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Chapter One
 Markal was tending the severed head of his master when a knight stepped into the garden with a drawn sword. Sunlight reflected off the knight’s gleaming breastplate, blinding the apprentice wizard, who stood staring, his work covering the dead man’s head forgotten.
 There was violence in the intruder’s posture, and fear rose in Markal’s breast. The man’s sword gleamed red, blood dripping from the tip to splatter the flowers, and from there falling to pollute the sacred ground of the gardens. Clods of dirt fell from the spade gripped in Markal’s suddenly sweating hands.

By the Brothers, he’s slain the keepers. 
 The knight could not have reached this inner sanctum without attacking and killing the keepers who protected this space. And what of the other apprentices, Markal’s fellow students in the gardens of Memnet the Great? Had the knight butchered them, too? The acolytes? Was there nobody left to oppose the intruder but Markal?
 He searched his memory for a spell that would turn aside this murderous figure. Even a bit of trickery. But how had the man found the gardens in the first place? He should have been stopped at the bridge, should have been turned away at the north gate. And Markal was surrounded by wards and runes that should have destroyed any enemy who managed to make it inside. Yet somehow this man seemed invulnerable.
 “Where is he?” the knight asked, voice sharp, demanding, and Markal received his second surprise. The intruder was no man. She was a woman.
 She stepped toward Markal and turned in such a way that the sun stopped reflecting off the armor and cast its warm, bathing light against the brick wall at her back, at the fruiting vines that snaked to the top of the wall, and across the woman’s face. The woman had pale skin, light blue eyes, and a long braided knot of golden-colored hair that trailed down her back.
 She was beautiful and strange and terrifying all at once. Markal had seen blue eyes before, even wheat-colored hair in the markets of Syrmarria on those who were said to carry the blood of those who lived beyond the western mountains, but nobody like this, and he knew he was facing a full-blooded barbarian warrior.
 The woman was tall, lean, and muscular, but her two-handed sword was at least four feet long, and wielding it would have taxed the strongest of warriors. Yet she carried it lightly, as if it were a rapier or spear.
 “I asked you a question, boy.” Her accent was strange, her vowels elongated, the ends of the words swallowed. “Where is he?”
 “Who?” Markal forced himself to remain calm. “There is nobody here but me. Why have you come, to kill me?”
 Her eyes hardened as she stepped toward him. “If I must.”
 “Like the others? Were you forced to kill them, too?”
 “What others?”
 “The keepers, the acolytes. You murdered them, didn’t you?”
 Markal nodded toward the sword, but he’d been mistaken and it wasn’t dripping with blood after all. There was only a clean, gleaming blade. Some trick of the light? No, he’d seen red drops splatter on the flowers. But there was no blood there, either, only perfect blossoms lifting their cool yellow faces gratefully to the sun.
 Another step forward. “Where is the wizard?”
 Markal lifted his spade defensively, even as he recognized the foolishness of the gesture. He didn’t look at the freshly turned soil at his feet. It was damp and dark, worms still burrowing back into the ground. There were defenses in this walled garden, including the tree beneath which she stood. He could awaken it, test her abilities. Yet he was stunned that she’d made it this far, and afraid she’d shrug off any attempt. 
 “What wizard?” he asked.
 “Don’t toy with me, boy. I will kill you if I must, kill them all, if it is the only way to force your master to face me.”
 Markal thrust his spade into the soil and wiped his hands on his already filthy robes. “There is no wizard here, not in these gardens. Here you will only find apprentices such as myself, and the keepers of the gardens. We all have some small measure of magic, but there are none who can claim the title of wizard. Not here, and perhaps nowhere in Aristonia. Do you have a name of someone in particular? I might send you on your way.”
 A frown crossed her brow, making her seem more severe than ever. “The great one—I do not know his name. But he is here.” She waved her sword. “In your gardens. I have been called here. I know who he is and what he does.”
 “Do you? I’m not sure I know that myself.”
 A smile crossed the woman’s face, as if she had caught him in a lie. “So you do know of the wizard.” 
 She lifted the sword above her shoulders, but it was only to slide it into a long scabbard at her back. Markal studied the woman more closely, and noted the road grime on her face and hands, the unfastened strap of her bracer, and the scuffed appearance of her breastplate. That first impression of a knight stepping gleaming from the sunlight had been very wrong indeed.
 Moving deliberately, Markal stepped up to the fruiting vines growing against the brick wall to his left. He was in one of many small interior spaces in the larger gardens, but perhaps the most potent, and that could serve him well. He plucked a round, ruby-red fruit.
 “You’ve been long on the road. This plum will refresh you.”
 She didn’t take it. “Plums grow on trees, not vines.”
 “Not this kind. Eat it. It will help.” To show her that it was harmless, he took a bite. A sweet, juicy flavor exploded in his mouth. He picked a second one and held it out.
 She took the plum and turned it over in her hand. “What is this, some spell, some trickery?”
 “Not at all. I told you, I’m an apprentice—I have little magic. It is the power of this garden—it will restore.”
 “Where is he?” She cast the fruit aside. “The great wizard? You have admitted he is here.”
 “He was here.” Markal let his own fruit drop. “These were his gardens. But you are too late to see the master. Another assassin has beat you to it.” 
 “How was he killed? Poison, strangulation, magic?”
 “Why does that matter?”
 “It matters, as well you know.”
 “The assassin cut off my master’s head, threw his body over a horse, and escaped into the desert.” This was all true, and yet only one small part of the story.
 “What did the assassin look like?”
 Markal shook his head. “I didn’t see him. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. There have been many would-be assassins over the years—they always failed in the past. This time, a man cut his way to my master’s side and finished the business for good.”
 “Tell me. Did the assassin have a gray face and dead eyes?”
 Markal blinked. Yes, that was precisely what Nathaliey had told Markal, but how would this barbarian know that? She looked and sounded different from the previous attacker in every way imaginable, yet there was so much violence about her that they were clearly on the same mission, to destroy Memnet the Great.
 He must have given away his answer in his expression, because she pushed on. “You have a shrine, a temple, do you not?”
 “The Golden Pavilion, yes. But you won’t find him there. I told you, he’s dead.”
 “And where is his body?”
 “Carried off. I said that already.”
 “His head?”
 “Burned, as is the custom in Aristonia.” The lie tasted like dust on Markal’s tongue, and from her sharpened gaze, he thought she’d sensed he was lying as well. “Leave this place. You will only find your death in this garden.”
 “One moment you profess weakness, the next boast of your strength. Who will kill me, you?” She smiled at this.
 “Memnet the Great may be dead, but magic infuses his land. The gardens themselves will reject you.”
 “They tried already. I battered down their defenses.”
 “Indeed.” That was the great and terrible mystery. Such a thing had never happened before.
 The woman thrust out her chin, and her eyes glinted. “I am Bronwyn of Arvada, a paladin of Eriscoba, and I carry the red sword. No wizard, warrior, or garden can bend me from my purpose.”
 She turned away from him as if he were of no consequence and inspected the walled garden. Fruiting vines covered the walls, and beds of flowers lined the stone walkway, their blossoms attended by honeybees. Birds warbled from the branches of the fruit trees around the edges. Water burbled from a fountain in the middle of the enclosed space, and though the bulk of the khalifates were in the midst of a crippling drought, the wells and streams of Aristonia still ran clear.
 Bronwyn of Arvada, as she’d styled herself, studied the other three paths and finally fixed on the one flanked by a pair of peach trees, as if drawn there. How had she known? It led to a woodland path, and beyond that, the Golden Pavilion on the edge of the lake. She set off in that direction with long, confident strides. One hand reached over her shoulder to touch the pommel of the sword strapped on her back. She passed through the trees and disappeared.
 Markal let out his breath and looked down at the fresh dirt at his feet. Movement caught his eye from the shaded wall to his left, but this time he wasn’t surprised by the figure stepping toward him.
 It was a tall man in a robe, who pulled back his cowl as he stepped into the sunlight. His lips pinched together in a thin, displeased line, and he let out a long, exaggerated sigh as he peered down at Markal over a hooked nose.
 “How much did you hear?” Markal asked.
 “Enough,” Chantmer said. “Were you so frightened you had to blurt every secret, give her every advantage?”
 A defensive tone entered Markal’s voice. “I told her nothing.”
 “Indeed? You told her about the assassin, about the magic of the gardens, even our master’s name.”
 “Nothing of consequence.”
 “These are the things that break our disguise, that reveal us to the world.”
 “We were already revealed. She crossed the bridge and entered the gardens. How did that happen? Why didn’t the runes and wards cast her out?”
 “They must have weakened since the master died,” Chantmer said.
 “The master’s death wouldn’t change that, not so quickly. They defend the land, the order. Many are older than Memnet himself.”
 “If you knew the answer to the question, why did you ask it? Besides, I think you’re wrong. What other explanation is there?”
 Markal had no answer for this, and Chantmer looked down at him with eyebrows raised.
 “Well then,” the taller apprentice told Markal. “What spell did you cast on the fruit?”
 “I didn’t. I was afraid she would detect it—did you see her gaze? By the Brothers, she could nearly read my thoughts. I thought the plum itself would be enough.”
 “Anyway, she wouldn’t eat it. A worthless attempt.”
 Markal’s face felt hot. “What would you have done?” 
 “Magic,” Chantmer said. “Our master praises your knowledge—very well then, put it to use. Make the barbarian sleep, set her mind on fruitless paths. Send her east on the road until she is far from here. Something. Or are you only an archivist after all?” 

