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Chapter One
 Darik drew his sword as he rode into the village. Knights Temperate flanked him on either side. Riding to his right was Whelan’s grim-faced brother, Roderick. On his left, a giant of a knight by the name of Brannock, who rode a huge destrier, jet black with flaring nostrils and a thundering stride.
 A mob of forty or fifty villagers had gathered in the square and were screaming and waving scythes and shovels. They pressed at the village guard, two middle-aged men who tried to hold them back with pikes. A rickety scaffolding had been erected in the square, and a trembling thief stood with his hands tied behind his back while a hangman tried to get a noose around his neck. The thief ducked from side to side to keep the noose off his head. The hangman cursed, and another man punched the thief in the gut. He doubled over. 
 The villagers were making so much noise that they didn’t immediately notice the riders bearing down the muddy street toward them. After six weeks on the road, riding down brigands and remnants of Veyrian patrols hiding in the woods, Darik’s horse did not flinch from the shouting mob, but tossed people aside like they were burlap sacks filled with straw. People threw themselves out of the way, women screaming and men grabbing children to drag them clear.
 The hangman at last got the noose around the thief’s neck. Darik was close enough now to see the sweat standing on the condemned’s forehead. He was a boy, really, about Darik’s own age. The hangman was an older man with a black beard shot with streaks of gray and missing two fingers on his right hand. He looked up from his work fixing the knot, and his look of triumph turned to alarm as his gaze met Darik’s.
 Darik jumped from the saddle with his sword in hand. That time in summer where he had sparred with Whelan in the mountains outside Daria’s aerie now felt like another life. At that point, he was as likely to lop off his own leg as land a blow against an enemy. The sword now became an extension of his arm and shoulder muscles.
 The hangman lifted his hands in supplication, and in that moment Darik saw fear take the man entirely. His legs trembled, the blood drained from his face. Below, a woman screamed and fainted into the mud, and Darik knew without thinking that she was the man’s wife.
 This is what I’ve become. A killer. A feeder of souls to the Harvester.
 But killing was not his task today. The sword sliced through the rope. The thief fell to his knees with a sob of relief.
 The crowd fell silent as Roderick and Brannock strode up the steps behind Darik. Brannock hauled the thief to his feet and yanked the rope from his neck while Roderick accosted the hangman. He fisted the man’s jerkin and shoved him against the horizontal crossbeam.
 “Who is in charge here?”
 The hangman sputtered, trying to respond, but unable to do so in his terror.
 “I am, good Sir Knight,” a voice called out from below.
 A young man pushed his way through the crowd and around the stomping, blowing war horses.
 “Who are you?” Roderick asked coldly, eyes narrowed. “And why aren’t you—?”
 He stopped as the man came into the open. One of his legs was missing at the knee, replaced by a peg, and he leaned against a crutch. He had a scar across his face, and it was still red and throbbing, meaning it was not some old injury, but likely earned during the Battle of Arvada that summer.
 Darik knew that the captain had been on the verge of demanding why the young man wasn’t marching with the king’s army. Roderick’s demeanor changed and his voice softened.
 “I apologize, my good man. Darik, help him up.” As Darik hurried down the stairs to obey, Roderick raised his voice. “The rest of you, disperse at once. There will be no hanging today.”
 The crowd muttered, angry words passing from one person to the next, but they could hardly charge the gallows. Roderick alone could cut through this rabble. And what these people didn’t see, but could surely guess, was that a full company of knights rode up the road behind them and would be in the village in a few minutes.
 Darik got the crippled man up to the raised platform, then took stock of the village. It was one of dozens he’d ridden through in the past two months. Here in northern Eriscoba, the homes were built of solid mud and timber around a central commons, typically with a stone keep on one side and a shrine to the Brothers on the other. This one had been built on a hill, with some natural defenses inherent in the location. It had no keep but was surrounded by a wooden palisade instead.
 Roderick questioned the thief and the hangman while Brannock glared at them, sword in hand.
 “Are we still in Northmor?” Darik asked the man with the peg leg.
 “No, you’ve crossed into Cleftwell.” He gave a humorless smile. “You probably noticed the empty sheep pastures, saw the pillaged farms.”
 “Northmor is also suffering,” Darik said. “The entire north country, much the same.”
 “Not like this, not as close as we are to the Old Road.” He raised his voice and gave a pointed look at Roderick. “Brigands and highwaymen move openly and without fear.”
 The captain turned with a scowl. “You had no right to hang this man.” He grabbed the thief by the jaw and turned the man’s head to show his reddish blond hair. “An Eriscoban. He belongs to the king. You know the law.”
 “A law without enforcement is no law at all,” the man with the peg leg said.
 “That’s why we’re here,” Darik said. “To clear the Old Road of thieves.”
 “Who are you, anyway?” Roderick asked. “One of the eorl’s sons?”
 “No, his sons march with King Whelan. And Eorl Cleftwell is dead these two weeks. My name is Corvis, and I was Cleftwell’s steward.”
 “The eorl is dead?” Darik asked. They’d planned to continue north this evening to stay with Cleftwell on the edge of the moors, and from there set out for the Old Road in the morning.
 “Aye, and his castle sacked. A band of thieves gained the castle gate by subterfuge and there weren’t enough men left to fight them off.”
 “And you?” Roderick asked. “How did you survive?”
  “I hid in the dungeon with the kitchen maids until the thieves had set the castle on fire and fled with their pillage.”
 Roderick snorted. “Well, don’t sound so proud about it, Corvis.”
 “I’m not proud. I’m ashamed.” He shifted his weight against his crutch. “But I didn’t see how giving my life would have helped matters.”
 “It might have helped your honor,” the captain said. “And when good men cower, thieves profit.”
 “Cleftwell is on the verge of collapse, Sir Knight,” Corvis said. His tone was respectful, but grim. “The able-bodied men have gone to war. The harvest rots in the fields. Griffins come down from the mountains to devour our sheep, and there’s no one to drive them off. Brigands infest the hill country. The dead rise from their graves.”
 Darik leaned forward at this last part. “What do you mean, rise from the grave?”
 “Never mind wights,” Roderick said. “The Harvester will do his reaping in his own time.” The captain turned to the hangman. “You, leave. Brannock, hold the thief until I’ve decided what to do with him.”
 “Yes, Captain.”
 “Darik, a word.”
 Roderick put a gloved hand on Darik’s shoulder and guided him down the stairs to the grassy common. The villagers were already dispersing. Some of the anger had faded from their faces, replaced by resignation.
 “What did Corvis mean by the dead?” Darik said. “That didn’t sound like wights to me.”
 “These northerners are a superstitious lot. Almost as bad as Veyrians. Or maybe it’s some new witchcraft—these are strange times. But that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”
 “Yes?”
 “You’re a young man, Darik. Too young. I don’t mean that as an insult, but what does that say when you’re my wisest counselor?”
 “It says that your brother left you with a lot of sharp swords and dull minds.”
 A smile broke over Roderick’s face, then was replaced by the dour worry that had encamped there since summer. “Yes, quite. We’ve lopped off far too many heads. Our victory at the Citadel was so crushing, so overwhelming that I thought the war would be over at one swoop. Ride gloriously through the countryside, hacking down a few Veyrian survivors and we’d be back in time to drink our harvest mead with our feet propped up by the hearth.”
 “I have no stomach for this, either.”
 “Yes, I know. You’d rather be with Whelan assaulting the Dark Citadel itself. Or, barring that, training with your wizard friend. Learning ancient wisdom and fearful incantations. It’s not for me, but I understand the appeal.”
 Neither of those things were precisely true, Darik thought as Roderick continued talking. What he dreamed about was flying. When he was riding his horse, he could almost feel the powerful haunches of a griffin beneath him, except it was so different being in the sky, above everything. The countryside spread beneath him like a magical map, the lurch in his stomach as the griffin dropped screaming toward an enemy. And he thought of Daria, her black hair flying behind her, a look of joy on her face. It all seemed so far away now.
 “Well?” Roderick asked.
 Darik jerked from his thoughts. “What did you say?”
 Roderick looked irritated. “Pay attention when I’m speaking.”
 “I apologize, Captain.”
 “I want your opinion. What do we do about the thief?”
 “Is he guilty?”
 “There’s no question,” Roderick said. “Didn’t even deny it, only claimed he stole the cow because his family was starving. Never mind that the old woman he stole it from would likely die this winter without her milk cow—when people were desperate they did desperate things. But by the law of the land, she has the right to demand his death, and she did. That means the king’s justice. And, since the king is warring in foreign lands, that means it’s up to me to uphold the law.”
 A clump of some twenty knights rode into the village square. They wore battered breastplates and torn tunics. Their eyes were hard from weeks of battle and life on the road.
 Behind them came the thief’s brother, who’d ridden in a panic to find the Knights Temperate and beg them to save his brother. He rode a plow horse that awkwardly carried a saddle. The thief’s brother gripped the reins with his remaining hand. He’d lost the other in the war, plus his forearm to just below the elbow. With the bulk of the healthy male population east with Whelan’s army, it seemed that every other man who remained was missing a limb.
 A woman with a basket of apples approached the knights, offered to sell them for a few coppers. Another woman tried to interest them in staying in the ramshackle inn, not knowing that the knights didn’t intend to spend the night in town. The knights waved them off.
 Darik turned back to Roderick. “We can’t send the thief to Arvada. We can’t spare a guard.”
 “No, I suppose not.” Roderick sighed. “It would take five minutes to recall the hangman. The rabble will be delighted. Should I do it?”
 “I don’t know.”
 Darik eyed the thief’s brother, who jumped down from his mare and hurried to the gallows. Brannock wouldn’t let him up the stairs, but thief and brother shouted back and forth to each other. Corvis, the eorl’s steward, stood to one side, leaning against his crutch and scowling at the two knights.
 Do your duty, that look said.
 And Darik knew that if they let this thief go, it would only make matters worse when the knights rode out of Crestwell. The brigands would grow more bold, the depredations would increase, because the punishment had been too soft.
 “I can’t order his death,” Darik said. “Maybe he deserves it. I don’t know. But I’ve had enough killing without watching a hanging, too.”
 “A whipping, then.”
 “No, that’s not enough. You could offer him Sanctuary.”
 Roderick rubbed at his stubbly beard. “I won’t, but you could.”
 “Me?”
 “You have that right as a member of the Brotherhood. But if you do, accept the responsibilities. You understand what that means?”
 “I do.”
 “Then make the offer, if you wish.”
 Darik turned it over. Misjudge and he’d be tracking this young man on his own, to cut him down in the name of the Brothers. Could he trust the thief to travel alone and on foot to the Citadel and beg Sanctuary? Doubtful. The young man had stolen and butchered a widow’s milk cow during a time of hardship and famine.
 “Be quick about it,” Roderick said. “We’ve already spent too long in this village. Hours of hard riding await before we reach our destination. Choose.”
 Darik made his decision. “I choose Sanctuary.”
 Brannock!” Roderick called. “Bring me the thief. Darik has an offer for him.”
#
 The young man said all the right things. His family was starving—that’s why he did it. If he’d known the woman was a widow, that it had been her only milk cow, he’d have never bothered her. He would have stuck to hunting deer in the forest instead.
 “Yes, my lord. Thank you, my lord,” he said when Darik offered him Sanctuary and told him the terms.
 Almost, Darik believed he was sincere. The knights took a quick meal of hard tack and reheated beans, then brought the thief with them out of town, beyond the reach of angry villagers. The knights followed until they reached the King’s Road. Then Darik dismounted from his horse and led the thief away from the stomping horses.
 “This is the road. Do not stop except to sleep. Do not deviate from the road. When you arrive at the Citadel, stand in front of Sanctuary Tower and do exactly as I instructed. You must arrive on foot, do you understand?”
 “Yes, my lord.”
 Darik frowned. “That’s enough of that. There are no lords in the Knights Temperate. There is a captain, and even he must bow to the will of the Brotherhood. All men are equal. You will be, too—if you do what I told you. If not, I am obligated to hunt you down on the road. Do you understand?”
 “I do, my lord—I mean, sir.”
 “In that case, good luck, and may the Brothers keep you safe.”
 Darik held out his hand. He held the other man’s grip a moment too long. As he did, he whispered an incantation under his breath. It was a simple spell that Markal had taught him, and it would have cost a true wizard little magic. But his skill was limited, and pain shot through his hand and his grip weakened and turned limp. The other man didn’t seem to notice.
 Darik struggled to hide his throbbing hand as he remounted his horse. The knights were already riding north, but he watched the thief trudge south on the road for several minutes before he rounded the corner and was gone. Darik turned north to catch up with his fellows.
 Darik had forgotten to ask the man’s name, and he’d been planning to ask around the next time he was in Arvada. Ah, well.
 The knights rode at a steady clip north, passing farms and stands of trees. Once they came upon an overturned cart in the middle of the road, with two arrows lodged in the wooden slats. There were no other signs of violence. A few minutes later, they passed a farmhouse gutted by fire.
 Darik caught up with Roderick. “We’re still riding for Castle Crestwell?”
 “We are,” Roderick said. “Ruined or not, it will still provide shelter for the night, and perhaps I can figure out who killed the eorl.”
 “Then I’ll meet you at the castle. Make sure nobody puts an arrow in me when I ride up to the gates.”
 “Did your wizardry take hold?”
 “Nearest I can tell, but I’ll find out soon enough.” Darik pulled on the reins with his good hand and turned his horse in the road.
 “Do your duty,” Roderick called after him. “And may the Brothers guide you.”
 Darik returned south along the empty road. He flexed his right hand as he traveled. It was already strengthening, which could be good or bad. He was either getting better at magic or he hadn’t inflicted enough pain to properly do the job.
 He came to the junction where the village path connected with the King’s Road. It was here that he’d sent the thief south, and he was pleased to feel the aftereffect of his simple spell. It was only there if you knew what to look for, like a hint of cinnamon in the air after the spice merchant had packed up his wares in the bazaar. When he turned his head just so, it shimmered on the edge of his vision, like heat radiating from a clay oven. Most men would pass by unaware; others, like Narud, a powerful, shape-shifting wizard of the Order of the Wounded Hand, would see it as clearly as the road itself.
 Darik had to pay attention to keep hold of the magic, but it marked a trail that he followed easily enough. He was relieved when it continued straight down the highway, and after a half-mile he began to suspect that his worries had been misguided. A man with a noose around his neck no doubt found the sensation clarifying. The young thief would continue on to the Citadel and there he would—
 Darik stopped the horse. The trail of magic left the road, hopped a stone wall, and cut west into an unplanted field, overgrown with weeds.
 “By the blood,” he cursed.
 He urged the horse over the wall. She had been riding all day and was none too happy to leave the well-tended highway to wade through a meadow, especially when it became clear that her master wasn’t going to dismount and let her graze.
 Darik didn’t need the magic trail to follow the path through the weeds. It crossed the field, a ditch, and then came onto a rutted farm lane that ran behind a hedgerow about the height of a man’s shoulder. Here, he picked up the magic trail again, this time headed north, in parallel with the King’s Road for a stretch.
 He followed it for twenty minutes. It had rained the previous night, and water filled the ruts in the farm lane. With the magic trail clear enough, he didn’t pay the ruts close enough attention at first, but there were fresh horse prints in the mud, and since he hadn’t seen any riders all day, he climbed down to have a look.
 The prints were heavy and plodding. The shoes were worn. They came from a workhorse. One of the shoes left a lighter imprint, and he remembered suddenly the horse the thief’s brother had ridden when he’d tracked down the Knights Temperate to beg their aid. It had favored the front left leg, pain seemingly earned from years of dragging a plow.
 And suddenly Darik knew what had happened. The brother had either ridden after the thief or met at some prearranged spot. Once united, the thief threw aside his oath—uttered in bad faith—to seek Sanctuary for his crimes. The two men were on their way together to—what? Hide from justice? Seek out a band of thieves on the Old Road?
 Wherever it was, they wouldn’t get there quickly riding double on the back of an old plow horse.
 Darik stepped up to his own mount and rested a hand on the pommel of his sword, strapped to the side of the saddle. Two men. One had lost an arm in the war. He could handle them easily. But should he, that was the question.
 It had only been two months since his flight from slavery in Balsalom. Since then he’d found himself in the heart of a huge war, consulting with kings, khalifas and wizards. Flying griffins, battling dragons wasps. Learning magic and skill with the sword. He’d cast aside the boy he’d been and his childish passions and rages as if they’d been a ratty cloak.
 And yet he somehow felt weaker, less confident. As a slave, he’d been bold and certain. As a Knight Temperate, he was cautious and afraid of his own judgment.
 It was almost evening. His quarry was at least an hour ahead of him, maybe two. Darik wasn’t excited at the thought of following the magic trail in the dark, but he didn’t see a way around it.
 As he picked up the pace, he rested his right hand—now stronger—on the pommel of his sword. He’d named it Waspcleaver before the battle with the dragon wasps. He’d done a fair share of cleaving in the skies over Sleptstock and the Citadel. Tonight, it would do a different duty.
 Tonight it would cut thieves.
 
 



Chapter Two
 Daria Flockheart climbed onto the griffin’s back, grabbed the reins, and urged him toward the window. Joffa keened, muscles tensing, wings flexing. He tossed his head and pulled, anxious to take to the air.
 “I mean it,” Daria’s mother said from the top of the staircase to her rear. “If you’re not back by dark, I’m coming after you.”
 Palina Flockheart was in her mid-forties, still striking, even with gray beginning to show in her thick black hair. She was slender and carried herself with the easy grace of an acrobat, a woman who could lean from the bare back of a griffin five thousand feet above the forest to grapple with an enemy mid-flight. Daria’s temperament may have come from her father, but everyone said she looked like her mother.
 “You will do nothing of the sort,” Daria said. “I told you where I’m going, now let me be.”
 “And I’m telling you that I saw two dragon wasps in the foothills. Can’t you smell the smoke? Something is happening. It’s not safe.”
 “It’s never safe, Mother. But what kind of leader would I be if I cowered in my aerie whenever there was trouble?”
 “Then let me come with you.”
 “Not tonight, Mother.”
 Her mother looked hard at Joffa. “You’ve packed bags. Where are you going?”
 “Never mind. You can fly if you’d like, but don’t come chasing me, I mean it.”
 Daria didn’t wait for her mother to further question her about the packed bags, but dug her heels into Joffa’s haunches. He leaped from the window with a scream. Her stomach dropped away, then the griffin got his wings out and she soared up and over the pine trees that grew around the tower.
 Mother. Why couldn’t she move back into her own tower?
 There was a reason Daria’s parents had never lived under the same roof, even as they’d raised two daughters together. As a child, Daria had preferred time with her father, who was quieter and difficult in his own way, to Mother, who kept a strict set of rules. Now that Father was dead, Palina had insisted on moving into her husband’s larger tower, where she wanted to rule the aerie and her daughter alike. Never mind that Daria was the flockheart and commanded dozens of riders and griffins. In the aerie, Mother thought she was in charge. Every day, it was something different.
 Today, the argument was about flatlanders. “Leave them be,” Mother had insisted. “Let them fight their wars. If the dragons return, we’ll deal with them. Until then, it’s none of our business.”
 Daria was up over the rocky crags of the Dragon’s Spine before she was sure that her mother hadn’t taken to the skies to follow. It was colder up top, with fresh snow on the highest peaks. Daria wore a fur cloak and ermine-lined gloves, but the wind stung her cheeks and sent her knotted black hair flapping like a griffin’s tail.
 To the right lay the khalifates, fading into darkness as the world of Mithyl turned away from the sun. Sand and brown hills. She caught a glimpse of the hulking ruins of an old castle deep in the Desolation of Toth, and the twinkle of torchlight along the Tothian Way. More armies on the march. Somewhere in that direction was the mighty walled city of Balsalom. She had flown above its towers, seen its unbelievable maze of streets and markets, the hundreds—no, thousands—of people living there.
 Before the war, Daria had never seen more than a few dozen people together at one time, and that only rarely. She had gone for months at a stretch without speaking to another soul but her own family, and sometimes only to her father. During the war her natural suspicion of flatlanders had turned to fear as she saw their brutality and bent for destruction.
 She crested the massive range, and suddenly the green fields and forests of the Free Kingdoms sprawled to the west. From this height and distance, Eriscoba looked peaceful, even serene. The golden sunshine of late afternoon bathed the land. But the collection of semi-independent kingdoms, eorldoms, duchies, and freeholds was only a few weeks removed from a horrific battle that had seen the death of thousands. Even the ranks of the griffin riders had been decimated in the struggle. Mother was not alone in demanding that the people of the mountains remove themselves from the struggle.
 We’ve done our duty. We are few and cannot survive such losses. Let others fight.
 This wasn’t a pleasure ride. Daria glanced over her shoulder one last time to make sure that her mother wasn’t winging after her. Then she hooked over into the windward side of the range and came in low to follow a gorge that carried a tributary of the Thorft River.
 She flew above fields, paying no attention to flocks of sheep that scattered or to Joffa’s hungry stare after them. A boy with a shepherd’s crook stared up at her with bugging eyes and she smiled and waved. He ran crying for his house, arms waving. It was hard to tell if he was thrilled or terrified. Minutes later, a horseman on the road spotted her and galloped after her, trying in vain to pace the griffin. She quickly left him behind.
 Daria laughed in delight every time she saw a flatlander. She hadn’t left the mountains in weeks, and it was thrilling to see these strange people and their reactions. Of course she kept a sharp eye for bowmen. A single lucky arrow would ruin her day. And she couldn’t help but watch for Darik, even if she knew the odds of spotting him were slim.
 It was warmer down here, and she loosened the string at her neck to let the air blow through her tunic. It lifted the pendant at her neck with its green stone, and she tucked it back in against her breast.
 Daria flew over the lowlands for about an hour until she was north of the highest peaks. They were infested with giants, who chucked rocks at griffin riders with alarming accuracy. Between the giants and the wild griffins that hunted in flocks in the mountains north of the Tothian Way, her people rarely ventured north of the road, and rarely alone.
 It was soon dark and she kept flying. Her eyes were sharp, but she was still human, and so she flew higher than usual to avoid crashing into the trees or slamming into the side of a hill. Back up over the mountains, with the day’s warmth bleeding rapidly this late in the season, she soon shivered with cold. She wrapped the reins around her hands to keep from losing her grip.
 Joffa was struggling. He was a young griffin in the prime of his stamina, but they had been flying for at least three hours, and there was no way she could make the entire journey in a single night. Hence, the saddlebags.
 Daria swooped low over the trees until she found a clearing in the woods. She brought Joffa in for a landing. When he was down, he squatted with haunches heaving. She dismounted and removed three rabbits from her saddlebags that she’d trapped the previous night. Joffa gulped two of them, then eyed the third and keened.
 “I know you’re hungry. but I have to eat, too.” She pushed his beak away. “I’m serious. Behave yourself. We can hunt in the morning.”
 Daria got the rabbit spitted over a small cook fire, then returned to rub down Joffa. Together, they searched for a tree with a sturdy trunk and strong branches. They’d be safer spending the night in the canopy than on the ground. When that was taken care of, she fetched a few things from the saddlebags, and returned to the fire. The rabbit was almost done.
 Something rustled in the brush. She drew one of the slender blades at her side and was in a crouch and prepared before it emerged. It was a large badger that eyed her with curiosity as it sniffed the air.
 Daria sheathed the sword. “You could get hurt that way, friend. Oh, and I suppose you want some of my supper, too.” She broke off a piece of bread and held out her hand. “Here, I can spare some of this. No?” She popped the bread into her mouth. “Well, you’re not getting my rabbit, so forget it.”
 She expected the badger to wander off, but instead it stood on its back feet. Then it seemed to be stretching. Growing. Daria’s eyes widened and when she blinked, a man with a gray beard stood in front of her. A wizard. She shrank back in alarm, then saw it was only Narud.
 “What are you doing here?” she asked.
 “I might ask you the same thing.” Narud licked his lips. “The truth is, I smelled cooking rabbit and got hungry.”
 She sniffed. “I wasn’t going to share with a badger, and I’m certainly not going to give it to a wizard. I’ve been traveling all afternoon and evening and I’m starved. Can’t you forage your own supper?”
 He pulled a pouch from his cloak and opened it for her to see. It was filled with mushrooms, leeks, and wild carrots. “I did. Or at least, part of a supper.”
 “Why didn’t you say so in the first place? How about rabbit stew?”
 “Sounds good to me.”
 She removed the rabbit from the fire and gingerly picked off the steaming meat. She put it in a pot with Narud’s vegetables, and collected water from a nearby stream. About twenty minutes later they had a nice-size meal for two. Then a second wizard showed up. It was Markal, huffing and bending over to grip his knees. It seemed that he’d been running after Narud too fast to bother collecting food. He had plenty of appetite, though.
 Markal kept his left hand tucked against his body as they ate. She supposed he’d withered it with some spell, although what, he didn’t say. Neither wizard spoke much. Soon, the food was gone, and the berries and cheese Daria had packed for breakfast as well.
 The moment they finished, Narud wiped his mouth with his beard and gave Markal a look.
 “Use your own hand this time,” Markal grumbled. “I’ll be helpless.”
 “The girl can look after you.”
 “You shouldn’t have changed back in the first place.”
 “I had to, she wasn’t going to give the rabbit meat to a badger.”
 “Fine,” Markal said. “What now?”
 “An owl,” Narud said. “I need my eyes.”
 Markal bowed his head and chanted. Daria didn’t need to see the wizardry, so she climbed up to where Joffa nested in the tree. The griffin was asleep with his head tucked under one wing. His claws flexed in some dream. She stroked her hand along the feathers of his neck, down to where they gave way to fur. Then she returned to the fire.
 Narud was gone. Markal rolled a glass sphere in his stiff left hand. He tucked it away when she approached, and the hand, too.
 “Good night to you,” she said. “Will you be here in the morning?”
 “Are you really going to do that to me?”
 “Do what?”
 “Go to bed already. I’ve been traveling with Narud for a week. I could use the company. It wouldn’t kill you, either. Toss another branch on the fire and take a seat. We’ll talk.”
 She obeyed, although she was at a loss for words. If he had news, why didn’t he share it already? Did he want something?
 Markal smiled. “Well?”
 “Well, what?”
 “You’re sixty miles north of the Tothian Way. There’s a company of Veyrian deserters two miles from here, holed up in a ruined castle. A few miles to the north is a band of cutthroats recently driven from the Old Road.”
 “They’ll never find us here,” she said. “And if they do, we’ll take care of them.”
 “Narud and I spotted dragon wasps three days ago. They seemed anxious for us to depart from their lands.”
 “Their lands? They are interlopers, they do not belong here.” Daria leaned forward. “Where was it? Near the forest fire?”
 “Ah, now we get down to it.” Markal held out his left hand. It was curled into a claw, raw and pink. He kept the other hidden in the sleeves of his robe. “Would you do me a favor, Daria? This hand is still aching and the other will be no good until morning. If you could stretch my fingers and massage the palm, it would be a big help.”
 It was strange to touch another person, but she treated his stiff hand like she would a knot in a griffin’s shoulder. She kept massaging until it began to loosen up. He sighed.
 “A little harder. Yes, yes, that’s good.” He eyed her. “Are you investigating the fire, or are you looking for Darik?”
 Daria didn’t answer. There was a reason they called this wizard the Talebearer. And it wasn’t because he knew how to keep a secret. For her part, Daria was terrible at withholding information, so she thought it best to keep her mouth shut.
 “Very well,” Markal said. “I thought I’d ask because Darik is nearby, you know. Ouch!”
 Daria was gripping his hand like a griffin with a lamb in its talons. She dropped it and felt her face flush. “He is? Where?”
 Markal flexed his fingers. When he looked up, he smiled. “You know what I love about the griffin people? You are so honest, so transparent. You have no guile. It’s refreshing.”
 “Yes, yes, but where is he?”
 “Riding with a company of knights. I’m trying to keep an eye on him—we were supposed to ride east to Veyre, after all—but I’ve been distracted.”
 “Distracted by bandits and cutthroats?”
 “No, the Veyrians are traitors. They have no intention of returning to the khalifates. Why would they? They’d only end up in battle again, on one side or the other.”
 “That doesn’t mean they’re up to any good here,” she said.
 “No, they’re not. But they’re not my worry. It’s the servants of the enemy who have infiltrated the north country who have my attention.”
 “The dragon wasps,” Daria said with a nod. “And the dragons in the mountains.”
 Markal leaned back. “Ah, tell me more.”
 “I don’t know much.”
 “You know more than I do.”
 “Three dragons survived the battle. One was badly injured and fled into the southern deserts. The other two have taken refuge on the Spine. Mostly, they stay deep in the mountains, in caves, where evil magicians from the khalifates—torturers, and the like—stoke their fires.”
 The wizard looked disappointed. “Right.” He flexed his hand, then reached for a stick, which he picked up clumsily and poked at the coals.
 Daria fell silent. He knew all of this already, it was clear, and she felt foolish.
 “Anything more?” he asked.
 “They came out of their lairs a few days ago and did battle over the leeward hills. You might have seen smoke from the burning forest.”
 Markal stiffened and fixed her with a penetrating gaze. “By the Brothers.”
 “What is it?”
 “And that’s where you were flying?”
 “Yes, to search for the dragon caves.”
 “And when you find them?”
 “We’re going to mount an expedition to drive them from the Spine, but we’re not strong enough yet. Perhaps by spring.”
 “Too few griffins?”
 “Too few riders,” she corrected. “We’ve been keeping our excess fledglings instead of turning them loose into the wild. And we’re training new riders as fast as we can, but it will be another season before they’re ready. They are too young yet, children, really.”
 “There are many orphaned young men and women in Balsalom,” Markal said. “Bright, eager to learn. I’m sure the khalifa would send more than you need.”
 “We tried that. But they aren’t from the mountains. They’re so different.”
 “Ah, I see. You’re afraid of flatlanders.”
 “Shouldn’t we be? They are so many, we are few.” Daria was getting distracted. She shook her head to clear it. “Why did you react like that when I told you about the fighting dragons?”
 “It might be nothing. I don’t want to alarm you.”
 “I’m not a child, Markal. If you’ve got information, give it to me.”
 “The truth is, I don’t know yet, but it isn’t a good sign. For now I’d rather not speculate.”
 “Speculating is what you do best.”
 “Yes, and it gets me into trouble. I’ll investigate. If I turn up something, I promise I’ll share. Meanwhile, there’s danger on the Old Road. The Knights Temperate are riding to clear it of bandits, and they’re unprepared for what they’re going to find. That’s why Narud and I were traveling. And why I’m so happy to see you here.”
 “Is Darik in trouble?”
 “Maybe. I don’t know.” Markal chewed his lower lip. “No, I think not. He’s with a company of twenty Knights Temperate. So long as he stays with the other men . . . but never mind that. Now that you’re here, you’ll save me time. Narud flew off and who knows when he’ll reappear. He’s an owl now and will likely forget his duties while he swoops around hunting voles and field mice. Who are you riding?”
 “Joffa. He’s bedded down for the night.”
 “But once he’s rested, can he carry two?” 
 “Of course.” Daria had nearly forgotten the purpose that had brought her so far north, to investigate the fighting dragons. “Let’s find Darik. If he’s in trouble, we can help.”
#
 Daria and her griffin slept in the upper branches while Markal made a bed of pine boughs in a thick branch below, maybe ten feet off the ground. It was warm beneath Joffa’s wing, and she nestled into the comfort of fur and feathers.
 She woke a few hours later to a strange blue light. She looked down to see something glowing within Markal’s robes. His eyes were closed and he muttered softly, speaking first to someone named Memnet, then arguing with another wizard. Markal said something about a dragon made of mud and sticks. The bone gurgolet.
 The light faded and Markal quieted. He’d never awakened, so far as she could tell. After a few minutes, the rumble from Joffa’s chest soothed Daria back toward sleep. She thought of Darik, riding behind her, his arms tight around her waist. He would be breathing hard, thrilled by the flight. She couldn’t wait to see him again.
 Remember. Flatlanders don’t simply blurt their feelings. When you see him it’s better to say nothing at all than say something foolish.
 
 



Chapter Three
 Darik gave up the chase when his horse began to stumble and the magic trail grew difficult to follow in the darkness. He couldn’t believe that he hadn’t overtaken the thief and his brother by now. They must have known he was following, must have even changed horses.
 He found an abandoned barn on the edge of a ruined farmstead and bedded down for the night. He was back on the hunt by the first hint of dawn. When the sun crept up behind the peaks of the Dragon’s Spine to his east, he’d picked up the trail again. It led across the field to a gutted crofter’s shack, and there he stopped.
 The ground was torn by horse hooves. The fence had been broken, and blood dripped from one of the split rails. The thief’s plow horse lay dead a few yards away, hacked to death with vicious blows from a sword or ax. A brown crofter’s cap lay next to it in the dirt, cleaved nearly in two. It was damp with blood. The thief had worn a hat like that.
 Darik sighed. Someone had beat him to it. In fact, it might have even been Roderick and the others. Darik had ridden in pursuit until he lay well north of where he’d left the knights the previous afternoon. Maybe something had turned them from the road and they’d chanced upon the two outlaws. That would explain why the bodies were missing. Justice administered, Roderick might have sent them back to the village as proof. Hard to explain the dead horse, though.
 Something shimmered on the edge of Darik’s vision and a scent caught his nostrils. There, to the right. The remnant of the magic he’d used when shaking the thief’s hand. It was faint, but still there. He was wrong. The young man was still alive.
 Some other strangeness hung in the air. More wizardry beyond his little spell, though he was too inexperienced to identify it properly. Like a burned flavor, almost. Something about it reminded him of Balsalom. Nothing to do with the Knights Temperate, he decided. Magic from the khalifates. A Veyrian torturer perhaps. If only Markal were with him.
 Wary now, Darik mounted his horse and followed the trail across the fields. It led east, then came onto the King’s Road, where it was weaker still. Whoever had the young man was moving quickly. Darik picked up the pace, traveling north on the highway. The trail was easy enough to follow.
 Fields gave way to marsh, with the road maintaining a solid path through the waterlogged stretches. Castle Crestwell appeared to the right, rising on a hill, but Darik continued. The knights were probably on the road already, and he suddenly began to wonder what would happen when they encountered the band of riders who had carried off the two outlaws. There might be trouble.
 The Old Road threaded a gap between two of the higher peaks in the northern range. It was a vital route between Eriscoba and the khalifates now that the castles of the Tothian Way had closed off that road. Armies could still march along the Way, but merchants and smaller companies of men had to pay heavy tolls to the greedy mountain lords.
 Unfortunately, the brigands, highwaymen, and Veyrian deserters had so infested the Old Road that it would soon be closed as well. Now that he was finally here, Darik could see why. The north country was nearly empty of people. There were a few villages, closed tightly behind walls or huddled for protection atop easily defended hills, but people had withdrawn from the outlying farms and fields.
 A small keep guarded the intersection of the King’s Highway with the Old Road as the latter cut east toward the mountains, but it was abandoned. The massive oak doors hung from their hinges and fire blackened the stone walls. No bodies.
 The magic trail continued up the Old Road toward the mountains. Darik followed it, his unsettled feeling growing. He passed through another marsh, then the peat bogs gave way to thickets of brambles as he gained elevation, and soon a dense hardwood forest encroached to the edge of the road. More than once he heard bird calls that sounded suspiciously like men calling warnings. It was dangerous riding alone through thick cover. Branches overhung the road; any one of them might hold a cutthroat who waited to fall on him.
 Only stubbornness kept him following the magic trail as long as he did. Even so, he was about to turn around when he heard a distant shout. Metal clanked on metal. Another shout. It was a battle. A riderless horse pounded down the road and past him. Its head was armored with a steel shaffron marked with a bloody red hand. The mount of a Knight Temperate. Darik dug his heels into his horse and galloped up the road.
 He came around the bend to see dozens of men on horse and foot locked in a death struggle. They bashed each other with swords and maces. Several men lay face down on the road or crawled, bleeding from the combat.
 But at first glance Darik couldn’t tell which side was which. It looked like two companies of knights had met on the highway and inexplicably fallen to blows. Then he spotted Roderick. The captain bore down on two men who traded blows with maces. Roderick lifted his sword, leaned from the saddle and delivered a punishing strike across one man’s head. The blow shattered the man’s helmet, and he collapsed.
 The two sides came into focus. There were only eight or ten enemies, and twice their number of knights. Darik drew his sword and shouted as he charged into the fray.
 The knights cried to each other: warnings, encouragement, pleas to regroup or fall back. In contrast, the enemy fought in silence. It was eerie the way they hacked and cut, came together or fell apart without uttering a sound.
 “To the captain!” Brannock roared.
 The big knight tossed aside one foe and hacked another out of the way. Roderick had been unhorsed and was now beset by three enemies. One of them, unbelievably, was the man with the shattered helm. Somehow, Roderick’s crushing blow hadn’t killed him. Instead, the enemy had regained his feet and rejoined the attack.
 “To the captain!” Brannock repeated and all around knights picked up the cry.
 “No!” Roderick shouted. “Pull back! All of you, back.”
 “We can take them,” Brannock said. He spotted Darik. “You! To the captain!”
 The huge knight had a sword in one hand and an ax in the other. He used his ax to pin the sword of the man with the broken helm, then swung his sword around in a wide arc. The enemy crumpled silently.
 “We have to pull back,” Roderick insisted. He still hadn’t fought his way free. “Look.”
 A dozen more enemies came down the road. Their horses snorted and tossed their heads nervously, but the men didn’t speak, only stared grimly from behind visors. The two sides were now evenly matched in numbers. That didn’t explain why Roderick was so anxious to retreat. In the past, the captain had eagerly taken on forces twice their size. Twenty Knights Temperate could fight with the discipline and strength to drive a wedge through any foe.
 “To your right!” a knight warned, and Darik turned to see the man with the shattered helmet grabbing for his boot to drag him from the saddle.
 Darik kicked him away while he brought his sword to bear. One of the man’s arms hung limp and useless, almost severed by Brannock’s sweeping blow. His head lay split open from Roderick’s earlier attack. Yet no pain or emotion showed in his eyes.
 By the Hand, what sorcery was this?
 As Darik got loose he looked at the wounded and dead men on the road. Only one of them was an enemy, and this one had a spear shoved right through his chest. He must have fallen in the initial charge.
 Brannock jumped from his horse to land next to the captain. He had lost his sword, but gripped his ax in two hands. He swung it at the head of one of his foes and nearly severed the man’s head. This one went down and stayed down.
 “Retreat!” Roderick bellowed. “By the Brothers, do what I say!”
 But their captain was still trapped in the battle, and the knights refused to obey, even though the enemy had begun to overwhelm them. Then two foes jumped on Roderick and he disappeared beneath a flurry of swords.
 Suddenly, there was a flash of light and a boom. An invisible fist punched Darik from his feet. Heat rolled over him, sucked the air from his lungs. A shadow blocked the sun. Then a scream like an eagle’s, only more piercing. His heart lifted at the sound.
 The griffin swooped in as one of the enemy fighters came at Darik with a sword. Claws seized the man’s sword arm, and a beak darted in to tear at his throat. A rider on the griffin’s back was swinging two swords. A woman with a black pony tail and blazing eyes.
 Daria.
 A second figure dropped to the ground as her mount lifted away to avoid a sword thrust. It was Markal. New hope blazed in Darik’s breast, but one of the wizard’s hands was a pink fist, barely healing, and the other lay blackened from the fireball he’d called from the sky. There would be no more magical aid.
 “Where’s the captain?” Markal asked. “Where is the king’s brother?”
 Darik turned. Roderick lay on his back several feet away. His helmet carried a deep dent and his eyes rolled back in their sockets. Blood flowed from a gash across his forehead. He bled from several other wounds, and if he was alive, he wasn’t moving. Two enemy knights grabbed him and dragged him back from the fight. Darik went after them, but a man on horseback blocked his path and swung his sword. Darik lifted his weapon. The weapons clanged when they hit.
 “They have the captain,” Markal said. “Stop them.”
 Darik took up the cry. The enemy was falling back now, fighting their way clear. They jumped on horses and closed ranks to protect a retreat. Darik joined Brannock and several other Knights Temperate to fight their way to the men who’d taken Roderick, but the enemy drove them back. The two men threw the captain’s body over the back of a riderless horse.
 Daria swooped from the sky and knocked a man from his horse, but one of their foes notched an arrow and she pulled away. The arrow shot toward her and for a heart-stopping moment looked like it would pierce the griffin’s breast. But the animal spotted the attack and banked. The arrow zipped past inches away and disappeared into the canopy.
 Without a word, the enemy pulled into a full retreat, pounding up the road toward the mountains. The knights prepared to give chase, but they were too few and had suffered too many injuries. Markal called them back. Daria flew above the enemy, tracking them as the road disappeared into the woods. The enemy escaped around the next bend and moments later Daria was out of sight as well.
 The surviving knights gathered in a grim knot in the center of the road and argued about whether or not to give chase. Markal commanded them to hold their position.
 “If you ride after them, you will die. There’s nothing you can do for the captain now. But you can help the wounded.”
 Several injured men lay on the ground, crying for water. Markal grabbed Darik and they helped staunch the bleeding. The wizard coaxed a little more magic to ease pain. Then he let his sleeves fall over his withered hands and gave a grim shake of the head.
 “I have nothing more. I need Narud, but that fool is off talking to animals.”
 Three enemy fighters lay dead on the ground against three Knights Temperate, with three more missing, including Roderick. These three dead enemies had all suffered horrific wounds: a spear straight through the heart, a head with a shattered helm, a man with a sword shoved through the belly and up under the rib cage.
 Darik bandaged cut knuckles on his sword hand, then made his way to Markal’s side. The wizard squatted above the body of the man with the broken helm.
 “The captain did that,” Darik said. “Split his helm and knocked him flat. Somehow he got back up. Then Brannock struck another killing blow. Don’t know why the first didn’t do the job.”
 “Who is second in command?”
 “Brannock.” Darik nodded to the big knight who had dismounted and was tying his horse to a tree on the side of the road.
 “No, that won’t do. I need you to take charge. Get these men out of here. The enemy will be back, and stronger than before. I’m going ahead to find Daria. I’ll meet you later.”
 “Where?”
 “Do you know the keep where the King’s Highway meets the Old Road?”
 “It was overrun. There’s no garrison.”
 “Yes, I know. Fortify the doors. Wait for me there.”
 “Can you explain?” Darik asked. He gestured at the dead man’s ruined forehead. “Roderick’s sword did that. But the man kept fighting anyway. How was he not dead?”
 “Darik,” Brannock called before the wizard could answer. “Look at this.”
 Darik and Markal made their way to the huge knight, who propped one of the dead enemy fighters against an oak tree on the side of the road. It was the one with the spear through his chest. Brannock had pulled off the man’s helmet and now another knight retrieved the spear.
 Darik took a step back, surprised. The dead man was the thief from the village.
 “Wasn’t he a peasant?” Brannock asked. “He’s wearing armor like the rest of them.”
 Markal took the spear from the second knight and held it out to Darik. “Look, no blood.”
 There had been plenty of blood where Darik had spotted the dead horse earlier that morning. And signs of a battle. He turned the man’s head. The throat had been cut and there was dried blood around the wound. But no blood on the spear.
 “You asked me a question,” Markal said. “And I have an answer. Roderick’s blow didn’t kill the man, because he was already dead.”
 Brannock’s eyes bulged. “The dead are rising from the grave. That’s what he meant.”
 “We freed this man from Eorl Crestwell’s steward,” Darik explained to Markal. “Corvis said something about the dead rising. We thought he meant wights.”
 “It’s the magic of the dark wizard,” Markal said. “Something I haven’t seen since the Tothian Wars. Ravagers.”
 Knights had been gathering around and mutters passed through their ranks. Darik didn’t know what that meant, and doubted anyone else did, either, but the word hung in the air, dark and forbidding. Ravagers.
 “Take the dead with you,” Markal said. “All of them. Dismember and burn them.”
 
