the mountains and the subsequent battles. Daniel looked much better, but was still pale and had a tremble in his hand. Darik only hoped that Toth had released his soul, now that he had no use for it.
“You look terrible, boy,” Hoffan said. “But what would I expect? You’ve traveled in the company of Markal the Meddler. He’s too busy spreading gossip to worry about such niceties as food. Care for a bite to eat before those bastards in the tower starve the last few pounds from your bones?”
Darik shook his head. “I want to get it over with. Then, I promise you, we’ll eat.”
Hoffan chuckled. “Yes, I suspect you will. You’ll likely chew my leg off if I don’t feed you fast enough.”
Daniel put a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, Darik. You’ll do well.”
A knot of nervousness worked its way through Darik’s innards. “I hope so. But I’m afraid. Is it cowardice to admit that?”
“Of course not,” Daniel said. “Only a fool faces the unknown without fear. What will you do when you finish? Join the Knights Temperate?”
“Perhaps I can answer that better than he can,” Markal said.
The wizard took something from his robes, a glass sphere that glowed with a cool blue light. He handed it to Darik to inspect and Darik looked into its depth in amazement. It had its own light source, but he didn’t know what that could be. He’d never seen the likes of it before.
“What is it?”
“A new tool. Not all powerful, but useful. I hope to harness it to regain the Tome of Prophesy. You’re going to help me.”
“We’re going to the Cloud Kingdoms?” Darik said, a thrill racing through his veins. He fought it down, remembering his promise to Daria.
Markal smiled. “Not yet, Darik. Other things first. I’m anxious for you to finish your ordeals. You have much to learn and only a few days to learn it. And then we leave for Veyre. Yes, for the Dark Citadel itself, to find your father. The game, my friend, has just begun.”
Markal led him through the Citadel, through the close and into the bailey. The stones were cleaned of blood and workers repaired the breach in the wall and shored up the Golden Tower under the direction of Arvada’s best engineers. Markal stood before Sanctuary Tower to present him.
“Sanctuary!” he cried.
A face peered from a window high in the tower. Ethan, Darik noted with surprise. The Brotherhood expected him. “Yes, what is it?”
Markal said, “I present a slave of Balsalom for Sanctuary. Will you admit him?”
“Slave,” Ethan called. “Are you willing to suffer ordeals for Sanctuary? To purge yourself of your slavish desires, and dedicate yourself to justice and mercy?”
“I am,” Darik answered, heart beating harder. Was he ready?
Ethan nodded. “You have not come without possessions. But the mountains are dangerous, so I will forgive the sword. Cast down your weapon and your soiled clothes and enter, penitent.”
Darik unbuckled Waspcleaver and let it clatter to the ground. Then he stripped off his clothing and stood naked in the bailey. A chill laced the autumn wind and he shivered. The door opened at the bottom of Sanctuary Tower and a hand beckoned him in. He glanced back at Markal who nodded in approval, then stepped toward the door. Sanctuary awaited.
-end-
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