Are you only an archivist? 
 When Memnet the Great had put the question to Markal, it prodded him, inspired him to work harder. From Chantmer’s lips, it was an insult. Yet it was true enough. Apprentices fell from the path when their magic or knowledge failed. Those who couldn’t master the knowledge became acolytes. Those whose power fell short became keepers or archivists. Of these, the archivists were the weakest, all knowledge and little magic. An ability to read ancient texts, to hold the slippery spells and incantations in one’s head, but no capacity for calling up the reserves that would bring them to life.
 “We have to stop her,” Markal said. “She knows too much, she senses. She didn’t go to the pavilion first, she came here. Somehow, she knew about the master’s head. And how did she find the gardens, anyway? She’s no mage, she’s a paladin. Not even the high king can find us anymore, so how would Bronwyn? Someone must have sent her.”
 “We agree on that much. She must be stopped.” Chantmer stared at the mound of dirt at Markal’s feet, then looked up and held his gaze. “Well?”
 Markal picked up the spade and held it protectively. “No. It is too early.”
 “You looked?”
 “I lifted the dirt. His eyes are closed.”
 “And below the severed head?” Chantmer asked. “What did you see?”
 “The soil holds its magic—we must trust it.”
 “In other words, you didn’t look.” Chantmer held out his hand. “Give me the spade. It’s time.”
 “It’s not time, and you are not in command.”
 “And neither are you,” Chantmer said.
 Indeed, that was a critical lack in this garden. Who would lead? Some of the older keepers had been here the longest, a few more than half a century. But they had once been apprentices themselves, only to fall aside as their magic reached its limit, left to age and mature in wisdom, but not skill. How would they command the garden’s magic? Yet the apprentices were not ready, either. Otherwise they wouldn’t be apprentices.
 With Memnet’s death there was no leader of the Order of the Crimson Path. Perhaps Chantmer would assume that role someday, perhaps not, but for the moment Markal had no intention of obeying his companion’s ill-informed whims.
 “Where are the others?” Markal asked.
 Chantmer let his hand slowly fall, but didn’t look away from the mound of dirt holding the master’s head. “Nathaliey left this morning for Syrmarria.”
 “She won’t find anything new.”
 “So you have the entire library committed to memory now?” Chantmer’s left eyebrow arched. “I think not. As for Narud, he is communing with mice again. Or maybe it was voles. He’s of no use to us.”
 Markal wasn’t so sure. Chantmer dismissed the other apprentice as being of little practical value, and his curiosity about the natural world as being a strange, pointless eccentricity, but there was a wild, uncontrolled magic pulsing from Narud that was as strong as Chantmer’s not-inconsiderable native abilities.
 “We’ll have to enlist the keepers,” Markal said.
 “And do what with them, precisely?”
 “We distract the enemy while the keepers raise the wards. The keepers could conceal the entrance to this inner garden until we can get rid of her.” Markal nodded, beginning to imagine the spells they could use: sanctify, disorder, and disconcert. It would be costly. “Cleanse the very memory of its existence from the woman’s mind.” 
 “This entire garden was supposedly hidden,” Chantmer said. “Yet the barbarian strolled in unopposed.” He stroked his beard. “She’s a barbarian, which means she came through the mountains, where the king’s men are building their fortifications, yet that didn’t stop her. She broke down the wards, and now she’s in the gardens. No, your plan won’t work. She won’t be put off by defensive magic.”
 “And your idea?”
 “Kill her.”
 Markal blinked. “Here?”
 He looked around. The air hung heavy with the scent of fruit and flowers, and bees the size of his thumb filled the air with their gentle buzz. Honey from the gardens was said to cure leprosy, and the peaches that grew from the trees sold for ten silver dinarii in the Grand Bazaar of Marrabat on the far side of the southern desert.
 The master was dead, and the thought of bringing violence to his garden filled Markal with horror. This was a place of learning, of healing. And he had no evidence the woman intended to finish what her predecessor had nearly accomplished. Perhaps she wanted something else.
 Chantmer thrust a hand within his robe where his silver-threaded belt encircled his waist. He withdrew his hand, but not before Markal caught a glimpse of something lumpy shifting within the folds. What was that, a coin purse? A meditation stone? Strange.
 “Don’t look so disturbed,” Chantmer said. “This place has seen violence before, or there wouldn’t be so many wards and runes.”
 “You think we can do it without the master?”
 “Of course,” Chantmer said. “You and I alone could manage. You will hold the incantation in your mind, and I will draw it forth with my strength.”
 “Did you see the red sword?”
 “Yes.”
 “There’s magic in it,” Markal said. “More than you or I possess. Anyway, this woman has done us no harm.”
 “Other than violating the sanctity of the gardens.”
 “And we won’t fight her until we know her intentions.” Markal shook his head, more determined now than ever. “No. We won’t do it.”
 “You forbid it? Ha!”
 “We agreed already—there are four apprentices. Three of us must agree on any major departure from Memnet’s command, and this certainly counts. Nathaliey is in Syrmarria. Go for her if you wish. Then try to convince Narud.”
 Chantmer reached for his waist, then stopped and clenched his hands together, and Markal thought of what he’d spotted in the folds of the man’s robes.
 “What are you hiding?”
 “Nothing.”
 “There’s something in your robe, what is it?”
 Chantmer reared to his full height and peered down at Markal. “This . . . Bronwyn,” he said, the barbarian name spitting off his tongue, “has come to the gardens for one purpose, and you know what it is.” 
 “Then help me rid it of her.”
 “Do it your way, when you tell me to, is that it?”
 Markal only hesitated a moment. “Yes. Without violence.”
 “The Harvester take you.” Chantmer’s jaw clenched, then slowly relaxed. “Very well. But when your way doesn’t work, we will resort to stronger measures.”
 
 