 



Chapter Four
 Darik didn’t want to lead the surviving knights down from the hills to the abandoned keep. He wanted to wait with Markal until Daria returned from scouting the enemy’s retreat. And he was not in any way capable of leading men, but Markal had given Darik command, and the knights deferred to the wizard. For now, at least, Darik found himself in charge.
 The knights rode in silence. Nobody spoke of their fallen captain, but shock showed on their hardened faces. Darik himself could hardly believe that Whelan’s brother was gone. Surely, he hadn’t been killed in a simple ambush. No. He supposed that by now Daria had scouted the enemy camp and flown back to tell Markal. The wizard would infiltrate, rescue the injured man, and bring him to the keep for healing.
 It was late afternoon before they arrived at the keep. The stone fortress was roughly sixty feet by forty feet of cut stone. There were stronger castles along the Old Road—now in ruins—and this building had been intended more to collect tolls and taxes than to hold the highway against attack. It had no parapet atop the walls, and no moat below, but plenty of arrow slits to fight off an enemy trying to gain entrance. The strongest point was a squat stone tower at the gate made of a thicker, darker, and more roughly cut stone than the rest of the keep, as if it had been rebuilt at some point.
 Darik led them cautiously through the broken doors, then, when he was satisfied the keep was empty, ordered half the men to repair and fortify the entrance. Others he sent to keep watch from the tower or to make the injured comfortable. It wouldn’t be easy; the keep had no furnishings or supplies, except for a well and a small wood pile. Before it grew too dark to venture safely outside, he had the dead knights and ravagers dismembered and burned in a pyre next to the road. It took most of the keep’s firewood to do the job.
 A few hours later, he’d taken the watch atop the tower when a shadow came across the full moon. Darik threw off his blanket and put a hand on his sword hilt, but didn’t call the alarm. A moment later he was sure and relaxed. The griffin swooped twice around the tower and came in silently for a landing.
 Markal climbed off first. He was shivering and seemed glad to get his feet under him again. There was no fire or any light but that cast by the moon, and Darik offered him one of the spare blankets, which he took with a grateful nod.
 Daria calmed the skittish griffin, then slid her lithe body from its back. She grabbed her braid, the raven-black hairs coming undone, and twisted it in a casual knot. She tucked a pendant with a glittering stone into her tunic. She wore furs and didn’t seem particularly cold in comparison to the wizard. A smile crossed her lips when she met Darik’s gaze, but then she smoothed it away and he couldn’t read her expression or mood in the thin light.
 “Hello, Darik.”
 His mouth was dry. “Well met.”
 “I’m glad you weren’t killed. I was afraid for you.”
 “Same here. I thought that arrow was going to hit you.”
 “It was nothing.”
 Darik took her hand, which was icy cold, but she pulled away after only a second of contact. He didn’t press, unsure if she was feeling shy or if the encounter was awkward after so much time. The griffin was more demonstrative. He had been sniffing and now came pushing his head against Darik’s chest.
 “Joffa, is that you? Look at you, still growing. You’ll be bigger than a golden griffin if you don’t stop eating.”
 Darik rubbed at the spot where the feathers blended into fur, below the griffin’s eagle-like head and neck, where it met powerful shoulders. Joffa let out a sound midway between a keen and a cat-like purr.
 “It’s time for someone else to take watch,” Darik said. “Are you hungry?”
 “Joffa caught a deer,” she said. “We’ve eaten.”
 “There’s a fire below. And hot tea.”
 “What about Joffa? He won’t fit through the door.”
 “I’ll throw open the gates. You can bring him in the front.”
 She flinched. “There are a lot of men down there. We’ll sleep up here. No one else needs to come up. Markal can help with the watch, right?”
 “I suppose so,” Markal said. He didn’t sound pleased. “I’ll need more blankets.”
 Darik wasn’t about to argue with Daria’s quirks. He was too delighted to see her again after all this time. “Wait here, I’ll get blankets.”
 “I’ll come with you,” Markal said. “I’d like to warm up by the fire, if that’s all right.”
 When Darik and Markal were through the door and winding their way down the staircase into warmer rooms below, Darik turned to the wizard. “She isn’t angry with me, is she?”
 “Why would she be angry?”
 “I told her I’d return to the mountains as soon as I was done asking Sanctuary. That was weeks ago.”
 “You had other duties. We were going to ride to Veyre, remember.”
 “Yes, what about that?”
 “Soon. Don’t be so impatient.” Markal stopped him at the entrance to the main chamber on the lower level, where the men slept around a fireplace that crackled and radiated heat. He lowered his voice. “If she were angry, she’d tell you.”
 “Then why did she pull away?”
 “I don’t know, but Daria understands that you have duties. It’s a war. You are a knight.”
 “Am I? I don’t feel like one.”
 “Daria is the leader of her people now. They are reluctant allies. Daria’s mother returned after the war determined that the flatlanders could fight their own battles. Others are even more insistent. They want to fly their entire population to the snowy northern reaches of the Spine, make their homes among the wild griffins of the north. No dragon would bother them there.”
 Darik found his spare blanket, and woke Brannock softly to tell him that the wizard had arrived and together they’d finish out the night atop the tower with no need to be relieved. Darik closed the door quietly as the two men regained the staircase.
 Markal was in front and came to a stop midway up. “I have good news.”
 “You can tell me up top.” Darik was anxious to see Daria again. He’d regained his bearings and was more confident that he could speak to her without tripping over his tongue.
 “No, you don’t want to be making this decision in front of the girl.”
 “I thought you said you had news.”
 “I do, and it influences what you choose to do.”
 “I’ve already made my decision. I was never planning to ride forever with the knights.”
 “I never wanted you to.”
 “I know what you want, and I don’t think that’s for me, either.”
 “You have a talent for magic. I didn’t force that on you.”
 “And Whelan said I have a talent for the sword,” Darik said. “Both of you want me to walk in your footsteps. The path of the sword or the path of magic. I understand that. It’s natural. But what if I don’t want either one?”
 “They aren’t comparable,” Markal said. “The way of the sword is a hard, brutal road to follow. I’m offering you much more. There’s so much you can learn. Ancient wisdom. Knowledge. Others nibble at life, while a wizard feasts on it. The things you will live to see . . .”
 “At the cost of severing myself from friendships and family. Of watching the people I love grow old and die.”
 Markal fell silent for a few seconds. “There is a cost. I’ll admit it. But I think it’s worth it.”
 “Of course you do. That’s why you chose that path. I’m not sure that’s what I would choose. I don’t know yet.”
 “And the path of the sword?”
 “To be a Knight Temperate and a captain of men? That I’m more sure of. No. I’ll fight, because it’s a war, but that’s not what I want.”
 “That’s the good news I’ve got for you,” Markal said. “We followed the ravagers into the mountains for a stretch, then flew across the northern borders of Cleftwell, to look for more enemies. Hob Longley is ten miles south of here with forty more knights. I stopped and shared news. They should be here by mid-morning.”
 “That is good news.”
 “When he arrives, you’ll be free to leave Roderick’s company in his hands. I’d like you to come with me. Hob can hunt down and kill these ravagers.” Markal started back up the stairs.
 “And where will we go?” Darik asked, cautiously. “With Daria?”
 “No, she has her own reasons for being abroad. Narud and I have been tracking Chantmer the Tall.”
 “He’s still alive? Didn’t the dark wizard kill him in the Citadel?”
 “I’m afraid not. Come with us, Darik. Help me confront Chantmer, see if we can turn him back to our side.”
 “Turn him? That’s impossible. He’s a monster, as bad as the dark wizard himself. Worse, because he betrayed his own people.”
 Nevertheless, Darik felt the pull of Markal’s call. He thought of the wonders he’d seen while traveling with the wizard: magic tomes, orbs of power, ancient spells and incantations. And he remembered the haughty way Chantmer had dismissed him. Once, when he dared to question how Chantmer was caring for the sick and dying king, the wizard had filled his mouth with shards of glass. Darik imagined standing as a man, a Knight Temperate and an apprentice wizard, in front of Chantmer the Tall.
 “So what exactly is Daria up to? Do you know?”
 “Darik.” A note of disappointment entered Markal’s voice.
 “They have more griffins than riders. I know how to fly. There are other ways to fight the dark wizard.”
 “I didn’t drag you from Balsalom across the Desolation so you could go soaring over the mountains at the side of a pretty girl.”
 “Are we going to stand here arguing all night? It’s dark and I’m cold. And I want to talk to Daria.”
 Markal sighed and continued up the stairs. Why was Darik’s old friend being so difficult? Never mind if he was a wizard whose years had spanned the lifetime of several men. He had changed. Something had happened in the battle, Darik was sure, and his old friend and mentor seemed less uncertain. Some of his doubts had evaporated and his new-found certainty seemed to extend to Darik’s own life. And how strange was it that he was dismissive of the griffin riders? Without the riders, Arvada would have burned. All of Eriscoba would be under the dark wizard’s boot. The riders had earned that victory at terrible cost.
 Darik was still puzzling over this when he followed the wizard back onto the tower roof. He drew short. Another griffin had joined Joffa, and the two beasts nuzzled each other in greeting. A second woman, equally slender, stood facing Daria with her hands on the young woman’s shoulders. They conversed in low voices.
 The two women turned at the same moment. The newcomer was striking, with full lips and a penetrating gaze. Like the other riders of the mountains, she had dark, almond-shaped eyes like someone from the khalifates, but pale, almost luminous skin. A single strand of gray caught the moonlight in hair that was otherwise as black as Daria’s. The resemblance between the two women left no doubt as to their relationship.
 “This is Palina,” Daria said. “My mother.”
 “Well met,” Darik said. “Did you have any luck in the Wylde?”
 “What?” Palina said.
 “Weren’t you in the Wylde trying to tame a golden griffin? No, wait, Daria said you were taking Joffa’s sister and—”
 Darik stopped at the scowl on the older woman’s face. He glanced at Daria, but she looked away.
 Palina turned to Markal. “My daughter has done as you asked, Talebearer. We’ll be leaving now.”
 “Are you really?” Darik asked Daria.
 “Mother has new information about the dragons. I need to investigate.”
 “It can’t wait until morning? Markal?”
 If he thought the wizard was going to intervene, he was disappointed. The wizard didn’t say anything.
 “It’s on the other side of the mountains,” Daria said. “Miles and miles from here. We’ll fly by moonlight and sleep in the mountains. Perhaps you could . . . ” Her voice trailed off.
 “Could what?” Darik asked.
 Palina put her hand on Daria’s shoulder and turned her around. “Hurry, we have a long way to fly and no time for talk.”
 “I’m sorry, we must be going,” Daria said.
 Why was she letting her mother bully her? For that matter, why didn’t Darik jump on Daria’s faltered invitation? Was it that strange business about the golden griffins, or something else? He was trying to work up his courage to come right out and ask if he could travel with them, and already they were on back of the griffins, who stretched their wings and hurried to the edge of the tower, ready to leap out.
 “Daria—” Darik began, faltering.
 Joffa jumped into the air with a powerful flap of the wings and carried her away. Palina and her griffin followed. Mother and mount sprinted into the darkness, but Daria kept Joffa circling the keep as they gained altitude.
 When she was about a hundred feet overhead, silhouetted against the moon, she called down, “Goodbye, Darik. See you soon.”
 Then she was gone, flying swiftly east toward the mountains.
 Darik sank to the cold stone, while Markal draped a blanket over his shoulders. “Life is long. You’ll see her again.”
 “Thanks, that’s really comforting.”
 “I was torn, I’ll admit it. I would have smiled to see you sitting behind her, arms wrapped tightly around her waist, the two of you grinning like fools as you flew off into the night.”
 Markal joined him sitting. He pulled the second blanket around his own shoulders. His hands already seemed to be healing, much faster than Darik remembered happening in the past.
 “So why didn’t you help me?”
 “Daria has her path, you have yours.”
 “The crooked path to the thorn tree, is that it?”
 “Something like that,” Markal said. “For now they intersect occasionally, then veer in separate directions. Perhaps someday they’ll continue side by side.”
 “That’s not helping.” He eyed the wizard. “You’re different.”
 “So are you.”
 “Of course I am. I was a boy a few months ago. You’re hundreds of years old. I’d expect you to be past the changing time of your life.”
 “Change is change. That’s what the crooked path means. You never know when you’ll be strolling through a meadow, enjoying the flowers, when suddenly you find yourself entering a dark wood filled with monsters. When you do, you don’t come out the same on the other side, no matter how old you are when you started or how many other woods you’ve survived.”
 “What happened?” Darik asked.
 “You first.”
 “Most of it you know. I’ve killed men. And not always in a pretty way.” Troubling images came to his mind, of men screaming for mercy. He tried to push them aside.
 “Killing is never pretty.” Markal reached into his robe. It came out with a glass sphere, which he rolled absently across his palm.
 “Is that Memnet the Great’s orb?”
 The wizard glanced down with a look of surprise, as if the orb had found its way to his hands of its own volition. He put it away and didn’t answer the question. “I heard something about a Veyrian encampment. Is that where it happened?”
 “There were two battles,” Darik said. “In the first, the Veyrians feigned surrender. Some had been forced into the dark wizard’s army. They claimed they wanted to fight with the khalifa and swore they’d been trying to find their way back over the mountains when we caught them. Roderick trusted them. We were escorting them to the Tothian Way, where Prince Ethan had gathered a band of prisoners to march through the mountains to Balsalom. They turned on us, killed two knights before we overpowered them and put them to the sword. It was ugly business.”
 “What choice did you have?”
 Darik took a deep breath. “That wasn’t the fight that troubles me. The next morning we startled another party of Veyrians. They threw down their weapons and begged for mercy. Twelve men in all. We’d buried two dead knights that morning. Good men, with families in Arvada. Cut down treacherously by men who had already surrendered. Our bloodlust was up. Roderick shouted something—I think he was trying to call us back, but I don’t know for sure. All I know is that two minutes later a dozen unarmed Veyrians lay butchered in the road.”
 Markal put a hand on Darik’s wrist. “And you? Did you kill any of those unarmed men?”
 Darik swallowed hard. “I’m not sure. I—I think maybe I did. If I didn’t, it wasn’t for lack of trying.”
 Something sounded in the distance. He stared into the darkness and concentrated on the sound. He hoped to hear the cry of a griffin and see its dark shape swoop down by the light of the moon. Instead, it was the call of a distant horn.
 “The Harvester,” Darik said. “May he gather Roderick’s wight and my other fallen brothers.”
 “Unfortunately, no. The enemy has bound their souls to their dead bodies. The Harvester has no power over them now.”
 Another long note sounded from the distant horn and then it was gone. A breeze picked up from the direction of the mountains. It was cold, and hinted of the approaching winter. Darik wished he were back in the warm, sunlit lands of the east, where oranges and pomegranates grew.
 “So that’s what happened to me,” Darik said. He pulled his blanket tighter around his shoulders. “I’m proficient with the sword. I can ride all day and get by on three hours of sleep. I can hack down an unarmed man. What about you? What changes a four-hundred-year-old wizard?”
 “Look at my hands.”
 Markal held them out. They were pink and raw looking, as if they’d been doused in boiling water. But they were no longer withered.
 “They heal faster than before?”
 “Yes, and I can call more magic. Nothing like Chantmer the Tall, but my spells no longer fizzle and die. You remember my pathetic attempt to turn back the enemy forces when they assaulted Montcrag? Today I could put up a better fight, maybe even hold the castle. Everything changed the day we hunted the dark wizard.”
 “You doubted your magic before. Now you’ve seen what you can do.”
 “Perhaps.” Markal raised an eyebrow. “I preferred the old way.”
 Darik laughed. “You liked being the weakest wizard in the Order?”
 “Not at the time—at the time I hated it. I was older than them, wiser. I knew the ancient learning, but a new wizard would outstrip my skills in twenty, thirty years. A blink of time. But looking back, yes, I liked who I was. I was physically weak, but mentally strong. Now I feel more certain, more demanding. Magic comes with a cost, Darik. Most obviously, you earn it by stripping your life essence—or the essence of others—and throwing it into your spells. But the more powerful a wizard, the more arrogant and domineering he becomes. It happened to Toth, it happened to Cragyn. Chantmer the Tall became mesmerized by his own abilities. Nathaliey was blind to the machinations of her rivals. Narud has become almost mad, like the animals whose forms he mimics. I don’t want to change. I want to be the same cynical, doubting—and yes, weak—wizard I always was.”
 “Can you turn back? I don’t know, find your doubts again?”
 “No, I don’t think I can.” Markal fixed him with a hard look. “And neither can you, my friend.”
 They sat in uncomfortable silence for the next few minutes, before Darik cleared his throat. “So Chantmer the Tall is alive.”
 “I believe so, yes. He escaped the battle at the Golden Tower as a wisp of red smoke. He didn’t have enough power left to bind his body and soul together. Somehow he ended up in Estmor, body rotting at the bottom of a swamp while his wight lingered nearby. By the time I figured out what had happened, he was gone. Someone brought him back to life.”
 “How is that possible?”
 “Wizardry. Perhaps the enemy, but I think not. One of the tattooed mages of the sultanates, I suspect. I detected their magic nearby. They were either helping Chantmer, or watching him raise himself. And I doubt he could manage that.”
 “Aren’t they supposed to be powerful wizards?” Darik asked.
 “I haven’t faced them, but I would imagine so.”
 “And only slightly more honorable than the torturers guild?”
 “They are difficult enough, yes. In any event, Chantmer the Tall is still roaming about, disguised, while he rebuilds his strength. Narud confronted him, then foolishly let him go. I don’t mean to make that mistake.”
 “Do you know, I actually thought we’d won the war,” Darik said. “When the enemy fell at Arvada, I imagined we’d chase the Veyrians all the way to the sea. What a fool I was.”
 “If you’re a fool, then so am I. That’s exactly what I was expecting.”
 “And now Daniel has abdicated the throne, Whelan’s army is stalled on the Tothian Way, Chantmer is ready to stir up more trouble, and my captain was killed and turned into some sort of unliving, almost unkillable knight.”
 “Don’t forget the dragons lurking in the mountains,” Markal said with a hint of his old cheerfulness. “And the dark wizard’s spawn growing in the khalifa’s womb. Oh, and wights are bleeding out of the Desolation.”
 “When you put it that way, it sounds impossible. Would it have been so bad to fly off with Daria?”
 “Cheer up, we’re in better straits than we were a few months ago.”
 “Maybe so, but tell me how we deal with all those threats.”
 “There’s a clear path to victory. Whelan has amassed a huge army, and the Veyrians are dispirited, their master weakened. They can’t hold him off forever.”
 “But what about the dragons?” Darik asked.
 “Let Daria worry about them. And as for the ravagers, their numbers are still few and comprised largely of thieves and bandits—hardly the army of legends.”
 “They have Roderick now.”
 “And by tomorrow our side will have Hob and forty more Knights Temperate. Enough to overpower these ravagers before their threat grows.”
 “You make it sound easy.”
 “Not easy, but a path for victory. That’s all I’m promising.”
 “Fine. Then the khalifa’s baby?”
 “It will settle itself,” Markal said. “I don’t know how—but trust in your queen. She is strong and brave.”
 “That leaves Chantmer the Tall.”
 “Yes, exactly. Together, the two of us—”
 “What about Narud?”
 “Very well, three, if you count Narud, when he finishes eating mice and making owl pellets. The three of us will find our old friend and either turn him or destroy him.”
 “Chantmer the Tall held off an entire order of wizards, killed Nathaliey Liltige, who was your second most powerful member, and escaped the dark wizard himself. But the two-and-a-half of us are going to defeat him. Just like that.”
 “Your point?” Markal asked.
 “Hmm.”
 “Good. I knew you’d agree in the end.” Markal rose to his feet.
 “Now? It can’t wait until morning?”
 “Why would we do that?”
 “I don’t know, maybe because I was riding all day, followed by a battle, then a late-night watch. How about I wake Brannock to take the watch and curl up downstairs by the fire where it’s warm?”
 “Brannock can take his turn, but the two of us have places to go. Wizards to confront.”
 Darik sighed. “All right, then. Lead the way.”
 Ten minutes later, Darik found himself on a very reluctant, very grumpy horse, riding down the darkened road behind Markal, who sang a bawdy tune about a girl with big breasts and a narrow waist.
 Something soared silently overhead. Alas, it wasn’t a griffin, but an enormous horned owl. It swooped down to rest on the saddle horn in front of Darik. It fluffed its feathers, glanced at the road ahead, then swiveled to eye him with what could only be disapproval.
 Darik decided to allow himself one final cranky comment, then he would shut up about the vagaries of his situation.
 “Wizards,” he muttered to the owl. “You can be very annoying, do you know that?”
 



Chapter Five
 Kallia Saffa began to wonder if the baths weren’t the best place to meet her sister as soon as she saw Marialla lounging in the hottest end of the pool. The khalifa had chosen the baths to strip her sister from the viziers who surrounded her at all times and whispered advice into her ear. The women’s baths were the one place in the palace, indeed, in all of Balsalom, where a woman could seclude herself from the continual advice, wanted or otherwise, of men.
 But Kallia reconsidered as she watched her sister lounging half-in, half-out of the water. She was so beautiful that it was intimidating.
 Servants had pinned Marialla’s tresses atop her head with turtle-shell combs encrusted with topaz, which emphasized her smoky brown eyes. Sweat beaded down her neck and trickled between her breasts. The full length of her smooth, perfect legs stretched languidly into the pool. She gave Kallia a half nod. Half a dozen naked servant girls stood on the tiled surface above the pool, waiting for their mistress’s orders.
 One of them poured oil onto her hands and rubbed it into the princess’s shoulders. Marialla’s eyes slid shut and she drew her tongue over her lips with a sigh of pleasure. 
 Kallia slipped into the water, feeling short and ugly. Her belly was already swelling with her pregnancy. She glanced at Marialla, who looked like a goddess, and laughed.
 Marialla opened her eyes and gave her an inquisitive smile. “Is something funny, Sister?”
 “Not particularly, no.”
“Where are your servants?”
“I prefer to bathe without them.”
“Yes, and I find that strange. Are you expected to rub oil into your own skin?”
“If necessary.”
“And what of bodyguards? I’ll bet you didn’t bring any, did you?”
“I’ll trust yours to protect us both.”
“He’s one man. The lazy fool is probably asleep out there. Aren’t you afraid of assassins?”
“Father was obsessed with assassins. He had as many personal bodyguards as there were men in the entire watchmans guild. Assassins still attacked him in his own bedchamber.” Kallia shook her head. “If assassins want me, they’ll take me anyway.”
Marialla fell silent. A thoughtful look crossed her face.
 Kallia moved from the scalding end of the pool into the more comfortable water on the other side. She let the warmth seep into her bones. No other women were using the baths this morning. Kallia had sent a servant to clear the space of unwanted company so she could speak to her sister alone.
 “I’m intrigued,” Marialla said at last. “Your summons was both revealing and cryptic.”
 “That was my intent.”
 “And I noticed several handsome barbarians lounging about the gardens last night. Does this mean your husband has returned to Balsalom?”
 “Whelan came for reinforcements. We raised three thousand more troops to send east. And another thousand Eriscobans came up the Tothian Way the day before yesterday. They’re also riding with him.”
 “That will make the viziers happy,” Marialla said. “I’m tired of their complaints about soldiers raiding the palace granary. When do they leave?”
 “Tomorrow morning.”
 “That doesn’t leave me much time.”
 “For what?”
 Marialla smiled. “I’d intended to seduce the tall blond captain.”
 “The tall blond captain is Prince Ethan. Whelan’s brother.”
 “All the better.”
 Marialla climbed from the water and walked deliberately across the tiles and around the pool toward Kallia. The next basin over was the cold pool, and Marialla sat on its lip. She turned and fell backwards into the water.
 Kallia watched her sister sink to the bottom. Marialla rose to the surface without so much as a gasp at the cold, then climbed out.
 “Refreshing. You should try it.”
 Kallia smiled and shook her head as she ducked lower in her own pool. “Life is refreshing enough without making bath time an ordeal.”
 Marialla came around to sit on the tile behind Kallia, who was still in the water, then draped her legs around her sister’s shoulders. Marialla put her hands on Kallia’s shoulders and kneaded her fingers into the muscles. It felt good.
 “You’re too tense,” Marialla said. “You don’t have to carry it all on your shoulders. Lean on your ministers.”
Kallia felt once again the child, completely enthralled by her older sister’s beauty and force of personality. No wonder her viziers felt intimidated by the princess. Her pashas, too. “Even viziers must be watched,” Kallia said. “And there’s simply too much work for them. Most are young, inexperienced.”
 “Then perhaps you need more viziers. Or simply different viziers.”
 “I suppose you have a suggestion,” Kallia said. “One of your pets?”
 “Don’t be so cynical, Sister. I’m on your side. You don’t doubt that, do you?”
 Kallia chose not to answer the question. “Tell me, Marialla. Have you considered marrying again?”
 Marialla removed her hands from Kallia’s shoulders, then entered the water next to her. She motioned for her girls. They hurried over from the other side of the pool. One massaged Marialla’s back, while another poured oil onto her hands and worked at Kallia’s shoulders and neck.
 “You have someone in mind, don’t you?” Marialla asked.
 “Of course. Is that too direct? Should I have equivocated?”
 “No, but you could have pressed a few coins into one of my servant girls’ hands to get her to talk.”
 “I’m not a schemer like Omar,” Kallia said.
 “No, you are not. You’re still alive, for one. The last time I saw our brother, his head sat atop Toth’s View, while a raven plucked at his eyeballs. Cragyn’s pasha took me to see it.” She shrugged. “I was never very attached to Omar. He was too, how shall we say? Acquisitive. But one of Cragyn’s pashas took a liking to the fear on my face and forced his way into my room the night after I saw Omar’s head.”
 Memories of Kallia’s own night of terror bubbled to the surface, unbidden. She put her hand on Marialla’s arm. “I’m sorry. So very sorry.”
 “Don’t worry about me. I feigned interest, offered him tea while I prepared myself for bed. Omar wasn’t the only one to know something of poisons.”
 “You killed one of the dark wizard’s pashas? I’m surprised Mol Khah didn’t kill you for that.”
 “I expected him to, but you sprang your little revolt before he had a chance, and I slipped out of the palace during the fire.” Marialla pulled away from her servant and waded toward hotter water. She didn’t go all the way to the other side, but remained within conversation distance. “If only Mol Khah himself had come to me that night, I might have saved you some trouble.”
 Yes, and Saldibar might still be alive. Kallia’s grand vizier and closest friend had died when Mol Khah escaped from the dungeons and cut through her guards.
 “I’ll be even more direct,” Kallia said, not wishing to dwell on the events of the occupation. “I need you to marry Sultan Mufashe.”
 “Oh?” Marialla didn’t look pleased, but she didn’t look surprised, either. “I was hoping for one of Whelan’s handsome brothers. How is a barbarian in bed, anyway? Rough and passionate, or tender and attentive?”
 “You were expecting this?”
 “Why else did you send the grand vizier to Marrabat? Fenerath wouldn’t leave his precious guild unless it was urgent.”
 “We’re at war—there were several reasons. We need Marrabat to keep the camel tribes from raiding into Balsalom, for one. And the sultan has agents and spies in the city. We need to counteract them.”
 “That’s a partial truth.”
 “Yes, partial,” Kallia conceded.
 “What you need—what you always need—is another alliance. If Balsalom sat on the other side of the mountains, the Free Kingdoms might afford us protection, but our city is surrounded by asps and vipers. Very dangerous.” Marialla sank into the water until it reached her chin. “Is this your idea? I’ve never met the sultan.”
 “No,” Kallia said. “It was the sultan’s idea. Or one of his minister’s, anyway.”
 “Why me? The man has wives already. And I’m hardly a fresh peach. I’ve been married twice already, given birth, and will be thirty years old in three months. If you need someone, why not a cousin, or the daughter of a vizier?”
 Kallia had asked herself the same question and had yet to find a satisfying answer. “Who can tell? Maybe he’s bored with child-brides. Maybe he wants to challenge himself against your reputation.”
 Marialla’s eyebrows climbed. “Oh, so I have a reputation? Please share.”
 “You know what I mean. In any event, he sent one of his sons as hostage so we’d trust his intentions.”
 “I don’t see what difference that makes. He must have twenty sons—I’m sure he’d sacrifice one for the right advantage.”
 “You think it’s a trap?”
 “Not necessarily. I’m inclined to believe him, if for no other reason than I have an inflated opinion of my own charms. But what’s in it for me?”
 “You’ll live in luxury. They say that the sultan can fill twenty vaults with gold and jewels. He lives in a palace that would put the Grand Palace in Veyre to shame. His wives bathe in asses’ milk, and he sends runners to gather snow from the mountains so he can eat iced coconut milk.”
 “By the Brothers, I do like to be pampered.”
“Then you’ll marry him?”
“Of course not. What do you take me for?”
Kallia drew back in surprise. “Why not?”
“Ten years ago I would have agreed, maybe even five years ago. But now? I have no desire to marry a fat oaf with twenty wives and twice as many screaming whelps bereft of discipline. Sultan or no.” She shrugged. “I’ve been married twice, and neither man gave me pleasure. Thank the Brothers the Harvester took their selfish, rotten souls.
“If I marry again,” Marialla continued, “I’ll choose an entirely different man. Perhaps one of your barbarians. What about Whelan’s older brother, Daniel? Although it is a pity that he is no longer king. It lessens his appeal.” She gave Kallia a sly smile. “But I’m in no hurry. I prefer my lovers. They know how to treat a woman.”
“There’s nothing I can do to persuade you?”
“You could compel me to marry the sultan, but I’d find a way to misbehave.”
“I won’t compel you.”
“I know.”
“I suppose I’ll have to send back the sultan’s son,” Kallia said.
“From what I hear, that will be a relief for all of Balsalom.”
The khalifa laughed. “Yes, he’s a troublesome man, with enormous appetites—much like his father. Did you know he brought fifty guards and slaves? They’re destroying my coffers.”
“See, I’m saving you money. It would probably be cheaper to simply bribe the nomads to go away.”
“If only that were the end of it,” Kallia said. “Sultan Mufashe boasts thirty thousand men-at-arms. Imagine Whelan with thirty thousand desert dwellers guarding his right flank. We could throw the enemy into the sea before Toth roused himself from the Dark Citadel.”
She made to climb out of the water.
“What’s the hurry?” Marialla said. “You only just arrived.”
“No time. I have an uncomfortable conversation with the sultan’s ambassador to face.”
“Now wait a moment,” Marialla said. “I didn’t say I couldn’t help you win the sultan’s trust. Only that I wouldn’t marry him.”
Marialla waded towards Kallia and gestured to her servants. They brought her towels and robes. She climbed from the water and lifted her arms over her head while they dried her. She slipped into her robes and removed the turtle-shell combs from her hair. It fell in waves that flowed halfway down her back. A girl brushed her hair, while another dabbed her neck and wrists with sweet-smelling oils.
“Now I’m the one who is intrigued,” Kallia said. “What do you have in mind?”
“The problem with your plan is that it relies on the sultan’s honor. What if he has none? What if he doesn’t want me for a wife? What if he’s heard that the khalifa of Balsalom is so sentimental that she’d risk herself for a beloved hostage?”
“To what end?”
“To the end of seizing Balsalom. For all we know he has an arrangement with the dark wizard. That when the battle for Veyre begins, his thirty thousand men will howl across the desert to attack our exposed underbelly.”
Kallia climbed from the water and was grateful when two of her sister’s servant girls gave her the same treatment they’d given their mistress.
“Then why send Hassan as hostage?” she asked.
Marialla shrugged. “The sultan has many sons. Not all of them honor their father equally.”
Now dressed, the two women moved away from the steam and took a seat on the benches by the colder water, away from the steam. Marialla sent the girls back to wait with the others on the far side of the pool, out of earshot.
Kallia considered. “Hassan is so much like his father that I’d assumed they were close allies. But perhaps they are too much alike.”
“Perhaps. But even if they get along, the bulk of Hassan’s guards and slaves are doubtless spies. They might even now be bribing their way through the palace.”
“Generally, I prefer the simple explanation,” Kallia said. “And that would be that the sultan is enamored of you. But these are unusual circumstances. What was that you said about winning the sultan’s trust?”
“I won’t marry Mufashe, but I can certainly pretend that I’ll marry him. Send me in a caravan—a luxurious caravan, as I have no intention of crossing the desert in squalor—and I’ll arrive in Marrabat as if this is my intention. If the situation grows difficult, I’ll see to it that he changes his mind and sends me away.”
“How will you do that?”
“I can turn off my charms as easily as I turn them on. You leave that detail to me. In the meantime, negotiate any treaties you’d like with the sultan and his son, and I’ll turn the marriage toward your other sister. That will buy time.”
“All our other sisters are married.”
“The sultan won’t know that. Father didn’t have as many children as the sultan does, but he had enough. There is no chance that Mufashe knows them all. I’ll present him with a beautiful, charming alternative.”
Kallia considered. The plan had merit, providing they could find someone to pretend she was a member of the Saffa family who could act the part. “Who did you have in mind?”
Her sister gestured over her shoulder at one of her servants, who were dressing themselves and gathering Marialla’s pillows and oils.
“Fashima. Come here.” A woman came around the pool to stand behind Marialla’s shoulder. “This is Fashima, the daughter of Vizier Youd.”
 A storm of emotions swept over Kallia. She remembered drowning, fighting against the hands that forced her head under into the pool that day in the gardens. This woman had been chief among Kallia’s tormentors.
Fashima bowed her head. “I serve in your name, oh Jewel of the West.” Her voice trembled.
“Now is the time when you prove me right or wrong,” Marialla said, not to her servant girl, but to her sister.
Kallia said nothing. Her anger burned in some deep place that would be hard to quench.
“I assured Fashima that whatever history you had,” Marialla said, “you’d forgive her. Dismiss her indiscretions.”
“Do you have any idea what she did to me?”
“I do. I wouldn’t suggest Fashima, but she is my best servant. Intelligent and loyal—yes, loyal. She will serve you well, too.”
“This is true,” Fashima said in a near whisper. She was shaking visibly now. “Khalifa, may you live forever.”
“You know what Marialla intends for you?”
“Yes.”
“Then why agree? If you marry the sultan, you’ll be no better than his slave. It will take years to earn a higher place in his harem.”
“The dark wizard took my father to Veyre. My two brothers were captains of the guardsmen, imprisoned by Mol Khah. Your revolt freed them, and they march with the barbarians to war. I want nothing more than they do, but to serve Balsalom. To serve you, my khalifa.”
“Serve me?” Kallia’s tone turned sharp. “After what you did?”
“The stresses of the palace environment overwhelmed me.”
“Stresses? What stresses? You tried to kill me!”
Anguish clouded Fashima’s face.
“Let her explain,” Marialla said.
“I couldn’t stand the pressure,” Fashima said. “The etiquette teachers, the way everyone reminded me what a minor vizier my father was. That I was destined to be a servant of the rich and powerful. I thought to marry your brother and escape that fate, but he cast me aside.”
“I grew up in that same environment,” Kallia said. “I know the order they forced us into. It was a strange place, and we were only girls, barely older than children.”
She shook her head. “But I can’t excuse what you did. How do I know you’ve changed? This is the fate of Balsalom I’m putting into your hands.”
“I have changed. If only you’ll give me a chance, I’ll prove it. Please, I beg you.”
Kallia still felt uneasy. “Marialla, you must trust Fashima to recommend her to my service.”
“I do. I would trust her with my life.”
“I only wish to serve you,” Fashima said. “Please let me prove it.”
“Very well. You will have your opportunities. I truly hope you have changed.” She rested her hand briefly on Fashima’s arm. “The Spice Road will be long and the journey tiring. My sister could use a friend. Come, Marialla, the heat is exhausting me.”
 



Chapter Six
 “I was very clear,” Daria told her mother. “I told you in no uncertain terms not to follow me.”
 “And I told you if you didn’t come back before dark I was going to fly out looking for you.”
 Palina Flockheart said this with her back turned. She was undressed and wading into the mountain stream. The stream coursed a steep path beneath fallen, moss-covered logs and spilled down cascades into little pools. When she found a spot of relative calm, she sat with a gasp and let the water flow over her.
 Daria watched her mother bathe with her hands on her hips and her lips pinched together. Even after several hours of sleep beneath a griffin’s warm wing she was struggling to let go of her anger. At last she unlaced her jerkin and slipped out of her trousers and shirt. The warm sun mixed with the cold air to prick deliciously at her bare skin. It was bracing, yes, but she didn’t see how flatlanders could prefer their stifling rooms filled with smoke.
 She waded into the stream, shivered at the icy water that swirled around her calves. Soon it came up to her knees. The current tugged at her feet, tried to drag her away. When she reached the calmer water near her mother, she sat down and leaned back until only her mouth and nose were above the surface. The brook swirled through her hair and over her body, washing away dirt and sweat and the thick odor of griffin that clung to her. She closed her eyes and let her mind drift away on the gurgle of the water that rushed past her ears.
 When she rose, stiff and numb, but gloriously clean and refreshed, her mother was already on the riverbank, brushing her hair while the sun and breeze dried her body. When Daria regained the shore, Palina handed her the brush.
 “So that boy was your flatlander,” Palina said as she dressed. “What’s his name again?”
 “Darik. Don’t you think he’s handsome?”
 “I suppose so, if you like that look. There’s something funny about their eyes, don’t you think?”
 “I like his eyes. They’re pretty.”
 “I thought you said he wanted you.”
 “I thought he did,” Daria said.
 The encounter atop the tower keep had confused her. Daria had no talent in reading people, and was so clumsy when it came to such matters that she had only just refrained from leaping into his arms. The last time she’d seen Darik she’d as good as told him that she wanted to throw him to the ground and take him. He had not seemed uninterested.
 So why had he been so reserved this time? Was she wrong about his feelings? He’d promised they’d raise griffins together. There was no way to misinterpret that. In some families that was as good as a betrothal.
 Maybe it was her lie to Darik, that silly bit about Palina trying to mate a white-crowned griffin with one of its wild cousins. The truth was, Daria hadn’t wanted to explain her mother’s absence, not just from Father’s tower, but from the battles in the Free Kingdoms. And, if Daria was honest with herself, she hadn’t trusted her mother to behave around a young man from the flatlands. With good reason, as it turned out.
 “They’re different people,” her mother said. “Especially the ones from the khalifates. They are accustomed to cities and crowds and noise. And the people of the plains and valleys have thin, hot blood. He wouldn’t last long in the mountains.”
 “Then I’ll live with him in the lowlands.”
 Palina laughed. “You would melt like an icicle in spring, my daughter.”
 Daria handed back the brush with a scowl, then pulled on her clothes. She laced her boots, still feeling grumpy. And yet she was afraid that her mother was right.
 By the time the two women returned to the clearing where they’d nested for the evening, Joffa and Yuli were squawking with hunger and tugging at the tethers that kept them tied to a thick maple tree. They could easily break or tear the leather straps, but knew this would earn them a scolding.
 The women turned the pair loose while they ate a cold breakfast of dried berries and deer jerky. The griffins returned about twenty minutes later quarreling over what turned out to be a goat with a bell around its neck, eviscerated by dagger-sharp talons.
 “Joffa,” Daria said sternly. “I told you not to do that. And Yuli, aren’t you old enough to know better? I’m disappointed in both of you.”
 Joffa looked momentarily ashamed, but quickly returned to squabbling with Yuli over the raw meat. They tore it limb from limb and gulped down legs, innards, even head and horns.
 “Really? You can’t even act guilty about it?”
 “They’re hunters,” Palina said. “You can’t deny them meat.”
 “They don’t need to pluck it from someone’s herd, terrifying the poor shepherd at the same time.”
 “It’s a small price for them to pay. We keep their skies clear of enemies. Besides, it might have taken all morning to hunt for venison. We don’t have the time.”
 Palina was watching the griffins eat. Suddenly, she cocked her head, raptor-like, then snatched a steaming chunk of raw meat before the griffins could gulp it all. She bit off a piece and smacked her lips as she chewed.
 “Now you’re just making a point,” Daria said. “Fine, give me some.”
 When they were done and the griffins had settled down, Daria checked her swords, a pair of light, graceful blades, their edges and points sharp enough to pierce the armor of a dragon wasp. She checked tethers and knots, then dressed in her fur cloak and gloves.
 Soon, the two griffins and their riders were aloft. Daria led, allowing Joffa to stretch his wings as they climbed the side of the mountain. They soared over meadows and a glimmering mountain lake, scattering a flock of ducks that had settled for a break on their southern migration.
 They flew over the crest of the mountains, where it was so cold that Daria’s breath coalesced into ice crystals around the edge of her hood. Coming down the other side, they passed over the remains of an ancient hill kingdom, its ruined castles and overgrown roads only visible from the air. The Swansins had aeries hidden in this area. They were an extended family of a dozen or so adults, plus their children and griffins. They would fly out in an emergency—had fought over Eriscoba, in fact—but otherwise kept to themselves. The Swansins lived so far north that the forests beyond their lands were broken only by rocky hills and the towering thrust of the massif above and to the left.
 Autumn stained the north country with brilliant hues of gold and red. Above the hardwood forests, the middle altitudes were the rich green of pine and fir, while snow topped the highest peaks.
 Daria’s mother flew alongside and made a series of hand signals. Look up and to the left.
 A sliver of burned forest, two or three miles long and a few hundred yards wide, marked a charred wedge that stretched from the hills up the mountainside. The drier, leeward side occasionally suffered forest fires, but the burn pattern was strange. Coming lower, Daria saw that some trees had burned to charred stumps, but others had only lost their crowns, leaving the lower branches unscathed. It was as if fire had lashed them from the sky.
 Daria made her own signal. A dragon.
 She scanned for wasps and their riders. A dragon was a huge, fearsome beast, the match for a dozen griffins, but they spent most of their lives asleep, rarely rousing from a profound, almost unwakeable slumber except to feed and pillage. And to lay eggs, of course. Anywhere you found a dragon, it was generally watched by the larval form, dragon wasps, and their riders, the dragon kin. But Daria saw nothing.
 The women brought their griffins in among the charred trees to keep away from watchful eyes. The air stank of ash and smoke, and here and there the trees still smoldered. Sweat stood out on Daria’s brow. Joffa pulled higher, and she only kept him down with some effort.
 There was something else in the air as well. A hint of sulfur. A vibrating hum, like the earth itself rumbling. Daria’s heart thumped a nervous beat, like a sparrow fluttering in her hands. The dragon was near.
 She caught her mother’s eye and gave her the hand signal to look for cover. Moments later, they landed the griffins at the base of a cliff where fallen boulders had collected in a jumble. The loose rock and scree kept the slope free of trees, and therefore free of the dead, burned forest and the suffocating heat. Unfortunately, the boulders kept them only partially hidden from enemies in the air. Someone flying directly overhead would spot them easily.
 Daria and Palina hushed their griffins, coaxed them onto their haunches, and squeezed them between the rocks the best they could. The women pulled their hoods up, took to the shadows, and looked down the mountain. The rock-strewn hillside cut steeply for forty or fifty yards before it became burned trees. The stretch below them had charred to stumps and opened a view all the way to the plains, three or four thousand feet below.
 “Can you feel it?” Daria asked.
 “The rumbling ground? Yes. There must be a cave nearby.”
 “Two caves. The dragons aren’t together.”
 Palina pursed her lips. “How can you be sure? Maybe the battle is for show.”
 “Father said that two adult dragons can never live together.”
 “Be skeptical of your father’s dragonlore. Some of it was speculation. The rest came from oral histories and old letters. Before this year we hadn’t faced a full-grown dragon for generations.”
 “It wasn’t just Father. Markal doesn’t think the fighting is for show, either.” Daria shared the wizard’s strange reaction when she’d told him that the dragons had been battling in the mountains.
 “Even so, that doesn’t validate your father’s speculation.”
 “He’s dead, Mother. There’s no need to criticize him anymore.”
 Palina touched her daughter’s hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way.”
 Daria’s irritation dissipated like frost in sunlight. She held her mother’s hand for a long moment before they separated and turned their attention to the burned hillside.
 The rumbling grew in intensity. It wasn’t loud, but it was deep and penetrating, reaching into Daria’s bones and making her jaw ache. The stink of sulfur filled her nostrils and coated her mouth until she wanted to spit. Her instincts told her to jump on Joffa’s back and flee and it was only with effort that she kept from doing just that. The griffins crouched in silence, as if terrified by some ancestral memory that warned them that their most deadly enemy was nearby.
 A dark shape appeared against the sky, huge, its wings spread, its coat of blackened scales thick and formidable. Heat shimmered in the air as it passed.
 It was at least eighty feet from its snout to the tip of its tail. Its head alone looked big enough to swallow a griffin whole. By the Brothers, had it been so big two months ago? Had she really faced such a monster in open combat? Fear burrowed into her gut.
 It soared down over the hillside and disappeared. Daria let out her breath. A shiver worked its way through her body.
 “We’ve seen enough,” Palina said in a low voice. She sounded shaken. She started to rise, but immediately ducked back down.
 The dragon reappeared in the sky, this time above them on the mountainside. All it had to do was turn its eye a fraction and it would spot them. Would it roast them alive, or swoop down to tear griffins and riders apart for its breakfast? Daria made to spring for her swords, still tied to Joffa. Grant her one sword thrust before she fell, that was all she could hope.
 The dragon flew overhead, then landed on the burned hillside below. It swung its monstrous, knobby head from side to side. Searching. Its nostrils flared and contracted. Smoke dribbled from its mouth and nose. It roared.
 The roar was a clap of thunder that rolled over the hillside. Daria slapped her hands over her ears until the terrible noise passed. Then came an answering bellow, this one from the earth beneath her feet.
 A second dragon crawled out of the hillside no more than twenty feet to their left. A choking cloud of sulfur rolled over the hillside as it emerged and spread its wings. Daria grabbed her mother’s hand and squeezed. The entrance to the cave holding the second beast had been concealed among the boulders only twenty feet from where they hid. When it was out, it stomped toward the first dragon, smoking and bellowing and lashing its tail.
 The second dragon was smaller than the first, although it would have looked terrifying enough if it hadn’t been facing off against a dragon that was even larger and heavier. It had a single, sharpened horn on its head, as long as Daria’s forearm. The bigger dragon, in comparison, carried twin horns that curved like scimitars. The head of the smaller beast was narrower, but with longer, more wicked-looking teeth. It was black like the first, but when it turned in the sun, it shimmered almost indigo blue. Both animals had scars and scratches along their sides, some healed completely, perhaps wounds from the battle at the Citadel, but others fresh scratches.
 The dragons stood a dozen paces off, snapping, sending gouts of smoke and fire, and lashing at each other with their tails, these being covered with dozens of spikes. The struggle was largely feinting and testing blows at first, but gradually increased in ferocity. The smaller dragon backed toward its cave as if intimidated into returning to its lair. But it had only been gaining distance; when it had some, it launched into the sky. The bigger dragon lifted after it.
 The beasts had none of the swift acceleration of a griffin, or its maneuverability, but once airborne, their powerful wings carried them swiftly over the mountain. The larger dragon gave pursuit for a stretch, and when it had almost caught up, the smaller banked, twisting and rolling. It lashed with its tail as the larger dragon passed and struck the other beast across the belly. A bellow of rage rolled over the mountainside. The bigger dragon disgorged a huge ball of fire, which drove the other one back.
 The dragons disappeared to the north, but their roars could still be heard. After a few minutes, the sound had moved higher on the mountainside, above the two women and their griffins.
 “You were right,” Palina said. “It’s not for show, it’s real.”
 “Yes, but why?”
 “They are powerful, wicked beasts. Hard to control. The dark wizard fled to Veyre. His minions are free to pillage and destroy as they will. Or settle old grudges. They hate each other—what else?”
 It was a simple answer, but Daria wasn’t sure she agreed. If her mother’s explanation held, it could only be a good thing. Two dragons battling each other left the griffin riders valuable time to gather their forces and prepare a defense or even a preemptive attack. But Markal had been visibly alarmed when Daria told him that the dragons were fighting. Whatever was going on here, the wizard thought it was a bad thing.
 The dragons roared back over the hillside and into the foothills. They grappled in the air, biting, swinging claws and tails. Fire roared from their snouts. Locked in an embrace, they crashed into the trees with a boom. When they regained the sky, the forest had caught fire beneath them.
 The battle continued for at least an hour, burning and roaring up and down the mountain, always too close for Daria and her mother to flee. Then the dragons settled to the ground in the very spot where they’d begun their battle. The small dragon had a gash across its belly that leaked blood so thick it looked like tree sap. The larger one favored its right front leg. The tip of one of its horns had snapped off. The two beasts circled each other, snorting and huffing smoke and fire.
 This would be the perfect chance to flee. The dragons were exhausted from their struggle and surely the griffins could use their greater maneuverability to dodge and weave through the canyons until the enemy gave up the chase. But the two women were transfixed by what was unfolding in front of them.
 The bigger dragon came in snarling. The smaller one tried to duck out of the way, but the larger dragon caught the smaller one’s wing and threw its larger bulk into pinning down its rival. The bigger dragon opened its jaws, which gaped so wide that for an instant Daria caught a glimpse of the fires that burned in its belly. It lunged to deliver a killing bite.
 The smaller dragon gave a final, desperate thrash. The horn on its head caught its enemy in the neck. The larger dragon fell back with a scream. It thrashed to free its neck from the impaling spike, and when it did, blood gushed out steaming onto the hillside. Then the two dragons were rolling over and over, tearing at each other with their claws, biting, and lashing tails.
 At last the struggle ended. One of the dragons rose shakily to its feet. To Daria’s surprise, it was the smaller of the two beasts. The larger dragon lay on its back, shuddering. Fire spilled from a gaping hole in its throat. The fire soon died. Black smoke leaked from the fallen dragon’s nostrils and slack mouth.
 The victorious dragon limped a few feet away. One wing hung in tatters. Its tail was broken and its right eye a ruin. It wheezed and spit puffs of fire.
 For a single, hopeful moment Daria thought the second dragon would collapse and die in turn. Then it turned its good eye on its fallen enemy. It limped back over and lapped at the blood on the dead dragon’s belly. After a few seconds of this, it opened its jaws, clamped down, and tore off a hunk of steaming meat.
 As it ate, the smaller dragon seemed to gain strength. It opened a gaping hole in the dead dragon’s belly and thrust its snout in. It ate and ate, devouring muscle, innards, crunching scales and bones. Its belly swelled with the size of its meal. Still it kept eating. Faster and faster. At last, it was so engorged that it looked like it would burst. A full half of the larger dragon had disappeared into its maw.
 It staggered a few paces and collapsed on the hillside. Smoke streamed from its mouth and nostrils and its eyes closed. It let out a rumbling snore.
 Daria retrieved her blades from Joffa, who was still wedged among the rocks, trembling.
 “What are you doing?” her mother hissed. “Let’s get out of here.”
 “I’m going to kill it.”
 “Are you mad?”
 “It’s wounded, engorged, and in the open. It won’t wake until my sword is hacking at its throat.”
 “You can’t kill it with a sword!”
 “I can certainly try. I’ll never have a better chance.”
 Palina grabbed her daughter’s arm. “Daria, by the Wounded Hand, don’t do this. Look, it’s going to die anyway. It’s crippled, it can’t recover.”
 “Mother, you know that isn’t true. If it was dying, how did it manage to eat half the other dragon? Look at it. Sleeping next to its meal. When it wakes, it will finish eating. Then what?”
 Palina’s eyes flashed. She looked desperate. “I don’t know. And neither do you!”
 “No, I don’t, but I know it won’t be good. Let go of me.”
 “I won’t, damn you.”
 The two women struggled, but Daria was younger and stronger. She elbowed her way free without dropping the weapons and strode across the hillside. The sleeping dragon rumbled.
 “Daria!” Then a scream, “Daria! Look out!”
 The younger woman looked behind her. Palina looked skyward with her hand shielding her eyes. Two shapes swooped down from the peaks. Dragon wasps. Men rode on their backs, faces painted, their ragged hair dyed blue and red.
 Dragon kin.
 
 



Chapter Seven
 Narud flew off shortly before dawn, after which Markal and Darik passed the site of the previous day’s battle on the Old Road. Still they continued, even as the sun rose in the sky.
 Darik grew increasingly concerned the longer they stayed on the road. “Is it safe? What if the ravagers come back this way?”
 Markal stopped his horse as the road forded a stream. He gave a dismissive wave of the hand without looking back. “Yes, it’s safe.”
 “How can you be sure?”
 “Shh. I need to concentrate.”
 Darik bit back a response and took to studying the woods. There were a hundred places for ambush by bandits, but so far they’d been lucky. No doubt the ravagers had done their part in clearing the vermin from the road, but that was hardly comforting. Where had that silly owl flown to?
 They climbed higher and higher. The Old Road—already barely wide enough for a single wagon—thinned as trees marched to the edge. It disappeared entirely in a marshy stretch of cattails and reeds, studded with dead tree trunks where the forest had flooded. A band of horses had recently churned up the mud, and it was easy enough to follow their trail through the more solid parts. This must mark the passage of the ravagers; at least they were continuing deeper into the mountains. Soon, the foothills gave way to more rugged terrain. The road started up again.
 When they stopped at a stream for a drink, Darik could no longer keep quiet. “Where are we going, anyway?”
 “I told you. We’re following Chantmer the Tall. He passed this way a few days ago.”
 “How do you know?”
 “I’m following his trail. It was more difficult earlier. The spell you’d cast on that thief was still in the air and it overwhelmed everything else. Like trying to smell a field of daisies from inside an outhouse.”
 Darik blinked. “I had no idea my spell was that strong. In fact, it seemed pretty much faded by the time we passed the battle site.”
 “It was plenty strong. What it lacked was subtlety. If the knights hadn’t killed that man—killed him a second time, I mean—it would have stunk on him for two weeks. Come here, let me show you.”
 Markal slid from the saddle. Darik grabbed a chunk of hard cheese and a bit of dried crust from the saddlebags, and made his way to Markal’s side. They were on the far side of the stream, in a meadow of wildflowers and knee-high grasses. The instant the two men stepped away, the horses dipped their heads to snatch greedily at the grass.
 Markal stopped at a boulder on the edge of the stream. “It’s strongest here. Chantmer must have sat here to eat or meditate. Can you sense it?”
 Darik leaned in. He sensed nothing but a rock. “No, I can’t.”
 “It’s subtle. Even weakened, almost dead I’d think, Chantmer can hide his trail better than you.” Markal put his hands on Darik’s shoulders and turned him sideways to the boulder, so he could only see it out of the corner of his eyes. “Think gray, like a piece of slate. And something that smells like birch bark. Now close your eyes and open them.”
 Darik did as he was told. For a moment he seemed to spot something shimmering on the edge of his vision, catch a scent of birch. Then it was gone.
 “There is something there,” he said. “But I never would have found it on my own. You say that’s the strongest place?”
 “Strong enough. But remember, I’ve known Chantmer for decades. I know what to look for. There’s another wizard with him. Strong, but impatient. I don’t know him at all. A mage from the sultanates.”
 “What’s he doing so far north? And on this side of the mountains?”
 “Looking for Chantmer, of course. I could tell more if the trail wasn’t so old.”
 “Do we have any chance of catching them?”
 “Of course. They’re moving slowly. It’s all Chantmer can manage for now. And assuming they’re trying to get south to Marrabat or Gilgol, they’ve got hundreds of miles to travel. But there’s no wasting time. If we can catch them in the mountains, Narud and I can handle this other wizard. Down in the plains, in the sultanates, maybe not.”
 “And the ravagers?”
 “I sense them too—they’re also leaving a magic trail. But they’re moving faster than us. Besides, we’re not going to be on the Old Road much longer.”
 Darik finished the bread. He broke the cheese in two and handed half to the wizard. “Why didn’t you say all that in the first place? I was riding all night, anxious about ravagers and wondering why we didn’t just send Daria back for some more griffins to fly us where we needed to go.”
 “Because we can’t follow the trail from the air.”
 “Sure, I see that now. But you didn’t bother to explain.”
 “I had to concentrate, at least until we were out of range of your clumsy tracking spell.”
 “One thing about traveling with Roderick,” Darik said, “he wasn’t much for secrets. I always knew the plan. So?”
 “So . . . what?”
 “The plan. You said we’re leaving the Old Road soon. Why?”
 “It’s too slow. Now that I know they’re crossing, we can make up some time. We’re going to take a shortcut.”
 Darik glanced doubtfully at the mountains, now looming above them. Between the heavily forested lower slopes and the steep, rocky upper reaches, there was no way to cross them except by the road unless they were going to fly.
 “Are there griffin riders this far north?”
 “We’re not flying on a griffin. Let’s send the horses off.”
 “What would possess us to do that? Markal, come on.”
 The wizard smiled over his shoulder as he removed the bit from his horse’s mouth and stuffed it and the reins into the saddlebags. “I’m enjoying this.”
 “I can tell.”
 “Surely you don’t think you’re an expert already? A little swordplay, dabbling in magic. And now you know everything?”
 “Well, no. But I can learn just as well without riddles and guesswork.”
 Markal leaned in and whispered to the horses in turn, then slapped them each on the rump. They tossed their heads, snorted, then promptly raced back down the road, presumably returning by the wizard’s command to join with the knights in the valley.
 Darik stared after them with alarm. “My sword!”
 “You won’t need it.”
 “The hell I won’t. And my breastplate, too. Not to mention our food. You didn’t even leave us with waterskins.”
 “We can’t carry any of it. Only the clothes on our backs.” Markal put a hand on Darik’s shoulder. “Like I said, you have a lot to learn.”
 “I know that.” Darik was still irritated about the loss of his weapon.
 “The best way to learn is to listen and think. Try to figure things out for yourself before you demand an answer. I know Roderick, and I know how he teaches. Hold your sword like this, charge into battle so. Magic is a more subtle art. Two wizards can hold the same information in their head, speak the same incantation, and it works differently for each one. Ah, here we are.”
 A man stepped from the forest. He drew back his hood. Narud.
 “What did you see?” Markal asked him.
 “A few curious things, but nothing useful.”
 “I doubt that. Share it.”
 Narud picked an owl feather from his cloak and flicked it away. “I suppose you want to know about the ravagers.”
 Markal put his hands on his hips. “Isn’t that why I sent you? Come on, out with it.”
 “It’s annoying not to get a straight answer, isn’t it?” Darik asked.
 “The ravagers have picked up the pace,” Narud said. “They came upon an encampment of bandits and slaughtered them all, but didn’t bother turning any of them. I think they suspect the knights will be coming after them again and want to get out of Eriscoba to the other side of the Spine before that happens.”
 “What about Roderick?” Darik asked. “Is the captain with them?”
 “He is.”
 “Is he still alive?”
 “After a fashion.”
 “You mean they turned him?” Darik asked. “We have to stop them.”
 Markal shook his head grimly. “There’s nothing you can do, Darik. Narud, what else?”
 “I discovered the ruins of an old watch tower I hadn’t seen before. Overgrown with vines and tree roots. There were rodents living in it. I spent some time hunting. Oh, and I overheard the two women and their griffins camping in the woods.” He nodded at Darik. “They were talking about you, boy.”
 “Really?” Darik said. “What did they say?”
 “Hmm, I don’t remember exactly. Something about how you were unsuited for living in the mountains.”
 Darik’s heart fell. He saw Markal watching him and looked away.
 “Oh,” Narud continued, “I almost forgot. I saw two dragons fighting. Your griffin riders found a hidden spot to watch. Only I don’t think they knew that there were dragon kin and their wasps watching as well.”
 “Are they all right?” Darik asked.
 Narud coughed into his hand and shifted from one foot to the other. “I didn’t wait to find out.”
 “You could have warned them.”
 “I was only an owl, you know. The dragon fight grew too intense. I waited for a lull and flew out of there as fast as I could in the opposite direction.”
 “You’re right,” Markal grumbled. “That was nothing useful. I can’t believe you didn’t stick around or warn the riders. Or something. They count you as a friend.”
 “I am their friend. But I was also an owl. There was only so much I could do.”
 Markal threw up his hands. “By the Brothers, we wouldn’t even have known about this if we hadn’t pried it out of you. Is there anything else? You didn’t spot the dark wizard at the head of ten thousand men or anything, right?”
 “I don’t think so.” Narud got a far-off look and plucked at his beard. “No, no, I’m certain.”
 Markal sighed and gave Darik a look. Can you believe I have to deal with this?
 “You see?” Darik said. “Sometimes all you want is a straight answer to a straight question.”
 “All right, all right,” Markal said. “You want answers, you’ll get them. Here is why I sent the horses off with your sword and the supplies. We’re going right over that mountain. It will cut a day and a half off our journey.”
 He pointed to one of the lower mountains to the east. Lower yes, but still plenty intimidating. The rare tree or clump of brush clung to the mountainside, but for the most part it was a rocky, boulder-strewn escarpment. Nobody could climb that way.
 Narud coughed. He covered his mouth, then bent over, hacking like he was choking on something.
 Markal slapped him on the back. “Come on. Get it out.”
 A final cough from Narud, then he spit something onto the ground. It was a slimy mass of bones and feathers. A mouse skull poked out one side.
 Narud straightened and wiped at his mouth. “Yech.”
 “Next time, try to spit up your pellets before you change back,” Markal said.
 Suddenly, Darik understood. A thrill raced down his spine. “Oh, I understand.”
 “Don’t get too excited,” Markal said. “You’re not flying over the top, if that’s what you’re hoping. That’s too much magic for you, and a bird brain is far too different from your own. For your first time, you might not be able to change back again.” He gave Narud the side eye. “Although, come to think of it, some people always find the transition challenging.”
 Narud didn’t seem to notice the insinuation. He stared up at the mountain slope. “Mountain goats. That’s what we need.”
 Darik couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re going to turn me into a goat?”
 “You’re going to turn yourself,” Markal said. “Or try, anyway.”
 “What is the final bit of the incantation for mountain goat?” Narud asked his fellow wizard. “Caverus?”
 “Cabiris,” Markal said without hesitation. “Caverus is the other kind of goat. Haven’t you done a mountain goat before?”
 “Sure, dozens of times. How about you?”
 “Never.”
 “Ah, well, it’s a good thing you remembered. That would have been inconvenient to turn into a billy goat up here. There are wolves around.”
 “Wolves?” Darik said. “That sounds dangerous no matter what kind of goat you’re talking. How about mountain lions? They could climb that, couldn’t they?”
 The other two wizards ignored him. Narud threw his cloak over his shoulder and lifted his right hand. “Cabiris, you say? Good. Novum lycanthus cabiris.”
 Even as he said the incantation, Markal was jumping in to interrupt. “Wait, not yet. I need to tell the boy—oh, bother. Do you have to be so impatient?”
 Narud dropped to his knees.
 “Nothing to be done for it now,” Markal told Darik. “Pay attention. Watch the transformation if you can.”
 But that was impossible because suddenly Darik found his attention dragged elsewhere. He wanted to search the trees for bandits or wolves, to look back at the stream, to see if the nearby bushes had any berries.
 When he glanced back, Narud was gone and a gray goat stood in front of him. It had spiraled horns, a beard, and sharp-looking hooves. It trotted into the brush on the side of the road and disappeared.
 “You weren’t watching, were you?” Markal said.
 “I tried. Where did his cloak go?”
 “It became his pelt.”
 “So we won’t come out the other side naked?”
 “No.”
 “Then what about my sword? Couldn’t I have turned it into one of my horns or something?”
 “Not at your skill level,” Markal said. “We’ll be lucky if we can pull it off at all.”
 “Then you could have carried it. And the food, too.”
 “No, I couldn’t have. I’m not that good at this either. Besides, we won’t need food. Goats eat everything—twigs, bark, grass. We’ll get all the food we need.”
 “Yum.”
 “You remember the words?”
 Novum lycanthus cabiris.
 “I do.”
 “Good, because we don’t have much time. Narud is hard enough to manage in human form. As a goat, forget it. He’ll be long gone in about five minutes.”
 As he said this, Markal pulled something from his sleeve and set it on the road. To Darik’s surprise, it was Memnet the Great’s glass orb.
 “You’re just going to leave it there?”
 Markal fixed him with a hard look. “You can ask questions later. Now do what I say. Your best magic flows through your dominant hand, so lift your right hand, palm out.”
 Darik did as he was told.
 “Perfect, now we’ll need everything you’ve got. This is no sleazy little tracking spell, this is deep magic. Here’s how to draw it. Think of that moment when you approached the Sanctuary Tower, how you felt. When you’ve got that memory fixed, think of your devotion to your khalifa. You love Kallia and would give your life to defend her and your people against the enemy, right?”
 “Of course.”
 “Now think of Roderick falling into the hands of the ravagers. He was your captain, and you had fought at his side all summer. How did that make you feel?”
 As Darik considered these things, his hand grew warm and his head light. He felt like he could float out of his skin. A smile spread across Markal’s face as he studied Darik, and he nodded.
 “Now. Speak the words.”
 “Novum lycanthus cabiris.”
 Darik’s right hand felt like it was on fire, but the sensation was quickly overwhelmed by the cracking, breaking pain in his feet and legs. It felt as though a dozen men were pounding at his bones with hammers. He collapsed with a cry of agony. His clothing melted, burned into his skin.
 Markal winced. “I’m sorry. I should have warned you. The first time in any new form is uncomfortable.”
 “Do something!” Darik begged.
 “Nothing to do but fight it out. It will be over in a second. Hold on.”
 Sweat poured down Darik’s face. He was on the verge of passing out. Then, as quickly as it had come, it was over. The pain in his legs turned to a dull ache, then faded entirely. He grew stronger with every gasp.
 His right hand was withered and throbbing, but he was still a man. Only his cloak and tunic had disappeared, leaving him shirtless in the cool mountain air.
 “Hmm,” Markal said. “That’s different.”
 “Why didn’t it work?”
 “It kind of worked.”
 “No, it didn’t. Look at me.”
 “I am looking. Take a look yourself.”
 Darik rose shakily to his feet. His legs felt funny and he could swear he was shorter relative to Markal. And he felt strangely springy. Then he looked himself over and gasped.
 His legs and feet were gone. In their place were a pair of hairy goat legs finished by a pair of sharp, horny hooves. The hair spread up his belly to his chest, but other than that, his upper half was all human. Darik took a step back, and wobbled like a jongleur on stilts before he caught his balance.
 Markal’s concerned expression faded, transformed into a delighted grin. He caught Darik’s glare and turned away. He slapped his hand over his mouth and swallowed a guffaw.
 “Markal!”
 “I thought the satyrs were mythological creatures. But here you are, standing in front of me.”
 “All right, I see. It’s hilarious. Now when do I finish changing?”
 “You don’t, that’s it. You lost it at the end and the spell faded.” Markal scratched at the back of his head. “Hmm.”
 “Then you have to do it.”
 “I’ve got to change myself.”
 “You have two hands. Use one for me, the other for yourself.”
 Markal turned his hands over. One was completely healed, the other still pink and soft. “No, not yet. I’d need about six more hours to do it properly.”
 “Then what do we do? Narud is a mile away by now.”
 “I suppose you could go back down the road and look for your friends. They could protect you until you change back.”
 “Like this? I’m a naked goat man! Forget it.”
 “In that case, naked goat man, you’ll have to go over the mountain with the rest of us.”
 “Oh, please.”
 “You’ve got goat hooves and goat balance—you’re already lighter on your feet. I’ll transform and you follow me. Do your best to keep up.”
 “You’re serious?”
 “Very. This is all quite funny, but we’ve got to get moving. Give me some room.”
 Darik sighed and took two goat steps backward. His butt felt twitchy. When he looked back, he discovered a tail, which was the source of the twitching. Oh, the Harvester take him if an advance party of Knights Temperate rode around the corner just now. He’d never be able to show his face in the Free Kingdoms again.
 Markal stood above Memnet’s orb and raised his hand. He closed his eyes and spoke the words.
 Darik was determined to watch, to figure out where he’d gone wrong. But once again his attention drew elsewhere. When he looked back, a mountain goat stood in the road. It was smaller than Narud and without a beard, but the same gray color.
 The goat spied the glass orb. He took a tentative nibble, then took it in his mouth and struggled to swallow it whole.
 “I could have carried that, you know,” Darik said. “Anyway, you might think about Narud coughing up the owl pellet, and do your best to pass that before you transform back.”
 Markal bleated.
 “Bah, bah to you, too. Now let’s get out of here before Hob and Brannock spot me.”
 The goat bounded into the brush. Darik allowed himself one final sigh, then trotted after him.
 
 



Chapter Eight
 The dragon kin must have been lurking in the crags above, watching the battle. Afraid to approach the two raging beasts, but curious about the outcome. So long as Daria had remained hidden, their attention had fixed on the dragons, but the moment she’d stepped into the open, they must have spotted the riders and their mounts.
 Daria turned on her heel and sprinted back the way she’d come. The first wasp dove for her head. She dropped and rolled, and came up with swords flashing. The enemy ducked away, then climbed for another dive. Meanwhile, her mother ducked behind a rock as the second wasp landed and snaked its head to snap at her face.
 Joffa and Yuli struggled to get out of the crevices into which they’d wedged themselves. They screamed in anger and frustration. Palina cried for Daria to hurry.
 Daria reached the rocks. She slashed and connected with the perched wasp’s clawed front leg. It screeched and lifted skyward.
 Joffa was free. Daria jumped on his back without letting go of her swords.
 “Ska!”
 The griffin flapped his wings and got airborne. No time to grab the reins or rope herself in. She kept hold of the blades and dug in with her knees and heels. The slope was steep, and Joffa dodged wildly to keep free of the dragon wasp’s claws and teeth. It was all Daria could do to keep from pitching loose. She was already fifty feet off the ground. Meanwhile, the weasel-faced man on the back of the wasp had a spear, which he thrust at Daria. She twisted as the tip pierced her cape. A fiery pain stabbed her side. She hacked at the spear.
 The kin cursed and pulled it free. He leaned over for another thrust as griffin and wasp tussled in the air. The second wasp came in fast from her left flank. She glanced over in time to see the sneer on the rider’s face as he readied his spear for a killing thrust.
 Then her mother dove in from above. Woman and griffin screamed. Her mother had her single, longer blade in hand. She brought it around from her shoulder as Yuli slammed into the wasp. The sword landed a crushing blow against the kin’s shoulder. The man screamed and fell from his saddle. He tumbled end over end to crash in the boughs of the trees. Now riderless, the wasp veered aimlessly away from the battle.
 The griffins pulled free of the remaining dragon wasp, but they were not yet in the clear. Daria looked up the mountain and was alarmed to see half a dozen more wasps gliding down from the peaks.
 “South!” Palina cried.
 Yes, south. The Swansin aeries lay no more than ten miles in that direction. If they could reach them in time and call the alarm, the Swansins would fly out in force. Add another dozen griffins and they would destroy these wasps and their riders. Then they could settle down on the hillside and destroy the engorged, sleeping dragon. Daria sheathed her swords, grabbed the reins, and pulled hard to the south.
 But as she and her mother got turned around, the dragon kin seemed to recognize their intent. They moved their wasps swiftly to intercept the griffins and cut them off. The remaining enemy from the initial encounter flanked them on the side of the mountains and forced them lower. Behind, the main body of wasps was now at two hundred yards and closing quickly.
 With no other choice, Daria banked north. She dug her heels into Joffa. Her mother was by her side. They gradually pulled free of the closest rider and climbed in altitude. The higher they got, the colder the air, the greater their advantage over the dragon wasps.
 The enemy didn’t give up the pursuit. The faster ones tried to keep pace to the right and left, while the bulk remained in a small but lethal knot to their rear.
 At first, the griffins pulled gradually ahead. The wasps became dark specks to their rear, first a mile distant, then two miles. A little more and the riders could shoot up over the top of the mountain, then come down on the Eriscoban side of the range and hide in the woods. But the enemy hung on, tenaciously following.
 A few minutes later, Daria glanced over her shoulder and was alarmed to see that the enemy was closer than it had been. Joffa was tiring, and Yuli wasn’t doing much better. They had flown hundreds of miles over the past two days, and the sprint was taking its toll. They couldn’t keep going. Not at this pace.
 They had reached the outskirts of the vast northern forests known as the Wylde. It stretched on both sides of the mountains from here to the coastal range and from there to the frozen wastes where ice giants hunted mammoths on the glaciers at the banks of the Frigid Sea.
 The mountains above the Wylde were higher, craggier, the peaks well above the tree line. Permanent ice fields clung to the uppermost reaches.
 Daria’s mother caught up with her. She made hand signals.
 Going back. Fight.
 “We’ll be killed!” Daria shouted. The wind swept away her words.
 “Not you,” Palina called back. “Just me.”
 Daria hazarded a glance over her shoulder. The enemy lay a half-mile back. Closing, but slowly. She pulled Joffa next to Yuli until the griffins flew wingtip to wingtip.
 “If you go, I’m following.”
 Palina’s eyes glittered. “You won’t follow. That’s an order.”
 “By what authority? I’m the flockheart, not you.”
 “But I’m your mother. And it’s because you’re the flockheart that you must live. I’ll hold them off. Go over the top. Hide.”
 “You’ll be killed.”
 “And if I don’t do it, we’ll both die.”
 “No!”
 “Daughter, I’m begging you.”
 Daria pulled Joffa away. She gave a sharp chop of the hand.
 No. And that’s an order.
 She stayed off Palina’s rear flank. Let Mother try to return and she’d see. Daria would follow her back. They would die together.
 Joffa huffed. His chest heaved like bellows. They sank lower. In a few minutes they’d be in the trees. The dragon wasps kept coming. Their stamina was terrifying.
 A canyon yawned to the left. A river had scoured a deep gorge, marked with waterfalls and huge, thrusting spires of granite. Gnarled trees wrapped their roots around boulders and dug into fissures to keep their grip. The mountain gales had forced them into bizarre, twisted shapes.
 Daria gestured to her mother. Follow me. Up there.
 Normally, she wouldn’t risk it. Swifter, more powerful fliers, the griffins had an advantage in the open skies. Narrower quarters favored the dragon wasps and their greater maneuverability. But the chase must have left the wasps drained, too. Anything could happen up that canyon. Wait to be overtaken, and the enemy would tear them to pieces. They were too numerous.
 Daria banked hard to the left. Palina followed. The women ducked into the canyon and climbed above the river toward the summit. The dragon wasps gave chase.
 Half a dozen pursued from the rear. Two more dropped from above. Daria couldn’t remember drawing a sword, but suddenly one was in her hand and she was stretching and slashing at the underside of the beast as it passed. The sword tip grazed its belly. It veered away with a scream. Its rider fought to control it, while the wasp jerked its head from side to side and snapped its jaws.
 The griffins sped toward the base of a waterfall, where the river plummeted two hundred feet to land in roaring whirlpool. Dragon wasps bit at their haunches. At the last moment, the women jerked hard on the reins and the griffins lurched up. Daria clung to Joffa’s back as he shot skyward at a near vertical angle. The wasps couldn’t follow.
 But the griffins barely reached the top of the waterfall without crashing into the river. They steadied themselves, wings beating furiously. Joffa’s muscles trembled. The poor thing was on the verge of collapse. But Daria didn’t dare let up. Already, the wasps boiled over the top of the waterfall and renewed the chase.
 Above, the canyon narrowed to a few dozen feet wide. Rock walls towered on either side. Daria scanned them for a cave, a fissure, or a promontory from which to defend themselves. What she saw made her heart lurch in mixed terror and hope.
 Outcrops thrust from the canyon walls like giant fingers of stone. The largest, most isolated outcrops sported huge nests. Giant, eagle-like heads peered over the edges.
 Wild griffins. And they were nesting.
 One of the wild griffins screamed a warning, and suddenly the air filled with flapping wings. Half a dozen of the beasts threw themselves from their nests and came swooping down. The sun was at their backs, and Daria squinted to see where they were going. If they came at her and her mother, she had to get clear so they could see the wasps, their real enemy. One of the griffins flew right at her. Joffa screamed a challenge.
 “No!” She pulled back on the reins.
 Then one of the dragon wasps came past her, and the lead wild griffin changed its course. It seized the rider in its talons and tore him free. Suddenly, the wild griffins launched into a violent frenzy. They tore at the invaders with talon, claw, and beak. Those wasps and kin who could flee did.
 The wild griffins were huge.
 Daria got turned as one of them shot past her in pursuit of a wasp. The kin had slipped from the saddle and clung to its tail. The griffin slammed into the wasp and sent it and its rider careening into the canyon wall.
 Sunlight caught the griffin’s feathers. They glinted gold, rich and red at the base, out to a glimmering, yellow gold at the tips. The fur-covered back haunches were a tawny bronze gold.
 Golden griffins.
 One of them flew past. As it did, it fixed her with a hard look, then banked to come around at her. She kicked at Joffa to take him back down the canyon.
 “Ska!”
 The griffin caught up with them at the base of the waterfall, but there it was distracted. The battle continued between the wild griffins and the dragon wasps. Two griffins had one of them gripped between them and rapidly shredded wasp and kin to pieces. But other kin thrust with spears while their mounts fought back with their claws and biting jaws.
 One man speared a golden griffin in the wing, and it lurched away with a cry. The remaining griffins massed and charged at the surviving enemies. They blasted the formation of wasps to pieces. Two riders broke free, but they and their mounts were hunted down and destroyed before they could escape the canyon.
 There was no need to watch the final, bloody outcome. Daria spotted her mother and gave her an urgent signal. The two women fled back down the canyon. Soon the screams faded behind them.
 Daria brought them down in the thickest cover she could find. Joffa and Yuli could scarcely brace themselves as they crashed through branches. They landed on the ground and sat heaving for air and trembling, while pine needles showered down on their heads.
 It was quiet beneath the pine boughs. And dim. So little sunlight reached the forest floor that nothing green grew through the spongy mat of pine needles. Scallop-shaped mushrooms sprouted like dragon scales from fallen tree trunks.
 The women retrieved their waterskins from their packs. They gave half to the griffins, then drained the rest themselves. For several minutes they sat without speaking. The only sound was birdsong and the huffing breaths of the griffins and their riders.
 From above came the unmistakable cry of a hunting griffin. Another hunting cry sounded from the south. Then a third griffin called to the north.
 “What will they do if they find us?” Palina asked. “Kill us? Drive us off?”
 “I don’t know, but you can bet they’re not trying to thank us for leading a dozen dragon wasps into their nesting grounds.”
 “We’d better stay put. When night comes we’ll flee.”
 “What’s down from the mountains here?” Daria asked. “Is it still the Desolation of Toth?”
 “No idea. As a general rule, I avoid thinking too much about the flatlands. In this case, I’ll take my chances though. Once we get about twenty miles south, we can cut into the mountains again.”
 Daria looked around. The cover was so tight that it would be impossible to get airborne. No room for a griffin to flap its wings.
 “We need to find somewhere we can take to the sky if needed,” Daria said. “There are other dangers in the Wylde apart from golden griffins. Rock gnomes, for one.”
 “They wouldn’t dare attack two armed women and their griffins.”
 “Maybe not, but a stone giant would. How about a cave bear? And there are giant weasels in the northern mountains.”
 “You worry too much,” Palina said.
 “There’s a reason the golden griffins were nesting on rocky outcrops instead of the forest floor. There must be something up here bold enough to snatch an egg or a chick from a griffin nest. Whatever it is, I don’t want to face it on the ground.”
 “I see your point. How about the river? We could hide in the trees, but be close enough to the open riverbank to make a leap for the sky if we find ourselves in danger. Plus, we need more water.”
 Daria got her bearings. “It’s this way, I think.”
 They had to fight their way through the forest. There were rocks and snags of dead trees and broken limbs. Squeezes that the slender women could fit through proved more challenging for the larger griffins, even when they tucked their wings. And it was dark below the canopy.
 They made slow progress for about twenty minutes, stopping only to listen for golden griffins. Every once in a while they heard hunting cries. The search was still on.
 Daria was exhausted by the time they reached hillier ground where the forest cover thinned. Here, of course, there was brush, now that sunlight could reach the forest floor. They fought through that, then reached a meadow filled with rabbits and dotted with wildflowers, which made for quicker travel. At last she heard the river. They entered another stretch of forest.
 They followed the sound until it became a roar. At last they emerged on the riverbank. The griffins strained eagerly toward the water.
 Daria grabbed Joffa’s reins. “You’ll get a drink in a minute. Let me check it out, first.”
 The river curved around boulders and spilled down cascades. One enormous rock sat in the middle, and the current split to rush around it. Daria froze. A golden griffin perched atop the rock.
 Her mother spotted the animal at the same time and grabbed Daria to drag her back. The four of them retreated about thirty feet into the woods.
 “How did it know to search for us here?” Palina asked.
 “Are you sure it’s searching? It had its head down.” Daria glanced through the trees, but was unable to see it. “I’d better have a look. Wait with the griffins.”
 “If you’re going, so am I.”
 The two women tied their mounts to trees and urged them to keep quiet. Then they picked their way to the edge of the forest where it met the river. Still perched on the boulder in the river, the griffin was plucking at the feathers on its right wing. It keened in pain. When it shifted, Daria spotted what caused the trouble. A spear punctured one of its wings where it connected with the shoulder.
 Poor thing. If the spear had penetrated further out toward the wingtip, the point would have gone clean through. Then the griffin could snap it in two and draw the pieces out from either side. But with the spear placed so awkwardly and thrusting deep into the muscle, if the griffin tried, it would only succeed in leaving the barbed tip inside its body.
 The golden griffin was larger than Joffa by at least a third, but smaller than some of the others that had come screaming down from the canyon. Its feathers were a uniform yellow gold, instead of the mixture of hues of the older animals. In the battle, its smaller size and inexperience had left it vulnerable to a lucky thrust from a dragon kin.
 Daria tapped her mother to get her attention and made hand gestures. I want to help.
 Mother shook her head, gestured for Daria to follow.
 The women returned to Joffa and Yuli. The griffins sniffed at the air with a vaguely alarmed air. They must have caught the scent of their wild cousin.
 “We can’t, Daria.”
 “It saved our lives.”
 “It will rip you to shreds.”
 “I won’t leave it to die.”
 “It’s too risky. The rest of its flock will find it. They can help.”
 “How? You saw. The point is buried in its shoulder. I have a knife and good hands. I can get it out. A few seconds, that’s all I need.”
 “Daria, please.”
 “Remember those wildflowers we passed at the last clearing? Did you see the moonbalm? I’ll make a poultice to numb the wound, make it heal faster.”
 Palina sighed. “You’re determined, aren’t you?”
 “Always.”
 “Fine, if you figure a way, I’ll help.”