Chapter Two
 Markal and Chantmer made their way out of the walled enclosure where they’d buried the head of Memnet the Great. The path to the Golden Pavilion led through two more courtyard-like gardens, down a stone staircase to the pond and fountain, then over a footbridge that spanned another pond, this one long and narrow, before turning into a forest path. It then branched toward the little stone cottages in the woods where the members of the order lived.
 Bronwyn had left evidence of her passing along the way. Here and there she’d departed from the path, her boots trampling moss and kicking up mats of leaves. She’d hacked her way through a thicket of vegetation that grew along an old stone wall and left severed vines oozing sap.
 “Curse her,” Chantmer said, slowing to study the wounded plants. “Pointless destruction.”
 “Hardly pointless,” Markal said. “There’s a method to it.”
 He pulled back the vines and exposed the wall. A rune had been carved in the stone, a word in the old tongue, it edges eroded with time, but the impression still deep. It was cool to his touch, not warm, as he’d have expected had it still been active. Yet Bronwyn had discovered it and damaged it before it could harm her. How had she spotted it?
 “I see,” Chantmer said. He bit his lip and looked troubled. They continued on.
 Visitors were not unknown here, although the gardens couldn’t be found, couldn’t even be remembered. The high king himself had once lived here many years ago, and even he had forgotten how to find the place once he’d left the order and moved to Veyre. But outsiders could be led to the garden and visit safely. So long as they were welcomed. 
 Earlier in the year, after a spring rainstorm on the western plains carried the false promise of an end to the drought, Markal had brought an engineer from the king’s road building detail to the gardens upon request of the high king. The engineer badgered Memnet about cutting the king’s highway through Aristonia instead of skirting its northern border as had been agreed. When the wizard denied the request, as the observing apprentices had known he would, the engineer sputtered and threatened.
 “Damn you, stubborn old man. I could send ten soldiers and take this whole blasted garden. Cut off your beard and sell you to the nomads.”
 “You left your horse and entered on foot, did you not?” Memnet said. “Where was that?”
 The engineer didn’t look at the paths, as most men would, but glanced at the sun in the sky, then smugly pointed in a direction vaguely northeast. He had correctly identified the direction of the stables outside the gate.
 “Very well,” the wizard had said. “Find your way there. Bring me the king’s order from your saddlebags by sundown, and I will grant you leave to build your road where you wish.”
 Two days later, the dazed engineer staggered past the Golden Pavilion when Markal was meditating in the shrine. There was water everywhere in the gardens—it flowed from fountains, coursed through stone-lined waterways, and collected in ponds, before draining into the lake alongside which the man now walked, but his lips were cracked and bleeding from thirst. Markal had felt sorry for the poor fool and broke from his meditation to show the engineer to the stables and send him on his way.
 There were two entrances to the gardens, one in the north, and the other in the south. Neither had a watchtower. There were no armed guards, no barricades to impede an enemy’s progress, no visible defensive fortifications of any kind. Nevertheless, the gardens were a fortress in their own way. And that was assuming one could find them in the first place.
 Yet Bronwyn of Arvada had found her way inside and was methodically overthrowing their defenses, battering their gates and scaling their ramparts. Markal wasn’t surprised to emerge from the forest into the meadow and see the paladin sitting on the steps of the Golden Pavilion on the far side. Her sword rested across her lap.
 The Golden Pavilion had been built by Memnet the Great’s own master, who had founded the order of wizards to which Markal and his companions dedicated themselves. Its gold leaf gleamed in the sunlight, and red pillars supported the roof, which overhung a porch encircling the building. Through the open doors, a great brass bell dominated the inner platform; when rung, the sound reverberated for miles, all the way to the stone bridge over Blossom Creek. That platform was their shrine and the holiest spot in the gardens, dedicated to mastering the knowledge left them by the Brother Gods. The only spot to rival it in Aristonia was the Sacred Forest that guarded the length of the northern border of the khalifate.
 Behind the Golden Pavilion lay the backdrop of the graceful curves of the lake and its tiny islands covered with twisted, carefully cultivated trees. A path curved around the lake, entered the woods on the far side, and finally left the gardens via the south gate.
 “Unbelievable,” Chantmer said to Markal as the two apprentices crossed the meadow. “She’s desecrated our shrine.” Indeed, Bronwyn had been busy, as evidenced by the shards of wood lying on either side of her.
 Markal stared in horror at the two pillars on top of the stairs that supported the roof on this side of the pavilion. They had been carved and painted with fire salamanders, writhing dragons, and the heads of mammoths from the snowy wastelands of the north, but Bronwyn had hacked loose chunks of red-painted carvings and exposed the bare wood below. The wounds ran several feet up and down the columns, destroying nearly all of the subtle art limned into the surface. Those figures had concealed more protective wards. Why hadn’t any of them stopped her?
 Five other people stood in the meadow leading to the lake-side pavilion. Two were keepers, their scythes still in hand from when they’d been cutting grass. Two more were acolytes, younger than Markal and his companion, and the fifth was Narud. He spotted the newcomers and walked over to join them, waving for the other four to stay where they were and keep an eye on the intruder. The apprentices stood about fifty feet from the pavilion.
 “Who is she?” Narud asked.
 “A barbarian,” Chantmer said, tone disgusted. “What else is there to know?”
 “What is she doing now?” Markal asked.
 “Says she is waiting for the master,” Narud said. “I warned her not to move, but told her nothing of the master. I guessed the two of you would arrive soon enough.”
 “And she agreed to stay put?” Markal asked.
 “She neither agreed nor disagreed. I don’t think she follows orders.”
 Narud was the youngest of the three apprentices present, only twenty-five, but due to the curiously inconsistent aging of those who embraced magic, he looked at least ten years older, while Markal and Chantmer looked considerably younger than their years. 
 Markal often thought that their role as students left the apprentices stunted in youth emotionally while magic filled them with knowledge and power. He’d always known they’d need to emerge from their master’s long shadow to complete their growth, but never guessed that an assassin would force that so suddenly. Memnet the Great was dead these three weeks, and Markal desperately needed his wisdom and power.
 Narud glanced first at Markal, then Chantmer. “What do we do?”
 “Curse this woman,” Chantmer said in a low voice. “We’ll send her miserable soul to the Harvester.”
 “No,” Markal said. “We do not fight her.” He glanced at the woman, who watched with a sharp expression. Not exactly hostile, but there was violence lurking below the surface.
 “We must fight,” Chantmer said. 
 “Not in the way you mean it. We don’t kill her—is that even possible?”
 Chantmer glared. “Oh, it’s possible. It’s most definitely possible.”
 “Then what?” Narud asked, not Chantmer, but Markal.
 Markal had been turning over a strategy since leaving the walled gardens, and now explained to his two companions the mixture of incantations he intended to use to rid them of the intruder before she could do further harm. Skepticism deepened on both of their faces.
 “We need Nathaliey,” Narud said when he’d finished. “Where is she?”
 “She left for Syrmarria this morning,” Markal said.
 “To see her father?” Narud asked.
 Chantmer shook his head. His eyes were deep and thoughtful beneath his heavy eyebrows. “The libraries. She’s searching for information that might help us with the master’s head.”
 “That’s only a day’s ride,” Narud said. “She might be back by tomorrow. Could we wait?”
 Markal glanced back at the paladin, who was still watching. “She might be back then, or she might be in the libraries for days. Weeks. It’s hard to say.”
 “So we send for her,” Narud said.
 “No. We don’t have time. Who knows what damage the paladin might do before then?”
 “Markal and I are in agreement on that much,” Chantmer said. “We must drive her out, one way or another.”
 “You can’t manage this,” Narud said. He glanced at Chantmer. “Either of you. Me, either. Not without Nathaliey.”
 “Markal only needs to hold the words,” Chantmer said. “You and I will do the rest. And when Markal’s scheme collapses, we’ll resort to stronger methods.”
 “You keep saying that,” Narud said. “With our strength spent? How would we manage that? Bleed ourselves to death?”
 Markal had laid out his plans, but that didn’t mean he was disinterested in Chantmer’s thoughts. But before the taller apprentice could speak, Bronwyn rose to her feet and stepped down from the stairs where she’d been perched since Markal and Chantmer arrived. She reached over her shoulder and sheathed the two-handed sword. Again, it seemed so light in her hands as to be almost insubstantial.
 The keepers and acolytes that Narud had left in place moved to block her, and the muscles in the woman’s shoulders tensed. “Stand aside,” she told them. “I’m warning you.”
 “Let her through,” Markal called.
 The others parted at Markal’s command, even the older keepers, many of whom surely held more knowledge in their heads than the raw, untested apprentice now giving them orders. Doubt washed over Markal, as corrosive as hot tea poured on a cone of hardened sugar.
 “Give us space,” he told Narud and Chantmer. “I’ll try once more with gentle words.”
 “I hear you, boy,” Bronwyn said.
 She reached a hand over her shoulder to caress the hilt of her weapon, and when she stopped walking, she was within striking distance of Markal’s head. One swift motion and the sword would strike him down.
 He held out his hands, palms up. “No harm has been done. Nothing that can’t be repaired.”
 “Where is he? Where is the sorcerer?”
 “You must be tired from the road. Sit in the pavilion and we’ll bring you water from the fountains and fruit from the orchards. Bread—I baked it this morning, and it is still fresh. Take it with honey and dates and you’ll be restored. Surely you have heard the reputation of food from our gardens and kitchens.”
 “I know what this means, to confuse and distract. Black wizardry—I won’t take your poison.”
 “Flour, egg, salt, leavening. There’s no poison in it. Just bread with honey. Fruit, water. It’s the soil of the land that makes them potent, and it’s no black magic, I promise. Be reasonable. You haven’t killed anyone, and the damage to the shrine can be repaired.”
 “Where is he?”
 “I told you, the master is dead. You’re too late.”
 “He’s not dead, that is a lie.” Her hand tightened on the hilt. “I will kill you all if you don’t tell me. And then I will put this garden to the fire. No two stones will stand one atop the other, no living thing shall grow, no patch of ground will remain unbroken until I find him.”
 Markal didn’t need Chantmer to tell him it was time to act, that his attempt at reconciliation had failed. His two companions stood behind him, one at either shoulder, and he could feel them gathering strength. Magic crackled beneath Chantmer’s skin, controlled, tense, like a drawn bowstring. Narud’s was wilder, less precise, more like water building behind an irrigation dam, ready to flood loose. Markal’s own magic was beneath the surface, strong enough in its way, but unharnessed. He would lose it all if he tried to call it.
 And so he wouldn’t. But he could act as archivist for his two companions. He’d be their own library of incantations in the old tongue, recollecting the words that refused to fix themselves in the other apprentices’ heads. 
 “Animum, ut obliviscatur.” Turn her mind, make her forget. 
 The words were slippery on his tongue. They wanted to drip off his lips, to be swallowed, to be chewed like gristle between the teeth until they were incomprehensible. It took great concentration to pronounce them correctly.
 Neither of the other apprentices could yet hold that particular spell in their mind, not even after lengthy meditation, but as Markal spoke, Chantmer repeated them as he lifted his hands and fixed the intruder with a hard stare. A great drop of blood rolled down each of Chantmer’s forearms and fell to the ground.
 Bronwyn blinked. Her hand slid from the hilt, and her arm went limp. She turned and looked about her with a dazed expression. She faltered as if she would fall, the weight of her armor suddenly more than she could bear.
 “Quickly, Markal!” Chantmer said. He was panting, his face flushed, and a violent shiver worked through his body. “The other spell.”
 Markal turned toward Narud. “Indicem ire uiam hinc abierit.” 
 Narud repeated these words. The magic uncoiled from him like snakes and buried itself in the already confused and staggering woman. Blood ran down Narud’s arms and dripped off the end in tiny rivulets. Bronwyn turned sharply toward the path leading away from the pavilion and back toward the north gate.
 Chantmer let out his breath. “What was that last incantation? You told me before—I can’t remember.”
 “I sent her home,” Markal said. “Or started her toward it, at least.”
 Narud had bent over double, gasping, but now raised his head. “And how long will it last?”
 “Long enough.” Markal glanced at the woman, whose pace was picking up. “A day, perhaps two, before she shakes it off. She’ll ride west toward the mountains. By the time she comes to her senses, she’ll have to find us a second time. That will be even harder, and we’ll have time to rebuild our wards.”
 He gave Chantmer a sharp look. “What were you intending? You had something else in mind.” His eyes fell to the man’s waist. “What are you carrying in there, anyway?”
 “Never you mind.”
 Suspicions were growing in Markal’s mind. “Tell me, Chantmer. We have no secrets between us.”
 “Are you hiding something?” Narud asked. “Markal, what is it? What did Chantmer do?”
 Chantmer crossed his arms and turned away. “It is nothing. An idea, a thought is all. We have work to do. Explain to the keepers what you—” He stopped and his eyes widened. “Why Markal, you fool!”
 Markal followed his gaze. Bronwyn had stopped some two hundred feet distant, between the white trunks of two enormous beech trees that flanked the path as it entered the forest, forming an arcade with their limbs. What was she doing? Why didn’t she continue?

By the Brothers, don’t stop. Go! 
 The paladin reached for her sword, slid it carefully from the sheath, and held it in front of her. One hand took the blade, and she turned around to face the meadow again. She was a few hundred feet away, her face caught in the dappled light coming through the leaves overhead, but Markal swore he could sense her mind clearing simply by watching the change in her posture. She suddenly strode toward them, her face a mask of cold fury.
 Markal desperately searched for some incantation. But both his companions had spent their power, literally bleeding it to the ground, and there was nothing strong enough to turn her aside that he could manage on his own.
 “Did you think you could cheat me?” she called. “Did you think me a weak-minded fool from your slave markets?”
 Bronwyn came at Markal with her sword. He could only flinch, his feet rooted to the ground. The blade glinted red. The keepers and acolytes came running from the Golden Pavilion, but they could do nothing. Narud stared in horror.
 Only Chantmer was active. He reached into his robe and withdrew a small round object. A glass ball, one moment the color of cream streaked with amber, the next translucent, glowing from some internal light.

You devil, Markal thought. Where did you get that? 
 Yet a wild hope rose in his breast. Chantmer had got his hands on Memnet’s orb. For years their master had filled it with the strength that he bled from his pores. The apprentice wouldn’t be able to draw on the great wizard’s power, even if the master had been alive, but Chantmer must have learned how to use it, must have stored some of his own strength in its depths or he wouldn’t be rolling it in his palm with his eyes narrowed in concentration.
 The woman, focused on Markal, didn’t see it. Holding the hilt of her great two-handed sword in her right fist, she grabbed his tunic in her left and jerked him toward her. 
 “I will cut you down, boy. My sword will tear your very soul asunder if you do not tell me the truth at once.”
 “Yes, of course.” Markal cast a desperate glance at his companion.
 Chantmer mumbled under his breath, and light grew inside the orb. He had memorized some spell, it would seem, and was trying to get the words right.
 Bronwyn shook Markal. “Tell me!”
 “Tell you what? I’ll tell you anything! By the Brothers, don’t kill me.”

Chantmer! Hurry, damn you! 
 At last the other apprentice straightened with a triumphant look. “Uitio uersurum sed volans malleis percutite eos.” 
 It was volans malleis, a spell to cast a pair of flying hammers, and Chantmer had done it well enough to raise a single hammer that seemed to coalesce out of the very air until it became a glowing, swirling weapon that picked up speed as it hurled toward the barbarian intruder. 
 Bronwyn’s back was turned; there was no way she could see the hammer before it struck. It would hit her from behind and crush her skull. Markal had wished to turn the woman aside without bloodshed, but he no longer cared. He wanted her put down. 
 Then, as if someone had shouted a warning in her ear, Bronwyn turned with startling speed, her sword at the ready. The hammer struck the blade. There was a terrific crash, a flash of light, and icy grit sprayed against Markal’s face. When the light cleared, Bronwyn and her sword stood unharmed and there was no sign of the magical hammer. She sprang at Chantmer with the sword drawn behind her shoulder for a killing blow.
 Chantmer may have drawn power from the orb, but some had come from his own body. He staggered backward and dropped the smooth glass sphere, which rolled away, smeared with the apprentice’s blood. He sank to his knees before Bronwyn could reach him, head falling forward, exposing his neck like a horse thief before the executioner’s ax. 
 But the first of the keepers had reached the fight. She was an old woman named Eliana, her back crooked from the relentless punishment of the passing years, but also from decades of bending to pluck weeds that grew as eagerly in the soil of Memnet’s gardens as any other plant. Eliana had a keen eye for anything that grew unnaturally among the flowers and fruiting vines, and now she’d turned her attention to a newcomer who was as unwelcome as any weed. For years, she’d worn a pendant made of green stone in the shape of a tree around her neck. Magic flowed from the object, and her lips formed a spell.
 Again, as if warned by a hidden ally, Bronwyn turned from Chantmer, and her sword swung in a wide arc. It caught Eliana a terrific blow, cleaving the old woman’s collarbone and severing her hand and pendant. Bronwyn wrenched out the sword before the woman’s body hit the ground. 
 All movement stopped, except for Chantmer struggling to stand and failing. The other keepers and apprentices stared at the dead woman as her life’s blood flowed into the ground she’d nurtured since her childhood. 
 Bronwyn stood with her sword dripping blood. “She would have killed me.” The words sounded hollow in the air. “There was magic—I could feel it. My bones would have broken. The grass would have swallowed me.”
 Memnet’s Orb lay at Bronwyn’s feet, and she plucked it up. She wiped the blood off on the grass and then stared into its depths. She glanced at Chantmer, who had regained his feet at last and stood wobbling, his eyes bloodshot and his face pale as a shroud. Narud moved to his side and draped Chantmer’s arm over his shoulder to keep him from falling. 
 “You all would have killed me,” Bronwyn added. “I had no choice, you see.” 
 “You are the only killer in this garden,” Markal said. He stared at the dead woman and the horrible look on her face, then looked up. “You have done your harm. Now go. By the Brothers, leave us alone.”
 Her face hardened. “No. I have only proven the truth of my words, that I will see this garden and all of you destroyed if it is necessary to find the wizard. Will you test me again?”
 “I told you before. He is dead.”
 “So you’ve claimed. An assassin cut off his head, threw his body over a horse, and rode into the desert. So you told me, and maybe you’re even telling a truth to mask the lies. So where is the head?”
 So she knew, or at least suspected. Cutting the wizard’s head from his body had killed him, of course it had. But then what? An ordinary soul would have fled the body to wander mindlessly across the land until the Harvester collected it in his bag of souls. But Memnet the Great had no ordinary soul, and his gardens were no ordinary land.
 “Well?” she demanded. “I am armed. I have proven I will kill, and you have proven yourself unable to stop me. I even have your bauble now.”
 What choice did Markal have? His companions had spilled their magic. All the keepers and the acolytes together wouldn’t be able to stop this woman, who seemed possessed of godly strength, reflexes, and senses. Markal could add little through his own magic.
 He had one chance, that Memnet’s eyes had opened at last. Markal thought about Chantmer and Narud, and something else occurred to him. No, he had two chances. 
 “I will show you the wizard’s head,” Markal said. He gave what he hoped was a significant glance to the others, but of course Bronwyn picked up on it too, and a flinty look entered her expression.
 “And?” she said.
 “Your instincts were correct. It’s buried in the walled garden where you first found me.”
 Chantmer’s eyes widened in alarm. This, the barbarian didn’t seem to notice. 
 “I thought so,” she said. “Cunning boy, you sent me away, and I almost believed you.” Bronwyn glanced down at the dead keeper, then turned toward the path with a grim expression. “Come. I won’t go alone.”
 “No,” Markal said to the others when they started to follow. “Don’t follow. Look to Eliana. There are rituals for a dead member of the order, and they should be honored.”
 He put his right hand behind his back as he fell in behind Bronwyn, who strode away without making sure he would follow. A spell came to his lips. It was a simple incantation. His skin burned and felt slick as blood rolled toward his fist. But even as he finished whispering the spell, he felt the strength of it dissolving into the warm breeze flowing through the garden. What emerged from his efforts was nothing but a trickle compared to the gush of power that had come from Narud’s and Chantmer’s. 
 Yet it was enough. Markal glanced behind him, and his fellow apprentices nodded their understanding. They had heard the suggestion he’d whispered into their minds. 
 
 