Chapter Nine
 Daria and her mother returned to the riverbank for a third time. The injured griffin was still there, perched on the rock and tugging at the arrow. It let out a low keen.
 What now? It wouldn’t be easy. There was a reason nobody flew a golden griffin.
 When Daria’s people had extra fledglings, they released them into the wild. Legend had it that a lost tribe of riders would some day return from beyond the Wylde to fight the dragon wasps. They would capture and tame these wild griffins.
 When released, the fledgling white-crowned griffins generally flew south along the Dragon’s Spine to nest. A few flew north, but they rarely made it as far as the Wylde.
 Not only were the white-crowns ill-adapted to the brutal winters of the north, but they were not welcomed by the native animals—the huge, savagely independent golden griffins.
 Daria had only seen a golden griffin once before today. Her father had harbored thoughts of breeding one of his griffins with its golden cousin—he assured her that the golden griffins could not be tamed themselves—and he hoped the offspring would be as pliable as a white-crowned griffin, but larger, more powerful. When Daria was about ten, he took her north with two mounts and a young female in heat. For two weeks they’d searched the canyons on the edge of the Wylde, until he’d found a nesting site. He hid Daria and their mounts in an old oak tree, carefully concealed with branches, then led the young female to the nesting site.
 Father sent the captive griffin flying back and forth over the golden griffin aeries. Daria hid with the two skittish mounts while she heard the wild ones screaming. A few minutes later, Father swooped over her hiding place on the back of the young female.
 “Fly, Daria! Fly! They know where you are.”
 The girl rode one mount, led the other. She fled south after her father, while angry golden griffins gave pursuit.
 “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” he had told her, shaken, when they’d escaped and landed to rest.
 “What happened?”
 “The brutes. What’s wrong with them? She’s young and in heat. Weren’t they interested? Instead they tried to kill her.”
 Eight years later Daria could have laughed at the ridiculous attempt, except that now she was in a similar predicament, staring at the injured golden griffin. It perched on that rock, she guessed, because it couldn’t get airborne. The swirling river offered it some protection.
 “I’m worried about that current,” she told her mother. “It looks strong.”
 “The griffin is a male. Did you see that?”
 Yes, Daria noted with dismay. A young male was a hothead. That’s how this one had got in trouble, no doubt, swooping in for an ill-advised attack instead of waiting for the rest of his flock.
 Screams sounded from the sky. Two shapes flew overhead. The young male on the rock called back. The others answered without stopping. A final, protesting squawk from the injured one. Indignant at being left behind. Griffins were sentimental creatures, unlikely to abandon one of their own. Not so different from a horse or a dog in that way. Or a human, for that matter. But the others would be anxious to return to their nests after the unexpected appearance of the dragon wasps and the strange griffins with their riders.
 It was late afternoon. Daria was famished and they had nothing to eat. She’d had nothing since the chunk of raw goat that morning. Joffa and Yuli would be fine until morning—they’d eaten twenty or thirty pounds of meat. What about the injured griffin?
 “I have an idea,” Daria said. “You know the meadow with the flowers? Did you see the rabbits?”
 “Yes.”
 “Take your sling. Bring me back moonbalm and a couple of rabbits.”
 A scowl crossed her mother’s face. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
 “No arguments—go. Oh, and bring my hunting knife.”
 Daria stepped onto the riverbank with no attempt to keep quiet or hidden. When she started to unlace her boots, the golden griffin spotted her. It fixed her with a sharp stare.
 “I’m not an enemy,” she said. “I’m your friend.”
 She slipped out of the rest of her clothes and set them next to her boots. Then she stepped up to the river’s edge.
 The griffin hissed. His boulder was only thirty feet away. Injured wing or not, he could almost leap to shore. And if not, he would be above her when she approached. He’d rip her apart just as the rest of the flock had made short work of the dragon kin they’d torn screaming from the backs of the wasps. Forget a snack of rabbits, she’d make a full meal. No doubt she would be delicious.
 “I’m going to help you, but only if you don’t eat me.” She pointed at the broken spear. “I see what you’ve got there. It hurts, doesn’t it?”
 The golden griffin looked at his wounded shoulder. Clever beast. He understood at least some of what she was saying.
 “I’m sorry about the dragon wasps. I’d have never led them to your aeries if I’d known. We were trying to escape. They’re our enemies, you know.”
 The animal stared, so she made a high sound in the back of her throat like a dragon wasp’s battle cry. The griffin screamed. He clawed at the boulder with his talons.
 The sight was intimidating, and Daria stepped back from the water’s edge.
 She waited until he settled down before she returned to the riverbank. The water was cold, and she gasped at the first touch against her skin. The current was swift and dangerous, the rocks smooth and slick. Lose her footing and she’d be swept away. Daria crossed midway from the bank to the boulder. There the water was deeper, but the current calmer. It was clear and frigid.
 The griffin grew agitated again. She didn’t take her eyes from him.
 “I’m going to wait here until you calm down. I mean it, stop snapping like that. Stop it.”
 Her legs grew numb. What was taking her mother so long? Shouldn’t need more than a few minutes to sling down a couple of rabbits.
 Daria scooped a drink, dropping her gaze momentarily as she did. Brook trout swam against the current at her legs. She glanced up to make sure the griffin wasn’t preparing to jump, then bent slowly until her fingers trailed into the water. She lowered them gradually, forced her concentration to remain fixed on the fish instead of the deadly animal only a few feet away. She closed her hands ever so slowly around the largest trout, and snapped them shut at the last moment.
 Daria came up with the fish in her hands. It squirmed and thrashed, its scales glistening in the sun and its mouth gaping. It was smooth and cool and beautiful.
 “I take your life for my own need,” she prayed.
 She bit the trout behind the head. It flopped twice on reflex, then fell still. The trout’s cool, tangy blood lingered on her tongue.
 Daria held the fish at arm’s length. “I only took a nibble. How would you like the rest?”
 He made a sound that was half chirp, half squawk. It wasn’t so different from what her own griffins sounded like when they were interested, but wary.
 Her heart pounded as she approached, foot by cautiously placed foot. By the Wounded Hand, he was huge. And he looked so hungry and wild. She wanted to toss the fish to the rock and flee for the riverbank. But if she were going to do this, she’d have to get a lot closer than this.
 Daria took another step toward the boulder. The griffin clawed the rock and squawked. Daria’s heart thundered until it felt like it would burst from her chest.
 “I’m serious. If you eat me, you’ll be sorry.”
 If she took one more step, he could swipe out with a claw and hook her. The water was to her waist and she was numb with cold. She leaned as far as she could with the trout in her fingers.
 The griffin slashed with his beak. He yanked the fish from her hand, tilted his head, and swallowed it with a gulp. He keened.
 Trembling, laughing with relief, Daria backed away. When she was out of his reach, she turned toward the shore. Her mother stood there, wide-eyed, mouth gaping. She held a pair of dead rabbits by their feet.
 When Daria reached the shore, Palina set down the rabbits, bent, and rubbed vigorously at the younger woman’s calves to restore circulation.
 Daria pulled away. “I’ve got to go back before I lose my nerve.”
 Palina straightened and looked her in the eyes. “You’re sure of this?”
 “I’m sure. I won’t leave him to die. Not after he saved our lives.”
 Palina embraced her. “All right, then. Be careful, my dear. Be very, very careful.”
 Daria’s mother opened a pouch at her belt and removed a bundle of flowers the pale yellow of a winter moon. Daria wadded them into a ball and stuffed them into her cheek to mix with her saliva. Then she took her hunting knife in one hand and the pair of rabbits in the other. She waded back into the water. Behind, her mother stood rigid on the shore.
 When Daria was halfway across, she addressed the griffin in a stern voice. “Now listen to me. I’ve got a pair of rabbits. Nice and tender and tasty. I’ve also got this knife, but don’t be scared. It’s to get the spear out.”
 She gestured with the knife to her shoulder blade, roughly equivalent to where the animal suffered the lodged spear in his own body.
 “You’re no dumb beast—you know what I’m doing. And you’re not a fledgling, either. You can take a little pain. I’ll make it hurt as little as I can, but it will hurt.”
 Daria spoke in her most commanding voice. Inside, she did not feel so confident. She felt young and terrified and convinced she was making a stupid mistake. Parents would be sharing her fate to their little ones as a warning for generations to come.
 Daddy, Daddy, tell me the story about the girl who fed herself to the golden griffin.
 She took a deep breath and stepped right up to the rock. The golden griffin looked down at her with unblinking eyes. His enormous curved beak lay inches from her scalp. Daria slowly laid the two rabbits at his talons. He gobbled them down.
 While he ate, she edged around the back of the rock to his lion-like haunches. She put the dagger in her teeth and climbed up. The rock was warm. Daria took the hunting knife in her right hand, stood clear of the back claws, and reached out her other hand to touch the griffin’s golden fur.
 He screamed and whirled on her. Daria barely held her balance above the swirling river. She almost swallowed the wad of moonbalm in her cheek. The hunting knife trembled in her hand and it was all she could do not to clench it in front of her like a weapon. With effort, she tucked it into her belt.
 For a long moment, the griffin stared at her, hissing and screaming. She found her voice.
 “Stop that. It’s not helping. Now you listen to me. Either you calm down or I’m leaving. And that spear is going to stay in your shoulder. You won’t be flying anywhere and nobody will bring you food. You’ll die, do you understand me?”
 He glared back. Daria shot a glance to her mother, who stood on the riverbank, clenching and unclenching her hands. Daria had to settle this quickly or Palina would run back for Joffa and Yulia, then make a charge to free her.
 Daria turned back to the griffin. She tucked the dagger behind her back and reached her other hand for the animal’s neck. He opened his beak, but didn’t bite. She buried her fingers in the warm feathers. For two or three minutes, she did nothing but stroke his neck.
 “There, that’s a good boy. See, it doesn’t hurt. I know you’re wild—so am I. But we can be friends. I’m going to help you and it will feel better. You’ll see.”
 She kept her hand in contact with his body at all times as she worked her way around his injured side. As she moved, she continued with the reassuring talk.
 “My name is Daria. I have flown griffins all my life. That’s right, I know all about your kind. We are great friends, the riders and their griffins. We hunt together, eat together. We protect these mountains and keep them wild and safe.”
 Her hand closed on the shaft of the spear and slid to where it embedded in the griffin’s shoulder. The animal shuddered when she felt around the wound. But he didn’t fight her. He knew.
 A delicious shiver shot down Daria’s spine. She had spoken to a golden griffin of the Wylde. Seen into its mind and communicated her intent.
 She prodded until she found where the barb hooked into its flesh. Right through the muscle. Not so deep that it would render the griffin crippled when she cut it loose, but the pain would be excruciating.
 She removed the hunting knife from her belt. “This is the hard part. It’s going to hurt.”
 She pushed around the wad of moonbalm in her cheek. Mixed with her saliva, it worked to numb her lips and gums.
 Daria grasped the spear shaft in her left hand, leaned against the griffin’s shoulder, and took a deep breath while she readied the knife. She thrust in the tip of the knife. The griffin kicked his back legs. A wing smacked her in the head.
 She cut the muscle, twisted the spear, and yanked. It came free. She threw it into the water. Blood streamed from the wound.
 All the while the griffin screamed and thrashed. Daria dropped her knife and clung to its side, tucked herself in ahead of the claws. She grabbed tight at the fur with one hand, spat the moonbalm into her other palm, then slapped it onto the wound and pressed down.
 The griffin gradually stopped struggling. At last it lay down, panting and blowing. Daria held the moonbalm in place. She spoke soothing words.
 She relaxed her grip. The wound was still bleeding, but a trickle now instead of a flood. Her hand was numb from pressing into the poultice, her lips tingled, and she guessed that it had eased much of the pain. In addition, it would cleanse the wound and aid the healing process.
 “Thank you for letting me help,” Daria said. “May your flight be swift and sure, and may the sun shine upon your aerie.”
 She slid into the freezing river and let it wash the griffin’s blood away before she continued toward shore. The griffin keened softly behind her.
 When she arrived, Palina hugged her tightly. “I was so scared. You were on the other side and I couldn’t see what he was doing. I thought he’d attacked you.”
 “He was frightened and hurt, but he knew I’d come to help.”
 Daria let her mother dress her. Her nerves still vibrated, and she felt as alive as she’d ever been. The golden griffin was so big, so powerful. And not even fully grown yet. He would be formidable indeed when he reached his full size and power. He lay on the boulder, still watching her.
 Daria finished lacing her boots, and tied on her cloak.
 “It was worth the risk. He’s very intelligent, Mother.”
 “Let’s hope he’ll tell his friends so they don’t try to kill us. Are you ready to fly?”
 Daria hesitated. An idea began to form. “Not yet.”
 “It’s not like you can watch him recover. He won’t be flying again for a day or two.”
 “Exactly. He’ll be hungry.”
 “He won’t starve in two days. In fact, maybe it will get him in the air quicker if he’s got a good appetite.” Palina tugged at her daughter’s arm, but the younger woman resisted moving from the riverbank.
 “Did you see them in battle? Magnificent. Imagine if we’d had a few of them at the Battle of Arvada. Father would still be alive.”
 “You can’t change that now.”
 “And what about that dragon we saw yesterday? Imagine if we could count on golden griffins at our side.”
 “You’re not going to convince a flock of wild griffins to attack at your command. I don’t care how intelligent they are.”
 Daria smiled. “I wasn’t thinking about a flock of griffins. I was thinking of one griffin in particular.”
 Palina took a step back.“That’s impossible. You couldn’t possibly—”
 “Oh, yes I could, Mother. I’m going to tame that beast and ride him into battle.”
 
 



Chapter Ten
Kallia wasn’t asleep when Whelan woke beside her. She’d been awake at least an hour, unsettled by a nightmare whose details faded quickly, but whose sensations lingered. A cool breeze fluttered at the curtains. It brought in the scent of lemon trees from the garden below.
Whelan didn’t speak, but slipped from bed and dressed himself. She guessed it was a full three hours until dawn. He was on his way to the barracks, to make sure the men were up and ready to march at dawn with all their equipment and gear. It would take some time to get so many men through the city and out the Great Gates toward the Tothian Way.
He took soft steps across the stone floor to the door and unlatched it. When he didn’t open the door, Kallia cracked her eyes to look.
Whelan stood, his back to her, his head bowed. He sighed so long and deep that she almost broke her resolve and spoke to him. But he didn’t need the distraction. She’d meet him at the gates to say her goodbyes.
At last he opened the door and slipped into the hall. Kallia caught murmured instructions to the guards posted outside, then the door shut and left her in silence.
A second bed sat on the other side of the room. A small figure lay beneath the blankets, sleeping quietly. Whelan’s daughter, Sofiana. She’d gone to bed fully expecting to ride out with the men that morning. If she’d even suspected that Whelan intended for her to stay behind in Balsalom while he rode to war, she’d have been up and dressed and waiting.
There was no getting back to sleep now. Kallia rose and made her way to the balcony. The gardens stretched below: flowers, fountains, statues of strange beasts. Much of the palace grounds had been repaired since the uprising against the dark wizard’s pasha, but her old apartments remained in ruins.
There were guards in the gardens, hidden, watching at all times, although she could also see the normal patrol making its way along the footpaths. Then, along an arcade passageway below and to the right, Kallia spotted Whelan’s familiar stride. Long and purposeful. Two of his men flanked him, one with a torch, the other a drawn sword. Each was tall and muscular. Moments later, the three men had disappeared into one of the lower buildings.
Below Kallia’s palace lay the manors and lesser palaces of the guildmasters and viziers. After that was a warren of alleys that led into progressively poorer parts of the city, until finally emerging in the bazaars and souks. The guild towers kept silent vigil in that part of the city.
Even now, when most of the city slept, Kallia could still feel it pulsing, like a heartbeat slowed but never silenced. When the breeze shifted, she heard the men who went through the streets marking the hours with bells, roosters, even a woman shouting at her husband, a handful of words swept up to her like leaves on the wind, before the conversation vanished. Balsalom was unlike any other city, born of war and peopled by refugees, slave and free. It was both of the desert and yet close enough to the mountains to feel their influence. She loved it.
The bed creaked at her back. Footfalls on stone.
“Go back to bed, Ninny,” she said over her shoulder. “It’s still the middle of the night.”
The girl didn’t answer.
“Whelan said not to wake you,” Kallia said. “We’ll meet him at the gates.”
Still nothing.
Maybe she’d misheard the footsteps. She turned as a dark figure slipped catlike through the curtains. His face was wrapped, with only the eyes visible, glittering dark and deadly at her. He held a long, slender dagger in his right hand.
An assassin.
Kallia shouted her alarm and reached for her own dagger. But of course she wore her loose-fitting paijams and had set aside her weapon before going to bed.
He sprang for her with dagger flashing in the moonlight. Kallia fell back against the stone railing. She got her arm up and deflected the blow past her shoulder. It grazed her with its tip and left a searing pain in its wake.
“Help!” she cried as she struggled with her attacker. “Assassin!”
Her cries alerted the guards in the garden, who shouted to each other as they raced down the paths to enter her building from below. But the door to her room had not opened; either the guards in the hall had not heard through the thick doors or the assassin had dispensed of them before entering.
And what about Sofiana? By the Brothers, don’t let her be hurt.
She grabbed at the assassin’s wrist as he brought the blade around for a second thrust. He was no taller than her, but stronger, and wrenched free. He pulled back to thrust it toward her belly. This time he had her pinned against the rail. There was no way to get free in time. 
And so I die.
Her unborn baby would die, too. As would many of the guards on duty tonight. The captain of the guard would tear them apart in his rage. No doubt he would send the survivors to the slave market. Then he would kill himself.
All these thoughts raced through her mind in a flicker while she braced for the dagger to plunge into her belly.
Then the assassin stiffened. He fell face down at her feet. A crossbow bolt lay buried in his back, and he reached around to grab at it with clenching fingers. Sofiana stood behind him with a crossbow in hand. She saw the man still struggling and without hesitation tore loose his knife and cut his throat. When it was over, the girl let the knife fall. She gave Kallia a curt nod.
Kallia stared. Sofiana was two months short of her thirteenth birthday. Yet she’d hacked down this assassin without hesitation and now stood, seemingly undisturbed, with only the faintest frown betraying any emotion.
Men burst into the room with torches and drawn swords. They found Kallia and Sofiana on the balcony, and the khalifa only just stopped them from attacking the girl before she could explain what had happened. The guards in the hall lay dead, throats cut.
Kallia turned away from the bloody spectacle and gave the captain a hard look. “There are fifty men in the palace guards. So why is it that a child had to protect my life?”
The captain threw himself at Kallia’s feet. “Kill me quickly, I beg of you.”
One of the other men handed his sword to the khalifa. The others looked equally stricken, as if terrified that her wrath wouldn’t stop with the captain. Kallia Saffa was known for her mercy, but surely that wouldn’t extend here. Never before had assassins penetrated so far into her quarters, and they would be fortunate if she rendered a bloody judgment now, before the grand vizier turned them over to the torturers guild.
“Stand up,” she said. “Take this body and scour the palace grounds. I want every pantry searched, every wardrobe turned inside out. If there is another assassin, you had better find him. But,” she added with a sigh, “none of you will lose your heads.”
“Thank you,” the captain said with a gasp. He rose to his feet, face drained of blood.
“Don’t get too comfortable,” she added. “I’m sure there will be lashes. My viziers will demand that much, at least.”
#
Kallia and Sofiana watched from the patio as dozens of men with torches and swords crisscrossed the garden. Even if the terrifying assassination attempt hadn’t rendered sleep impossible, the shouting and lights would have done the same.
The khalifa’s arm throbbed where the dagger had struck her. It was only a scratch, but if it was poisoned, if the dagger had even a drop of the golden bloom that had taken her father, she would suffer horribly. Her flesh would rot on her body and her eyes would dim. At last she would die, coughing up blood.
“I am very sorry,” the girl said in an earnest tone.
“You saved my life.”
“Barely. I almost slept right through it. Another moment, and it would have been too late. What kind of protector am I?”
“No kind of protector at all. That’s what the palace guard is for. You did more than was asked, believe me.”
“Not true. My father told me to keep you safe.”
“Ah. So that’s why you were in my room. I thought maybe you were afraid of the dark.”
It was meant as a jest, but the girl’s eyes flashed. “Of course not! I can’t believe you’d think that.”
Now Kallia had to stifle a laugh. “I know, I know. This is a strange place and you wanted to be close to your father.”
“Maybe that’s a little bit of it,” Sofiana said, grudgingly. “Where is he, anyway?”
“He went to the barracks.”
“Please don’t tell him what happened. Not before we leave.”
“But you saved my life,” Kallia repeated. “He’ll be proud, I promise.”
“It’s not that. I’m worried if he finds out, he’ll . . . ” Her voice trailed off.
“He won’t want to leave?”
“Yes, exactly. It’s hard enough for a man to march into war with the memory of a woman’s warm embrace waiting back home. But if he finds out people are trying to kill you, what then?”
“Oh, please. Now you’re being ridiculous. And what kind of child speaks like that? I’m doing my best to convince people you’re not a barbarian—a wild child. A woman’s warm embrace? Can you imagine if Princess Marialla heard that? She’d assign you an etiquette tutor and that would be the end of you.”
Sofiana grinned. “My apologies, oh Jewel of the West, oh khalifa. May you live forever. I shall guard my tongue forthwith. About my father . . . don’t tell him.”
“You’re probably right. Very well. I won’t. But there’s something I need to tell you, and I need you to be mature about it.”
The girl’s smile curdled into a frown. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”
“Your father isn’t taking you with him to Veyre. Not this time.”
“But the battle is about to start! No more skirmishing, it’s going to be a real war this time.”
“That’s kind of the point.”
“No way. I’m going to meet him at the gates, and I’m going to follow no matter what. I don’t care if I have to go on foot.”
“You can’t do that,” Kallia said.
“Try to stop me.”
“Your father was adamant. If you appear one night in his camp, he’ll only truss you up and send you back to Balsalom. Only it will be through hostile territory, so he’ll have to send you back under guard. Imagine if twenty men have to return from the front because one person didn’t follow orders.”
Sofiana’s face fell. “Wonderful. So I have to stay here going soft while the war goes on without me? Boring. If only there could be more assassins. Do you think there might be?”
“Oh, sure. One can only hope.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. But you understand. This isn’t fair.” Sofiana stomped her foot.
The wheels began turning in Kallia’s mind. “There is one other possibility. If you want some adventure, something exotic, this might be just the thing.”
The girl brightened. “Yes?”
“What do you know about the Sultan of Marrabat?”
 
 
 
 



Chapter Eleven
Kallia inspected the city walls on the northern edge of the city while she waited for Whelan’s army to march. Men scrambled like spiders along the scaffolding latticed against the wall, carrying buckets of mud. Ten men stood in the breach, straining against a rope set in a windlass. They slowly winched a heavy stone toward the gap. Others stomped straw and mud in vats on the ground. 
If they didn’t get the wall completed before the Harvest Festival, they would never finish before the frost, and then it would be too cold for the cementing to set properly, and the damage left by Mol Khah’s troops would stand until spring.
The Kratian raiding season began in the winter. And the Sultan of Marrabat’s 30,000 men also lurked on the other side of the southern desert.
 Pasha Boroah had warned her of the flaws in the workmanship. “A good sneeze will blow it down,” he’d said.
 Indeed, she could see gaps even from her litter. One part of the wall buckled outward. She was no engineer, but she knew that even the slightest flaw could be magnified by a few years of freezing and thawing, especially given the generous gaps they’d left in the stone. No, this would never do.
 She bid the slaves to set down the litter. They obeyed, relieved to be free of the burden. It was several miles from the palace to the western walls and the journey left them shaking with exhaustion and drenched with sweat. The crisp morning air would cool them quickly enough, she suspected. Boroah had sent six guardsmen to escort her safely through the city, and their horses high-stepped impatiently when she stopped.
 Sofiana stepped from the litter first. She glared at the staring workers until they looked away. Then she turned back to Kallia. “It isn’t very good, is it?”
 “No, it isn’t.”
 “Maybe Balsalomian stone cutters aren’t as good as Eriscobans. I saw masons rebuilding the wall outside the Citadel, and they did a much better job than this.”
 “I’m sure they did. But you might keep that to yourself.”
 The master stonemason spotted Kallia and hurried to her side, wringing his hands. He was a Selphan and wore a blue turban. He bowed low, then eyed the guardsmen fearfully as if afraid they would suddenly jump from their horses with drawn scimitars.
“Oh Khalifa, may you live forever, I beg your forgiveness. I just came from the palace this morning. I had no idea. No idea.”
“Master Thibert, this is unacceptable. The wall buckles. The lower masonry already flakes away. And there are holes between the stones.”
“Yes, there are a few small cracks,” Thibert allowed.
“Small cracks? A troop of Veyrian cavalry could ride through your holes, five abreast and dragging a full-grown mammoth between them.”
He bowed again. “Jewel of the West, you are absolutely right. I should be whipped for pretending I could do the work. No, whipping is too kind. Summon the corrections guild. They can place my head on a spike as a warning for any other shifty, lazy fools.” He snapped his finger. “Jothran! Come here.”
 A young man trotted up. Mud streaked his face and his bare legs all the way up to his knees. His eyes widened when he saw the khalifa. He bowed to her, then turned to Master Thibert. “You called me, master?”
 “What is the meaning of this?” Thibert demanded, as if he had yet to speak to the man. “You claimed you were my best journeyman. My best! I leave you for two weeks and come back to find this. By the Brothers, boy, why?”
 Jothran bowed his head, shame on his face. “There are no masters to oversee our work and not enough journeymen. Only apprentices. The enemy captured our best masons and marched them to Veyre.” He lifted his hands. “What can I do?”
 Thibert spat at the ground. “Pah! You dare come before your khalifa with such lies? Fool, you are less than camel dung. Get out of my sight before I have you whipped.”
 “Yes, master.” The boy fled.
 The master stonemason gave Kallia an apologetic shrug. “You see what I have to work with? How can I build a wall when all I have are these rejects from the stall-muckers guild?”
 There was no such thing as the stall-muckers guild, but Kallia took his point. “I’m not a tyrant, Master Thibert. You could have explained your problem without the theatrics.”
 “Of course I would never make excuses, but it is true that the masons guild is a shadow of what it was before the enemy came.”
 “Nevertheless, this wall must be repaired. Tell me how you will fix this problem. What about the other cities of the Western Khalifates? Can we hire men from there?”
 “Darnod, Ter, and Havorn all suffered a similar fate. There isn’t a mason to hire within two hundred miles who isn’t already working on this wall.”
 “What about men from the Free Kingdoms? Or even the sultanates?”
 “Perhaps,” Thibert said with a frown. “But that would take time.”
 Yes, and money. Kallia had already drained the coffers and had resorted to selling the khalifate jewelry to pay her guardsmen. Whelan had told her he could raise a thousand gold marks and eight thousand silver marks from Arvada, but she didn’t want to risk angering the Eriscoban lords by so blatantly plundering their treasuries. Not when Whelan had his own army to equip.
 “Wait a moment,” she said. “You’ve got men working at the palace. I can hardly avoid the clanking of chisels and hammers.”
 “I can’t spare those men,” Thibert said. “The viziers need their apartments. And if I don’t repair that outer wall, assassins will find their way in.”
 “Yes, I’m aware of that.” She made her decision. “But better an assassin in the palace than an enemy army in my city. You will bring all of your men here until the city wall is repaired.”
 He sputtered. “But the palace—”
 “The palace will wait.” Kallia hardened her tone. “That is my decision.”
 He bowed his head. “Yes, my khalifa.”
 “How long will it take you to finish here?”
 Thibert lifted his head and rubbed his chin. Like Boroah, his face was free of whiskers, while his sideburns connected in a shaggy mass to his mustache. “Three weeks, perhaps, if we’re lucky.”
 Kallia frowned, unable to believe his estimate. “You can tear down the wall again and rebuild it in three weeks?”
 “Tear it down? Brothers no. But I can finish repairing the breach in three weeks. If the engineers tear it down again, it will take six weeks, minimum.”
 “Unacceptable,” Kallia said. “I won’t leave the wall in such a poor state. We have to tear it down and start over. And you must finish by the Harvest Festival. A fortnight from today.”
 He shook his head. “I’d need twice the men. And more journeymen.”
 “Requisition whatever labor you need, but as for journeymen, there are none to be had. If you and the other masters must work through the night, you will do so.”
 “Yes, Khalifa. May you live forever.”
 She touched his shoulder. “Thank you, Master Thibert. Balsalom depends on your skill. Make the wall strong enough to last for a thousand years.”
 Kallia returned to the litter, then, having second thoughts, declined to climb back in. The slaves lifted the poles on either side of the litter and heaved it into the air, following in case she changed her mind. The mounted guardsmen drew ahead of the litter to clear the way. Workers stopped to gawk as she passed.
 Sofiana walked next to the khalifa. “You handled him.”
 “Did I? Or did he just agree with everything I said while intending to carry on the same way as before?”
 “He’d never do that. You could have him killed.”
 “I could, if I were a despot. I am not. And Master Thibert knows it.”
 “That’s why your people love you.”
 Maybe so, but there were times that Kallia wished she could wield power with a ruthless edge. They were at war, had only just avoided complete enslavement. She hadn’t retaken Balsalom by negotiating with the enemy, she had done it by waging a bloody revolt.
 They followed the walls, which led through the small markets that stretched north and east from the Grand Bazaar. People gaped when they realized who she was. Spice sellers and carpet hawkers fell silent. A man sitting on a rug piled high with bread sprang to his feet when she approached with her retinue.
On the next street people lined in front of barrels of olive oil to get their pots filled for the Feast of the Olives, while others carried huge baskets of green or golden brown olives. A man in red robes played a sitar in the shade of the merchants tower and accepted olives as well as coins as payment for his music.
Two women threw sprigs of olive leaves at the khalifa’s feet. One man with reddish teeth and a wad of khat in his cheek begged her attention. He held a flask of olive oil in trembling hands. The guards tried to push him back, but Kallia stopped them.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Oh Khalifa, light of the world. Bless this oil, I beg you. My daughter is gravely ill.”
Kallia took the oil and put a hand on his cheek. His skin was leathery. She pulled the stopper from the bottle and touched a drop to his brow. “May she live to see another spring, and may the Sky Brother kiss her face with warm sun and heal her pain.”
“Bless you, Khalifa. Bless you!”
She handed back the oil. Other hands thrust bottles in her face. Men, women, and children alike kissed her hands and wept on her sandled feet, while she took their oil, touched their heads and blessed them.
“Jewel of the West,” a woman cried. “Veyrians killed my husband and dragged my sons east in chains. Please, I have nothing.”
At Kallia’s urging, the captain of her guard gave the woman a coin, and this only made the crowds press harder. She made her men give away every coin they carried, promising to recompense them when they returned to the palace. Soon they had no more money, and she grew anxious to keep moving toward the Great Gates. The guards cleared the path.
Behind her, people exclaimed their wonder that they had seen their khalifa on this day, of all days. The Harvest Festival was still a fortnight away, when the city would stop working and celebrate the year’s final milling of grain. But a second, equally important festival began that night and continued for the next three days. The Feast of the Olives. It celebrated the founding of Balsalom almost three hundred years earlier.
There had been no food as the survivors of the Tothian Wars gathered that first year. Survivors came from the surrounding khalifates, hoping that the legendary bounty of Aristonia would feed them. But Aristonia had taken the brunt of the final battles and would never recover, while her greatest city, Syrmarria, lay in ruins. The Famine Child stalked the survivors, taking hundreds. Winter approached.
And then, a miracle. Outside Syrmarria’s walls, a grove of olive trees—miraculous survivor of the battles—grew a crop of olives more bounteous than any had ever seen. For months, the people had lived on nothing but olives cured in lye. Olives sustained the survivors through the winter. Those survivors had rebuilt Syrmarria and renamed it Balsalom.
 Kallia arrived at the Great Gates. Moments later, a trumpet called to the north, from the direction of the barracks. The sound of boots and iron-shod hooves rang against stone. Whelan was on the march. Kallia waited behind a cluster of her guards.
 “Tell me,” she said to Sofiana. “How are your lessons? What does Gustau have you studying?”
 The girl threw her hands into the air. “Who can keep track of it all? Culture, history, law. It’s all a jumble.”
 Kallia imagined Gustau setting into the girl with his relentless drills. At least Sofiana didn’t have to suffer through etiquette training yet. Then she’d have plenty to complain about.
 “You must be learning a lot.”
 “My muscles are growing soft. I went hawking with Scree two days ago, and the next day I was so stiff I could barely walk. I can’t wait to cross the desert with your sister. That will be more to my liking.”
 “I’m sure it will be.”
 Sofiana looked up at the men working above the gates. “At least I’m not one of those poor fools. What a way to spend your life.”
 “Any word from your friend?”
 “What friend is that?”
 “The Balsalomian. Darik.”
 Sofiana lifted her eyebrows. “He’s not my friend. And frankly, I don’t see what my father and the wizard see in him. He’s a lucky idiot, that’s all.”
 Kallia laughed.
 “You know where he is?” the girl continued. “He’s riding with Uncle Roderick and the Knights Temperate. Having all sorts of adventures, I’ll bet.” Sofiana gave a disgusted look. “Probably even flying griffins with that silly girl who trips all over herself every time she sees him.”
 “That sounds dangerous.”
 “So? What’s to be afraid of?”
 Sofiana pulled a dagger from her shift and inspected the blade. The guards scowled at her, but Kallia smiled and gave a gesture for them to turn away.
 “You’re never afraid?” Kallia asked. “Not even this morning?”
 “Who has the time?”
 “What about during the battle at the Citadel? Don’t tell me you weren’t the tiniest bit afraid. I know I was.”
 Sofiana shrugged and put the dagger away. “Maybe a little. But when you’ve fought in as many battles as I have, you don’t scare easily.”
 “Is that so?”
 Sofiana suddenly brightened. “I’ve killed two other men, not counting this morning. I shot a bandit when I was still a child.”
 “Only a child—so, eleven years old?”
 “I was way younger than that. Nine, I think. The bandit knocked Uncle Whelan senseless with his club and was mocking me.” She clenched her fist. “A crossbow bolt through the neck shut the bastard up quickly enough.”
 “All right then,” Kallia said with a little cough. Time to turn this bloodthirsty conversation to something else. “Gustau must teach you something useful.”
 “I learned about how to make poisons,” Sofiana said. “Did you know that the dart frog has skin so deadly it can kill you if you do so much as touch it? But if you scrape the mucous from its back you can make a poison to slip into a man’s tea or wine that he’ll never taste until he’s coughing up blood.” She nodded. “That could be useful.”
 The vanguard of Whelan’s army rode into view. They were about fifty armored men, among them a dozen tall, bearded men from Eriscoba with blue and gray eyes. They rode huge war horses and wore straight, two-handed swords. The rest were dusky-complexioned men from the khalifates on smaller desert ponies and armed with scimitars.
 Next came a company of mounted bowmen, followed by at least two hundred spearmen on foot, then another hundred or so with mixed weapons and armor. Once this group had passed, a procession of heavily laden camels trudged down the road, followed by more spearmen.
 As the army passed through the gates toward the Tothian Way, people streamed in from the rest of Balsalom to watch and cheer. They threw olive sprigs at the feet of the marching boots. The guild towers rang their bells.
 Sofiana was apparently still thinking about poisons. “How is your injury? Is it clean?”
 “I don’t think it was poisoned, thankfully.” Kallia had to shout to be heard. She rubbed at her arm. “It was only a nick, but I’d rather not let my physics know. They’ll have me bedridden for a month.”
 “Kallia!”
 She looked up to see Whelan riding along the side of a company of foot soldiers.
 It had only been a few hours since he’d slipped from bed to ready his march, yet in that time his wife had faced an assassin’s blade, and his daughter had killed a man. But she could tell by his happy expression that none of this had reached his ears. Good.
 A second man rode by Whelan’s side, a tall Eriscoban with leather armor and a green jerkin. Tied to his horse was a battle-ax and a shield painted with an outstretched hand that dripped blood. It took Kallia a moment to recognize the man as Whelan’s brother Daniel. He was stronger, had regained much of his strength. He’d been deposed as both king and as Sofiana’s father, but if he harbored any resentment over his diminished station, he didn’t show it.
 The two men pulled to the side and dismounted. Kallia’s guard cleared a path for them to approach. Sofiana hugged both men, each of whom appeared equally delighted to see her.
 “Are you well enough to ride with us to the Way?” Whelan asked Kallia. “Or should I hold up while your litter carries you?”
 “I’m pregnant, not dying. I’ll ride.”
 “In that case, up you go.”
 Whelan handed Scree to Daniel. The man winced as the falcon dug its claws through his gloves. Whelan helped Kallia mount, then climbed in behind her.
Sofiana climbed onto Daniel’s horse and took a glove and the falcon. “I heard that Chalfea is marching an army to Veyre.” Her voice was high with excitement. “It’s going to be a huge battle.”
Whelan grinned and urged his horse forward through the gates. “Still think you can turn that girl into a lady?”
“Eventually, yes,” Kallia said. “But after our latest bloodthirsty conversation, I don’t expect overnight results.”
“Oh?”
“Sofiana was boasting about the time she shot a bandit in the neck.”
Whelan gave her a playful smile. “That’s not boasting. Did she tell you about the Veyrian she shot in the thigh at Arvada? He fell off his horse and two knights finished him off.”
Sofiana turned in the saddle from where she sat with Daniel, a delighted expression on her face.
The clamor diminished when they gained the open ground beyond the city walls. The army stretched from the gates all the way to the Tothian Way. There it passed through irrigated fields and past mills for grinding grain. To the north lay the gaunt skeletons of towers of silence where the bodies of thousands of fallen Balsalomians still lay exposed to the elements. The Nye River passed beneath the city walls near where the towers met the Tombs of the Kings, these just visible from this distance.
“I have something to tell you, Ninny,” Whelan said to his daughter. “And I’m afraid you’re not going to like it.”
“Yes, I know. You’re leaving me behind.”
“And you’re not upset?”
“A little bit. But Kallia has other plans for me.”
“Oh, she does?”
Kallia explained about Marialla and the Sultan of Marrabat.
A frown spread across Whelan’s face. “I don’t like it,” he said when she’d finished. “It could be a trap.”
“Yes, but for my sister, not for Sofiana.”
“The Sultan of Marrabat has a reputation.”
“I know that,” Kallia said.
“What kind of reputation?” Sofiana asked.
“Never mind, Ninny.”
“Don’t ‘never mind’ me,” the girl said. “Anyway, if it is dangerous, I can help. I’ll protect the princess.”
“She might at that,” Kallia said to Whelan. “Your daughter is smart and resourceful. Don’t underestimate her.”
“I don’t have to underestimate her to not want her in danger.”
“Pfft,” Sofiana scoffed. “How dangerous could it be?”
Whelan gave her an exasperated look. He turned back to Kallia. “It’s not safe.”
“It’s not safe here, either. Anyway, Fenerath is still in Marrabat after his negotiations with the sultan. He plans to remain until the wedding. He’ll keep an eye on her. And my sister will, too.”
“I don’t know.”
Daniel held up his horse and pulled in alongside them. “What if I stayed with her?”
“You’d do that?” Whelan asked. “What about the war?”
“This army needs one warrior king, not two.”
The brothers looked at each other without speaking. Only weeks earlier, Daniel had been the lord of the Free Kingdoms. He’d fallen under the spell of wights, who’d almost broken him into the service of the dark wizard. Only by abdicating the throne had he freed himself.
Kallia didn’t need an explanation. There had been hard feelings between the brothers. One of these men had been married to the queen. The other had fathered the queen’s child: Sofiana. Their brother Ethan had sided with Whelan in his exile. Their other brother, Roderick, with King Daniel. There had almost been bloodshed between brothers.
But what did Daniel mean, exactly? Was the loyalty of the Eriscobans still divided between them?
“It is your choice,” Whelan said.
“It isn’t cowardice.”
“Of course not. Then you will go to Marrabat?”
“With your permission.”
“Granted,” Whelan said. “And gladly. I’m happy that you’ll be there to keep her safe.”
Sofiana snorted. “I don’t need anyone to keep me safe. I’ve killed three men, you know.”
“Three?” Whelan said.
“Well, I—”
“I’m sure she’s counting the one she unhorsed at Arvada,” Kallia said, quickly.
“Yes, that,” Sofiana said. “I hit him in the leg.”
“Ha. I’ll give you a half kill on that one. But surely the Knights Temperate who finished him off had something to do with it, too.”
Sofiana shot Kallia a grateful look when her father and uncle turned their attention back to the army marching down the road toward the Tothian Way. And she looked delighted at the decision. Not a hint of hesitation in her expression.
As far as she was concerned, she was going to march into Marrabat and force the city to submit to her will.
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 Darik had thought himself unchanged from the waist up except for a bit of fur spreading up his belly and back. But the transformation into a goat-man continued beyond that.
 The first thing he noticed was improved balance. He sprang over fallen logs on his goat legs, scrambled easily up steep rocky slopes, and had little difficulty in keeping up with Markal.
 Smells were stronger, too. And different. Animal scents—bears, mountain lions, wolves—lingered on trees and rocks and made him want to flee. In other places he smelled elk or deer urine, and higher up, the droppings of other goats. These weren’t disgusting, but made him curious instead.
 And any growing plant smelled delicious, from grassy meadows filled with the rich, heady scent of wildflowers to the twigs and leaves of bushes and trees. He could tell the dangerous mushrooms from the delicious ones, while others smelled unwholesome, but strangely enticing. Eat those, he knew, and he’d have a very strange time of it. When Markal reached the edge of the first major rockfall and spent a moment looking for Narud, Darik tore up a handful of weeds and popped them in his mouth. They tasted surprisingly good.
 What if he’d managed to complete the transformation? Would he have also thought like a mountain goat, too? And were there spells to change into any animal you liked? How about a mammoth? No, even better would be a griffin. What a strange and wonderful thing that would be.
 And then, he thought, what about another person? Could you put yourself into the body and mind of a Kratian camel driver from the southern deserts? Or what about a griffin rider, with tolerance for heights and cold and with pale skin and dark hair. How about changing sex? Could a male wizard transform himself into a female wizard and vice versa? Somehow that seemed even stranger than trotting around with a pair of goat legs attached to your waist and a keen appetite for weeds and bark.
 Darik struggled when they reached the steepest part of the mountain. He still hadn’t spotted Narud, but Markal was ahead, using all four legs for extra jumping power and to catch his footing. Occasionally, a hoof would slip and disturb a shower of pebbles, but for the most part he blended into the rocks, a silent gray shape among thousands and thousands of silent gray shapes.
 Darik had to use both hooves plus his hands to keep climbing. The drop below was two hundred feet now, then three hundred a few minutes later. If he lost his balance, he’d bounce down the hillside until he lay broken and dead at the bottom. But the transformation left him with no fear of heights.
 They crested the first ridge, followed a trail along the spine of the mountain for several miles, then tackled the second, larger mountain at its rear. Here they found Narud, who tore up tufts of grass and chewed contentedly. He stared at Darik and let out a long, honking bleat. 
 “Yeah, I know. I tried and this is what I got.”
 The two wizards shared a bleated conversation, then the three of them—Darik included—ate for several minutes. The wildflowers had different flavors, some rich and hearty, even nutty-flavored, and others sweet and refreshing. Who knew? He hoped his gut could handle the strange diet. Goodness knows, he’d stuffed his face and chewed until his jaw hurt. Still he wanted more.
 Yet he was happy to leave the meadow and climb into the gray stone again where he felt more camouflaged, as well as protected by the steep mountain from predators on the ground. Not that they were ever completely out of danger. Large birds of prey soared on currents overhead, and once he spotted a wild griffin. It suddenly didn’t look so friendly. Markal and Narud froze in place, and Darik crouched behind a rock.
 Fortunately, the griffin was speeding south and didn’t linger over the mountains to hunt. Moments later, it was out of sight, and the mostly goat party continued up the mountain. The forests and fields of Eriscoba stretched to the west for miles and miles before they disappeared into green haze.
 Fat white clouds drifted over the landscape; one of them carried a castle. Darik supposed he was thousands of feet above the plains now, and this particular cloud hung low in the sky, where he actually looked down at the castle and its fields. The Cloud Kingdoms had dissipated since the Battle of Arvada, but this one was a reminder that they were still there, watching and waiting. But for what?
 The party continued climbing until dusk, and Darik was surprised at how well he could see when the light faded. He was fresh and lively and had no problems keeping up with the two wizards as they pressed on in the dark.
 They climbed over the top of the shortest of three peaks standing side by side, but even so they were at the very limits of the tree line. Gnarled, twisted trunks clung to the lichen-covered stone.
 Markal stopped and bleated at Narud. The other wizard shook his head, bleated back some sort of argument, then trotted away. Darik made to follow, but Markal blocked his path. Then, once again, Darik’s attention drew elsewhere, and when he looked back, Markal stood in front of him.
 The wizard plucked the orb off the ground and rubbed it with a handful of wildflowers. He sniffed it, made a face, then it disappeared into his cloak. He stretched his arms and shoulders, and they made popping noises.
 “Where did Narud go?” Darik asked.
 “Scouting ahead. Again. Or so he says. Most likely, he went to cavort with the wild goats.”
 “I’m not sure what you mean by cavorting, and I’m not sure I want to find out.”
 “I never ask for details. It’s best not to know.”
 Markal and Darik collected fallen branches, bleached by the sun and cold, and used them to construct a windbreak between two rocks. Except for the whistling breeze, it was quiet up top and the wizard said they were safe from predators at that height, at least until daylight.
 “We’ll come down the other side in the morning,” Markal said. “There’s a deer trail, then a couple of tricky river crossings, but it’s manageable. No more goat travels for us.”
 Darik looked down at his legs. “Then why haven’t I changed back yet?”
 “You don’t have that much control. It will happen eventually on its own.”
 “It had better.”
 “It will, don’t worry.”
 “I could have carried supplies. But you sent the horses off before we had any idea if I’d manage the spell or not.”
 “I thought you were ready. Mostly, you were. Next time, I’m sure. Anyway, we’ll find more supplies in a day or two. There are griffin towers dotting the hills to the south. Maybe we’ll even see Daria again.”
 “I hope not. Not like this.”
 “Most likely, you’ll change back in the night. You’ll wake up wrapped in your cloak, wearing your pants and boots, and with nothing more than a grassy bellyache to remind you of your goat adventure.”
 “But if not, you’ll fix me up?”
 “If you haven’t changed by morning, I’ll take care of it. Meanwhile, are you cold? There’ll be frost tonight. I can loan you my cloak or start a fire.”
 Darik considered. “Actually, I feel fine. Don’t mountain goats get cold?”
 “Not in this weather, they don’t.”
#
 Markal shook Darik awake before daylight. He and Narud—in human form again—stood silhouetted with the moon at their backs. Stars glittered across the sky.
 When Darik rose, he was relieved to discover he had his own legs again and was dressed, just as Markal had predicted. Nothing but a lingering tingle in his feet reminded him of the hooves he’d hiked on the previous day. His right hand was stiff and aching. The skin was black and sloughing off. He tucked it inside his jerkin to keep it out of sight.
 They’d broken the back of the mountain range and made swift progress descending the other side. Narud had scouted ahead and discovered Chantmer’s trail, only a few miles away.
 Dawn soon stained the eastern horizon. When the wind shifted, Darik caught a whiff of desert sand and the musty scent of spice bushes. He suffered a sudden nostalgic twinge for the spice markets of Balsalom. For riding in a camel train with his father on trading missions. Then it was gone, and in its wake the dense, green smell of the forest remained.
 The bloated, gassy feel dissipated throughout the morning. Hunger replaced it. Other than a few scavenged berries, they had nothing. But Darik hadn’t ridden seven hundred miles with Roderick’s knights without suffering a few days of short rations. He tightened his belt to clamp down the pangs, and continued without complaint.
 In early afternoon, Markal led them up and down a steep deer trail, into a copse of birch, then suddenly into a clearing. A slender stone tower stretched among the trees. Ivy climbed to the upper windows. Darik’s heart jumped in anticipation. He started forward, but Narud put a hand on his arm to stop him.
 “Be careful,” the old wizard said. “We still smell like goats. If griffins are in the aerie, but the riders are out, I’d rather not be taken for a meal.”
 “Hello!” Markal called. “Is anyone there?”
 There was no answer.
 “We’re friends of Daria Flockheart,” Darik shouted. “We have news.”
 “Do we?” Markal asked.
 “Don’t you always?”
 There was still no answer, nor a curious beaked head poking out of the aerie to check them out. They approached the front door and banged on the thick, iron-bound oak planks. Still nothing. Markal pushed it open. It creaked on wooden hinges.
 The interior rooms had about what you’d expect in a griffin tower: clothing, bedding, kitchenware on hooks above the hearth. But a layer of dust clung to everything, and spiderwebs filled the corners. A pair of pheasants hung in the pantry, but they had spoiled weeks ago. Mice droppings spotted the floor, and several bats roosted in the rafters of the aerie. No griffins.
 The three of them took it in without discussing what it meant. They all knew. Many riders and their mounts had fallen in the battle. With their small numbers, this hidden redoubt might sit quiet and forgotten forever, until one day the vines pulled it to the ground.
 Darik found a slender sword in a trunk. It was like the kind Daria carried, down to the oak leaves tooled into the leather sheath. He strapped it on and drew the weapon. He tested its balance in his good hand.
 Markal found some oatmeal in a bin that had escaped the attention of rodents. They cooked up a bland porridge, then set out again.
 An hour later, Narud disappeared. One moment he was bringing up the rear. The next, he was gone.
 Darik cleared his throat. “Should I be worried that your friend is gone?”
 Markal stopped with an exasperated sigh. “Not again. How long?”
 “I just noticed. So you didn’t know?”
 “No. And I think I’ve picked up Chantmer’s trail again. I wanted to drop down to the plains, but that will bring us up next to the wasteland. Right into the Desolation, in fact.”
 “Can we do that?”
 “I can’t. Narud, maybe. Depends on his mood. He’s certainly capable of cutting a path right through. And it seems like whoever is leading Chantmer can manage it too.”
 “Any chance Narud went ahead to prepare the way?” Darik asked.
 “There’s a chance of anything with that fool. Most likely, he found an interesting creature to follow. But he might have also wandered off on some other purpose. Who knows?”
 The two remaining companions continued alone.
 That evening, Markal found another griffin tower. It was built into the side of a cliff that overlooked the lower forests. The entrances for both humans and griffins were concealed by strategically placed boulders or obscured by gnarled, wind-swept trees whose branches had been carefully groomed to hide the entrances from the air.
 In fact, the tower was so well concealed that Darik was initially suspicious of the wizard’s claim. Then Markal showed him a vertical groove in the cliff face about as wide as a man’s wrist. It stretched up and out of sight.
 “The cliff dwellers collect rainwater in cisterns,” Markal explained, “but during the dry season, they raise water in buckets. What you’re seeing is a groove worn by a rope rubbing against the stone for generation after generation.”
 “All right, I’m convinced. But how do we get up? There’s not so much as a staircase chiseled into the stone.”
 Markal cupped a hand to his mouth. “Ho, there! Friends seeking hospitality.”
 No answer. They waited a minute, then the wizard tried again. “I bring news of the war! Hello?”
 “Another abandoned tower,” Darik said.
 Then a man called down in an irritable tone. “Go away, and take your bloody war with you.”
 “I have seen the flockheart,” Markal said. “I have news.”
 “What kind of news?”
 “Bring me up, and I’ll share.”
 “Who is the boy?”
 “Go ahead, answer,” Markal told Darik.
 “I am Daria Flockheart’s friend. I flew with her at Arvada. I rode a griffin named Joffa into battle.”
 “You did, eh? We’ll see about that.”
 Before Darik had a chance to wonder what the man meant, a griffin leaped into the air from the cliff above. It circled their heads, tucked its wings, and came down to land in front of them.
 It was a large beast, with a fierce gaze and powerful talons and claws. A featherless scar stretched from above one eye to its breastbone. It cocked its head and eyed them suspiciously.
 “Go ahead,” Markal said. “Show him who is in charge.”
 Darik swallowed hard and stepped toward the griffin. It hissed and clenched its talons at the grass. The muscles on its back flinched, and it opened its wings, either prepared to fly or making itself larger and more intimidating.
 “What are you waiting for?” the man called down.
 “What’s his name?” Darik shouted.
 “Her name is Galsi. And she’s hungry.”
 Markal snorted. “Don’t worry about him, he’s bluffing. Hopes we’ll go away.”
 “You’re sure?”
 “Pretty sure. Any way you look at it, stalling isn’t going to help. Get in there and do it.”
 Darik managed a feeble nod. He moved quickly to approach the griffin before he lost his nerve. Galsi tossed her head and looked like she was going to snap at his outstretched arm. Then he had his arms around her neck. Her chest rumbled.
 He forced confidence into his voice, remembering how Daria spoke to her griffins. “There, see. You’re a good girl, Galsi, and I’m a griffin rider. So let’s have none of this snapping and clawing nonsense.” He kept one arm around her neck and rubbed her back with his other hand.
 “Go on,” he said to Markal. His voice cracked. “Get on before she changes her mind.”
 The wizard climbed on, and Darik followed. Too late he realized the rider hadn’t sent Galsi with her tethers. He grabbed her neck. She batted her huge wings and lurched skyward. Markal grabbed onto Darik in turn.
 Moments later, the griffin deposited them on a narrow ledge in front of a hole carved in the stone, then continued up to the aerie above.
 A man waited inside. He looked irritated. “So.”
 “I am Markal of the Order of the Thorne. This is my apprentice, Darik of Balsalom.”
 “I know who you are, Talebearer. And I’m aware of the flatlander. Galsi and I were at Arvada.”
 “Well met,” Darik said.
 “Yes, hmm.”
 The man moved aside to allow the companions off the ledge and into the cave carved into the side of the cliff. It was a single, tidy room: bedding, two battered oak chests, a fireplace with a stone chimney, hooks for cloaks and tethers, tools in niches.
 A dozen narrow openings in the outer wall let in a surprising amount of light. In the back of the room, a stone staircase led up the wall to disappear into a hole that Darik supposed led to the aeries. Countless footsteps had worn a shallow indentation in the center of each step.
 “I am sorry, friend,” Markal said to the rider, “but I’m afraid I don’t know your name.”
 “Kellum.”
 “You live here alone?” Darik asked.
 “I have since the battle. Before that, I shared it with my wife. We did not yet have children.”
 “Oh, I’m sorry.” An awkward silence filled the air, and Darik added, “Did you grow up in this tower? Seems like people have been living here for generations.”
 Kellum stared.
 “I don’t think our friend is one for small talk,” Markal said.
 “No, I’m not. What do you want?”
 “We have news from Daria Flockheart,” Markal said.
 “You said that already. Let’s hear it.”
 Markal spun an exciting story about Daria flying about the Spine, looking for the dragons who had survived the Battle of Arvada. According to the wizard, Daria and her mother had battled dragon kin above the castle Montcrag and led a band of griffin riders in destroying a nesting ground of wasps on the slopes above Estmor. The details of how Daria had discovered two battling dragons and fled for her life made Darik’s heart pound.
 Markal was embellishing the story, if not fabricating some details outright. There was no way the wizard could know it all, right down to quoting the very words spoken between mother and daughter. There was also a not-so-subtle point to Markal’s storytelling, that the leader of the griffin riders was most certainly still involved in the war against the dark wizard. And Kellum should be, too.
 The man’s scowl softened as Markal spoke. He rekindled the smoldering ashes in his hearth and made tea from dried, crushed leaves, which he sweetened with wild honey. The tea was potent; within minutes Darik was flush and alert. When he rose for a second cup, the road weariness shook loose like clods kicked from a pair of muddy boots.
 Markal finished his tale. Kellum ran a finger along the bottom of his mug, then licked his finger. “All of this is leading to something, isn’t it?”
 “How do you mean?” Markal asked.
 “A request. What is it?”
 “We want to borrow two griffins.”
 “Of course you do.”
 “It’s only a few hours by air from here. We’ll send them home when we’re done.”
 “In the first place, I only have one griffin.”
 “Galsi doesn’t have a mate?” Darik asked. As soon as the words came out of his mouth, he wished he could take them back.
 Kellum stared into his mug. When he looked up, he drew his lips into a tight line, his eyes moist. “Now you see what your war has cost me. My wife. My griffin. At least I understand, I know why. Every night when Galsi settles with her chicks, she keens for her mate. He never returned from the battle. His body was never found. She keeps expecting him to fly into the aerie.”
 “I am sorry, my friend,” Markal said. “Truly sorry.”
 “Markal,” Darik said. “We can keep searching. Kellum has done his duty.”
 “No,” the wizard said, not to Darik, but to the griffin rider. “We need your help. We’ve picked up a trail and now we’re certain. If we can reach the Tothian Way by morning we’ll prevent one of our greatest enemies from escaping into the desert.”
 “Galsi can only carry two,” Kellum said, “and I won’t have her flying home alone in the dark.”
 “We’ll keep her with us until morning, then send her back,” Darik said.
 “Alone? Over the Desolation of Toth? I won’t do it.” He rose to his feet and set aside his mug. “I’ll fly you there. It will take two trips, but Galsi can manage.”
#
 Markal went first, to show Kellum the way. Before they left, the griffin rider gave Darik instructions for feeding the chicks in the aerie.
 “If something happens to us,” he said, “the chicks will be your responsibility until they’re fledged. 
 “Nothing will happen to you,” Darik said.
 “Nevertheless.”
 “In that case, I’ll do my duty.”
 “Good. There’s a chest upstairs with a rope ladder in case you need to get down from here and can’t fly.”
 Darik nodded. “May the wind be at your wings.”
 After the others had flown off, Darik sat on the ledge and looked down the mountainside. He sat there until shortly before dusk, when it was time to see to the chicks. He climbed the stairs to Kellum’s pantry, where he found several hares hanging from hooks. The rider said the chicks were young—hatched after the battle, in fact—so he only took one, plus a knife on a shelf so he could feed them pieces.
 He took the stone stairs up another level, to the aerie. The room was about ten feet high and thirty feet wide. Big enough for several griffins, but right now there were only two little chicks huddled near the window. They turned when he entered, and squeaked anxiously.
 The chicks weren’t much bigger than large cats, though both their back paws and their front talons seemed oversized for their bodies. Their wings and eagle-like heads were masses of fluffy white feathers. No flying yet. The lion-like part at the rear was pudgy with a light, tawny fur. Like big, fuzzy balls. They waddled over, still chirping.
 “Oh, look at you,” he said. “You’re adorable. No, stop nipping at me. I’ve got your supper right here.”
 He dismembered the rabbit with the knife. They gobbled down the pieces. When they’d finished they looked chubbier than ever. He returned the knife to the pantry, then brought the chicks a bucket of water. When they finished drinking, he sat near the window and coaxed them over. They approached shyly at first, then nuzzled against his hands.
 Could I do this?
 He’d grown up surrounded by people. Balsalom was the curry pot of the earth, a mixture of people and spices from all different lands. The griffin riders were so few and so isolated. Had Kellum even seen another human since the battle?
 Daria may be flying hundreds of miles up and down the Dragon’s Spine at the moment, rallying her people to battle, chasing dragon wasps from the mountains, but wait until the war ended. What then? Would she live alone with her griffins? Maybe she’d take a husband and raise children, but even then she might not live with her children’s father, if her own parents were a guide.
 “I understand now,” he said. His voice sounded like lead as it came out. The griffin chicks cocked their heads and looked at him quizzically. “Daria asked herself the same questions. And she decided no.”
 A deep sorrow settled in his chest. He swallowed hard. The chicks crawled onto his lap. He buried his hands in their warm, downy feathers.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 Daria entered the river again. This time she carried her clothes in a bundle slung over one shoulder, together with her swords and Joffa’s tether. A raw deer haunch hung over the other shoulder.
 Palina paced back and forth on the riverbank behind her. “Be careful.”
 “I will.”
 “Don’t touch his beak. And don’t challenge him. When you put on the tethers—”
 “Enough, Mother.”
 The golden griffin watched her approach. A full day had passed since she’d fed him the rabbit, and by now he would be ravenous. Daria had done her best to encourage his hunger. The rest of the deer had been roasting over a fire on the riverbank for the past two hours. Enticing aromas curled into the air. The two tame griffins waited nervously at the edge of the forest, afraid of their larger cousin on the boulder. The golden griffin had screamed the first time he saw them. Joffa and Yuli had refused to eat until Daria drew them into the forest, out of his sight.
 When she reached the boulder, she tossed up her clothing and gear, but didn’t let go of the deer haunch. She scrambled up.
 “You be good now. This is not for you. Not yet.”
 Daria watched him carefully as she dressed and strapped on her swords. She touched him with the tether. He twitched and squawked.
 “It’s not a snake—it won’t bite you.”
 She tucked the tether under her arm and let the end trail across his paw. Get him used to the feel of leather. Then she shaved off a strip of deer meet, still in its hide. She tossed it toward the front of the boulder. The griffin leaned forward as if to take it. As he did, Daria drew up the tether with the intention of throwing it over the griffin’s back while he ate.
 Without warning, the griffin wheeled on her. She flinched back. His beak snapped at her. Before she could react, it had the entire deer haunch and was turning away again. He pinned it under one enormous claw and tore off huge chunks with his beak.
 “Why, you greedy, treacherous vulture. Give me that back.”
 He squawked in triumph between gulps.
 Daria wasn’t really angry. In fact, she was encouraged that he seemed so pleased to have outwitted her. One of her worries had been that the wild animal’s mind would be too different, too foreign for her to communicate with. Yet he clearly saw her as a rival, which was a promising first step on the path toward considering her his master.
 She moved around the griffin’s flank while he ate. Her hand touched his fur and feathers, and although he twitched, he didn’t pull away. She let the tether rest against his back. When she got to the wound, she pulled away the bits of moonbalm that still clung to his fur and feathers. The flesh was closed, with a good scab.
 He finished eating and turned his head to look at her.
 “What is your name?” she asked. “What shall I call you?”
 It was a question for herself rather than the animal. She’d been turning it over since the previous day. None of the traditional griffin names sounded right. Something descriptive, maybe. He scratched against the rock, making fresh marks next to all the other gouges. Those talons were impressive, wickedly curved like a dragon kin’s scimitar. She had no doubt he could tear a sheep in two with those talons alone.
 “How about Talon? It will sound boastful when I ride you back, it’s an arrogant move to swoop in riding a wild golden griffin in the first place.”
 Daria rubbed his back while casually draping the tether around his neck. She fastened a single, loose knot. It wasn’t much, but any more would rouse his suspicions.
 “All right, Talon. Ready for a ride?”
 She turned toward the shore and cupped her hands. “Get ready with the others!”
 Palina returned a short nod, then made her way back to Joffa and Yuli. She climbed on Yuli’s back, while stretching a long tether to a simple loop around Joffa’s neck, as if he were a fledgling being taken out for training.
 Daria took a deep breath. She guessed Talon would be too sore to fly, at least for another day. Most likely he’d dance around and try to pitch her into the river. But she wasn’t sure.
 “Don’t panic.” She put her hands on Talon’s back. “It will go easier, I promise.”
 He gave her a suspicious look. Then he jerked his gaze toward the riverbank as Palina and the other two griffins took to the air. He tracked them through the sky.
 Daria jumped onto his back and dug in.
 The griffin screamed and whipped his head around to tear her loose. But Daria ducked out of the way. She leaned back, bobbed from side to side and even jumped down, then back up again while he snapped at her. She never let go of the tether. His body tensed as he went for her, and she prepared for a sudden heave. When he did, it was powerful, but not as quick as what a young white-crowned griffin could manage, and she held on easily. He tried one more time, then settled for shaking her and complaining.
 “What’s all this screaming and fuss? I’m sitting on your back. I’m not going to stab you or pluck out your feathers. Tomorrow morning we’ll try again, and maybe you’ll feel like flying. For now, I’m going to sit up here until you settle down. After that—”
 Talon leaped from the boulder. His wings stretched, and he gave two powerful flaps just before they hit the water. Then he was beating ferociously, climbing straight into the air. Daria held on for dear life.
 About a thousand feet up, he made a big loop and returned to the river. He headed upstream, back toward his mountain aerie and the nesting ground of the other golden griffins. But Daria’s mother was in the air already, and now she bore down from above, together with Joffa and Yuli. The white-crowned griffins were skittish, jumpy, but did as they were told.
 With a scream of frustration, Talon tried to break through, but they forced him toward the trees. Daria couldn’t steer with her knees—they were dug in too tightly to the griffin’s ribs—and so she pulled with the tether. Talon ignored her direction.
 When he got to tree level, he rolled. Under normal circumstances, Daria could handle a rolling griffin, but he came in at the level of the tree tops. The tips of pine trees grabbed at her cloak and whipped in her face. Her legs fell loose, and when the griffin began another climb, it was all she could do to keep the tether wrapped around her waist and shoulder.
 She was crawling up his back when he pulled back his wings and plummeted toward the ground. As he did, he rolled again. Daria lost her grip. She fell to the end of the tether, where she caught hold.
 “Give up,” she shouted at him as he beat his wings again. “You won’t lose me.”
 But he was still losing altitude, albeit at a slower rate. He dragged her into the pine trees. They thrashed at her face and filled her mouth and nose with needles. A branch slammed into her ribs. She couldn’t climb the tether, she couldn’t get above the trees. She could barely hold on.
 Daria let go and flung herself at the top of a pine tree. She clung to its swaying crown. Talon flew away with a victorious cry.
 Palina found her a few minutes later. She circled above on Yuli while she directed Joffa in for a landing. Now burdened by two heavy bodies, the tree groaned and swayed. Branches snapped off. Daria threw herself onto Joffa’s back. He struggled to get clear of the tree and airborne again. Moments later, mother and daughter landed their griffins back on the riverbank. Daria checked herself for broken bones. None, but she’d suffered more than a few bruises.
 “I almost had him. I can’t believe he got me with that last trick. Joffa tried that once when he was a fledgling.” She scanned the skies. No sign of the golden griffin. “That was a good tether.”
 “No matter,” Palina said. “I’ll short trim mine and we can share. So long as we avoid any more enemies, we’ll be fine until we’re home.”
 “Did you really think I was going to give up so easily?”
 Palina sighed. “I was hoping. But no, I didn’t think you would.”
 “Let’s hope Talon also underestimated me. That will make him easier to catch.”
 “So what, we’re going to wander into the canyon against all those golden griffins? How will we do that without getting torn apart?”
 Daria thought about how she’d gained Talon’s back in the first place. “How about a peace offering?”
 “They’re not starving. They’re not going to be enticed by a few scraps of venison.”
 “I wasn’t thinking about venison. What’s a griffin’s favorite food?”
 “Young, juicy lambs.”
 “It’s the least the flatlanders can do for the war effort, don’t you think?”
 A broad smiled stretched across her mother’s face. For the first time in days, Palina looked pleased with her daughter.
#
 Daria and Palina were deep into the Wylde. To find lambs, they’d have to return to settled lands, so they flew south along the eastern spine of the mountains. A vast plume of smoke rose to the south. It burned for miles, engulfing one entire mountain.
 Daria pulled alongside her mother and gestured. What do you think—dragons?
 Palina returned a grim nod.
 Had another dragon arrived to challenge the victor of the earlier battle? Or was something else going on?
 Instead of fighting the smoke and fire—which would take them close to the site of the dragon battle—they hooked west over the mountains. It was green and damp and unburned on the other side. From there, they continued south until they reached the northernmost of the Free Kingdoms.
 They camped in the mountains that night. In the morning, they followed a rushing brook that passed through woods and meadows. In the lowlands, they flew over a man with several cows, who readied a sling as they passed, prepared to defend his cattle as best he could.
 Daria signaled to her mother. Keep going.
 Poaching lambs was a chancy business. A griffin was too large and conspicuous to circle unseen high in the sky like a hawk or eagle. Solitary raids might be met with a hail of arrows. It would be easy enough to swoop in en masse and devour an entire flock, but even the most standoffish griffin rider recognized that the flatlanders deserved a life free from harassment. Also, Daria’s people were too few to sustain prolonged hostility with the vast kingdoms and cities of the plains and valleys.
 For the most part, riders thus contented themselves with what they could hunt, fish, and gather themselves, saving sheep raiding for periods of hunger and desperation. During those times, it was easy to justify in the name of keeping the mountains safe from dragon wasps.
 The problem with the present situation was that starvation stalked the land on both sides of the Spine. Bandits had already decimated many once-fertile grazing lands, had carried away or butchered entire herds. If the shepherds and farmers resisted, they would be carried away or butchered in turn. Meanwhile, there was plenty of game in the mountains.
 A few days earlier, when flying to the keep where she met Darik, Daria had been shocked by the destruction in the surrounding lands. This area was little better. But shortly they passed several freeholds where the stone walls remained in good condition, smoke curled from the chimneys of tidy mud-and-timber houses, and farmers were in the fields, harvesting wheat and barley.
 They found a boy with half a dozen sheep, some of them young enough to be called lambs. It was such a pitiful flock that Daria ignored her mother’s signals to swoop down and snatch a couple. Instead, they scoured the countryside until they found a larger flock grazing in the meadows outside a walled village. They came in fast and loud, the griffins screaming to send the flock into a panic. Arrows from the village chased away the griffins. But the sheep had scattered, and moments later Joffa and Yuli were beating their wings with their prizes in hand.
 Daria brought them down in a wooded vale a few miles east of the successful raid. The griffins complained loudly when the women secured the lambs to their backs instead of letting them feed.
 Daria pushed Joffa’s head away as he turned and tried to nip at the carcass on Yuli’s back. “Don’t you try it. No, I’m serious. You’re eating venison for supper again.”
 That night, Daria bedded under Joffa’s wing in the sturdy branches of a large maple tree, the sheep carcasses tied above the ground to keep them safe from bears and wolves, but far enough from the griffins that they wouldn’t be tempted into a late-night snack.
 She pictured herself on Talon’s back. It was that last roll that had done it. He’d jerked her legs free, then flipped her off with that clever maneuver. Next time, she would be ready.
#
 They woke to the smell of burning trees. When they crossed the mountains again, they entered a smoky maelstrom. Daria had slept poorly, waking throughout the night from dreams of taming the golden griffin, and her first, muddy thoughts were that they’d gotten lost the previous night and crossed further south.
 The two women drove their griffins higher until they were above the worst of the smoke, into the frigid air a thousand feet above the highest peak in this part of the range. If the cold hadn’t already snatched away Daria’s breath, the horrific destruction below her surely would have.
 The fires had spread, jumped a river valley, and seized another mountain. It wasn’t particularly dry, and she couldn’t see how it was growing so aggressively, unless—
 A dark form swept through the smoke below. It left a curling, twisting vortex in its wake. It was a dragon, with several wasps and their riders flying several hundred yards off its flanks.
 The dragon was several miles north and at least two miles below, so it was hard to tell the beast’s true size until the wasps curved in to fly closer to its sides. Then Daria gaped.
 It had to be a hundred feet long, far bigger than the larger of the two dragons she’d watched battling a few days earlier. Its scales shimmered such a deep, gleaming black when they touched the light that they appeared almost iridescent, like a flake of obsidian. A single, curved horn rose from its head.
 It was the victor. The smaller dragon from the battle. After destroying its enemy, it had then devoured it—scales, bones, wings, and all—and somehow taken on its bulk.
 The dragon reached the edge of the burning fire and was soon flying over unburned trees. Their branches shook from the firestorm blowing to the south. Red and gold leaves lifted skyward on columns of hot air.
 The dragon opened its mouth, and a cone of flame roared out. It swung its head from side to side. Beneath, the forest caught fire and burned.
 Daria let out her breath in a long hiss. This was how it spread. Not a side effect of two dragons battling, but wanton destruction. This monster had emerged in all its power and strength and was now flying up and down the mountain range, unleashing hellfire.
 A flock of crows burst from the burning woods, followed by sparrows, robins, jays, hawks, and other birds scorched from their homes. Below, Daria imagined, thousands of woodland creatures, anything without wings, were roasting alive in the roaring inferno.
 Helpless to intervene, the women and their mounts paced the dragon and its retinue for several miles. They flew as high as they could, risking at any moment the chance that the dragon kin would glance skyward. Then the chase would be on.
 As they entered the Wylde, some of the creatures fought back. Giant owls dove at the wasps, and several ravens at one of the dragon kin to peck at its eyes. A giant emerged on a rocky ledge and hurled a boulder down at the dragon. The stone was the size of a small cottage, and if it had struck a full blow might have brought the monster down, but the dragon veered to one side and it whistled by. Two more giants emerged, chucking rocks the size of a griffin’s head. One of them smacked into the dragon’s chest as it reared back. The blow made a sound like a splitting tree. The dragon roared in pain.
 It circled and the giants dove into their cave. When the dragon drew close to the mouth of the cave, it pulled up with massive, beating wings and let loose a spear-thrust of fire. Inside the cave, the giants howled in pain. The poor things were still bellowing and carrying on when the dragon kin came in to jab the dragon away with their spears. Keep it moving.
 The dragon swung its head and caught one of the wasps and its rider in its jaws. The dragon kin screamed and beat frantically at its head. The dragon tilted its head back, took another chomp and ate both the wasp and the rider in two gulps. Nevertheless, the spears had prodded it away from the giants’ cave. It was shortly flying over the forest again, spewing fire.
 Why? What was it up to?
 The dragon wasn’t burning the forests to get at giants, and it certainly didn’t care about ravens, owls, and robins. This was an attack on griffins. The fires would either cook the griffins and their riders in their towers or flush them out to be destroyed in the air.
 Palina pulled up to Daria and gave urgent gestures for her to look forward.
 They had almost reached the canyon with the golden griffin aeries. Several of the animals swooped in from the north. The fire, the smoke, and the roaring dragon had brought them from their hidden redoubt. They came screaming in, ready to give battle. Then they appeared to spot the dragon and hesitated. Tearing apart dragon wasps was one thing. Facing this black monster was another. By some unheard command, they peeled away and fled north. The dragon wasps gave immediate chase, and moments later, the dragon itself accelerated. Its beating wings slowly but steadily gained speed. The golden griffins were no fools; they broke away from their nesting grounds and scattered.
 One of the golden griffins was in trouble. It had fallen behind the others, and three dragon wasps were closing in. 
 Daria acted on pure instinct. She cried out for her mother and urged Joffa after the lagging wild griffin. As she did, her fingers worked at the tether that held the dead lamb in place. She sent it tumbling end-over-end to the forest below. Then she drew her blades. Yuli came in beside Joffa. Palina had her sword in hand. She’d also shed her sheep carcass.
 The golden griffin favored its right wing, which was why it couldn’t keep up with the rest of its flock. It wheeled away from the first spear thrust, and Daria had a shock of recognition. Her own golden griffin. Talon.
 One of the dragon kin spotted the two women. He gestured with his spear and shouted. Daria dove for him. Joffa slammed into the wasp, which turned its head, snapping. Daria swept her right sword across the man’s throat as she passed. She caught the left sword on the wasp’s leathery wing. It rolled away with a hiss. The rider fell off. He flailed at the air as he fell.
 Two more wasps had closed with Talon. The griffin yanked off the first dragon kin with his talons, while his back paws tore at the wasp’s belly. But the second dragon kin rose in his saddle and pulled back to throw his spear. Daria came in hard and hacked at the outstretched arm. She sliced clean through his wrist. He screamed and grabbed at the bloody stump. Without direction, his wasp fled the battlefield with its rider slumped over.
 Her mother stayed above with Yuli, where she fended off two more wasps, but three more came in from the south, followed by the dragon itself. Smoke and fire bled from its nostrils.
 Talon was ahead of her, still tearing at the wasp in his talons. He turned his head and screamed at her, then returned to his battle. He didn’t see the dragon. He needed to toss aside the dying wasp and flee.
 Daria urged Joffa to approach. He gave a single, questioning squawk, but did as he was told. She sheathed her weapons and untied Joffa’s tethers, which she wrapped around her shoulder. When she drew alongside the golden griffin, she dropped onto his back.
 Talon didn’t buck. The wasp was still struggling feebly in his grasp, and its mouth snapped ineffectually at the iron-like talons. Daria secured the tether around his neck, looped it around her legs, and dug her fingers into the feathers at his neck. She jerked hard. He tossed his head with a screech. The dragon wasp fell twitching from his claws.
 “Daria!” her mother warned from above her.
 Palina held off several circling dragon wasps and their riders. The dragon was at two hundred yards and closing fast.
 Daria dug her knees into Talon’s ribs. “Ska!” It hesitated. “I said go, you idiot. Go!”
 A dragon wasp shrieked past her head, and she only just got a sword out to parry a spear thrust. Talon moved.
 He fled north with swift wing strokes. Palina came along Daria’s left flank, riding Yuli and leading Joffa, now riderless.
 Daria gave a hand signal. Over the top.
 They swung west to cross over the mountains again, but Talon still favored that wing, and the dragon wasps were closing behind them. There were only four left, and they hung back while the enormous beast at their rear gained ground. How long until the griffins were in range of that deadly fire? Seconds.
 Suddenly, five huge golden griffins tore at them from the north. Daria braced herself for attack, but they blew past with a thunder of wings and ear-splitting screams. They blasted apart the formation of wasps before shooting past the dragon. It turned its head and roared flame, but not in time. The griffins came back around, and the dragon wheeled to meet them. This was Daria’s chance.
 Talon tried to circle around to follow the other golden griffins, but Daria dug in, jerked the reins, and yanked hard on his neck feathers.
 “Oh, no you don’t. This time, you’re coming with me.”
 He fought and bucked as she forced him higher into the mountains. The two smaller griffins helped keep him in line. Behind, the roar of the dragon and the screams of griffins faded. She glanced back to see the golden griffins break loose and flee south, where they disappeared into the smoke that rose from the burning forest.
 They came back for us.
 Either to free Talon or to hold off the dragon long enough for the humans and their white-crowned griffins to escape.
 Daria wanted to consider what that meant, but at the moment she had all she could handle keeping Talon from pitching her off. If that happened, she’d fall hundreds of feet to be dashed apart on the rocks below. He was still skittish when they reached the heights, but no longer actively trying to kill her.
 The stink of burning trees still filled her nostrils as they crested the range and descended into the unburned forest on the other side. No enemies followed.
 But Daria could only think of the raging fires, the birds and animals cooking alive. She and her mother had escaped the dragon, but what would keep it from burning a thousand miles of mountains and forest?
 The dragon was huge, indestructible. A giant’s stone cracking off its scales had been no more than an irritant.
 Yet somehow, Daria had to find a way to stop it.
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 Chantmer the Tall leaned against his staff and wheezed. Even three weeks after rising from the swamps of Estmor, a thousand pinpricks perforated his lungs. And there was a nasty little worm living inside him that kept him from healing. Mostly it was silent and still, but sometimes he woke in the night to feel it squirming in his lungs, gnawing on his flesh.
 Ahead of him, Roghan turned with a frown. He whispered a word of power, which made his torch blaze. Dust motes danced in the light.
 “Move quickly,” the mage told Chantmer. “I cannot hold it open much longer. We must reach the temple before the channel closes.”
 Chantmer managed a nod. He staggered forward, following his companion along the safe path through the Desolation of Toth. It was marked by swirling dust and a dim green light. Beyond the light, voices whispered, beckoned him to step toward them. Wights. The dead of Aristonia.
 They had been traveling the northern reaches of the Desolation since that morning, and Chantmer had been growing progressively weaker. Roghan wasn’t much help. It was all the mage could do to keep the channel open. He had nothing to spare for Chantmer.  
 The ruined temple rose in front of them. Wide stone stairs led to a platform, on which only the columns remained, as if propping up the star-studded sky. An orange moon reflected against fire salamanders carved into its surface, making them twist and grimace. Roghan gained the first steps and gestured violently.
 “I’m coming.”
 “Hurry!”
 There was such urgency in the other wizard’s voice that Chantmer turned to see what had alarmed him. Behind, Roghan’s magical channel was folding in on itself. A mass of glowing, writhing shapes clawed it aside. Men in armor with maces. War dogs with spiked collars. Even the ghost of a mammoth. Life’s warmth had entered their domain, and it drew them, hungry and insatiable.
 Chantmer gained the stairs, and the chill evaporated from the air. He staggered up to lean against one of the stone columns. Sharp, stinging coughs rose from his chest. He hacked and spit. When he finished, the taste of blood and swamp water mingled on his lips.
 Wights swirled in the darkness, but none climbed the stairs. Roghan sank to the stone platform. He was breathing heavily. He pulled off his robe and searched his torso until he found one of his few remaining tattoos.
 The trip across the Desolation had cost Roghan much of his strength. Tattoos of vines, sunbursts, fists, daggers, and other runes and symbols had covered his bare arms only a few days earlier. Each represented a spell to be called forth when needed. The mage bled many of them away simply crossing the Desolation. At times he’d been forced to sacrifice markings representing stronger incantations simply to keep the passage open for a few minutes longer.
 “We must be close,” Chantmer said. “The Temple of the Sky Brother is no more than a mile from the Tothian Way.”
 Roghan opened his eyes. “After that we still have to cross the southern wastes. A day and a night until we gain the safety of open desert.”
 “You said it would be easier south of the Way.”
 “Easier, not easy. I’ve spent much of my magic. And there are enemies ahead. I have detected a seeker.”
 “So have I. Who is it?”
 “I don’t know, but they are close. Can’t you feel them?”
 “No, I cannot,” Chantmer admitted. “You should have let me rest more in the mountains. I would be stronger.”
 Yes, he thought to himself, and strong enough to resist this wizard from the south.
#
 Only three weeks earlier, Chantmer the Tall had been rotting at the bottom of a swamp in Estmor. Following the unsuccessful fight atop the Golden Tower in Arvada, he’d fled the battlefield as a wisp of red smoke. When he’d tried to reconstitute himself, he discovered to his horror that he didn’t have enough strength to both form his body and bind his soul to his flesh. And so his wight had hovered over his body, a ghostly blue light that shined from the bottom of the pond.
Every day the body sank further into the mud, snails nested in its beard, and worms ate its flesh. Occasionally, a mud turtle or six-foot-long gar came to investigate the blue light and, seeing the rotting body, thought to bite off a meal. They fled when they saw the wight.
Week after week, Chantmer’s wight clung to the body, determined not to drift away to join the other souls that wandered aimlessly through the swamps of Estmor.
And then one day a light appeared in the sky overhead, shining through the black water in swirls and circles. The wight looked up and feared. A single thought penetrated the dusty, untrod halls that had become its mind.
The Harvester!
Terrified, the wight turned to flee, ready to abandon the corpse. But it couldn’t escape. Half-bound to the body after all, tendrils grew from its fingers and toes and anchored it to the flesh of the dead body.
A splash overhead, then someone dove to the bottom of the pond. Strong hands gripped the corpse and dislodged it from the mud. Water beetles shot away from their nests in its robes. The diver dragged the body toward the light, and the wight was pulled along with it. The body broke the surface, and still the wight couldn’t break free.
“Help me,” the man cried. “You didn’t say anything about a wight.”
“Never mind,” a second voice said, a few feet away. “It can’t hurt you. Bring him here. Hurry, hurry.”
The light was bright after weeks at the bottom of the swamp, and the wight couldn’t see either speaker. The swimmer dragged the body through the water by its hair, then a second man hoisted it out of the water and into a boat. The first man scrambled in, where he lay gasping.
“Stand back,” the second, deeper voice told the swimmer. “If the wight touches you out of the water, you’ll regret it.”
“I thought you said—”
“Quiet.” 
The second speaker loomed over the body, light reflecting from robes. “Animach na regram.”
The wight screamed as a jolt of pain shot through it. It wrenched free from the corpse at last and turned to flee, but the body wouldn’t let go. It reached out two hands, grabbed the blue light, and dragged it toward its open mouth. The corpse stuffed the wight into its mouth and chewed with teeth that hung loose in their gums. The wight screamed again.
“By the Brothers!” The boat listed to one side.
“Jark, if you jump out of this boat, I’ll leave you for the wights.”
Chantmer the Tall sat up suddenly in the boat, his mind churning against the rot. He was alive.
But oh, the pain. It ripped his flesh from his toes to his eyeballs. His skin shivered and crawled, barely hanging to his muscles. He opened his mouth but could neither speak nor breathe.
He looked at the two men through clouded eyes. The first was a wizard of some kind, beardless, with dark, braided hair. Red and black tattoos marked his palms, and an amulet hung from a chain at his neck. He watched with pride burning in his eyes at his accomplishment.
The second man was a long, muscular fellow with a short-cropped black beard. This was the one called Jark. A Veyrian soldier. He scrambled to the far side of the boat from Chantmer, where he stared, wide-eyed.
Chantmer looked down at his hands, dismayed at the open sores, the worms and the leaches attached to the flesh. He coughed, and brackish water burbled from his chest and ran down his chin.
Something kicked in his chest. Once, twice, and then a third time, this time stronger. It was his heart, restarting. The bugs fell from his skin and squirmed at the bottom of the boat. He coughed again, and not as much water came up this time. He took in a long, ragged gasp. The pain was terrible.
“By the Brothers,” Jark said again. He fumbled for a knife at his waist, but then he thought better of it and let his hands fall to his side.
Chantmer studied the open sores on his hands as blood began to ooze from his skin. His innards churned and his heart beat stronger now. His vision cleared. He looked at Jark and then at the wizard, who squinted at him against the bright light cast by the lamp. Stars flickered overhead and a cool night breeze washed over the boat. Frogs bellowed at the edge of the swamp, but they sounded to Chantmer’s ears as though they called from the bottom of a well.
“Thank you,” he rasped. “But who are you and why have you rescued me?”
And then a coughing spell overcame him and he fell back into the boat. The wizard lay a blanket over his body.
“Rest, friend. I will answer your questions later. We have far to travel and many enemies to avoid. Knights Temperate and Toth’s ravagers alike are roaming the land. Either one will kill you.”
Jark recovered enough of his wits to pick up the oars and row them toward the shore, some hundred yards distant.
Exhaustion overcame Chantmer. He needed time to rest and heal.
Who had rescued him and why? Not the dark wizard, and not the Free Kingdoms. The Cloud Kingdoms? No. Neither the wizard nor his man Jark spoke like an Aristonian.
Someone else then. But who?
And then Chantmer let sleep wash over him.
#
The day after his rebirth, Chantmer the Tall woke to a terrible shiver. It was already dusk. He sat up. His thoughts were clearer.
He’d dozed throughout the day, aware of the jostling horse below him, but unable to wake enough to gauge his surroundings.
 “My name is Roghan,” the wizard said. “How do you feel?”
 Roghan sat on the ground a few feet away. He leaned forward expectantly, one tattooed hand fingering the amulet around his neck. Now that Chantmer’s mind had cleared, the tattoos answered one question. This man was a mage from the sultanates.
 Chantmer ignored Roghan’s question and studied his surroundings instead.
They’d cleared Estmor and camped in the foothills on the western slopes of the Dragon’s Spine. A light rain drizzled from the sky, and a crisp breeze came down from the mountains with the setting sun. These didn’t cause his shiver. No, he wasn’t cold at all, but burning hot, as with a fever. He watched in interest as rain hit his flesh and sizzled. A cloud of steam enveloped his head. His breath shot from his mouth, hot as dragon’s fire.
 “The Harvester take you both,” Jark grumbled near the fire. He scowled in their direction, then turned back to his work.
The man cooked a rabbit and a pair of quail on sticks over the fire. Chantmer’s stomach rumbled at the sight and smell of the sizzling food.
“Your friend is not fond of wizards,” Chantmer said. His tongue was thick and awkward.
His heart was pounding, like it wanted to hammer free from his chest. The skin on his arms no longer sloughed free, but was still waxy and pale. New veins crawled through his arms like tunneling worms. His extremities tingled as if pricked by thousands of needles.
“He’s a Veyrian,” Roghan said. “Have you ever met a Veyrian who wasn’t superstitious?”
“How is it that you have a Veyrian in your employ?”
“The survivors of the battle have few friends in this land. They are outlaws and refugees.”
“So let him return to his own kind.”
Jark snorted. 
“I found him huddled in the ruins of an Estmor shrine,” Roghan said. “Hiding. He was more than willing to obey me for food and a few shekels.”
Jark turned from the fire. “You didn’t say anything about wights, and you said nothing about the Harvester. Listen.”
Baying hounds and a huntsman’s horn sounded to the south. The sound didn’t concern Chantmer. The Harvester would find plenty of souls to gather in Estmor without worrying about those still bound to the living.
Jark nodded at Roghan. “See, wizard. You’ve drawn the dark gatherer with your sorcery.” He turned a sharp gaze to Chantmer. “He’ll come to reclaim his own.”
“Tell me, Veyrian,” Chantmer said. “If it troubles you so much to see me brought back to life, why did you follow King Toth to Eriscoba? He has cheated death for centuries.”
“I didn’t follow Toth,” Jark said irritably.
“But you did,” Chantmer insisted. “You wear the crimson and gold. And you carry a Veyrian blade. You fought with Toth at Arvada. Why?”
“I don’t know. I can’t answer that.”
Roghan thumbed the amulet around his neck. “I found dozens of Veyrians in the swamps of Estmor. Hiding from the dark wizard. If they cross into the khalifates, their feet will march to Veyre of their own accord to rejoin Toth’s army.”
“Interesting,” Chantmer said. “Then the dark wizard compels their obedience.”
He climbed to his feet with a groan. Every muscle protested. He was burning even more fiercely now, and wisps of smoke rose from his clothing, so he stripped it off. Then he made his way naked to the fire. He reached directly into the flames and pulled out one of the quail. It was crispy and sizzling, but cool to his touch. Jark watched, wide-eyed.
Chantmer pulled off the wings and ate them, his hunger so fierce that he chewed through meat, bones, and sinew. He started in on the body. Grease sizzled and ran down his arms. Both Jark and Roghan watched now, the latter narrowing his eyes and stroking thoughtfully at his cheek.
“Do you have any water?” Chantmer asked when he finished. “I have a raging thirst.”
Jark retrieved a waterskin from the bags where they sat next to the horses. He held it out to Chantmer, but the wizard shook his head. “Pour it on my hands, first.”
The first few drops boiled away, but as Jark poured, it cooled his flesh until it only steamed as it ran to the ground. At last his hands were cool enough to take the skin without destroying it. He drank until the water was gone.
“What a strange sensation,” he said, and handed back the empty skin. “My body is trying to heal too quickly, I believe.”
He retrieved the robe and slipped back into it. It was marked with cartouches in the old tongue. He waited for a moment to see if the robe would begin to smoke, but the worst of the fever had passed.
“I see no reason to linger,” Chantmer told Roghan. “You can eat while we ride. You live under Sultan Mufashe, if I read your tattoos correctly. He has ordered you to bring me to him, yes?”
“Very good,” Roghan said.
Chantmer held no love for the decadent desert lords, and had no wish to flee from Eriscoba like a criminal. But in his weakened state, he couldn’t challenge this wizard openly. And he didn’t dare wait for Markal and the other meddlers to find him.
Roghan rose. He mumbled a spell under his breath and then reached into the fire to grab his own quail from the flames. Jark’s eyes widened again.
“Well?” Chantmer said. “Shall we travel?”
“Why not? We’ll put in a few hours. Then you’ll be flat on your back again.”
“No, I’m feeling much better.”
“The easy part is done. Ahead of you lies many weeks before you recover your strength.”
Chantmer snorted in disbelief. In two days, he thought, he’d be riding these two into the ground.
“What about me?” Jark asked. “Am I supposed to return to Estmor? Or am I coming with you to the sultanates?”
“I’m sorry, Chantmer,” Roghan said. “I’d forgotten about our friend.” He started to mumble under his breath and held out his hands toward the Veyrian, who backed away, alarmed.
“No need for that,” Chantmer said. He snapped his fingers to disperse the other wizard’s spell. But he had no power, and his effort failed.
“He knows too much,” Roghan said. “We can’t let him go.”
“Then let me come with you,” Jark said, his breathing coming fast now. “I don’t want to stay here, and Toth will call me back to Veyre if I leave the swamps.” There was no more of the superstitious nonsense, now that he realized his life hung in the balance.
“It’s your decision,” Roghan said to Chantmer.
Chantmer considered. If Roghan turned nasty, Jark might prove a useful ally. “Very well. Come with us. But keep your mouth shut.”
There were only two horses; Roghan hadn’t counted on bringing anyone but Chantmer from the swamps. The two wizards rode. Jark trotted to keep up. He cursed and stumbled in the dark behind them.
Chantmer smelled smoke a few hours before dawn. The smell came from directly in front of them, the embers of a small cookfire, so faint on the wind that he’d almost missed it. The odor of horses hung in the air, and men spoke in low voices. His senses were not as sharp as Narud’s, but he thought them stronger than Roghan’s. The other wizard wrapped his fingers through his horse’s mane, eyes half-closed. Chantmer didn’t think he could hear or smell the camp yet.
“I can’t ride any further,” Chantmer said. “The fever is returning.” He stopped his horse and slipped to the ground, where he let his legs buckle.
“I thought it would,” Roghan said.
Jark staggered up, gasping for air. Chantmer sank to the ground and lay on his back. He fought a wave of nausea and ignored the rocks that pressed into his back. It wasn’t difficult to show exhaustion.
“Are we heading for the Old Road?”
“That’s right,” Roghan said. “But I should warn you, the captain of the Brotherhood is lurking in the north country, searching for bandits.”
Chantmer remained on his back. “I most certainly do not want to see Knights Temperate in this condition. Give me two hours’ sleep, and I can ride again. We’ll travel as much as we can before dawn.”
Roghan dismounted. He nodded to Jark, who took the two horses and tied them to an oak tree. They’d climbed from the thinly wooded foothills surrounding the swamps into the hardwood forests at the base of the mountains.
Jark spread a bedroll and wrapped himself in a blanket. Chantmer was still hot from the fever, but grateful when Roghan brought him a bedroll. The mage sat with his back against a tree. Hard to tell if he slept or not; it was too dark to see Roghan’s eyes. Chantmer let his breath come in slow, even intervals.
He could still smell smoke and hear low voices, perhaps a mile distant. An owl hooted somewhere higher on the mountain, and closer, a porcupine snuffled through the brush. Bats circled overhead, clicking for insects.
He listened, not for Roghan’s breathing, but for the man’s heartbeat. It took several minutes to pick it out. It came as a low thump, a wizard’s slow, powerful rhythm, with a beat every ten seconds. Chantmer sat up slowly, still listening.
There was no change in Roghan’s heartbeat. The man was asleep.
But that would change the instant Chantmer stepped from his bedroll, if he didn’t deepen the man’s sleep. He whispered a spell underneath his breath.
The spell was a simple one, just enough to dull the wizard’s senses, to ensure that he slept longer than he’d intended. It should have cost Chantmer nothing.
But as soon as the spell drifted toward the two sleeping men, an invisible hand reached into his chest and squeezed his newly awakened heart, closed his windpipe, and made him swoon, lightheaded. He collapsed back to his bedroll where he lay gasping for several minutes.
It was the fault of the Order. Why had they done this to him? Couldn’t they see what he meant to accomplish?
At last he regained enough strength to rise to his feet. He walked barefoot from the camp, his feet adjusting to the leaves and rocks so as not to make noise. He crept through the brush toward the distant campfire. He hadn’t enough strength to walk there directly, but had to stop periodically to catch his breath and steady his muscles.
The voices grew louder as he drew closer, and he picked out words, mentions of the Brotherhood, of the Citadel, and Captain Roderick. No doubt the sentries thought themselves discrete as they conversed over the dying embers in hushed voices. But any fool could have walked up to them without notice.
“Chantmer the Betrayer,” a voice said to his left.
Chantmer spun in the direction of the sound. He drew back at the figure who watched him from the deep shadow of a tree.
“Who are you? Reveal yourself.”
A man stepped from the shadows. He pulled back his cowl.
“Narud,” Chantmer said. Relief touched his voice. “How did you know it was me? I smell like swamp water and rot.”
“Your knees,” Narud answered. “They have a distinctive creak to the joints.”
Chantmer shook his head at the man’s amazing senses. “Please, help me. A strange wizard revived me in Estmor. He is an enemy of the Order and doesn’t walk the crooked path.”
“Neither do you.”
“How dare you?”
“It is true,” Narud said with a sad shake of the head. “Your path is straight and evil.”
“Markal poisoned your ear. Let me speak to the Order.”
“So you can beg forgiveness?” Narud crossed his arms and leaned back on his heels, eyes narrowed.
“No, to explain.”
“Ah, yes. To explain why you corrupted our magic and killed our own men, why you tried to murder King Daniel, a man who honored you like a father.”
“Mistakes were made,” Chantmer said. Even conceding that much left a sour taste in his mouth. “But I would like to beg readmittance to the Order. Will you take me to the Citadel and present my petition?”
Narud considered. “Yes, why not? If you are truly repentant, I will present you.”
“You are wise, my friend.”
“And the Order may forgive you if you are willing to purge yourself. Perhaps ten years penance among the poor would be sufficient.”
“Ten years? Surely you jest.”
“You’re right. Ten years is not long enough. Markal will know best.”
“Don’t be a fool. Toth will rise from the Dark Citadel by spring. If I’m not by your side, my powers restored, he will crush you.”
“Perhaps,” Narud said. “But let me ask you a question. If a bear attacked your tent, would you then let a viper into your bedding, even if the snake promised to help you fight the bear?”
“This is preposterous. I’m no snake.”
“No, Betrayer, you’re worse than the viper, for I know a poisonous snake when I see one. You, on the other hand, deceived me.”
“You are a fool.” Disgust and anger rose with every abuse Narud heaped on him. “Disagree with my methods if you must, but there can be no doubt that I fought the dark wizard, and the dark wizard alone. I would have shared my plans, but you didn’t understand the threat. You would have denied my methods.”
“We defeated Toth in spite of your help.”
“Did you? Did you really defeat him? No, I think not. I can feel him from here, slumbering in the Dark Citadel, rebuilding his power.”
Narud waved his hand. “I tire of this argument. Will you accept the judgment of the Order, or will you depart and never bother us again?”
Chantmer said, “I don’t accept your judgment. It is an outrage. And I won’t leave, either.”
“Do you plan to attack me, then? Try to kill me and force your way into the Citadel?”
“Even if I had that intention,” Chantmer said, “you’ve left me so crippled that Markal’s apprentice would best me. No, I will not fight.”
“Then begone,” Narud said. “If Captain Roderick wakes and finds you here, he will kill you. He hates traitors.”
“Please,” Chantmer said, ashamed and humiliated to be forced to beg. “Won’t you reconsider?”
Narud raised his hand and shoved his palm in Chantmer’s face. “By the Thorne, I command you to depart.”
The curse hit Chantmer like a blow. He staggered back, first from the clearing, then into the brush. And still the spell kept shoving him away. He was powerless to resist it.
It took him twenty minutes to reach the spot where he’d left Roghan and Jark sleeping. The Veyrian still lay on the ground, snoring, but Roghan sat with his legs crossed and his tattooed hands on his lap. The stone at the heart of his amulet caught the starlight and winked at Chantmer.
“Your friends will not have you?” Roghan asked.
“No,” Chantmer said bitterly. He lay on his back and stared at the sky.
“Then you see, you have no choice. Come, you’ve had your rest. Let’s go.”
“What about the Veyrian?”
“Your wizard friend is not very bright, but he’s powerful. He’ll search out others of your order to warn them of your passing. Some won’t be so forgiving. When they come, I need a distraction.”
It spoke to Chantmer’s weakness that he hadn’t detected the spell resting over Jark as he slept, or noticed that one of the curling tattoos had vanished from around Roghan’s neck.
“Jark carries the scent of our magic,” Chantmer said.
“Yes. When he wakes and sees that we’re gone, he’ll grab the horses and flee. I left the impression of Estmor in his mind. He’ll run to the swamps and hide. Your friends will track him there. By the time they realize they’ve been following a false trail, we’ll be over the road and through the mountains.”
Chantmer hesitated. For a moment he weighed Narud’s offer. Could he bow his head and accept whatever judgment Markal offered? The old wizard was weak and jealous; he would make Chantmer pay. If not the ten years of penance Narud suggested, maybe twenty. Maybe thirty.
No, Chantmer would never bow to those fools. His rightful place was at the head of the Order and until that time came, he would take his chances with these southern wizards.
And so Chantmer followed Roghan into the darkness. For the next few weeks they’d struggled north to the Old Road, stopping sometimes for a day or two while one fever after another wracked Chantmer’s slowly healing body. They hid from griffins in the air and knights and ravagers on the road.
It was slow progress, but steady, and nobody challenged them as they crossed the mountains. They had entered the Desolation protected by Roghan’s most powerful spells, and reached the Temple of the Sky Brother just as Chantmer reached the limits of his stamina.
Roghan’s warning that enemies waited on the Tothian Way did not come as a welcome surprise. But in his heart, Chantmer knew who he would find.
His old rivals from the Order of the Thorne. And he wasn’t yet strong enough to face them.
 