Chapter Three
 Nathaliey knew that the manuscripts of the library at Syrmarria were protected from fire and water. Even the frailest, most worn scroll, unrolled and rerolled a thousand times over the generations, had a ward that would allow one to throw it onto a bonfire only to discover it lying in the ashes hours later, unharmed. She could only imagine that the brass plates and the vaults of clay tablets were at least as well protected.
 Yet Nathaliey couldn’t shake the feeling of danger when she passed through the hidden entrance and into the Vault of Secrets with a candelabra in hand. It only grew as the archivist lit the oil lamps in their sconces on the walls. All those stacks of paper, all that ancient learning—it felt fragile, tenuous.
 That feeling had been growing in her breast all day, since she’d crossed through the gate and into Syrmarria. Men from Veyre and Delitha packed the streets, along with sweating laborers with rough accents and even rougher expressions as they studied her. The high king was spending lavishly to build his road to the mountains, and even more lavishly on the castles that would guard its passage through the high passes. Much of the wealth flowed through Aristonia’s capital city. 
 Nathaliey had been born in Syrmarria; her parents still lived here, and her father, in fact, still served the khalif. She could almost find her way blindfolded through the alleys climbing the hill as they folded over each other toward the palace. She knew the souks by the sound of their shouting merchants; she could be carried back to the markets with a single smell on the wind.
 But Syrmarria was changing quickly. Every time she returned, something was new: a tower under construction, the expansion of the city wall, a new manor house or a street of low mud houses. The western wall of the city was coming down, to be replaced several hundred yards farther out and thus expand the city. 
 Everything seemed different until she reached the vaults beneath the palace. Here, nothing had changed. Nothing would ever change. 
 The archivist, a man of indeterminate, but advanced years, had led her into the Vault of Secrets. His eyes were red and watery, heavy with bags, but he watched her steadily, and his gaze made her uncomfortable. There was a question in it.
 “What is it, friend?” she asked, ashamed to realize she couldn’t remember his name with any certainty. Jethro? Yes, that was it.
 “Is it true about the master?”
 A knot of pain had resided in her gut since the assassination, never fully unwinding, and now it flared to life. Still, the question surprised her. The four apprentices had agreed to keep it a secret within the walls of the garden until they were sure.
 “Where did you hear that?” she asked sharply.
 “Peace, it is not widely known. I, too, am a member of the order.”
 “Yes, of course,” she said quickly. “I didn’t mean that. But how did you hear, being in the city?”
 “My brother is a keeper of the gardens—well, he is not my brother by blood, but we were apprentices together under the master for twenty years. He sends me a basket of wolf peaches every fortnight. There was a note with the most recent shipment, very cryptic, but I understood its meaning. Is it true?” 
 “Ah. Yes, I see.” She nodded sadly. “Yes, old friend. It is true.”
 The creases and lines on the man’s face deepened into a look of great age and sorrow. “The last of the great wizards. I wonder what shall become of us now.”
 “Bring me the Veyrian scrolls,” she said, “and the tome with the bloodstain I was looking at before. Do you remember that?”
 He turned to the nooks and shelves on the wall behind her. Nathaliey set down the candelabra, took off her satchel from over her shoulder, and set it on the table. She removed two sheets of parchment and her inks and quills. The information she was searching for had to be here.
 Markal was the most learned of any of them, and the longest under the master’s guidance, but even he didn’t know the answer. Could they continue to study and learn on their own, progress and master the arts without a teacher? There must be answers here. Memnet the Great hadn’t sprouted in the forest one day like a mushroom after a heavy rain—he had been taught himself, by an older wizard, a woman about whom Nathaliey knew very little, except that she had founded the order and begun the gardens. And who had taught her? 
 And was the master truly dead? Markal and Chantmer thought not. Narud refused to offer an opinion, but there was doubt in his eyes when the other two buried Memnet’s head in the walled garden. Nathaliey thought the master was gone forever. Too much time had passed between when the enemy cut him down and when she brought his head to the gardens.
 Nathaliey and Memnet had been at the end of a lengthy trip to the sultanates when the assassins found them. Master and apprentice had spent three months away from the gardens, first traveling south with a caravan of Veyrian merchants, then spending two weeks in Marrabat and Nevanah consulting with kings and ministers to prevent a destructive war between the two cities. Only when Memnet threatened to curse the springs of Marrabat and turn them brackish did the sultan order his army to abandon their siege of the rival city. 
 “Can you really do that?” Nathaliey had asked when she was alone with the wizard. “Destroy a city’s entire water supply?”
 “Only a monster would condemn a city of two hundred thousand souls to die of thirst.”
 “You didn’t answer the question, Master.”
 “You are right, I didn’t.”
 Memnet and Nathaliey passed through columned arcades and through courtyards of red stone to reach the fluted tower that contained the sultan’s library. They climbed a dizzying spiral staircase to reach the top of the tower, where they enjoyed a glorious view of the low-slung, tent-like city of Marrabat. It was a city of contrasts—incredible beauty in its slender towers and gleaming cupolas next to filthy quarters filled with slaves, cripples, and beggars. Master and apprentice had spent most of the next five days at the top of the tower, poring over old manuscripts, scrolls, and other writings. 
 The collection was a fragmented jumble compared to Syrmarria’s library, and most of what they found the master declined to study in depth. But there was an archive of baked clay tablets plundered from a tomb in the desert wasteland, and Memnet was keen to study these at length. Some resisted deciphering, and others still carried the scent of magic around them.
 After some negotiation with the sultan’s mages and viziers, Memnet arranged for a caravan to carry the tablets north at the cost of eight hundred silver dinarii, plus two bushels of raisins, ten casks of wine, and twenty-eight jars of honey from Memnet’s gardens in Aristonia.
 Nathaliey and Memnet left Marrabat one hot morning, passing through the iron gates and their weird reliefs of fire salamanders and dragon wasps and onto the Spice Road. The pair had one camel laden with supplies, and after traveling through the olive groves and date palm groves north of the city, they attracted unwanted attention.
 Two young men on ponies followed them all afternoon, then set up camp that evening on an adjacent dune, perhaps scheming robbery, or perhaps looking for safety in proximity to other travelers. Nathaliey enchanted a stone to act as a ward to protect their camp, and slept easy knowing they wouldn’t be found.
 Two days later, while traveling through hill country covered in scrubby, pungent sage, five Kratian raiders came howling out of a dry gulch on camels, whooping and waving scimitars. They surrounded Memnet and Nathaliey, cursing and threatening the travelers. Their demands: the camel, provisions, and money. In return, the travelers would be permitted one waterskin each and their lives.
 Memnet spoke an incantation, and the nomads’ camels scattered, bellowing and trying to throw their riders. When the Kratians reappeared later that afternoon, swearing revenge, the master warned them to depart, and then, when the warning went unheeded, confused the attackers with another spell that had them fighting each other. Two men lay dead before the survivors recovered their wits and fled into the desert. 
 “We could do travelers a favor by taking stronger measures,” Nathaliey pointed out when they were alone again.
 “You mean kill bandits on sight?”
 “We wouldn’t take pleasure in it,” she said. “I don’t even like to kill the mice that get into the oatmeal bin. But bandits are like any other vermin—if you don’t deal with them, they multiply. Every year, there are more. Any worse and it will take an army to clear the Spice Road. Sultans and khalifs on both sides of the desert would thank us if we killed a few.”
 “That is true. At first. But when the threat is gone, and the kings think about who else seems to be above the law, where will their attention turn?” Memnet shook his head. “We will defend ourselves, yes, but only to the extent it is necessary.”
 “Otherwise, we hide?”
 “Well, yes. Secrecy is our best protection, both here and in the gardens.”
 She grumbled at this. “Not much different from mice ourselves, are we?”
 Nathaliey was tired of hiding, tired of coaxing reluctant rulers to avoid war, convincing them to build aqueducts instead of siege engines. Chantmer had once opined that the typical man or woman, with a lifespan measured in decades, made a poor ruler. Put a wizard on the throne and he would build irrigation canals and roads, clear forests and settle new lands. A king sought glories he could grasp in a year or two; a wizard straddled the centuries and had the perspective to match.
 That was strictly forbidden, of course. When Memnet’s old friend had left the order to take the throne of Veyre, his magic had failed. He’d lost the very ability to find the gardens that had once been his home. Forgotten, even, that such a place existed.
 The high king wasn’t alone in his ignorance. The city of Syrmarria was a day’s travel from the gardens and knew nothing of them. Instead, it was believed that the magic wielders of the Order of the Crimson Path lived in a hidden desert oasis beyond the borders of Aristonia.
 In spite of Memnet’s words, it wasn’t easy to stay hidden on the Spice Road, not with so many eyes watching. For the next two days after facing the Kratians, Memnet and Nathaliey cloaked themselves in magic as they traveled through the most isolated stretches, normally traversed only by large, heavily armed caravans. The only caravanserai were walled compounds, small fortresses, really, that charged dearly for the privilege of watering at their wells and sleeping unmolested.
 Beyond that was the true wasteland, the empty quarter of sand and stone. The ground belched smoke, and it was said that a dragon slumbered in a subterranean cave. There was a sleeping dragon, Memnet confirmed, but that wasn’t the origin of the smoke. The surface of the world was thin there, and giant pools of molten rock lay beneath its skin, inhabited by fire salamanders and other creatures of the fiery deep. 
 After that came the country of dry grass and desert lions, whose roars awakened them at night. The lions and other beasts were attracted by the camel, and had to be driven off with fire and magic.
 In all this time they had only met with a single southbound caravan, and Nathaliey had grown sleepy in her vigilance. Her feet ached, and she longed for her stone cottage along the forest path of the gardens. She missed the other apprentices, especially Markal: his self-deprecating wit and his frank conversations about the order, magic, and life in general. 
 And she also missed trips to the libraries of Syrmarria, missed fruit from the gardens’ trees and vines, and bread from the ovens. Missed her morning meditations in the Golden Pavilion. Even missed the bleating of sheep on the far side of the stone bridge that marked the border between the mundane world and the magical realm where they lived.
 “We’re being followed again,” Memnet said unexpectedly at the end of a long day. “Two men in gray cloaks.”
 Nathaliey looked around, confused. She didn’t immediately spot the pursuers. “For how long?”
 “Five, six hours. I’m surprised you didn’t notice.”
 “I wasn’t looking,” she admitted. “I thought we were safe now that we’d entered the wasteland. Go ahead. I’ll send them off and catch up with you.” She stopped and placed her hands palm down.
 “No, not yet. These ones are . . . different. Keep moving, we’re safer together.” 
 She soon understood what he meant. The road was flanked by tan, lichen-streaked boulders, the route of packed sand twisting to get through them to the point where caravans had to thread single file. It was a place for ambush, and Nathaliey sensed lurking magic. These were no ordinary bandits. 
 “Straight ahead, Master. A snare.”
 “Keep going.”
 “The camel will break its leg.”
 “No, it’s a trick on top of a trick,” Memnet said. “We were meant to find it.”
 He waved his hand and said a word. The landscape suddenly became more clear.
 Ah, there it was. The first snare was meant to be discovered so as to conceal the second. Avoid the obvious trap and they’d fall into loose sand, which would bury them up to . . . well, completely. They’d suffocate. How was that? The strength of the trap rivaled the defenses of their own garden.
 Memnet’s incantation had also revealed two figures lurking on the edge of her awareness, one to the right, the other straight ahead and at a distance. They were still dim, hard to sense. Cloaked. That’s how it seemed. It was how the wizard and apprentice must have seemed, had anyone been looking for them. And apparently, someone was. 
 The master fed Nathaliey the words to neutralize the smaller trap so they could step over it. She did so, and they were shortly past.
 “Who are they?” she asked in a low voice.
 “I still don’t know.”
 “How could you not know? They’re mages or wizards of some kind. Don’t you know them all?”
 “I don’t.”
 That seemed strange, but Memnet didn’t speak much of the magic outside the Order of the Crimson Path. The other magic wielders Nathaliey had met were simple sorts like midwives and fortune-tellers. Those who made love charms and dabbled in alchemy. Those who read entrails and claimed to speak to the dead, but made sure that crickets hung in cages at every doorway to ward against wights. But there was sorcery in the world, and ancient knowledge that even Memnet the Great had not yet recovered. 
 The mysterious figures followed them for the rest of the day, and while Nathaliey set up camp, Memnet disappeared into the darkness to lay down defenses. He looked tired when he came back. He must have placed some potent snares.
 “There’s evil magic about them,” he said. “Possibly necromancy.”
 Nathaliey voiced the concern that had continued to plague her. “Surely you know who they are by now.”
 “I told you, I don’t know. I wasn’t being coy.”
 “You must have some idea, Master. Who is capable of such a thing?” 
 “There are mages in the sultanates. Some live as monks or hermits in the wilderness. Others practice their arcane arts in secret, more alchemists than wizards. But there are no other great orders left in the world. This reeks of necromancy, and there are two enemies.” He shrugged. “I have no more answers than that.”
 This was not comforting, and it sapped Nathaliey’s confidence as she settled in next to the campfire to meditate. Memnet sat cross-legged to one side, his orb cradled in his hands, and she felt magic flowing from him and into it, and that comforted her somewhat. A reminder of the master’s power. But she determined not to sleep. Instead, she would keep her attention on the surrounding desert.
 Nevertheless, she was drifting on the edge of consciousness several hours later, head nodding against her chest, when the master woke her. He did this with a thought placed into her mind, nothing spoken.
 The fire had died to glowing embers. A great swath of stars spread overhead, glittering in the thin desert air. The master taught that the world was a speck of dust hurtling through a vast, eternal universe, something that had struck her as implausible, but now felt real. The stars seemed so close that she felt as though she were clinging to the skin of the world. Insects buzzed in the night, and a desert owl hooted in the distance. 
 There was magic hanging around her, something cast by the master. A seeking eye. Memnet had given it to her to search their surroundings. Nathaliey closed her eyes and groped for the seeker until she made contact. She sent it into the desert, floating above the sand and rock.
 The first man was easy to find; one of Memnet’s wards had trapped him. While he’d been squeezing between two boulders, they had shifted and pinned one of his feet. He grimaced in pain, pushing at the rocks in a vain attempt to free himself. Each of the stones was the size of an ox cart, and there was no way he’d be able to move them. 
 At first, she thought he was alone, that the other man had fled. After searching for several minutes in a series of expanding circles from their camp, she came in close for a final look. There he was! Only thirty feet away from the campfire, back pressed against a boulder. His cloak blended into the rock, and he’d somehow evaded several traps and charms that shimmered behind him. He drew a weapon that was somewhere between a long knife and a short sword and shifted into motion.
 Memnet’s voice whispered in Nathaliey’s mind.

This task is yours. Use your skills. 
 Yes, but which incantation? The intruder carried magic about him, and she was unsure what could penetrate his defenses. Yet it was comforting that Memnet didn’t think it necessary to intervene. He must believe his apprentice could manage on her own.
 Nathaliey put her hands out, palms down, and cleared her mind. She found the spell, made sure she could hold the words in her mind, and waited until the man came around the final boulder with his dagger in hand. She spoke the incantation slowly, deliberately, enunciating each word as she raised blood to her pores.