Chapter Fifteen
 Darik and Kellum flew in complete silence through the night sky. They soared over the eastern foothills by the light of the waning moon.
 The Desolation of Toth held a brooding, malignant vigil to their left. When the wind picked up, and the rugged landscape forced Kellum closer to the wasteland, Darik saw ghostly blue lights flicker across the plains. Soon they were soaring over ruined villages and gaunt, skeletal towers. Galsi began to struggle in the oppressive air. She sank closer and closer to the ground until her rider pulled her into higher elevations.
 They reached the broad Tothian Way east of Montcrag on the edge of the Desolation. Galsi swooped over the road for another half hour, flying east, before her sharp eyes picked out the wizard. Then she coasted in for a landing, her wings beating up the fine sand that had drifted across the road. Darik climbed down and patted the tired griffin’s trembling haunches. Markal drew back his cowl as he approached from the shadows.
 “Thank you,” Darik told the griffin. “And thank you, too, Kellum.”
 “Yes, well.”
 “If we see each other again—”
 “With any luck, we won’t,” Kellum interrupted. “If we do, it means that misfortune continues to stalk my people.”
 Darik closed his mouth. He’d met several griffin riders, but this man was by far the most dour. Since there was nothing he could say to soften Kellum, he stepped back and nodded.
 “Fly safely.”
 Kellum dug his heels into the griffin’s ribs. They disappeared into the darkness.
 Markal put a hand on Darik’s shoulder. “Never mind him.”
 “Are we in time?”
 “Yes. I sent a seeker into the Desolation. You know what that is, right?”
 “Like an invisible eye.”
 “I can only send it so far. It leaves a trail, and it’s a costly spell. At least for me.”
 “Your hands aren’t injured, so it couldn’t have been too costly,” Darik said.
 “In fact, it would have blackened both of my hands to send the seeker.” Markal retrieved Memnet’s Orb from his robes. “I’ve been storing my excess power here. This single spell took half of it. But I needed to know.”
 They picked their way along the side of the road as they talked. Whispering voices came in from the waste. Darik had passed this way in the summer when he’d fled Balsalom with Markal, Whelan, and Sofiana. They’d come across a party of Veyrian soldiers on the Tothian Way, and Darik had fallen from the road. He shuddered at the memory of a wall of bones and a flat, dead landscape covered with brackish puddles of water. It was out there, only a few feet away.
 “I’m not sure why a seeker is so difficult to manage,” Markal said. “Nathaliey Liltige could do it with barely a tingle. Unfortunately, we don’t have her. Or Narud, for that matter. In any event, costly or no, there’s no way to hide a seeker from a powerful wizard. They know we’re here.”
 “I take it you found Chantmer?”
 “I did. He’s traveling with a powerful mage.”
 “The tattooed wizard from the sultanates you detected earlier?”
 “The same. He can conjure powerful spells—I watched him carve a safe passage through the Desolation. He’s following a line of ancient temples and shrines that eases the passage, but it’s still more magic than I could manage.” Markal rolled the glass orb on his palm, then put it away. “I need to master Memnet’s orb. The power is there, I know it, but it’s beyond my abilities. I’m like a child using his father’s battleax to chop firewood.”
 Darik had more immediate concerns. “How long until they arrive?”
 “One turn of the hourglass. Maybe less. If my guess is right, they’ll appear at this very spot.”
 “And then what? You can’t face them alone.”
 “It’s a good thing I’m not alone, then.”
 “Am I supposed to run them through with this thing?” Darik patted the slender blade he’d lifted from the abandoned griffin tower.
 “Chantmer is moving slowly. Whatever strength he regained since Narud first spotted him, the Desolation of Toth has sapped it. And this other wizard may be powerful, but he entered the wastelands covered in tattoos, and now his torso is mostly bare. His legs are still covered with runes, but these he must save to cross the Desolation to the south.”
 Darik didn’t fully understand what Markal meant about the tattoos, but he supposed it was another form of storing magic, like Memnet’s orb. Instead of burning one’s hand to a cinder, it seemed the wizards of the sultanates could sculpt their incantations in advance.
 “Then you think you can defeat this mystery wizard?” Darik asked.
 “Defeat him, no. But I can fight him to a standstill. He’s far from home, and he cannot risk being caught on the road. There are armies on the march, and for all he knows, I can summon other wizards.”
 “Hmm. You can’t even keep Narud from running off.”
 “Ah, but our enemy doesn’t know that. He’ll be forced to flee, and into the Desolation. Which means he has to hold back some of his strength.”
 “But what about Chantmer?”
 “That’s the trick. If Narud were here, he’d deal with this mystery wizard and I’d hold the Betrayer. We don’t have that luxury. I’ll face the mage. You’ll handle Chantmer the Tall.”
 “Last time I annoyed Chantmer, he twitched his little finger, and my mouth filled with broken glass. There’ s no way I can handle him.”
 “I told you, he’s weak. He’s not the same wizard who raised a gurgolet of mud and bones from the earth. All you need is one spell. Immobilize Chantmer, and his companion will be forced to abandon him. Then I’ll deal with the traitor at my leisure.”
 All of this sounded preposterous. Darik had as much chance of defeating the arrogant wizard as of sprouting wings and flying to the Cloud Kingdoms.
 But Markal appeared to take his silence as acquiescence. “Good. Now sit down. You have an incantation to memorize, and we don’t have much time.”
#
 It was all Chantmer could do to keep up with Roghan as he set out from the Temple of the Sky Brother. The mage had called up a powerful spell that rumbled like the boom of distant thunder. A channel cut a swirling tunnel through the waste.
 As Roghan pulled ahead, the passage folded in on itself. If Chantmer delayed to rest his pounding heart, he’d be caught out in the Desolation. His breath wheezed, and a searing pain shot through his chest. The strain made his lungs burn. The worm woke and squirmed about, moving and feeding.
 “Faster!” Roghan urged.
 “Damn you, I’m trying.”
 Then, when Chantmer could barely take another step, the other wizard drew short. He snuffed his torch.
 “Slowly, then,” Roghan said in a low voice. “The road is dead ahead. And so are our enemies.”
 They moved cautiously for another minute or two before Roghan halted. They’d reached the very edge of the road, where the Tothian Way cut a safe passage through the Desolation. 
 The howling grew in intensity behind them. Blue lights flickered across the plains and flowed toward the road. Thousands of wights, waking now that Roghan’s channel dissolved. It was all Chantmer could do not to throw himself onto the road and cower. He leaned heavily on his staff, his heart hammering.
 “Two enemies,” Roghan said. His voice was hollow, as if spoken through a tube. He’d used a simple spell to cast it directly into Chantmer’s mind. “One to the left, one to the right. Neither are trying to hide.”
 “I’m too weak, I can’t sense them.” Chantmer spoke the words, but could only hear them within his own head. Roghan’s spell must have encompassed him as well.
 “If they aren’t hiding, they must be confident.”
 “Or they know not to bother,” Chantmer said. “We detected their seeker spell. We know they’re waiting.”
 “I’ll confront the one to the left. He’s the wizard who cast the seeker.”
 “Markal.”
 “I know this name. Is he powerful?”
 “No, he’s an archivist. Knowledge, but little real power. But what of the other? If it’s Narud, he’ll destroy me. Even Edouard the Lesser would handle me in my present condition.”
 “Then I will hide you. When you reach the road, follow it two hundred yards east. Enter the Desolation. You will find my channel, a safe haven. Wait for me there.”
 Before Chantmer could offer additional objections to this plan (what if Narud followed them into the wasteland? what if the channel closed before Roghan arrived?), the mage was muttering a chant. He lifted his robe and rested his hand on his left thigh. The rune beneath glowed yellow, then white-hot. Then it faded.
 Suddenly, Chantmer could see in the dark. The Tothian Way glowed green, and he spotted two figures standing several hundred yards apart in the middle of the road. They made no effort to conceal themselves except for hoods drawn over their faces. Chantmer’s own body was invisible.
 Roghan had cast a remarkable spell, one unknown to Chantmer. It hadn’t brightened his surroundings so much as cast him into such blackness that everything around seemed to radiate greenish light as a result.
 Roghan reached the road and hurried toward the figure who waited to the left. As he did, the mage lifted his hands. A rune glowed through his robe.
 The howling sound was nearly upon them, and Chantmer glanced over his shoulder as he stepped toward the road. Behind, he saw the wights with a sudden, brilliant clarity. Instead of their features cast in blue, faded and washed out, every line and wrinkle was visible on their faces. There were men, women, and children. Soldiers in plate mail of curious workmanship, and others in simple shifts and tunics. Among them, the wights of horses and dogs. A ghostly giant strode across the land. All of them came toward him, drawn by the warmth of his breath. The last of Roghan’s protective barrier shimmered while the wights tore loose chunks as if it were the rotting flesh of a dead tree.
 It was such a strange, horrifying spectacle that Chantmer waited an instant too long before climbing onto the road. He had to watch.
 A woman broke a hole in the barrier. She thrust her arm through. Chantmer turned to flee, but her hand closed around his wrist before he could escape.
 Help us, wizard. Free our souls.
 Her eyes stared at him, begging. She wore fine clothing, and jewels in her finely coiffed hair. A gold snake bracelet entwined one forearm, mouth biting tail, with jewels for eyes. Her clothing was a strange, archaic cut, but fine silk with patterns.
 “Let go of me! I can’t help you.”
 The Harvester. Where is he? Why does he not come?
 Her skin writhed and pulsed. It was as if a thousand living things lived beneath it and tried to get out. This wight, this human soul, was made of thousands of other parts. Gathered by the Harvester, torn apart, and sown into the earth, it would spring forth in other living things: plants, birds, humans, insects.
 Unbound from its body, a wight naturally tried to flee the Harvester, to remain ungathered. Even death couldn’t sever the survival instinct. Chantmer himself had suffered such a fate while waiting at the bottom of the Estmor swamp. But here, in the Desolation of Toth, an even grimmer fate awaited. These wights were not insane. They had kept their minds and would welcome the Harvester’s scythe. Except the Harvester had no power here and could not gather them. So they lived on in torment and misery.
 Other hands reached through the widening gap in Roghan’s barrier. Chantmer gave a terrified heave and pulled free. He fell to the ground, then scuttled backward onto the Tothian Way. At once, the howling faded, and he could see nothing beyond the road but a flat plain and ruins.
 Roghan faced a man a few dozen yards up the Way. “Stand aside,” Roghan said.
 “Turn over the Betrayer,” the other man said. It was Markal.
 The noxious, sanctimonious tone made Chantmer’s teeth hurt. Markal drew back his hood. He held a glowing object in his right hand.
 It was Memnet’s Orb, which Chantmer had recovered from the ruins of Syrmarria at great personal cost. Chantmer had dropped it in the Thorne Chamber, when the other wizards turned on him and drove him off. And now Markal had it.
 Thief. Usurper.
 Chantmer took two steps toward Markal before he remembered his enfeebled condition. With the orb in hand, the other wizard could crush him with a word.
 Roghan faced Markal, apparently unaware of the danger. The mage lifted his hand. A clap of thunder divided the sky. A fist of air slammed across the road. Chantmer staggered back. Markal dropped to one knee, but didn’t collapse. He lifted the orb and shouted a counter spell in the old tongue. Power boiled from the orb.
 “Fugum nell dessicum nast.”
 Chantmer had expected a fire spell, but not that particular one. A ball of flames rolled in from the desert, which Roghan countered. But he couldn’t counter the whirlwind of stinging sand that shrieked in its wake. It washed over the mage and drove him across the road. His robes billowed, and for an instant, it looked like he would fly away like a leaf on the wind. Then Roghan regained his balance. The wind died, and sand fell from the sky in a dry rain for several seconds.
 Chantmer sneered. Markal’s spell had collapsed on itself. He had the stored energy in the orb, he had the proper spell. But he was weak in the mind. His failure of will bled away most of the spell’s potency.
 Light glowed beneath Roghan’s robes. A chant grew on his lips. It was an unfamiliar conjuring, and Chantmer stared, enraptured.
 Then Roghan’s voice whispered into his head: Move, you fool.
 At last Chantmer collected himself. He turned and made his way toward the second figure, standing further east on the road. Another enemy, this one waiting for Chantmer.
 A glance at his own body told Chantmer he was still wreathed in shadow. Hidden. The second wizard remained motionless. Waiting and watching.
 It had to be Narud, Markal’s closest ally in the Order. Narud was a powerful, unstable force, capable of almost anything. If Narud saw him, if Markal had poisoned his mind, he would no doubt call upon some animalistic spell. Conjure a nest of vipers, or give himself the strength of a mammoth and tear Chantmer’s arms and legs from their sockets.
 Something exploded on the road behind, like the roar from the dark wizard’s bombard. A high pitched whine followed, then a flash of light without sound. Chantmer didn’t look. He only studied the motionless figure ahead of him. Just beyond this enemy, only feet away, lay the entrance to Roghan’s passageway into the Desolation. Chantmer had to somehow reach it.
 He was still twenty feet away from his opponent when he got a better look. Relief surged through him. It wasn’t Narud at all. It was a tall young man. Indeed, his posture wasn’t like a wizard’s at all. Rather more like a soldier, light on his feet. A young Knight Temperate who Markal had brought as a guard?
 Chantmer slipped past, still cloaked in Roghan’s hiding spell. He studied the young man’s face as he did. And laughed at what he saw.
 Chantmer drew back his hood. He waved his right hand and spoke a simple dismissal spell. Roghan’s protective shadows fell away like cobwebs. The young man let out a startled cry. He wore a slender blade but wasn’t so foolish as to draw it.
 “Darik of Balsalom, isn’t it?” Chantmer said. “Markal must find you amusing, but wouldn’t a warrior or a wizard have served him better?”
 “Your friend is losing his battle,” Darik said. He looked stronger than when Chantmer had seen him last, older.
 Chantmer didn’t turn to look at the wizard duel. He’d already seen a demonstration of Markal’s failure with the orb. His rival wouldn’t defeat Roghan. That much was certain.
 “Is this the day you die, or will you stand aside?” Chantmer asked.
 The boy smiled. “If you were capable, I would already be dead. But you look pale and sickly. There’s a tremor in your hand. You don’t have enough strength to push me aside, do you?”
 Chantmer lifted his hand. He would squeeze the boy’s heart until it stopped beating. But that spell would cost him. If he called it, he would never make it out of the Desolation of Toth alive.
 “Move aside, boy, or I shall kill you.”
 “Darik!” Markal shouted.
 The boy looked up, and much of his confidence vanished. Whatever was happening on the road, he didn’t like the looks of it.
 Then, to Chantmer’s astonishment, Darik lifted his hand with his fingers spread just so. Not perfectly held, but close enough. His lips moved.
 Another boom rolled down the road from the battle. Chantmer flinched. Between that and the sound, he didn’t see what spell the boy had cast. But he felt it.
 A weight settled on his shoulders. His limbs grew heavy. Sand filled his eyes, and when he shut them, he couldn’t get them open again. He staggered, about to fall. The boy had cast a sleeping spell on him.
 A rough hand grabbed him and dragged him forward. Someone shouted in his ear. Chantmer struggled for several seconds before he realized that it was Roghan calling to him, then he let himself be pulled along. The sleeping spell faded.
 When it did, he found himself off the Tothian Way, staggering through the darkness and the wasteland. Roghan dragged him along while calling up one of his rapidly diminishing stock of prepared spells to open the way before them.
 Chantmer struggled free. “Let me go back.”
 “No.”
 “By the Wounded Hand, let go of me.”
 “We must fly.”
 “I won’t be defeated by a boy.”
 “I have nothing left. The other wizard is only stunned. If we don’t run, he’ll drag me back into combat. Then I’m done. I won’t have enough magic left to get us across the Desolation.”
 Roghan said all this while he pushed the channel deeper into the wasteland. One by one the tattoos burned away from his flesh. Roghan drove them on for mile after mile until they came upon a single standing stone amidst a wasteland of rubble and bones. It was twice the height of a man, bone white and marked with red cartouches in a tongue so old that Chantmer couldn’t pick out more than a word or two. It seemed to honor some ancient goddess whose name he didn’t recognize.
 “Rest here,” Roghan said. “Three minutes, no more.”
 Chantmer doubled over, coughed and hacked. His lungs burned like he’d breathed in hot coals. Blood leaked down the corner of his mouth. Something had lodged in his throat, and he couldn’t draw a breath.
 He strained, and a cough rose from the depths of his chest. He hacked one more time, and something spewed out. He bent and plucked it from the sand. The worm.
 “What is it?” Roghan asked.
 Chantmer showed it to Roghan. The worm was as thick and long as his little finger, and now twitched and writhed. The horrid thing had been his constant companion since Roghan and Jark yanked him from the bottom of the Estmor pond. He crushed it in his fist. Blood—Chantmer’s blood—oozed between his fingers.
 “You’ll feel better with that out, no doubt.”
 “Yes,” Chantmer said. He took a deep breath and straightened his back. “In fact, I think I already do.”
 



Chapter Sixteen
 Daria was already exhausted from three days of trying to tame the wild griffin, but once Talon saw the sheep, all her hopes for a breakthrough fled.
 Her mother was miles away, flying through the mountains, gathering riders and griffins, while Daria remained near the aerie to work with this stubborn beast. All she did was hunt to fill his consuming appetite, then ride from dawn to dusk trying to teach what was turning into an unteachable beast.
 Talon let her mount him with little complaint, but once airborne, he ignored whatever training techniques she used and flew where he wanted. She tugged his tethers until her arms ached, dug in her knees, and coaxed, pleaded, and shouted. Still, he ignored her.
 Yes, he was by far the most powerful griffin she’d ever flown and still growing into his full size. Properly trained, he would be a terror against the enemy. But he was beyond her skill. She was almost to the point of releasing him and saying good riddance.
 Today, she’d spent the afternoon wrestling the beast back and forth over the mountains. Daria pulled right, the griffin flew left. When she urged him down, he flew higher. And finally, the sheep.
 They numbered almost twenty, a tight clump in a grassy clearing not too many miles from Montcrag. Daria thought them strays at first, from their matted, dirty coats, and wondered how they had escaped the wolves that infested the eastern side of the Spine. But then a boy with a shepherd’s crook emerged from the trees. He looked up at her in dismay.
 Talon cocked his head and dove from the sky.
 She jerked back on the tether. “No. No!”
 Talon ignored her and fell straight at the flock. The sheep scattered from the clearing, and the boy dropped his staff and fled after them, as terrified and mindless as his charges.
 Daria dropped the tether and wrapped her arm around Talon’s neck, as if she could wrestle a thousand pounds of muscle, claw, and talon from its purpose. He screamed and rolled onto his back to dislodge her. She was so surprised by the sudden treachery that she almost lost her grip. She held tight with her knees and clung to his neck. The tether lashed her in the face.
 “Stop this! Right now!”
 No longer interested in the sheep, but in getting rid of his pesky rider, the griffin charged into the air, then fell like a stone. Daria’s stomach dropped, and her legs flew up in the air. Only her grip around his neck kept her from falling.
 The griffin flew low over the trees and rolled onto his side. Pine branches lashed her face and pummeled her legs. He lifted up, then came down to try it again. But Daria wasn’t so easily dislodged.
 The tether was trailing behind Talon’s back legs. It caught on a branch and jerked his neck around. The cords snapped with a crack.
 Stunned by the force of the breaking tether, the griffin lurched toward the ground, crashed through the trees, and landed in a thicket of blackberry bushes. Daria sprang free at the last moment. She hit the ground with an oomph and felt a sharp pain in her shoulder. The griffin cried out as he tried to free himself from the brambles.
 After she mentally checked herself for broken bones, Daria rose to her feet and wiggled her shoulder in its socket. It would be sore, but she was lucky. The griffin floundered in the bush. He wasn’t injured either, just a few scratches, but he looked helpless with his wings outstretched and his feathers and fur ruffled and dirty. He was good and snagged, too.
 “You silly fool, now look what you’ve done.” She stifled an exasperated laugh. “Come on, let’s get you out of there.”
 Daria made her way to the griffin, cooing softly. He stopped his struggles and stared at her, the glint in his eyes not exactly hostile, but not friendly either. After so much work, here she was, back at the beginning.
 “Now, listen,” she said. “I need a knife to get you out. And my knife is in the bags. But I can’t get to the bags unless you and I agree that you will not take my arm off if I get in there.” She shuffled out of her riding cape and set it on a rock, then held out her hands.
 Talon eyed her calmly. Daria made her way closer, watching for sudden movements. She stroked Talon’s haunch until he stopped twitching, then unbuckled the saddlebags and took out her hunting knife. It took a half-hour to cut the beast free, but at last she hacked the final thorny branch out of the way and stepped back, cold and scratched up from the blackberry bush.
 She gestured. “Come on out. Come on.”
 He waddled out, and she thought for a moment he would spring into the sky and disappear. Fine, let him. She had no intention of chasing him. She put on her cape and waited.
 When it became clear that Talon wasn’t leaving, she fed him a few scraps of dried meat, almost disappointed. Then she stepped back a pace.
“All right, we need to talk. The sooner we get one thing straight, the sooner we’ll get along.”
Talon squawked.
“You are a griffin, and I am a griffin rider. I tell you where to go, and you follow. I will treat you well and will warn you when I put you into danger. But I make the decisions.”
She sighed at the stubborn look in the griffin’s eyes. “What am I doing here? I need a griffin I can work with. And you are not it.”
“The problem is not with the griffin,” a voice said behind her.
Daria turned, startled. An old man sat on the rock where she’d laid her cape. He held an oak staff in his hands and wore a beard that hung to his waist. It was shot with gray. His hands looked strong, and an intelligent gleam shined in his eyes.
“Narud?”
He pulled back the hood of his cloak. It was not the old wizard. Her stomach gave a nervous flop.
“Do you know something about griffins, Old Father?” she asked, cautious.
“When you’ve lived in these mountains as long as I have, you learn a little bit about a great many things. But first, I’m so hungry I’m ready to gnaw on this rock. Do you have anything to eat?”
“Of course.”
Daria retrieved the bread and cheese from her bags, along with her waterskin, filled with green tea to help her maintain her strength for a long day of flying.
The man ate in silence. When he finished, he lifted the skin and took a long drink. “Ah, nice and chilled.” He pointed at her with the mouth of the skin as he plugged the end. “Good cold mountain air will do that.”
“Are you still hungry? I have more.”
“I’m always hungry. But if I eat any more of your food, you won’t have enough for your own supper.”
“I ate well this morning. If you need the food, it is yours, Old Father.”
“Thank you, but no. I appreciate your generosity. You are a good girl.”
He rose to his feet and approached the golden griffin. To Daria’s surprise, Talon didn’t pull away or bite, but let the old man stroke his neck and inspect his scratches.
The man turned to Daria. “You’ve never flown a golden griffin before, have you?”
“Nobody has,” Daria said.
“My child, a golden griffin is not like the white-crowned griffins that the riders fly.”
“I know that. I’m a griffin rider. I—” She caught a look and stopped herself. “I’m sorry, Old Father.”
A cold wind kicked up from the mountains, and Daria shivered. When the old man returned to the warm rock, she stepped out of the shadow of the pine trees and sat next to him. She put on her cape.
“Do you mean they can’t be trained?” she asked.
“They can be trained by the right person.”
“Someone else, you mean.”
He smiled. “I didn’t say that. But you need a different tactic. Your white-crowned griffins hunt in packs. And because they hunt in packs, they follow leaders well. They readily accept a human master if she dominates them. Much like a horse, or a dog.”
“Golden griffins don’t hunt as packs? They fought together against the wasps—I saw them.”
“Yes, but they have no dominant member of the pack, like their smaller cousins. Think of it like humans. The white-crowned griffins are like the khalifates, where every man knows his place. The golden griffins are the Free Kingdoms.”
Daria considered the comparison. “The Free Kingdoms have leaders—eorls, barons, knights, kings.”
“Yes. And the people there are pulled by their leaders, not pushed.”
“So I need to pull Talon? What does that mean?”
“Have you tried talking to him?”
“That’s what I was doing when you told me I was going about this the wrong way.”
“I don’t mean that. You can speak the language of the griffins, can’t you?”
“I understand some. No human can speak it. Not really.”
“Let us see what your friend has to say.”
He led her back to Talon, where he rested his hand on the griffin’s back. He opened his mouth. Out came the most remarkable series of chirps, squeaks, and squawks. Not a man making a crude attempt at the tongue of the griffins, but rather as if he were one griffin speaking to another. The sound was uncanny. As for the language itself, it was different from how the white-crowned griffins spoke, but Daria picked out a few words.
“Friend…girl…mountains…”
The griffin squawked back. The conversation continued back and forth for a few minutes, picking up speed until Daria could no longer understand any of it. 
At last the old man turned to Daria again. “He says he’s grateful you healed his wound, and that you share an enemy in the dragons. But you’re too bossy. So he ignores you.”
Daria laughed. “What choice do I have? I’m trying to teach him how to fight. Tell him I don’t want to dominate him, just lead.”
“You tell him.”
“I told you, I can’t—” she began.
The old man cut her off. “Then why do you speak it to Joffa when nobody is listening? Why did you speak to Averial?”
“How do you know about that?” She stared. “Anyway, it’s terrible when I try, and even if I could manage it, that’s not even the same dialect. I barely understood any of what Talon was saying. What if he thinks I’m an idiot?”
“He already does. You can hardly make it worse.” The old man smiled as he said this. “Say as much as you can. Talon will understand more than you think.”
So Daria tried, speaking to Talon as if he could understand the language of her white-crowned griffins. In halting, foolish-sounding noises, Daria told him about her mount Averial, killed by dragons. She asked him to join the riders, told him she would treat him kindly, but that he needed to trust her, to learn how to fly with other griffins into battle.
When she finished, he squawked a response that sounded remarkably like an agreement.
“I don’t believe it,” she said to the old man. “I think he said yes. It can’t be that easy, just because I tried to squawk like a griffin.”
“I may have encouraged him as well.”
“So that’s it? He’s ready to ride?”
“Almost. You’ll still have to train him.”
“Of course. Thank you.” It was all she could do not to embrace the old man. “Can I do something for you, Old Father? Would you like to fly back with me to the aerie for dinner?”
The old man smiled and clenched his staff in his hands. He glanced at the storm clouds that gathered overhead. “Not today, child.”
“Are you who I think you are?”
He raised his eyebrows. “I cannot see into your head. Perhaps.”
She was afraid to voice her thoughts. They sounded either presumptuous or blasphemous. Instead, she said, “Before you go, tell me what to do.”
“About?”
“The war. The dragon.” She licked her lips. “About Darik.”
“Those are all vexing questions. Alas, I cannot see beyond the next turn of the wheel. But as for the dragon—I might be able to help.”
“Yes?”
“I have no quarrel with dragons, or even wasps and the dragon kin who fly them. So long as they remain in the desert where they belong. Sadly, the dragon kin will not learn from the sorrow of the wars and have united with the enemy again. The dark champions of Toth guard them. Ravagers.”
“Ravagers.” The word left her unsettled. One had killed Darik’s captain.
“Why are the dragon kin ordering the dragon to burn our forests? Is it to drive us out of the mountains?”
“Yes, in part. The fires attack their enemies. Then the charcoal from the burned forest feeds the dragon’s internal fires. The dragon kin won’t stop until the mountains are covered in ash from the northern Wylde to the southern seas. You must stop them.”
“We’re gathering an army to drive away the dragon, but I don’t see how we can kill it. If only the winged knights of the Cloud Kingdoms would help us.”
“They won’t. You must do it alone.”
“I know. But we are so few.”
“You have plenty of griffins,” he said. “What you need is more riders. The people of the hills have offered to send their sons and daughters.”
“If we do that, if they join us, we’ll be overwhelmed. Maybe not at once, but eventually. My people will disappear.”
“You may disappear either way.”
“Why? Why us?”
“It is the way of the world, my child,” he said, his tone sad. “But perhaps there will be another path. The wheel, as I said before, has not yet turned. And now I must go, Daria Flockheart.”
She caught his arm, a bold move now that she’d guessed who he was. But if her touch bothered him, he didn’t show it. “Wait.”
“Yes, child?”
“Have you seen Darik? Is he all right?”
A shadow passed over the man’s face. “He is alive. For now.”
“He isn’t going to die, is he?”
“I keep telling you. Not even I can see the future with any clarity. Time is like the mill-wheel, always turning and forever grinding souls beneath it. Even the souls of gods. Some are crushed into chaff, but those souls who endure the weight emerge as soft as flour and as refined. Now, is there anything else?”
 “Old Father, will you bless me before you go?”
He touched her forehead with his staff, then placed his right hand on her head. “Daria Flockheart, may you know fear and conquer it. May you see the path always before you and choose your flight wisely. May age never harden your heart.”
He removed his hand and walked away. As he passed the rock, he dropped the staff and stretched his arms. His robe melted, and feathers sprouted along his back and shoulders. In a moment he no longer walked, but flew, a giant horned owl that lifted into the trees. He let out a hoot, then was gone.
All her life Daria had heard stories about the Mountain Brother, but she never thought she would see him. 
She picked up his staff. The wood was still warm from his touch, and she thought she would take it home and carve something beautiful into its surface.
Daria returned to Talon’s side. “All right, my friend. Let’s see if we’ve learned any lessons, you and I.” She buried her fingers in his feathers. “I hope so, because we have a dragon to fight.”
This time, Talon didn’t resist, but moved beneath her touch as if the two of them had flown for years. He leaped into the sky with Daria on his back, and the two of them raced south.
 
 



Chapter Seventeen 
Chantmer opened his eyes a fraction and saw that the eunuch still watched him. Chantmer hadn’t slept in the two days since his arrival in Marrabat in an attempt to exhaust Faalam, but the man had yet to fail. He never left the wizard’s side.
Chantmer sat in the shade of an orange tree with his legs folded. He’d meditated for three hours in the sun, which was still hot this far south, despite the lateness of the season. The orange grove grew in one of the dozens of patios that graced the sultan’s palace. A small fountain sat on each end of the courtyard.
Chantmer rose to his feet, stretched, and turned a critical eye toward Faalam. “You look tired, my friend. I release you from your duties so you can sleep.”
Faalam bowed. “But then I would not be able to serve you, learned master. Sultan Mufashe, light of my life, wishes me to stay with you at all times.”
If Chantmer had recovered even a portion of his magic, he’d drop a spell on the eunuch’s shoulders that would make him sleep for a week. And then the wizard could get something done, start to gather allies. Mages and conjurers who would help him regain control of the Order and fight Toth. Right now, he only had the confidence of his rescuer to work with. And Roghan’s loyalties were suspect.
Chantmer turned his back on the eunuch and walked through the gardens. He inspected the orange trees, studied the engravings on the pillars. Kill the eunuch with boredom. Chantmer had lived for two hundred and eighty years; he knew how to be patient.
“Chantmer?” a voice asked behind him.
The wizard turned, dismayed that his senses were so dull that someone else had entered the courtyard without his hearing.
It was one of Roghan’s tattooed apprentices. A young mage, perhaps forty or fifty years old. “The master wishes to speak with you.”
Chantmer nodded and gave Faalam a half-smile. “I will come, but I must bring my servant. He wouldn’t dare leave me alone with your master.”
Chantmer and Faalam followed the young mage to the fountain, where the three men washed their feet before entering. Delicate pillars supported the interior walls. They passed a group of young women from Mufashe’s harem, and the girls giggled to see Faalam following the two wizards. The eunuch silenced them with a stern glance, while a second eunuch urged the girls to hurry in the opposite direction.
They found Roghan in a large chamber with a raised platform at the center, surrounded by his apprentice mages. The glowing tips of a hundred burning incense sticks lit the dark corners of the room. Spread across the platform were square boards lined with nails, and some twenty of Roghan’s apprentices sat cross-legged on top of them. The men were naked except for loin cloths, while the three female mages in the group also wore cloths tied across their breasts. Roghan sat in the center of them on his own board.
Two of the apprentices tattooed the head mage’s body. One man took a needle and dipped it into a brazier of coals and then smoked the faded inks from Roghan’s skin, leaving behind burned flesh. Working at a second location further down Roghan’s back, a second man used needles dipped in dyes to inscribe a new tattoo over the pink flesh only recently cleaned by the other. The markings themselves consisted of fanciful scenes of battles, runes, geometric designs, and calligraphic writing in the old tongue. Roghan gestured for Chantmer to sit next to him on an empty board.
Chantmer eyed the nails. “Unnecessary pain disagrees with me.”
Roghan smiled. “Members of your order destroy their hands to summon spells. That isn’t painful?”
“Quite. But we focus and bind that pain.”
“And this is where my order gains its strength. We meditate on nails, we suffer tattoos with no wine or poppy seed to dull the pain.”
“Minor discomfort compared to the destruction of one’s own hand in face of immediate need.”
“The strength drawn from a thousand pricks can be as great as anything that your order draws.”
Chantmer didn’t doubt it. Roghan had raised him from the dead, carved a safe passage through the Desolation, and battled Markal to a draw on the Tothian Way.
“Nevertheless,” Chantmer said, “your ways are not mine.”
“So you have nothing to learn here?”
“I didn’t say that. But I am loyal to my ways. I don’t care to replace them.”
 “Augment. Not replace.”
 The other mages in the room were studying the two men, and a look of irritation flickered across Roghan’s face as he seemed to notice the same thing.
 “Very well, I’ll listen,” Chantmer conceded. “Can you free me of my unwanted helper?”
 “As you wish.” Roghan turned to Faalam. “Leave us, eunuch. We have wizardly business to discuss.”
 To Chantmer’s surprise, Faalam bowed and made his way toward the door. The apprentice who had summoned Chantmer from the patio waited until the eunuch was in the hallway and shut the iron-bound cedar doors.
 Chantmer eyed the empty bed of nails. He stripped to his loin cloth and tentatively stepped onto it. Pain shot through his foot, and he withdrew.
 “Spread your weight or you’ll drive a nail through your sole,” Roghan urged. “Sit down first and slide your body onto it.” He slid from the board in a single, fluid motion, then helped support Chantmer’s weight while the wizard positioned himself. When Chantmer was seated, Roghan returned to his own board. The tattooists started in again.
 Nails stabbed all along Chantmer’s legs and buttocks. He forced himself to remain calm and condemned the pain to a back corner.
 “Where do you store the magic until you need it? In the tattoo?”
 “In the skin itself. The ink of the tattoos weaves across my body, and I imbue it with my life force. When I’m fully empowered, an enemy cannot touch me without a killing jolt, and no man can poison me. This rune,” he said, pointing to a mark on the left breast, “will draw the poison to the skin and bleed it from my pores.”
 “Interesting.”
 “Tell me, wizard,” Roghan said. “How many years weigh on your shoulders?”
 “Two hundred and eighty-three. And you?” It was a question that had drawn Chantmer’s curiosity since they’d met in the Estmor swamps.
 “Somewhere between two hundred and sixty and two hundred and seventy. I don’t know the exact year, but I was born during the Great Drought.”
 “I was a child during the drought.”
 “After my parents died in the famine, Elvelom brought me to Marrabat to train.”
 “Elvelom the Wise?” Chantmer ignored the stares of the younger mages. “He survived the wars? I thought the entire council was destroyed.”
 Elvelom had been one of the five members of the Blood Council during the first Tothian Wars, second only to Memnet the Great.
 “Elvelom survived. He called himself Sendarpho when I knew him. I only learned his identity later.”
 “I have heard of Sendarpho. A powerful wizard. He disappeared about eighty years ago, didn’t he?”
 “That’s right. They say he entered the Wylde to hunt for Toth’s wight.”
 Chantmer scarcely felt the nails against his flesh anymore. “A dangerous pursuit, chasing after dead souls. A task better left to the Harvester.”
 “This from a man whose body was found rotting at the bottom of an Estmor swamp.”
 Chantmer ignored the barb. “Necromancy destroyed Cragyn. It will destroy you, too, if you’re not cautious.” He considered. “You’re sure this Sendarpho was the same as Elvelom the Wise? That he somehow survived a century of war and famine in the wake of the Tothian Wars?”
 “I’m certain. It isn’t unprecedented. There are several others who did the same. Narud and Markal of your order, of course, plus two others who took refuge in the Cloud Kingdoms.”
 “Yes, but those others were young when Syrmarria fell. Narud was a child, apprenticed less than a year when a ravager killed Memnet the Great. Markal wasn’t much older than that freed slave he has taken as an apprentice.”
 “Then there is Toth himself,” Roghan said.
 “He didn’t survive, he was killed. If not for Cragyn, he’d still be dead.”
 “Even so.”
 “My point is that magic was almost lost,” Chantmer said. “A hundred years passed between the end of the wars and the rise of the next orders of wizards. Narud and Markal taught themselves. Then they trained Nathaliey Liltige and me. You must have been training at roughly the same time.”
 And that raised suspicions of Roghan’s claim to have trained under Elvelom the Wise. More likely this Sendarpho had been another child at the time Memnet and Elvelom fell, which would explain the passage of another century before he’d come into his powers sufficient to take on students.
 Chantmer looked around the room. “So many apprentices—how do you manage them all?”
 “Don’t be nervous—I trust them. We may speak freely.”
 “I wasn’t nervous, but now that you raise it, how can you be sure?”
 “I’ve seen so many sultans come through Marrabat that I’ve lost count. I have suffered the misguided, the good, the weak, and the truly evil.”
 “And what about Mufashe? Which kind is he?”
 “He’s a glutton for food and girls,” Roghan said. “Other than that, his taxes are high but not stifling, his soldiers ruthless but not cruel. But even the best of sultans lack a quality possessed by you and me.”
 “The same could be said for our kings, as well. Or the khalifs. They live for the moment. Do they understand the consequences for the ages? If they do, they don’t care.”
 “But what about your Citadel? Didn’t King Steven build it to last a thousand years? That’s what they boast, anyway.”
 “It was built for a thousand years because we insisted,” Chantmer said. “Men and women of power formed the Brotherhood to stand by the Order’s side. It had nothing to do with King Steven.”
 “Ah, but he wished the Citadel to be completed within his lifetime, did he not?”
 “That is true,” Chantmer agreed.
 “Any goal, whether it is mine, yours, or Sultan Mufashe’s, only compels when one can see the idea brought to fruition.”
 “Perhaps.”
 “The difference is, wizards live for generations. We straddle the centuries. We can enact change that will sweep across the face of Mithyl.”
 “Those who are farsighted enough to envision such things, yes,” Chantmer said.
 “Alas, the wizards of Elvelom’s generation, including Markal and Narud, are obsessed with the Tothian War and its aftermath. It is only our generation and our apprentices who look to the coming centuries. Who can shape the world to our own purposes. Forget this obsession with the dark wizard.”
 “You consider the dark wizard a trifle?” Chantmer said. “If we ignore him, will he simply go away?”
 “Of course not,” Roghan said, “but Toth is only one wizard, no matter how powerful. And even Toth has the vision of the ages. Take the Tothian Way itself, for example. If he had not built the Way, the cities would never have been rebuilt, and the people would still speak hundreds of mutually unintelligible languages. When he learns of my purpose, he’ll turn from his destructive ways and join us.”
 What a strange concept this mage held, that the dark wizard could be reasoned with. It wasn’t so different from Narud’s foolish request that Chantmer submit to penance at the hands of the Order.
 “And what is this purpose of yours?”
 “No less than to bring Mithyl under complete control of its rightful owners.”
 “You mean wizards?”
 “Wizards. Mages. The torturers guilds of the khalifates. All manner of conjurers. Those with power and the wisdom and foresight to wield it.”
 “Why do we own Mithyl any more than anyone else?” Chantmer asked. “Millions earn their living from the land in one fashion or another. The Martyr taught that every man owns the world and every man owes the world a debt for his existence.”
 Roghan smiled. “Come, Chantmer. Surely you are not so naïve as that.”
 “Convince me.”
 “Who owns the pasture? Is it the sheep who graze on its bounty, or the shepherd who tends them?”
 “The shepherd,” Chantmer conceded.
 “A man’s sheep produce wool, give lambs, and when they are aged, become mutton to feed the shepherd and his family. Long after the sheep are gone, the shepherd will tend new flocks, or perhaps even turn his lands to wheat or timber. Have we not the same right?”
 “So we are shepherds, and the common people are sheep?”
 “Our lives are longer and our knowledge deeper. The ordinary man is less than a sheep to us, his kings little more than dogs who guard our flocks.”
“We’re not even in harmony amongst ourselves,” Chantmer said. “We have different beliefs and codes of honor. Some are evil, some foolish. Some withdraw to the Cloud Kingdoms, some fight for the dark wizard. How will we agree on anything, let alone a law to rule all people and all lands?”
“Have you ever noticed that all wizards originate from the same region of Mithyl?”
“What do you mean?” Chantmer asked, somewhat disingenuously. He knew what Roghan was driving at. “Look around you. Some of your acolytes are dark skinned. A few are almost black. Others are fair, as if from Eriscoba.”
“Yes, but there’s something different about them, isn’t there? They resemble each other as much as they resemble the people from which they come. We originate—each of us—from the same narrow strip of land between Balsalom and the Dragon’s Spine. A land now become wasteland.”
“Magic is not a birthright. It chooses a man or woman to serve it. A gift of the Brothers.”
“That coincidentally falls upon the children of Aristonia and the sons and daughters of Syrmarria.” Roghan smiled. “I’ve read your writings. You know this already.”
“There does seem to be a concentration of wizardry originating in one part of Mithyl,” Chantmer admitted.
“And your conjecture as to the reason?”
Chantmer sighed. His guess would validate Roghan’s assertion. “The greatest concentration of these wizards once lived in Aristonia, but they weren’t Aristonians. They were the original people of that land. Magic flowed in their veins, and they called it naturally from the earth.”
“What happened to them?”
“They mingled with other nations until they disappeared. But rarely, the blood of these people flows true, and if the magic is awakened, he becomes a wizard.” Chantmer shrugged. “Now, sometimes these wizards can be found on either side of the mountains, or south, across the desert. But this is not unexpected. The Tothian Wars scattered the Aristonian survivors across Mithyl.”
“So you see,” Roghan said. “Magic is our heritage. To rule is our birthright. Not taken by us, but a gift from the gods.”
Chantmer looked around the room. The sheer number of apprentices amazed him. And all of them in concentration, their breathing steadied and in harmony with their companions.
“I asked before, and you didn’t answer,” Chantmer said. “How do you train so many?”
“Poorly, that’s how I do it. My time is stretched. That’s one reason why I called you back. I need your help.”
“One reason?” Chantmer asked. “What are the others?”
“I’ve read your writings and guessed that you would agree with my purpose. The misguided Order of the Thorne cast you from their number. Now you shall join me.”
“Hmm.”
“I need your knowledge. We are poor in books and scrolls. The people of the sultanates are not great scholars. I’d hoped you could expand our magical knowledge.”
“What you need are books to copy and read, not merely my wisdom. Although my knowledge is great,” Chantmer added.
“Hence, Balsalom.”
“Ah. Kallia Saffa. The daughter of the khalif. So this is why your sultan extends his reach north. It wasn’t his idea, it was yours.”
“He is an avaricious man,” Roghan said. “It took only a suggestion.”
Before the Tothian Wars, there had been two great libraries in Mithyl. The first was in Veyre where Toth studied, but it burned after Toth’s death, when his fire salamanders savaged the city. The second was in Aristonia—now the wasteland of the Desolation of Toth. The kingdom had suffered annihilation, but a handful of wise men and women had fled west with the bulk of the tomes and scrolls. The surviving volumes had scattered across the land, but the biggest portion had arrived in Balsalom, built upon the ruins of Syrmarria.
There was, however, a greater power than all the other books combined: the five volumes of the Oracular Tomes. At least one of these books survived. Chantmer had held the miraculous work in his hands a few months earlier. But he didn’t know how much Roghan knew of the Tome of Prophesy, and he didn’t want to reveal its existence and location until he was sure he could not retrieve it by his own actions.
Roghan rose to his feet. “The sultan demanded my presence an hour ago. I keep him waiting sometimes. It reminds him that I am not a slave to be summoned at whim. Come with me, friend. I will show you the limit of my own strength.”
#
Sultan Mufashe tried to conceal his anger, but Chantmer could see it in the hard line of his mouth and the tension in his shoulders. “At last, my mages make a belated appearance.”
Half a dozen bodyguards stood around the sultan, and young women lounged on the pillows and rugs surrounding his throne. Most of them had drunk too much wine and taken too many pulls of the hookah. One woman giggled and batted her eyes at the two wizards.
The sultan’s throne chamber was small, with clusters of fluted pillars and arches that lent intimacy to the room. Gold calligraphy laced the walls, together with brightly painted flowers and geometric designs in relief. The pillows on the floor were fine silk with jeweled tassels. The young women dressed in diaphanous silk paijams and wore jewels in their hair, adding to the ornamentation.
The only incongruity was a flat metal disc that lay on the floor in the middle of the room. Its surface was hammered lead or pewter, and it gave off a dull sheen.
Chantmer stood near the doorway. To his annoyance, Faalam had rejoined him the moment he’d left the training room with Roghan, even though the two wizards had departed through a side door that led into the dressing chambers where Roghan had left his robe.
Mufashe waved for the women to leave. When one hesitated over her wine, he picked up a braided whip and lashed her over the shoulders. She let out a cry of protest—the blow hadn’t been hard enough to inflict pain—and followed the others.
“Pigeons have arrived from Balsalom,” Mufashe said when the women were gone. “The Balsalomians have left the city.”
“What are their numbers?” Roghan asked.
The Sultan shook his head. “My son Hassan sent the pigeons, but the princess left at night while the fool boy slept, and he couldn’t gauge the strength of her party. It will be several days before my spies return with specifics.”
“And you want me to use the mirror?” A weariness crept into Roghan’s voice.
The sultan poured wine into a golden flagon and drank, then gestured for Faalam to pour wine for the two wizards. Roghan took a glass, but Chantmer declined. The sultan’s guards took station at the doors.
Mufashe savored the wine for a long moment before he turned his attention back to Roghan. “Yes, my servant. I know the effort will cost you greatly. But I can’t wait for my riders. I must know the truth of the matter.”
Roghan set aside his goblet and approached the flat gray disc. Everyone in the room but the sultan’s guards gathered around while Roghan squatted next to it. Chantmer watched with interest.
The mage rubbed his right hand across the surface. As he did, a tattoo on the back of his hand flared bright red and green. The gray metal shimmered and turned to quicksilver. Roghan removed his hand and waited for the waves to stop rolling across its surface. When the liquid calmed, he chanted in a low voice. Magic raised the hairs on Chantmer’s arms and neck.
Images appeared in the quicksilver. A road of sand passed between two dunes, their ridges held by desert grass. A camel caravan carried blocks of salt. Dust-dry towns appeared along the Spice Road, where men and women irrigated date trees, herded goats, and stacked bundles of myrrh branches. Roghan waved his hand above the quicksilver to move the view along the road. The scenery raced across the surface with the speed of a diving falcon. Even so, it took several minutes to locate the Balsalomians.
They traveled in a caravan of several dozen camels and horses. Most were laden with the khalifa’s supplies, but a few carried men-at-arms. Roghan wiggled his fingers, and the caravan grew in size until individual faces came into focus. One of the men on horseback wore a gray tunic and carried a straight-edged Eriscoban sword. A Knight Temperate. This was an unexpected development.
“Where is the princess?” Mufashe asked. “Which one is Marialla?”
“I’m looking,” Roghan said. “Patience.”
The mage moved his view, but before he did, the knight looked up at the sky, as if he felt their gaze. Chantmer’s stomach clenched in sudden recognition. It was Daniel, the ruler of the Free Kingdoms. Or rather, the former ruler. He had stepped aside in favor of his brother, Whelan, who had fashioned himself as a warrior king.
Chantmer had once guided Daniel, as a tutor might lead and teach a child. But the former king’s mind had been poisoned by Markal. He would now count Chantmer as an enemy.
“There she is!” Mufashe said.
There was no question which woman in the caravan was Marialla Saffa. She rode on a litter, its sides opened to catch the late-afternoon sun. Her face was carved like a fine statue, her body well-proportioned. Slaves carried the litter, and several young women walked on either side, holding bowls of dates and figs.
“She’s beautiful,” Roghan said. “I can see why you wish to marry her.”
“She looks old,” Mufashe said.
“She’s twenty-nine,” Chantmer said. “Hardly old.”
The sultan lowered himself to the ground next to the quicksilver pool. “I had forgotten how poorly women age. I should have looked at some of my wives to remind myself. Their faces weather like a hitching post in the desert. After twenty-five their dugs sag like empty wineskins.”
Roghan spoke in a quiet, soothing voice. “Oh Sultan, light of my life. Will you not marry this woman?”
The sultan waved his hand dismissively. “No, I have no interest in another pampered princess.”
“You must feign interest, then,” the mage said.
“I’ll find a wife from the retinue. Perhaps several. Some of Marialla’s slave girls show promise.” He turned to Roghan. “Let’s take a look at the guards, shall we?”
Roghan waved his hand again, and the view shifted. Marialla had no more than fifteen armed men with her. Enough to prove troublesome, but not so many that they could defend the princess should the sultan wish to overwhelm with force. But Daniel’s presence was still concerning. What other surprises did the party bring?
“There!” Mufashe said. He leaned over the pool of quicksilver, his eyes alive with interest. “Who is that?”
A young girl rode on a camel. She watched her surroundings with an eager eye. A falcon sat on her wrist. Chantmer knew the girl well.
Oh, Daniel. If I’d known you came to Marrabat, I’d have warned you not to bring the girl.
“I have no idea,” Roghan said. “But she’s only a child, my sultan.”
“She’s old enough. And look at how she holds that falcon! She’s got the right mixture of girlish abandon and sweetness, I can tell.” He licked his lips. “A challenge—I like that.”
“Her name is Sofiana,” Chantmer said. “A wild child, not a young woman at all, yet. Twelve years old, I believe. Perhaps thirteen, but no more.”
The sultan turned a sharp glance in his direction. “You know her then?”
“Yes, I know her. She is the daughter of King Daniel of the Citadel. Or rather, of Whelan of the Knights Temperate.”
“Ah, Whelan’s bastard child. Yes, I have heard of her.” The eager gleam burned even more fiercely.
Roghan’s mouth turned downward. He gave Chantmer a look.
“They will never give her to you,” Chantmer said.
“Of course they will. Look at them! They’re going to deliver her into my hands.”
“My sultan,” Roghan said. His voice had taken on an air of caution. The quicksilver faded until it became once more a metal disc on the floor. “You risk war. We’re not ready.”
“Then let it be war. They cannot touch us in Marrabat.”
“Sultan,” Chantmer said. Fury rose in his breast. Faalam, the eunuch, put his hand on his scimitar. His posture changed. Chantmer forced calm upon himself. “This is madness. The girl is nothing.”
Mufashe’s mouth hardened, and he rose to his feet. “I tire of this audience. Go, you are all dismissed.” He looked at his guards. “Everyone.”
Everyone did not mean Faalam, apparently, for Sultan Mufashe grabbed the eunuch’s arm as the others turned to go. His eyes regained their gleam, and he had already begun to scheme with Faalam how to get the girl before the others departed the room. The guards left for their quarters, while Roghan turned away and rubbed at his smooth chin.
In spite of his anger at the sultan, Chantmer was pleased to find himself free of the eunuch. “The sultan is a fool.”
“The walls have ears. Follow me to the meditation chamber.”
“No. Alone.”
“Outside, then,” Roghan said.
The two men retreated to the gardens where Chantmer had been meditating earlier. They stopped next to the fountain, where the burbling water would mask their voices.
“The sultan must be stopped,” Chantmer said. “He cannot take the girl.”
“I abhor Mufashe’s appetites as much as anyone. But she is one child—will you free all of the girls of the harem?”
“There are more?”
“Many.”
“Then, yes. I would put an end to such a disgusting habit. But my concern is more practical. That girl was Sofiana of Arvada.”
“I thought you were bluffing.”
“Not at all. She’s the daughter of one king and the niece of another.”
“She didn’t look like a princess.”
“Believe me, she’s no princess and never will be. Nevertheless—”
“I understand. And the knight? Her protector?”
“Her uncle,” Chantmer said. “That’s the former king of Eriscoba.”
“King Daniel? I thought he was dying.”
“Not anymore.”
“So Mufashe risks more than the wrath of Kallia of Balsalom,” Roghan said. “This is not a development to encourage.”
“We must stop him.”
“There is the small problem of the eunuch. Faalam is a loyal slave—he’ll take the girl, daughter of the king or no.”
“Then kill him.”
“I can’t. There are . . . complications. I will be discovered.”
Chantmer allowed himself an inward smile. For all of Roghan’s boasting, the mage apparently had his limitations. He couldn’t handle a simple palace eunuch.
“Then I’ll do it myself.”
“Your magic will be detected,” Roghan said.
“In better times, no, it wouldn’t. But I’m a shadow of my former self. It will have to be other means. Non-magical means.”
“What do you need?”
“Silver bite. Can you get it?”
“That is a rare poison in the sultanates.”
“Silver bite is rare everywhere. And that is why I must use it.”
“How much do you need?”
“One hundred grains.”
“That’s a lot. Expensive.”
“Quite. Can you get it?”
 Roghan looked thoughtful. At last he nodded. “Very well. But be careful. Don’t underestimate the eunuch.”
Chantmer nodded. He didn’t know what had the mage spooked, but it didn’t matter. In Chantmer’s current, weakened condition, it was a prudent reminder. Markal’s slave boy had nearly bested him on the Tothian Way. He would take no enemy for granted, not even a palace eunuch.
Roghan left him alone. Chantmer remained next to the fountain for several moments, flipping through the dusty tome of his memory to call up the use of silver bite. There would be no way to administer the poison directly. Faalam would not be so foolish as to accept a cup of tea from him. But that wouldn’t be necessary.
Chantmer would administer it through his very touch. That meant great personal risk.
“Such concentration,” a voice said over his shoulder. “Such a scheming expression.”
Chantmer turned to see Faalam standing directly behind him. How long had he stood there? The eunuch’s eyes narrowed to slits, and Chantmer felt a strange itching in his head, as if the man had somehow reached in to pluck out his very thoughts. Faalam carried a scimitar. If he drew it, he could cut Chantmer in two. In the wizard’s current condition, he’d be helpless to stop him.
Chantmer glanced around the courtyard, as if looking for someone. When his back was turned, he whispered a counter spell to whatever was digging in his head. The itching feeling passed.
“No wonder the sultan wants me to watch you,” the eunuch added. “I leave you for five minutes, and already you’re working mischief. Come, the sultan has a scroll he wishes you to translate.”
He turned on his heel. Chantmer clenched his teeth and followed. His first step brought a wave of dizziness, and he staggered before catching his balance.
The simple spell had cost him dearly. He wished he had the strength to silence this insolent man. He must regain his powers.
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 Griffin riders stared when Daria flew into the encampment on Talon’s back. Their mounts struggled against tethers, flapped wings, and tried to get airborne. The sight of the wild golden griffin made them anxious to either fight or flee.
 Talon descended into the squawking, flapping chaos calmly, seemingly above the fray. One of the white-crowned griffins nipped at his wing. He whipped his head around and glared. The other griffin shied away with a nervous cry. Riders tugged at tethers to get their mounts to a safe distance. A few riders scowled at Daria, but most stared in awe.
 Daria’s mother watched her descend, then turned back to a heated discussion with Daria’s uncle, Jhon Kellsworth. Palina and Jhon had spread a large sheepskin map over a flat rock in the middle of the slope. Two of the Swansin men squatted nearby, repairing leather armor, while one of the Swansin women and two of her children—too young for battle—attached iron tips to eight-foot lances made of ash wood.
 The hillside was the site of some ancient holy site. In addition to the flat rock on which Palina and Jhon studied the map, there were a number of giant cut stones that ran in a semi-circle across the grassy slope. They faced the khalifates on the distant plains thousands of feet below. The largest stones were twice the height of a man and had long-since toppled to their sides, but a number of smaller stones, five or six feet high, remained standing in the turf. Riders had tethered their mounts to many of them while they busied themselves with other matters.
 Daria’s first inclination was to do the same, but she remembered what the old man in the mountains had told her. Instead, she swept back her cloak and put her hands on her hips.
 “If I leave you alone, you won’t fly off or misbehave, will you?”
 Talon squawked.
 “I know, believe me. But you won’t earn their respect if you cause mischief. You’re not tethered, it’s up to you.”
 Daria collected her breastplate and her father’s hunting horn before she left him to make her way to her mother and uncle. She threw the horn’s strap over her shoulder and carried the breastplate under her arm.
 As she turned to go, Talon waddled after her.
 “No, you stay here.”
 He squawked again.
 She made an awkward squawk back. Stay.
 He answered. I go.
 “Fine. Have it your way.”
 The Kellsworth tower sat on the hillside above the slope, just visible through the trees on the edge of the grass. A face watched from the uppermost window, and someone—Daria’s cousin, she guessed—waved an all-clear to two more riders who soared in from the south.
 Her Uncle Jhon flashed a warm smile as Daria approached. She embraced him, then her mother.
 “So this is the golden griffin I’ve heard so much about,” Jhon said. “Is he ready?”
 Talon cocked his head and eyed Jhon as a robin might eye a tasty worm. Daria rubbed her hand against his neck. He twitched restlessly and watched as several riders took their mounts to the air. They wheeled overhead, charging and feinting with the new lances.
 “As ready as any of us,” Daria said. “Where’s the dragon?”
 Palina turned to the sheepskin map. She put down a black stone north of the Tothian Way. “Right here.”
 The map itself showed mountains, rivers, forests, and canyons. It marked the castles of Montcrag and the Teeth along the Tothian Way as the road passed through the Spine. It showed the Old Road and the Wylde to the north of that, and the highest peaks along the range. It didn’t show towers or hidden aeries. Some of these had been marked, however, with small pebbles. A white stone showed their current position, perhaps a hundred miles south of the black stone.
 “So far already,” Daria said, dismayed. “Does that mean all the Wylde is burning? It must be a hundred miles below where we saw it a few days ago.”
 “Not all of the Wylde is burning,” Palina said. “But enough is.”
 “It’s a wasteland up there,” Jhon said. “Mountains charred from the foothills to the tree line. Soot falling from the sky like ash. Rivers running black and dirty. Animals fleeing or burning alive by the thousands.”
 Daria looked at the sky. It was blue, clear in every direction as far as the eye could see. And warm, with the air coming up from the south a welcome change from the chilly weather of the past week. But those same warm air currents pushed the smoke and haze ahead of them. She was sure if she rounded the giant hump of a mountain above and behind them, she’d see a vast stretch of brown and black smoke hanging all along the range to the north.
 “The dragon is lying in a narrow gorge near the Old Road,” Jhon said. “Dragon kin and their wasps guard it, together with riders on horses. Enemy soldiers. I didn’t expect to see them this far from Veyre. Not after the beating they took in the battle.”
 Daria thought about Markal’s talk of ravagers on the road. Were they with the dragon now?
 “We scouted the area but didn’t dare risk a closer look,” Jhon continued. “Not with so many wasps to give chase. I’m not sure what they’re doing down there, if the dragon needs its rest or if it’s injured. Maybe something else.”
 “They’re stoking its fires,” Daria said. “It used everything it had burning the forests, and now they’re feeding it charcoal.”
 “For how long?” Jhon asked.
 “A day, a week. Who knows? But sooner or later it will be up and destroying again.”
 “When it comes, we’ll make our stand here,” Palina said. “Wait until the enemy comes around the corner, then ambush them.”
 Daria shook her head. “No, that’s not the way.”
 “We know the terrain,” her mother pressed. “We can duck into the forest, or fight over the grass if the enemy burns the trees. The Kellsworths have a good watch tower, perfect for spotting distant enemies.”
 Uncle Jhon looked worried. This was his home she was talking about. “What if they know of this place already? They could swing west, come over the mountains, and be on us before we have sounded the alarm.”
 “How would they know?” Palina asked.
 Daria cut them off before they continued that particular line of thought. “It doesn’t matter if they do or don’t. We’re fools if we wait for the battle to come to us.”
 “It’s what we should have done in the first place,” Palina said. “If we had, your father would still be alive. The mountains wouldn’t be burning, because the enemy wouldn’t even know we were here. They’d carry on their war with the flatlanders, and it would be none of our business.”
 “It isn’t that sort of war, Mother.”
 “You don’t know that. You can’t be sure of anything. If we stay here, maybe they’ll be content to fly around for a while, burning, then head east to rejoin the war.”
 “Do you really believe that?” Daria looked at Jhon. “Or you?”
 They didn’t answer. Palina stared at the map. She rested a hand on the black stone and rubbed her thumb along its side.
 “This is a war of domination,” Daria said. “Everything will fall. Balsalom, the Western Khalifates. Eriscoba. The Golden Tower. The mountain castles that guard the Way. They’re going to burn the mountains from one end of the Spine to the other. The lucky ones will die.”
 “We can’t survive this,” Palina said. “Look at us. Fifty riders. That’s all we can muster.”
 “More are coming,” Jhon said.
 “Not enough.”
“Have the Wingets arrived?” Daria asked.
“Not yet, but they’re on their way,” her mother said. “They’ve given plenty already, but they’re coming.”
The Winget clan had suffered terrible losses at Sleptstock, but Daria thought they could still muster a dozen griffins.
 “When?” Daria asked.
 “Tomorrow morning, at the latest,” Palina said.
 “Maybe a few others, too,” Jhon said.
 As if to punctuate his words, a griffin dropped from the sky. Oh its back was Kellum Highfall, a dour rider from the north country, whose wife had fallen in the Battle of Arvada.
 “Then we’ll wait until morning,” Daria said. “Whoever we have at dawn, that will be our army.”
 Daria lifted the hunting horn to her lips and let out a short blast, followed by a second, longer blast. The sound echoed over the peaks that rose behind the hillside.
 Griffins dropped from the sky. Other riders untethered their mounts from the ancient stones and led them toward where Daria, her mother, and her uncle stood around the flat stone. The force of beating wings sent a wind that lifted the stray hairs from Daria’s braid and swirled them around her face. Talons and paws tore at the turf as griffins landed, and a few griffins nipped irritably at others when they came too close. They all kept their distance from the golden griffin.
 “No more flying for tonight,” Daria told the assembled throng. Talon was growing jittery, and she put a hand on his head to calm him.
 “We’ll need our strength for the morning,” she continued. “Find whatever place you can to hole up for the night. Be ready to fly at dawn.”
#
 Daria’s uncle brought their griffins into a separate room off the aerie and made beds for Daria and her mother by the fire. Daria’s younger sister Lacey joined them later, having been busy bedding down Joffa and Yuli. Lacey was only sixteen, and had been deemed too young to fly at Slepstock and Arvada. Now, a few short months later, she’d be flying into battle for the first time.
 Between the deerskin rugs, the pillows stuffed with griffin down, and the warmth of the fire and her two companions, Daria was comfortable enough. But her stomach refused to unclench, and she kept worrying about tomorrow. Lacey and her mother fell asleep at once, their breathing regular, peaceful expressions on their faces. How did they manage?
 It wasn’t fear of combat that she wrestled with, Daria realized. There was nothing she could do about the actual fighting but face it as bravely as possible. She had a superior mount. She enjoyed excellent balance and better skill with the swords than most riders, and was certainly better with her weapons than any dragon kin. She was not even particularly afraid of death. If she fell, the Harvester would gather her soul and sow it anew. That was the way of the world.
 No, what terrified her was the crushing responsibility. If she failed, if the dragon overwhelmed her riders, her people would be destroyed. The dragon and the vermin that flanked it would fly unopposed from the frozen north to the Southern Seas.
 Burning everything.
#  
 The next morning, griffin riders rose in a single, massive flock from the hillside beneath the Kellsworth tower. Daria blew her horn, and they turned north. It had snowed on the highest peaks during the night, and as they climbed in elevation, the forest beneath lay crowned in brilliant white. The wind burrowed through her heavy cloak. Her gloved hands grew numb. The air smelled of smoke and fire.
 Talon stretched into the lead. He was swifter than the others and more eager. He screamed in joy. Daria pulled back on his tether and leaned to speak in his ear, warning him to silence. They were still miles and miles from their quarry, but she needed him to understand the importance of surprise.
 Find them on the ground. Smother them from above.
 They flew high in the mountains on the west side of the Spine in a glorious, sweeping phalanx of beating wings, helmets glinting in the sun, and iron-tipped lances.
 They flew first over Estmor, then Crestwell, then finally spotted the Old Road where it snaked its way through the mountains. Daria pulled to the front of the formation. She made a hand signal that passed through the flock. They cut east.
 Twenty minutes later, the flock crested the mountain and swooped over the other side. A narrow fissure spread down from the mountain, its guts carved by melt water. Farther down the mountain, the fissure widened into a canyon, and there Daria spotted the enemy camp. Dragon kin had pitched tents along the river. The dragon itself sat in the midst of a protective ring of poles, their ends sharpened and pointing to the sky. Outside the sharpened stakes lay a pile of charred wood that the dragon kin used to stoke its fires.
 It was enormous, seemingly grown once again. Its head alone was big enough to bite a griffin in two. Its mouth was open, and two dragon kin, not yet spotting the griffins coming down against the sun, shoveled charred wood into its jaws. Smoke seeped out of its mouth and nostrils, and she remembered griffins plummeting to the ground, consumed in flames. Her heart hardened.
 But something was wrong. Where were the rest of the dragon kin? And the wasps? Where had they gone?
 The dragon spotted them. It lifted its head and bellowed. Fire gushed out. One of the dragon kin in front of its head fell back, screaming and beating himself furiously as fire engulfed his clothes. The other man threw himself clear. Still no wasps, or other kin besides these two.
 Daria lifted her father’s horn. She let loose two echoing blasts. Then she drew her swords and followed her lancers into a dive.
 The dragon swung its tail and smashed aside the protective ring of sharpened poles. It spread its huge wings, batted them, and lifted slowly from the ground.
 The first lancers struck. Their weapons shattered off the hard scales on the dragon’s back. It swung its tail and sent them careening away.
 Then the monster was airborne and blasting everything around it with fire.
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
 The dragon let loose its flames, and soon the entire hillside was engulfed. It exposed its belly as it rose. The underside gleamed like a wall of obsidian scales from the tip of its tail to its enormous head, but that belly had to be a softer target than attacking the knobby, granite-like protuberances on its back. Daria formed ranks with her remaining lancers. There were at least thirty of them. Others, their ash poles shattered and useless, formed a smaller, second group to harry the dragon from its flanks and hopefully distract those lethal blasts of fire.
 Meanwhile, the remaining twenty or so griffin riders swooped through the camp. They uprooted tents and swarmed through the trees, where they searched for the roosting wasps.
 Daria lifted Talon higher into the sky before she sounded the charge. Where were the wasps and their riders? At any moment she expected to see them swarm down in an ambush.
 The dragon swung in a huge arc to come back up the mountainside toward Daria and her lancers. Its wings spread fifty feet to each side of its body, and each flap made the burning pine forest sway and sent flurries of sparks and exploding pine pitch skyward. It picked up speed as it charged.
 Mountain Brother, hear my plea. Guide my flight. Steady my swords.
 She lifted her father’s horn and emptied her lungs. A long, clear note sounded over the mountains. It echoed off the peaks before it was drowned by a collective roar from her lancers as they charged. The griffin riders sacking the camp came racing up from below.
 A trumpet answered from the north, high and clear. Daria had no chance to consider what it meant. Talon leaped ahead with a scream. Stronger, swifter than the others, he outpaced her riders.
 The dragon disappeared into a dense bank of smoke and fire. When it burst free, it was only a few hundred feet away and racing directly toward her. Its mouth opened. Fire roared out.
 Daria yanked to one side. Talon tucked his wings and skirted the edge of the fire. A fist of heat slammed into Daria. When it passed, she caught a whiff of her own singed eyebrows. Coming up underneath, she struck the dragon’s wing with one of her swords, but the blade clanked off as if the wing were made of iron.
 Lances slammed into the dragon’s underbelly. Every one of them shattered on impact. A man screamed in agony behind her. She turned to see rider and griffin engulfed in flames and spiraling toward the ground.
 The dragon wheeled around. It tossed its head and clawed at its belly. When it exposed itself, Daria saw what was vexing it. Two broken lance shafts lay embedded in its flesh. The first was along the rib cage, more shallowly placed, with a second, deeper wound near the wing.
 Griffins were all around, harrying, clawing, their riders slashing and jabbing. Nothing got through. The dragon ignored them while it tried to dig out the broken lances. One came loose, but the deeper point remained stubbornly lodged. It brought its wings in and jerked them out again. Griffins and riders went flying, batted away as if they were moths.
 Daria came in closer for a look at the remaining lance embedded in the dragon’s flesh. It penetrated where the right wing connected with the breastbone. Black blood dripped steaming from the wound.
 She darted away, then blew her horn for another charge. Her riders regrouped and attacked. As they did, Daria shot higher in the sky. She sheathed one sword and gripped the other tightly. She brought Talon down hard.
 “Seize him!”
 He slammed into the dragon’s wing from above, a thousand pounds of hammering fury. The dragon lurched. The griffin grabbed hold of the wing with beak, talon, and claw.
 “Hold on!” She threw herself from the griffin and onto the dragon’s wing.
 Daria grabbed one of the knobby scales with her left hand. She stabbed downward with the other. The sword bounced off with a shower of sparks.
 No, not there. She was too far out. She belly-crawled across the dragon’s wing, while Talon held on for dear life a few feet away. Griffins blasted past from every direction. Another rider fell burning from the sky. His griffin, feathers singed, fled screaming from the battlefield.
 Daria grabbed hold of the edge of the beating wing, right where it met the monster’s back. She drove her sword down with all her strength. The tip penetrated the flesh. The dragon roared and bucked beneath her. She forced all her weight down, and the sword eased inch-by-inch into its back.
 Its tail whistled past her head. It missed, but when Talon ducked out of the way, he lost his grip and spiraled away. Daria was left alone atop the dragon, two hundred feet above the burning forest. A claw came around, snatched at her. It couldn’t reach. Daria leaned in. Black blood boiled from the wound.
 The dragon flew down the hillside with griffin riders in pursuit. Still Daria shoved on her sword. It was almost buried to the hilt now. In a final attempt to lose her, the dragon tried to climb. She had a firm hold on the hilt now and wouldn’t let go.
 But as it tilted skyward, dragon blood ran down the sword blade and hit her hand. It was slick and boiling hot. She lost her grip and fell.
 Daria’s stomach dropped out. She plummeted toward the ground. Above her, the dragon fled the battlefield with her sword embedded in its back and blood streaming from its wound.
 I won. I drove it off.
 The burning trees rushed up at her. She closed her eyes right before she hit.
 The Harvester take me . . .
 A shearing pain stabbed into her ribs. Daria jerked skyward. A scream in her ears.
 The golden griffin had her in his talons. She let out a gasp, both at the pain and in relief that she wasn’t going to die. The dragon was disappearing, no more than a black speck far below, at the edge of the mountains. Moments later it vanished into the hazy brown lands of the Desolation of Toth.
 Talon returned her to the abandoned dragon kin encampment. Griffins landed all around. A great cheer went through the crowd when the others saw she was still alive. Her mother landed. She jumped from Yuli’s back and grabbed Daria. Tears streamed down her cheeks.
 “Sweet mercy, you’re alive.” Palina kissed her. “I thought I’d lost you.”
 Daria pulled away and looked around. She was still suspicious about the missing wasps and didn’t want to be caught on the ground when they returned. So she ordered the riders back to the air.
 At that moment, the long, clear notes of the trumpet rolled over the mountainside. It came from the direction of the Old Road.
#
 Daria led her forces toward the calling trumpet.
 They discovered a company of forty or fifty men bearing shields painted with bloody hands. Knights Temperate. They battled a similarly sized group of riders.
 The enemy riders were gray-skinned and wore a motley assortment of leather and mail armor. They fought in chilling silence. Flying in their support were dragon wasps and dragon kin, who attacked from above.
 The knights had their hands full enough battling the enemy fighters. They couldn’t defend against the aerial assault. When the wasps swooped down, the horses shied and neighed in terror. As many as twenty Eriscobans lay motionless on the ground, and the enemy looked as concerned with dragging away the dead as with defeating those opponents who still fought.
 A wizard stood at the rear of the knights. He shouted something in an ancient tongue, and the panic in the knights’ horses eased. The incantation seemed to strengthen the resolve of the knights as well, and they redoubled their attack on their silent enemy.
 One of the knights, a tall, blond-haired man, lifted a trumpet to his lips, but when he saw Daria swooping at the head of a large force, he set it down and lifted his sword to fend off a sudden charge from an enemy horseman.
The griffins attacked.
Talon seized a dragon wasp by the neck. The wasp shrieked. The kin on its back turned in his saddle and thrust a spear at the griffin, but Daria turned aside the attack with her remaining sword. She swung from the shoulder and dealt the man a glancing blow on his spear-bearing arm. He cried out and juggled the spear to his other hand.
Talon tore at the wasp’s underbelly and savaged its neck and head with his beak. He hurled the crippled beast to the ground before Daria could finish her own battle. The dragon wasp fell the twenty feet or so to the ground, dying. The dragon kin, however, climbed to his feet, clutching his arm but still alive.
“I didn’t call the release,” Daria said. “Await my command.”
She pulled back on the tether, and they lunged into battle again. She found her mother and sister fighting one of the larger wasps. Attacking as one, they killed both wasp and kin in a matter of seconds; this time Talon obeyed her prompts.
Other griffins, battling in packs of three and four, cut through the wasps to the heart of the fighting on the ground. The sight of dozens of griffins fighting in concert was beautiful to behold. Nothing could stand before them. The Eriscobans let out a ragged cheer.
The bulk of the dragon wasps lifted from the battle and sped away, which left the griffins to finish the wounded stragglers. When they destroyed the last few enemies in the air, Daria lifted her horn and gave a sharp blast. They would not give pursuit, but turn their attention to the fighting on the ground.
Help had come not a moment too soon. The enemy riders had begun to overwhelm the Knights Temperate. It was almost shocking. Daria had seen the warriors of the Brotherhood blow through the Veyrians at Arvada like a wind scattering leaves. Some of the gray-faced riders were large brutes, she could see now, armed with huge two-handed swords or war-hammers. One man wore a mask made of a human skull.
Talon tore one of the enemy riders from his horse and hauled him into the air. The man lifted his sword to plunge it through the golden griffin’s underbelly while Daria struggled to turn aside his blade. With a single snap, Talon bit off one of the man’s hands at the wrist, while simultaneously raking at his face with his back paws.
“No!” shouted the blond knight from below. Blood streamed from a cut in his forehead. He pointed his sword at Daria. “Not us! Save them!” He gestured with his sword.
Some of the enemy rode away with dead Knights Temperate over their saddles. They disappeared into the trees. A ball of green light burst from the wizard at the rear of the Eriscobans. It caught one of the enemy riders and hurled him to the ground, but others picked up him and the dead knight he carried and continued into the trees.
Those griffin riders who heard the knight’s cry turned to obey his plea. But Daria lifted the horn to her lips and gave it a short blast followed by a long blast.
Continue your attack, the horn told them. She would save the living before worrying about the dead.
And in a few minutes it was over. The last of the enemy riders fled the battle or fell to the combined onslaught from the ground and air. Daria landed Talon in the road. Her griffins landed all around her. She made her way to the captain’s side.
Anguish stood out on the man’s face. “Damn you! I told you to stop them. Why didn’t you listen?”
His words took Daria back. “We were saving your life instead.”
“What is my life to the souls of my men?”
Daria didn’t understand. “You can explain later. Who were they? Ravagers?”
“Yes, ravagers. Knights of the dark wizard. You’ll fly after them and bring back the dead knights? Please.”
She hesitated. “No, I can’t. We have our own wounded, and I must save my strength. If my army is destroyed, there is no other to take its place.”
“I see.”
“Besides, the enemy is in the woods now. We won’t be able to get to them.”
She gathered her people to bind wounds. Her mother and Uncle Jhon counted numbers and reported three griffins and two riders missing or dead. Two other griffins were too wounded to fly.
“What about the wasps?” Daria asked. “Should we hunt them down?”
“We did our duty,” Palina said in short, choppy tones. “And at great cost.”
“Don’t be bitter, Mother. We chased the monster from our mountains. We won a great victory.”
“Many more victories like that, and the world will be rid of our people once and for all.”
“I agree with your mother,” Jhon said. “The dragon is gone. The forests will stop burning. We’ll remain vigilant, but we’ve done our share.”
“Very well. Do a final pass of the area, then fly them home,” Daria told her uncle. “Mother, come with me.”
“What for?”
“I want you to meet the captain of the Knights Temperate.”
“No need. I’ll return with Jhon.”
Daria hardened her voice. “Mother, do what I say.”
The two women found the captain inspecting his dead. He shook his head, mouth tightened into a hard line. A blood-soaked bandage wrapped his head. He spoke in low tones with a large knight with huge arms and the biggest sword Daria had ever seen.
The captain looked up when she came. “I’m sorry for what I said. I am grateful for your timely aid. Please forgive my anger.”
“There’s nothing to forgive. I understand.”
“Are you Flockheart’s daughter?” he asked.
“He was my father. My name is Daria, and this is my mother, Palina.”
“I’m Hob. This is Brannock. Well met.”
“Well met,” Daria said.
Hob fumbled with her hand and appeared uncertain as to whether he should kiss it or shake it, so in the end he did both.
Her mother grunted.
“Are you—” Daria began. She licked her lips. “Are you friends with Darik?”
“Yes, in a manner of speaking. One of his comrades, anyway. He rode off with Markal Talebearer.”
“Yes, I know.”
Brannock was edging away from Talon, and shortly turned on his heels and went to help with the horses.
 Hob watched him go, then turned back to Daria and Palina. “Who’s the new leader of the griffin riders? That man I saw you speaking with a few minutes ago?”
 “That was my Uncle Jhon. No, I’m the flockheart now. It’s a title, as well as a name.”
 “How is it that the griffin riders are led by someone so young?”
She frowned, not understanding the question. “My father is dead. If the king of the Citadel died, wouldn’t his son lead?”
“Yes, but you are not a son. You are a girl—” His voice trailed off.
Ah, so that was it. Daria smiled. “My father died, and my mother doesn’t have the temperament.”
Palina grunted again.
“So it fell upon his oldest child,” Daria continued. “Many women have led the griffin clans.”
 A smile played at his lips, but it was not unkind. “Stupid of me to question, the way you swooped in on the back of that monster.” He cast a glance at Talon, untethered, hungrily eyeing the skittish horses now being tied to trees several dozen yards down the road.
“That’s no monster,” Daria said. “He is a golden griffin.”
“Nevertheless, it takes guts to fly something like that.” He nodded at Daria’s mother. “You raised your daughter well.”
“She mostly raised herself. It’s in her nature.”
“I’m sorry about your husband.”
“He fell in your war, but it was his choice. He could have said no.”
“Tell me,” Daria said, “Why were you so concerned about rescuing dead knights? Is it your custom to burn them, or what? And why would the enemy take them?”
Hob’s expression turned grim. “That’s what a ravager is, a dead man raised to do the dark wizard’s bidding.”
“Those men were dead?” she asked, unsure if she was hearing correctly.
“Did you see the man with the skull mask?”
Daria nodded.
“My captain. Roderick, King Whelan’s brother. He fell last week, not twenty miles from here. They raised him, enslaved him to evil, and set him as their champion and master.”
“Then we’ll go after them. Come. I’ll fly after my riders, bring them back. Mother—”
“No,” Hob said. “It’s already too late. They only need minutes.”
 “I’m sorry, I didn’t understand before.”
“There’s no way you could have known. And now they are lost to us. The only thing we can do now is free them from their torment. Will you help?”
 