Muros hos instauraretis ignis ardebit aspiciet inimica mea.  
 The smoldering embers of the campfire flared to life. Soon, it was as though someone had dumped in a flask of oil, and flames roared up. They coalesced into a ball of fire that reflected off the surrounding rock and cast the master’s face in red and orange. The heat crisped the tiny hairs on the back of Nathaliey’s hands. The camel had been slumbering with its legs tucked beneath it, but now bellowed and struggled to its feet.
 The ball of fire roared toward the man now stepping into the camp. He swung his cloak up as it hit. It struck him full on. A pressing weakness struck Nathaliey in the aftermath of her incantation, but she held her head up, determined to see the man engulfed in flames.
 That didn’t happen. Instead, the fire seemed to turn to burning water and rolled dripping off the man’s cloak, then dissolved into smoke as it hit the sand. The intruder was still upright, unburned and still armed. He ignored Nathaliey and came at the master.
 Memnet sighed and held out one of his own hands. Words danced across his lips, so quickly and fluidly that Nathaliey couldn’t quite catch what he’d said, let alone grab the incantation to study later. The already-dry air suddenly felt oven-hot, every drop of moisture baked from it.
 The intruder lifted his hands to his throat. He gasped and bent over, coughing. Sand and dust swept from the ground and into his lungs with every breath. His eyes bulged, and he gagged. Within moments, he lay on the ground, wheezing, even as sand flowed into his mouth to fill his throat. His death came seconds later.
 Nathaliey looked away. Her palms were slick with her own blood, and she wiped them on the towel at her belt. A shudder of exhaustion worked through her limbs.
 “I’m sorry, Master. I thought the fire would work.”
 “There was nothing wrong with your spell. He was a strong enemy, and he countered.” Memnet sounded as weary as Nathaliey felt. “Well, then. What now? We can’t leave the other poor devil trapped between the stones.”
 “It would serve him right. Let him cut off his own foot if he wants to escape. He came here to kill us—why should we show him any mercy?”
 “We don’t know who sent these men or why. For all we know, an enemy threatened to slaughter their wives and children if they didn’t make the attempt. Or perhaps these men were under some enchantment.”
 This stopped her anger. When she looked back at the gruesome figure of the dead man, with sand clogging his mouth and nostrils, whatever was left of it dried up and blew away. Killing was ugly business, and she’d been wrong to relish it, even for a moment.
 The seeking eye was still active, albeit fading, and Nathaliey sent it out again to confirm that the remaining enemy was still trapped. He was, and so she and the master set off to find him. She still didn’t know what Memnet intended to do, let the man go? Kill him to save him greater torment later? Could she do that if he ordered her to? Yes, she thought she could. Not to get pleasure from it, but to take the necessary hard measures.
 The seeker remained above the trapped man as they made their way to him, but when Nathaliey came around the corner, leading Memnet, she came to a halt. There was nobody there. The seeker had put a clear image of the man in her mind as he struggled to get his pinned foot free from the boulders. Yet he was gone, if he’d ever been there in the first place. They’d been tricked.
 “Master?”
 “Careful!” Memnet said sharply.
 He reached into his robe and out came his orb. Power swelled in it. Nathaliey exposed her hands, though it was an empty gesture. She had no magic left to draw.
 All this happened in an instant, and at that same moment, she caught movement in the corner of her eye. She looked up as a blurred shadow dropped from the top of the boulder in front of her. It wasn’t until he’d struck the master and knocked him to the ground, sending the orb spilling uselessly away, that the illusion broke. The shadow became a man in a gray cloak, armed with a long, gleaming knife. He grabbed Memnet’s hair and jerked his head back to expose the man’s throat.
 “No!” Nathaliey cried. She threw herself at the enemy.
 The cloak came up, and when she hit it, it was like stone. She flew backward, stunned. The master—Memnet the Great, an ancient wizard who was the head of the Order of the Crimson Path—let out a terrible, animal-like scream. There was pain in that cry, and surprise as well.
 The scream only lasted a moment, and was followed by a shout of triumph. Nathaliey lifted her gaze to see the horrifying sight of the master’s head cut loose from his body and hoisted in the air, blood and gore dripping from the end. The killer’s eyes were wild, and an insane cackle came out.
 Yet killing the master was not enough. A wizard was not so easily separated from his soul. Get Memnet back to the gardens and Nathaliey had a chance. The apprentices could put head and body together and bring the master back to life. He was scarcely dead, and already a wild hope rose in Nathaliey’s breast.
 Yet the assassin seemed to know this as well. He tossed aside the head and grabbed Memnet’s body, which he hoisted with abnormal strength. Magic rolled off him, and a message meant for other ears reached Nathaliey’s mind: To me! Now! 
 A horse stomped into sight. It tossed its head and snorted, but didn’t balk when the killer threw the master’s body over its haunches. Blood drained from the master’s severed neck in horrific quantities. The assassin hauled himself into the saddle, kicked at the horse’s haunches, and disappeared into the darkness with the body of Memnet the Great.
 Ten minutes later, Nathaliey was riding her camel north at all speed. The gardens were still two days’ ride away, but all hope was not yet extinguished. She had collected Memnet’s head.
 Only later did she remember that she’d forgotten to retrieve the master’s orb from where it had fallen in the sand.
#
 Three weeks after the master’s death, in the library deep beneath the palace of Syrmarria, Nathaliey was calmer, her thoughts collected. The assassin had been strong and cunning, and he’d had powerful magic to fight his way past the master. His cloak had proven a match for the greatest wizard of their age. But what about his gray skin? 
 “Wait,” she said to the archivist, who was setting scrolls on the table. “Bring me the Book of Gods.” She took a chance as he turned away. “You are very helpful, Jethro.” 
 “You remember my name.”
 “You sound surprised,” she said, smiling. “Of course I do.”
 “Thank you! I will get the book at once.”
 Nathaliey cringed to hear the obsequiousness in the old man’s tone. What a blow to fail as an apprentice and be turned to lesser tasks. To study, to copy, to catalog, but with no ability to practice. In his most vulnerable moments, Markal had confessed that this was his great fear, to suffer the same fate.
 But Markal had his own skills that Nathaliey had yet to master, and feared she never would. As she opened the thick tome with its heavy vellum leaves of calfskin and its worn leather cover, her eyes struggled to focus. The letters shifted across the page, and even when she could hold them, changed form, altering their meaning even as she stared.
 It was especially discouraging knowing that the book was best understood here, in this archive, where magic clarified her mind, left her alert. Apart from that, the book couldn’t be removed from this room—it was too valuable to spend one moment away from the layer upon layer of protective spells that guarded the Secret Vault—but if Nathaliey could find the right part of the book, she could copy a few lines and phrases to show to Markal. He could read it and help analyze the meaning.
 An illuminator had decorated the margins of the pages with magical creatures like griffins and fire salamanders, but also with the mundane: dogs, mice, lizards, wine bottles, flowers, daggers. It had been several years since she had opened this book, and the last time, Markal had patiently worked with her as she copied and memorized. The lessons of that period of intense study had fled her mind, but she remembered one image in particular. 
 It was a scythe and a heavy satchel with a drawn cord. Those drawings opened a chapter on the eldest of the Brother Gods, known among the common people as the Dark Gatherer. Those who understood his purpose called him the Huntsman or the Harvester.
 Many of the illustrations in the book used vibrant reds and golds, but the illuminator had used black ink for the scythe and satchel. Her index finger tingled where it touched the ink. When Nathaliey turned the page, the flames of the candelabra danced, and the oil lamps smoked in their sconces as if touched by a hidden breeze.
 Nathaliey began to copy, recognizing a word here and there, but otherwise needing to concentrate simply to render each letter of the old tongue before it slipped away. By the time she finished the first page, the candles had burned down, and Jethro was lighting new ones. She looked up while he did so and rubbed the back of her neck with ink-stained fingers.
 The chapter on the Harvester was the shortest by far in the Book of Gods, but she remembered at least ten more pages, written on each side. This would take days, perhaps weeks. It might be faster for Jethro to send a courier and brink Markal to the library. She guessed he’d be reluctant to leave the master’s head, but perhaps he would come if she explained the importance. 
 Nathaliey turned the page, determined to copy a few more lines before she stopped for food and drink and to empty her full bladder. Bright colors on the opposite page drew her eye. A white-headed griffin flew through the clouds, with a fierce, armed rider on its back. No, that was wrong. That was the header for the chapter about the Mountain Brother.
 Where were the rest of the pages about the Harvester? Had she misremembered? She ran her finger down the interior spine. A ridge of carefully cut leaves met her touch.
 “Someone cut this book!”
 Jethro had been standing quietly in the corner, waiting for her command, but now rushed over and peered down.
 “Blood of the Path,” he cursed. “That’s impossible.”
 “Look at it. Don’t you see?”
 “I can see, but . . . it’s impossible. How could this be?”
 Anger and worry warred within her, but she fought to suppress them from her voice. “You tell me, Archivist. You’re the only one with the key to this vault, are you not?” 
 “Of course I am. No other can handle it except the master of the order, and he is dead. Now that Memnet is gone, I suppose that makes Markal—”
 “Markal is not the master of the order. Anyway, that is not the point. No member of the order would ever do this. Someone else entered these walls.”
 “How? There’s no other entrance to the Vault of Secrets but the one I control. The Book of Gods hasn’t emerged from its shelf in fourteen months—it couldn’t even be found by an outsider, were one to penetrate this space. Which is itself impossible.” 
 “So you’ve said.”
 And so she’d always thought. And yet. Nathaliey had seen an assassin trick the master, bypass his wards and snares, and cut off his head. She no longer believed that their spells were inviolable. Nevertheless, a thief cutting pages of ancient wisdom from irreplaceable books was another blow. What else was missing from this room?
 The gray-faced assassins. Two men—the one who’d faced Memnet and died, and the one who’d tricked the seeking eye and killed him. There had been something about them in the Book of Gods. Her memory was slippery, but she remembered that much. And now the pages were gone. 
 
 



Chapter Four
 Markal led the barbarian along circuitous routes, hoping the wards would baffle her, send her wandering away like the confused emissary of the high king. They passed beneath an archway covered in flowering vines, and at their passing, the flowers sighed a heavy perfume into the air. Bronwyn’s expression clouded, but she touched the hilt of her sword as if to steady herself, and her eyes cleared. 
 “I’m growing tired of your games, boy. Don’t toy with me.”
 “They are no games. I have never been more serious about an endeavor than I am at this moment.”
 “Call it what you wish. You won’t turn me aside with your little tricks. You wish to see this garden destroyed? Its people slaughtered? No? Then take me to the wizard at once.”
 “He is dead, I told you.”
 “He is mostly dead.” 
 “Are you so enamored of death and slaughter?” Markal asked. “We wish you no harm, we seek no revenge for the murder of the old keeper. Leave us alone and you may go in peace.”
 “Liar.” One hand rested on her sword hilt, and she pointed through an arched doorway bisecting a vine-choked brick wall with the other. “There it is. Go, lead the way. No more tricks, boy.”
 The runes were powerful enough that she should never have seen the doorway, but she’d found her way there once already, so Markal wasn’t surprised. He had delayed her long enough. By now Chantmer and Narud would be riding from the garden for Syrmarria. By nightfall, they’d be in the city with Nathaliey. They would return before dawn, perhaps accompanied by a company of the khalif’s palace guard. 
 Markal only needed to keep the barbarian from destroying Memnet’s head until then.
 His spade was still where he’d left it, and Bronwyn demanded that he pick it up.
 “I knew,” she said as he took it reluctantly in his hands. “I should not have turned aside, but I saw nothing here, and my eyes deceived me. If I had trusted my other senses, this would already be settled.”
 “What senses do you mean? What kind of magic guides you?”
 “Dig.”
 “I am digging.” 
 “You’re playing around. Get it out of the ground.”
 “I won’t drive the spade into my master’s head.”
 “It’s not a rare jewel, it’s a severed head. Anyway, you’ve insisted he’s dead. Now get it out of there and let me have a look.” 
 Refusing to be rushed, Markal kept digging at his own pace. Bronwyn paced back and forth, her hand returning again and again to the sword hilt over her shoulder, but when he exposed Memnet’s auburn curls, she stopped and stood over the excavation. Markal dropped to his knees and brushed away the dirt from the wizard’s closed eyes, his nose, and his mouth. The head was not decayed, even after three weeks. There was hope in that.
 “Pull it out,” Bronwyn ordered.
 “I don’t, I—”
 “Do it!”
 Markal thrust one hand into the soil beneath the wizard’s chin, gripped the man’s hair with his other, and pulled. The soil resisted. His fingers dug deeper into the dirt, and touched the soft flesh of the neck. It was warm. Markal’s heart skipped. 

Can it be? Is it true? 
 He could scarcely hope. He had buried the head in the ground, not based on knowledge, nothing from books, per se, but on the general understanding that some souls were harder for the Harvester to gather after death than others. That, and knowing that Memnet had nearly been killed several times over the two centuries of his life and had recovered from wounds that would have killed any other man or woman. The wizard’s deepest magic lay in the soil of this garden, and the fruits and honey cultivated here had remarkable restorative powers. The four apprentices had agreed to bury Memnet’s head in the ground and see what happened.
 And it had worked! Another week, maybe two, and it would be done. Why had the barbarian come now? And how would Markal keep her from hacking the master to pieces? He had to delay her.
 “Well, then?” she demanded.
 “You have seen it.” Markal stood slowly. “Now let us discuss this matter like reasonable people before we do something that cannot be undone. Take off your breastplate, unstrap your sword—they must be heavy. Tell me what you want. Maybe I can help.”
 Bronwyn drew her sword with a slow, almost languid movement. It glinted a deep blood red in the light of the dying sun. One sweep of her blade and he’d be dead on the ground like Eliana.
 “You either pull it out of the ground, boy, or I will add a second head to your excavation.”
 Markal fought a tremble as he dropped to his knees. He tugged on the head, but it remained in place.
 “Use the shovel if you must,” she said.
 Memnet’s eyes opened. Markal fell back with a cry. Bronwyn cursed, drew back several paces, and planted her feet with her sword at the ready.
 The wizard spit dirt from his mouth and lifted his eyes to the barbarian. “An intruder? Markal, we have been lax in our efforts. What is to be done about it?”
 “Do not speak!” Bronwyn said. “Dig him out. Quickly.”
 “Strike me down if you must,” Memnet said, “but I think you would rather know the truth.”
 “I told you to be quiet! I won’t have you bewitching me.” 
 “Confounded worms.” Memnet spat again, then addressed the woman. “I have no magic. You see that, of course. I’m barely alive.” He frowned and concentrated. “Markal, I can’t feel my arms. What did you . . . ? Wait, no, there they are. Yes, two arms and two legs. That’s a relief.” 
 “What about hands and feet?” Markal asked.
 The wizard frowned with concentration. “Perhaps. I think so. Very numb, though. Not so sure about fingers and toes. I need more time.” A long, deep yawn, and his eyes blinked shut. “And a long nap.”
 “You’ve been napping for three weeks already. Could you maybe help me here? There’s been some trouble, and it would be helpful if . . .”
 No good. Memnet had fallen asleep, and though Markal poked at him, he would not be roused. 
 Markal climbed warily to his feet, still afraid, but marveling at what he’d seen. He remembered when Nathaliey, pale and stricken, had pulled the head from her saddlebags. The master had worn an expression of pain and fear in death, his last thoughts etched on his face. And now he was alive, at least partly.
 “You see,” he told Bronwyn. “The wizard is no threat. He’ll stay buried here.”
 “Dig him out. I don’t care if he’s as pale as a grub and burns up in the sun, I want him out where I can see the whole of him.” 
 “That will kill him.”
 “I don’t believe you.”
 “At the very least, he’ll be crippled and maimed. Believe it. The garden is restoring him, but he needs more time.”
 Bronwyn fixed Markal with a penetrating gaze. “Why do you think I came here, boy? To kill him, of course.”
 “Did you? Is that all you are, a murderer?”
 “I killed the old woman. Doesn’t that convince you?”
 Markal didn’t hide his grimace of pain. “I won’t forget that. There was no need for it.”
 “I had no choice. She would have destroyed me. There was potent magic in that pendant. I was warned.”
 Warned? By whom?
 “Eliana was defending this garden and meant you no harm,” Markal said. He took the spade and heaped dirt over the master’s head.
 “What are you doing? Stop that at once. I’m warning you, boy.”
 “And that’s another thing. I am no boy. I am an apprentice of the Order of the Crimson Path. We dedicate ourselves to study, to peace, to healing the land of drought. We seek no enemies. Now cut me down, if you must.”
 He didn’t turn around, but kept working, bracing himself for a crushing blow. He’d seen her wield the sword; one swing would smash his bones and sever his spine. He’d feel a moment of terrific pain, and then it would be over.
 The blow didn’t come. When he turned around, she’d put the sword away and stood watching. One hand played with the belt at her waist.
 “The man who murdered my master had gray skin and a magic cloak,” Markal said. “He and a companion ambushed the wizard and an apprentice in the desert.” His eyes ranged over her. “He was not a barbarian, like you, and I don’t think you’re one of them. So who are you really, and what do you want?” 
 “What is your name?”
 “Markal.”
 “Markal of what?”
 “Just Markal. Of Aristonia, if you must.”
 “That is the name of this kingdom? Aristonia? Who is your king?”
 “Khalif Omar. There is a high king in Veyre who claims dominion. How did you cross the mountains? Were you attacked by griffins? What about the king’s engineers, building through the pass? Did you see them, did they try to stop you?”
 “They tried. More than once.” She smiled, but it was without humor. “They were no more successful than your sorcery.” 
 She looked like she wanted to say more, but something was holding her back. Markal wondered if sharing some of his information might pry some loose from her in turn.
 “My father was a merchant,” he said, “killed by Kratian nomads on the Spice Road. He tried to buy salt from them, but they cut his throat instead. My mother was already dead. When the master found me, I’d apprenticed myself to a tile layer in the khalif’s palace.”
 “These things mean nothing to me. I am a stranger in these lands.”
 “Why did you cross the mountains? Was it only to find my master?”
 “Yes, and to kill him. To put down the sorcerer and destroy his seat of power.”
 “There is no sorcerer here. Only Memnet the Great, who is wise and good.”
 “So you claim.”
 Markal gestured at their surroundings. “Does this look like a place of evil to you?”
 “Appearances deceive.”
 He plucked a piece of fruit from the same vine he’d picked from earlier. “Tell me, would an evil place produce such a thing?”
 “I won’t eat your food.”
 “You think a plum would harm you when all our magic was unable to throw you out? Take it.” 
 She accepted the fruit and stared at it thoughtfully for a long moment before she lifted it to her mouth and took a tentative bite. Her eyes widened. Moments later, she’d devoured the whole thing and looked down at the pit in her hand, then gazed longingly at the vine, still heavy with fruit.
 “That was . . . what is it?”
 “Would you like another?”
 “No, I need to keep my wits about me.” Bronwyn studied him. “That’s why you gave it to me. To turn me aside.”
 “Why do you keep touching your sword hilt?”
 She removed her hand from over her shoulder. “A reflex, nothing more.”
 “Is it?” Markal had doubts. When she didn’t answer, he pressed. “Is the fruit evil? You tasted it, you should have an idea. You know what is good and what is wicked, Bronwyn. There was pain in your eyes after you cut down the old keeper.”
 “I told you—”
 Anger rose in him. “Don’t do it, don’t justify it. You came in with violence. You could have set down your weapon at any time. I was willing to talk to you from the moment you entered, and you turned from that path.”
 “No, the fruit is not evil. And I don’t think your master is, either. But I was called here. I was told to come, and there was a reason for it.”
 “By whom?”
 She stared at him, but her gaze was unfocused, her thoughts elsewhere. She reached over her shoulder again.
 “Called by the sword?” Markal pressed.
 Her hand dropped. “How long until you can pull the wizard from the ground?”
 “A week, maybe two.”
 “You won’t have it. I give you three days.”
 “More threats?”
 “Not from me, not this time. You have enemies.” Bronwyn looked about her. “I will need help finding my way around this garden. Where are guests lodged?”
 “You’re staying?”
 “You’d rather face the enemies alone?”
 “What enemies?”
 “Markal of Aristonia, you are a fool. The wizard is known on the far side of the mountains—his reputation reached me all the way in the king’s court in Arvada. I could feel his presence from twenty miles away.”
 “Impossible. The gardens are hidden.”
 “Not from those with the will to search. Your assassins will return when they realize the wizard is alive. Who will stop them? Obviously, not you.”
 “Five minutes ago you threatened to kill my master. Now you claim you’ll defend him?”
 “I won’t leave until the wizard is awake and lucid. Then I mean to question him to find out if he is the sorcerer I’ve been searching for. He is either my enemy or he is the enemy of my enemies. If the former, I’ll kill him. If the latter, then he must not die.”
 “Who are these assassins?” Markal asked. “Who sent them? Who sent you, for that matter? I don’t understand any of it.” 
 “Obviously not. Where do you house guests?”
 “Five miles up the road toward Syrmarria. There is a caravanserai that lodges travelers of all kinds.”
 This was an untruth. There was an inn for travelers, but it had nothing to do with the gardens. But once he got her out, he could see to it that she stayed beyond the bridge.
 “No, I’ll stay inside the garden walls.” Again, she touched her sword. “Where is the wizard’s own home? I will stay there.”
 “Impossible.”
 “If you won’t show me, I will find it myself.”
 Markal thought about protesting as she forged off in a random direction, stomping over the flagstones. Always on a quest, this one. But he’d successfully turned her from hacking at Memnet’s head as he lay buried in the soil. By now Chantmer and Narud would be well on their way to Syrmarria. Bring back Nathaliey from the palace, and the four apprentices could face Bronwyn together.
 And so he led the paladin to Memnet the Great’s small stone hut, a few minutes’ walk down the woodland path, at the base of the largest oak in the forest. A few minutes later, she was swinging open the door and peering into the gloom inside. 
 “It’s dusty and full of cobwebs,” she said. “Send one of your keepers to clean it out for me.”
 “They’re not servants, they have duties in the gardens.”
 “Also, bring my saddlebags and see to my horse. As for food, I prefer fresh meat, not too heavily seasoned. Beef, if you have it, but I am not particular. Duck or goose will do fine, or even wild fowl. I will take whatever fresh fruits and vegetables your garden provides, but no bitter greens. Bread and beer. Butter and cheese. Candles or a lamp to read and write by.”
 “Anything else?” he asked sarcastically. “Perhaps fresh linens for the bed?”
 “Yes, of course. But that can wait until tomorrow. Today I am exhausted and must sleep.” She looked him up and down as if assessing his worth, or lack thereof. “As for you, I would give some thought to fleeing this place should your defenses fall.”
 “I’m not leaving. If you mean to kill me, I can’t stop you, but I won’t abandon my master or these gardens.”
 Bronwyn gave him a toothy smile. “The threat’s not from me, Markal. There are others on the way. You cannot yet feel them, but I can—I know they’re coming. Go, find your friends and set yourself to work. Repair your runes if you wish. Set your traps. They will be of little use when your enemy arrives.”
 And with that, Bronwyn went inside and shut the door in his face.
 