Chapter Twenty
 Darik and Markal drew their hoods as the caravan approached Marrabat. The city stretched below them across the dry plain, the low-slung red mud buildings looking from a distance like a vast encampment of tents. The smoke of a thousand cook fires trailed into the sky, and the falling sun flamed red and orange as it fell into the devouring horizon.
 The camels picked up the pace as they approached, and shortly began to bray and jostle, both with each other and with other caravans on the road. Darik licked his salty lips. His waterskin was dry, and his tongue like leather. And they weren’t going to reach water any time soon. Two men in turbans and flowing robes stood in front of the city gates, inspecting donkey carts, camels, horse traders, and spice merchants as they sought entrance into Marrabat.
 Darik and Markal had spent eight full days on the Spice Road. The first two had been on foot, disguised in rags as pilgrims on the way to visit the ruined ziggurats south of Balsalom. They shed the pilgrim disguise when they reached the Salt Sea, which was a shallow, briny lake surrounded by a vast, flat plain of baking salt.
 There, Markal talked his way into a caravan of Kratian salt traders. To avoid the merciless sun, the Kratians traveled at night. Most mornings they trudged into date palm oases, where they spent the sweltering hours in shaded caravanserais, but twice they had sweated out the days in tents among the dunes. The wind drove particles of sand into the tents and left them gritty all over.
 After leaving first the salt flats and then the dunes, they’d crossed a seemingly endless stretch of rock and cactus. Vultures circled overhead, and once, an enormous lizard burst from a hole to seize one of the camels. It dragged the terrified animal into its hole before the Kratians could draw their scimitars and fight it off. At night, desert lions stalked their caravan.
 Darik thought about Daria flying her griffin through the cold mountain air. What he wouldn’t give to be free of this blistering wasteland and at her side, riding on the wind. But still, the desert went on, mile after mile, day after day.
 And now, a final delay while they waited in the crush trying to enter the city.
 Markal sniffed at the air. “Chantmer is here, all right.”
 “You’re sure?”
 “He passed through these gates several days ago. It’s fainter—he’s growing stronger and better able to cover his tracks. But yes, I’m sure.”  
 Darik strained for a look over the mass of men, animals, and carts ahead. “What’s going on up there? Why aren’t they letting more people through?”
 Markal cocked his head as if listening to a distant conversation. “They’re looking for Balsalomians.”
 Darik couldn’t hear over the din of bleating goats and braying camels, the shouting of the Kratians as they tallied the gate toll based on what the inspectors had told their chieftain. The wizard’s ears must be impossibly sensitive.
 “Why?”
 “I’m not sure,” Markal said. “Something about a princess. They’re searching for spies and assassins, detaining anyone who might be from Balsalom. Can you manage a southern accent?”
 “Maybe, but not a great one. How about a Kratian accent instead? After a week with the caravan, I could manage it better.”
 “No good. Your skin isn’t dark enough.”
 “It’s not dark enough to be from the sultanates, either,” Darik pointed out.
 “Marrabat is a large city. There are people from all over.”
 A pair of guards sauntered down the road, looking over the salt traders and their camels. Darik felt for the sword he’d taken from the abandoned griffin tower, hidden beneath his cloak. He wouldn’t let them take him. Could he fight free and flee on the camel into the desert? Doubtful.
 When the guards were past, Markal reached for the reins of Darik’s camel. “Come closer. Good, now open your mouth.”
 Darik gave him a questioning look, but did as he was told. Markal’s hand slid from the sleeve of his robe. He muttered a few words.
 “What was that about?” Darik started to say, but his mouth felt funny, and the words died in his throat.
 “A simple illusion. If it wears off before we enter the city, do not speak.”
 The guards passed by them again, headed back toward the gates. The procession inched forward. Soon, they’d reached the main inspector. He was a Selphan with a blue turban and a heavy silver chain around his neck with a bronze medallion at the end that Darik supposed was an indication of position. He spoke with the Kratians at the head of the caravan. The nomads swallowed their consonants, while everything out of the Selphan’s mouth seemed to glide across his tongue. In contrast, the dialect of Balsalom was shorter, clipped syllables.
 “Let me see faces,” the inspector said. “Hoods back, uncover your keffiyehs.”
 When the salt traders had obeyed, the inspector fixed an eye on Markal and Darik. “You aren’t Kratians.”
 “I never said we were,” Markal said. His accent had changed entirely, and he used the same liquid tones as the inspector. “What do you take me for? I am a leather merchant. This boy is my slave and bodyguard.”
 “If you are a leather merchant, where is your caravan? Where are your goods?”
 “Eriscobans commandeered my cargo. They paid me for the leather and bought four of my slaves, which they took for their army.” Markal threw up his hands. “I didn’t have a choice. Left me with this one, called themselves generous. Bastards.” He spat on the ground.
 It was the same story Markal had told the Kratians, but in more detail. The salt traders hadn’t much cared once the wizard provided a few coins to buy their passage through the desert.
 The inspector looked suspicious. “The Eriscobans paid you?”
 “Yes, poorly.”
 Markal jingled a coin purse within his robes. It was all silver dinarii stamped with the visage of either Kallia or her father, picked up when they’d passed through Balsalom.
 “The boy looks like he’s from the khalifates,” the inspector said. “What’s your name, and where were you born?” he asked Darik.
 “He was born in Veyre,” Markal said. “Lived there until he was fifteen, before I bought him to train as a guard. That’s why the Eriscobans wouldn’t take him—he’s Veyrian. Well, that and he can’t talk.”
 “Oh, he can’t, can he?”
 Markal nodded at Darik. “Show him, Likum. Open your mouth.”
 Likum? What kind of name was that? Sounded like a dog.
 Darik opened his mouth, which still felt strange. His tongue was numb, like he’d eaten a strange mushroom.
 “What happened to his tongue?”
 “Stealing sweets from his former mistress. Her husband was a harsh man. I’m much softer—I don’t think I’ve beaten him more than once or twice.”
 “Don’t be too soft,” the inspector said. “Especially with a bodyguard. If you don’t show him mastery, he’s likely to cut your throat in your sleep.”
 “Perhaps.”
 All this talk made Darik squirm. Not too many months had passed since he had, in fact, suffered in slavery. Now Markal and this Selphan discussed him as if he were invisible.
 “Twelve shekels.”
 “That’s robbery.”
 “Two shekels for you, one for the boy, and a toll of nine for your cargo.”
 Markal blinked. “What cargo?”
 “The one you sold.”
 “In the khalifates. A week ago.”
 “For all I know, you got rid of it in one of the villages up the road and are attempting to cheat your tolls. Pay, or don’t enter the city.”
 Darik tried not to stare in alarm as Markal reached into his cloak. All the wizard had were dinarii from Balsalom. While the coins were interchangeable enough, it would shatter the illusion of Markal’s story. The Eriscobans would have paid him in guilders.
 The wizard shook out several gleaming coins with a crown on one side and the outline of the Golden Temple on the other. Arvadan guilders. Where the blazes did those come from?
 “Those bastards paid me in their own money, of course,” Markal said. “I assume you’ll take it on exchange?”
 “I suppose so,” the inspector said, “but only at a discount.”
 “Of course,” Markal grumbled.
 The two men haggled over the exact exchange rate, and the wizard finally handed over one of the larger coins and six of the smaller. Moments later, the entire caravan was passing beneath the gates and into the city.
 The instant they were inside, Markal jumped off the camel and paid a couple of coins to the Kratian chieftain, then urged Darik to follow him in a different direction from the caravan. The wizard dragged him into one of the narrow warrens off the main road. Women and children lined up with baskets of dough in front of a communal oven made of bricks, where an old woman baked it for them. A dog with mange tried to swipe flatbread from a boy, who fought it off with a stick. Markal pushed through the crowd. They came into a tiny, crowded market where people sold copper kettles, rugs, and clay pots. It wasn’t divided up by guilds, and there was no apparent order to the shouting and haggling.
 Still Markal urged him on. They entered a maze of alleys too narrow even for a donkey and cart. A man with a basket roped across his shoulders collected pots of foul-smelling night soil where they’d been set in the alley in front of tall, narrow doors.
 Darik tried to ask what was happening, but his tongue still wouldn’t work, and his words came out in a slurred mumble.
 “Keep going,” Markal said. “Any moment now, the crown on those guilders is going to turn into Kallia’s face. The inspector going to see not only that I gave him dinarii, but that I shorted him on the toll. That alone will be enough to send him looking for us.”
 Darik found his tongue at last. “Why didn’t you just give him the full amount?”
 “Are you kidding? The bastard was trying to cheat me!”
 They left the dirty alley and came into a wider street. But stalls holding leather goods, cobblers repairing shoes, and men selling cups of water so crowded the edges that it was hard to fight through. Orange and pomegranate trees grew behind a ten-foot wall on the far side of the street. Where their branches draped over the edge, people had plucked off the fruit. A row of impaling spikes along the top of the wall discouraged more active foraging.
 Markal stopped him. “There it is.”
 Darik caught a glimpse of an onion dome and a red tower behind the wall and through the trees.
 “Look here.” Markal pointed to something at his feet.
 For a second, Darik thought he spotted something dark on the ground, like a shadowy trail along the packed dirt of the street, then it was gone.
 “Don’t you see it? It’s the Betrayer’s trail, and it leads this way.” Markal pulled him down the street another hundred yards.
 The road widened, and they found themselves standing in front of a set of broad gates that broke the wall. Two men with pikes guarded either side. Through the grating they could see more guards patrolling the gardens.
 “And goes in here,” Markal added in a low voice.
 The guards with the pikes glared at Darik and Markal, and so they continued on. When they were back in the crowds, the wizard stopped with a thoughtful look.
 “Was that the sultan’s palace?” Darik asked.
 “Yes.”
 “Which means that the tattooed wizard is a friend of the sultan.”
 “Mufashe has several mages in his service. Or maybe it’s the other way around, and he’s in their service. Hard to say.”
 The wizard glanced up at the walls that separated the palace grounds from the city. “Well, at least we know what to do next.”
 “Do we?” Darik asked, warily.
 Markal met his gaze, and a half-smile came across his face. “We need to infiltrate the palace.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
In the aftermath of the battle on the Old Road, Daria’s mother refused to enter Hob’s tent. Even when Narud appeared—the wizard who had been fighting with the knights—Palina wouldn’t let down her guard.
Exasperated at her mother’s standoffish attitude, Daria followed Palina back to the griffins. Yuli was staring in awe at her larger, golden cousin from a respectable distance. Talon glared at any knight who approached for a closer look.
“Mother, they’re just men. Like Father or Uncle Jhon. Now I know that any man is a strange beast and harder to control than a wild griffin, but I’m sure we’ll manage.”
Palina didn’t look amused. “Flatlanders, Daria. Never forget that. They’re different from you and me.”
“How? Their captain fell in battle. Their fallen men have been enslaved, and they want to free them. You can’t understand that motive? How are they so different?”
“The dead soldiers are their problem, not ours.”
“So what, you’ll fly out of here without a second thought?”
“We will fly out of here. Both of us. We’ll give it a second thought when we’re home, protected by the walls of our own tower.”
“No,” Daria said. “If you leave, you leave alone. I am entering that tent and listening to what they have to say.”
“You tamed a golden griffin. You single-handedly wounded a dragon and drove it from the mountains. You have nothing to prove.”
“Mother!”
Palina reached for her arm, but Daria pulled away. For a long moment, mother and daughter looked at each other, neither backing down. Then Palina grabbed Yuli’s reins. She climbed onto the griffin’s back, dug in her heels and lifted into the sky. Moments later, griffin and rider were gone.
Daria turned around to find the big knight watching her. Brannock.
“My father is the brother of an eorl,” he said. “He owns eleven hundred acres of well-watered land. A river passes through his property, and he owns a water mill, as well.”
“Excuse me?”
“He didn’t understand why I would join the Brotherhood. That was for repentant criminals and the sons of landless peasants.”
“What about the king’s brothers? They’re knights.”
“That’s exactly what I asked my father. That was different, he said. The king’s brothers are warlords, the sons of a warrior king—they need an army to command. Blood to spill. The blood of lesser men. In a way, he was right.”
“Why did you join?” Daria asked.
“Adventure. Travel. The camaraderie of the Brotherhood. It doesn’t matter—this is my life, not his. Maybe when the Harvester takes me, I’ll be reborn a simple man, like my father. Maybe then I’ll love the soil as he does. But not in this life.”
“I understand.”
“I thought you would.” He glanced at Talon. “Will the griffin behave himself?”
“I hope so. But he’s unpredictable.” She smiled. “Like you and I.”
Brannock led Daria to the tent. He parted the flap for her to enter, but remained outside. Inside, she found Hob, Narud, and a second, younger wizard who Hob introduced as Edouard the Lesser. She wondered if there were an “Edouard the Greater” out there somewhere. The hands of both wizards curled into blackened fists, a sight that sent a queasy feeling into her stomach. She looked away.
“Have you seen Markal and his apprentice?” Narud asked.
“Not since the night at the keep, no. Wait, weren’t you traveling with them?”
“For a stretch, yes, but I had other business to attend to.” Narud cocked his head and squinted one eye shut in a gesture that looked vaguely bird-like. “I believe they flew south with a griffin rider.”
“Really? Nobody said anything to me about it.”
“I thought it might have been you.”
Daria felt a pang. “No, it wasn’t.”
“Wherever he is, we need him,” Hob said. “The wizard, not Darik.”
“Is he stronger than the two of you, then?” Daria asked the wizards.
“It’s not his strength we need,” Narud said, “it’s his knowledge. I don’t understand these ravagers. I don’t know what makes the dead wake and fight against the living. So I don’t know how to stop them.”
“Tell me where Markal is and I’ll fetch him,” Daria said.
“He meant to confront the Betrayer when he crossed the Tothian Way,” Narud said. “If he couldn’t find him there, he and the boy would go south to the sultanates. Most likely to Marrabat.”
The wind picked up outside and flapped the sides of the tent. A cold breeze came in through the tent flaps.
“I wouldn’t mind being in the sultanates myself,” Hob said. He rubbed his hands together. “Winter is stalking the north country. It will be a hard one.”
“It would take weeks of hard riding to get to Marrabat,” Narud said.
“Yes, I know,” Hob said with a note of impatience. “And I need to follow these ravagers, anyway. Whatever else happens, we can’t wait for them to gain strength on the backs of our dead.”
“I’d be happy to help,” Daria said. “I’ll fly to Marrabat and bring the wizard back. It will only take a few days.”
“Markal wouldn’t leave the boy,” Narud said.
“Then I’ll bring him back, too,” she said, perhaps a bit too quickly.
The younger wizard, Edouard, gave her a sharp look, and she turned away, a flush rising in her cheeks.
“A child of the mountains wouldn’t last long in the heat,” Narud said.
“I’ve flown over the desert. I flew to Balsalom earlier this summer, remember?”
“It isn’t the same desert. The south is a land of baking sand and scorching sun. And it’s much farther.”
“So I’ll fly higher. A couple of miles up, the heat won’t be so bad.”
“The air is too thin. A griffin can’t fly so many hours without descending where it can breathe deeply.”
“So we’ll come down to catch our breath. I can manage the cold just fine. Why not the heat?”
“You have power over the cold. You have none against the heat.”
“I don’t have any power against the cold. It’s pure will.”
“Will doesn’t allow you to fly fifteen thousand feet in the air or to bathe in icy streams. That is the result of generations of mountain living. And the cost is that you would die in the southern deserts. Please believe me. And if not for your own sake, for the sake of your griffin. It would suffer in the heat.”
Daria chewed at her lip.
“Why don’t you do it?” Hob asked Narud. “Turn into—I don’t know—a crow or something and fly there?”
The wizard lifted his withered hands. “I won’t have that kind of power for days. And I wouldn’t make it halfway before I became a man again. I’d be forced to wait and replenish my power.”
“All right, it was just a suggestion,” Hob said. “Seems like we don’t have any other choice than to send riders.”
“How about sending for Whelan, instead?” Edouard said. “He has a sword that could bind the souls of these ravagers.”
“We won’t recall Whelan from the east,” Narud said. “He has a chance to overthrow the dark wizard in his citadel before the enemy regains his strength. Nothing is more important. No, we must bring Markal back. We’ll go on horse. If it takes weeks, it takes weeks.”
“We don’t have weeks,” Hob said. “The ravagers are growing in strength day by day. By the time you get back, it might be too late.”
“Wizard, can you fly a griffin?” Daria asked.
“No.”
“But if I fly, you can at least ride along, right?”
“Of course,” Narud said. “So I suppose you can help, to a certain point. Carry me to Montrcrag, at least, then east along the Way to Balsalom. I’ll pick up the Spice Road from there.”
“That will cut a week, at least,” Hob said. He looked more hopeful.
Daria nodded eagerly. “And if we flew south on the Spice Road together—”
“Child,” he interrupted. “I told you—”
“Together,” she insisted. “You could conjure some small magic to keep me cool, couldn’t you? Don’t tell me you couldn’t manage a nice breeze.”
Narud looked thoughtful. “It’s dangerous for you. And the griffin—there are beasts in the desert. The desert is the homeland of your enemy. This dragon you wounded will have retreated there to recover from its wounds. No, I can’t let you do it.”
“The girl wants to help, wizard,” the captain said. “Who are you to tell her she can’t do her share?”
“She has done her share,” Narud insisted. “Twice over, already. I promised her mother—”
Daria let out a harsh laugh. “Oh, I see. I should have known. There’s no risk of my melting in the desert, you just made an arrangement with my mother.”
“I didn’t invent that,” Narud said. “Believe me, I didn’t.”
“But you overstated.” She put her hands on her hips. “I’m flying to Marrabat whether you come or not.”
“How will you even locate the city?” he asked. “It’s in a wasteland of sand and stone.”
“Watch and find out.”
Edouard leaned in and whispered something in the older wizard’s ear. Narud frowned. He studied Daria as Edouard continued. At last he nodded.
“Very well. You may go.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Thank you, but I am Daria Flockheart. I don’t need the permission of man, woman, or wizard to do what I must.”
He looked taken aback at this. She met his gaze until he looked away. Edouard and Hob stared.
“What I mean is, we’ll go together,” Narud said at last. “Is your griffin ready?”
“Talon is always ready. Let’s fly.”
-end-
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