 



Chapter Five
 Nathaliey’s palms were slick and warm as she approached the throne room. The sensation was familiar, as if she had cast a spell and blood were running down her forearms. She took the cloth from her belt to wipe it off before she realized it was simply nervous sweat.
 Before his death, Memnet had spoken to the khalif as if the man were a nephew or cousin. The relationship between the wizard and the young ruler of Aristonia was intimate, and Memnet could be persuasive when he needed to be, forceful when that didn’t work.
 It was the power radiating from the gardens thirty miles to the south that protected Aristonia from griffin riders, from hill bandits, and from raiders screaming from the desert. None knew of the gardens, not specifically, but all felt their influence, and all depended on their strength. If the great dragon slumbering in the wastelands were ever to waken, it would be Memnet who turned it aside. If Marrabat ever marched an army north, it would be Memnet who organized the defenses. And so Khalif Omar might argue, might claim that he must obey the high king of Veyre, but in the end, he had no choice but to submit to Memnet the Great, as had his father and grandfather.
 But Nathaliey was not the wizard. She was a young apprentice whose father still served as vizier in the court of Khalif Omar. Her father was already in the throne room, standing with three other ministers, all dressed in green robes and wearing jeweled pendants indicating rank of office. Her father looked up, frowning, when she entered, but she avoided his gaze.
 As for Omar, the khalif sat on a bed of pillows, reading a sheaf of papers. Two golden-plumed heaven birds chattered in a cage behind him, their bell-like voices chiming pleasantly. A monkey with red fur and a wizened face like an old man watched from a perch atop a pole. It bared its lips at Nathaliey in a grotesque semblance of a smile.
 But it wasn’t the animals or the viziers or even Omar that drew Nathaliey’s attention, but rather the two men dressed in the black and crimson of Veyre who sat cross-legged on pillows in front of the khalif. Emissaries of the high king of Veyre.
 The man on the left was about fifty, with iron-gray hair. He worked an abacus, writing figures on a piece of paper. Nathaliey guessed he was an engineer from the king’s road builders. The second man wore a leather breastplate studded with iron buttons, and had a scimitar that he’d unstrapped from his waist and set in front of him. Even without the armor and sword, she would have taken him for a soldier. He wore his hair in a bun behind his head and had a cool, dispassionate look that accompanied a rigid military carriage.
 Nathaliey waited until the khalif acknowledged her with a nod, then moved to take her place with the viziers. She needed to see Omar alone to question him about the library, but had no desire to speak with her father at a time when so many concerns pressed on her mind, and was positioning herself away from him when the khalif held up his hand.
 “Wait right there.”
 “Yes, Khalif?” she said.
 Omar nodded at one of the two Veyrians. “This is Pasha Malik, general of the high king’s western armies.”
 The military man sprang to his feet and put his right arm across his breast in greeting. He was a handsome man, but she immediately distrusted the sly smile that crept across his face as he took her in.
 “Are you one of the mage’s apprentices?” Malik asked.
 “Yes, my name is Nathaliey Liltige.”
 “He was a great wizard and a friend of my master’s. I had hoped to consult him on a few matters, and was horrified to hear of his demise.”
 He didn’t sound horrified, he sounded pleased, the villain. And no wonder. Memnet had refused to allow the high king’s new road to carve through the heart of Aristonia. Instead, the road was pushed north, where it would skirt Syrmarria and then bend in a great arc through the khalifate of Starnar on its way toward the mountain passes.
 “Who might have done such a wicked thing?” Malik asked.
 “An enemy of peace.” Nathaliey stared hard. “There are many, aren’t there?”
 “Indeed,” the pasha said, with no hint of irony. “They are everywhere.”
 “Your men will die in the mountains without the master’s protection. Griffins will kill your horses, and griffin riders will plunder your caravans.”
 “Our archers will drive the beasts from the sky.”
 “Then there are bandits, giants. Tall, pale-skinned warriors from over the mountains. Who will negotiate with the barbarian kingdoms?”
 Malik waved his hand dismissively. “The new fortifications will be more than sufficient.”
 Nathaliey avoided looking at her father and instead addressed the khalif directly. “There are no Veyrian troops billeted in the city. Our yearly levy has been paid. Why is this man here?” Her eyes narrowed as she remembered something Omar had said. “What do you mean, general of the western armies? I didn’t know there was a western army.” 
 Omar gave a casual shrug, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze. He snapped his fingers at the monkey and pointed to a silver bowl of dates that lay just out of reach. The monkey scrambled down the pole, chattering excitedly. He handed the bowl to the khalif and received a date as recompense.
 “Well?” Nathaliey demanded.
 The ministers were buzzing, and now Nathaliey’s father spoke up. “You forget yourself, apprentice. You will speak to your lord with proper deference.”
 “He is not my lord, Vizier. I answer to Memnet the Great.”
 Omar looked up from the dates. “The old wizard is dead.”
 “But the order is not. My loyalty is to the Crimson Path, not to you, nor to any other worldly power. You are not my king or master.”
 Omar’s face reddened. “You will speak to me properly. If I tell you to bow, you will bow.”
 “Don’t be absurd. I don’t bow.”
 “This is outrageous. I’ll have you in the dungeon.”
 Nathaliey blinked. She’d known Omar since they’d played together as children in the palace gardens. She was two years older and had found the boy amusing and foolish in turns. Yet he’d been far more pleasant than his obnoxious sisters, the princesses. Until she found out Omar was destined to be her king some day and she to serve as his vizier—then she’d soured on the friendship. How could she take him seriously as her ruler? She had literally seen him put sticks up his nose. Once, he’d licked a bright orange frog on a dare and thrown up on his tunic when it made him sick.
 Apprenticeship in the gardens had offered Nathaliey a different path, and she’d sensed Omar’s resentment ever since. Not only of her, but of her master and the privileges of the wizard and his gardens. Members of the order came and went as they pleased. Where they lived, no one knew. They were answerable to no one but their own order.
 Could it have been the khalif who sent the gray-faced assassin? No, impossible. Omar needed Memnet’s power, the strength of the gardens and apprentices. It was the master who had kept Aristonia from the grasp of stronger powers to the east and north. Resent the order or not, losing their support would be disastrous.
 Aristonia was the smallest of the khalifates, a mere fifty miles wide and a hundred long. The Great Census five years earlier had numbered her people at a hundred and ten thousand souls, with more than half living in the capital of Syrmarria. While drought in surrounding lands had surely swelled those numbers with refugees, the khalifate was still too small to defend herself. Even a large enough tribe of Kratians might be tempted to ride in from the desert and sack Syrmarria, seeing it as rich and vulnerable.
 Vulnerable except for the Order of the Crimson Path and the powerful wizard at its head.
 Nathaliey bowed her head and forced the anger from her face. When she looked up, Omar had settled down and looked almost ashamed at his outburst. 
 “My lord,” she said, forcing the words out, “may I speak with you in private on an unrelated matter?” 
 “The khalif does not take counsel without the presence of his ministers,” one of the viziers said.
 “Whatever it is can wait until later,” her father added.
 There was a warning in his tone, and Nathaliey glanced at him, surprised and confused. His brows knit together and he gave a barely perceptible shake of the head. What did that mean?
 “Not counsel, vizier,” she told her father. “I have questions. As I indicated, it has nothing to do with the visitors.”
 “No,” he said. “Impossible.”
 She had been merely irritated by the presence of the engineer and pasha, but now studied them more closely. “What is happening here? What do these Veyrians want?”
 Pasha Malik had remained standing throughout all of this, and now he took a step toward her. He was several inches taller than she was, and at one time would have left her intimidated as he approached so closely. Now she felt only annoyed, and refused to take a step back.
 “We are changing the course of the road,” Malik said.
 “Through Aristonia?” She directed this question at the khalif, not the high king’s pasha.
 “There is no reason why it should not pass through,” Omar said.
 “Memnet forbade it. That is reason enough.”
 “A foolish, shortsighted move,” Omar said. “Increased trade will enrich our land, strengthen Syrmarria, and make us invulnerable to attack.”
 “What fool told you that? This one?” Nathaliey hooked her thumb at Pasha Malik. “You know what it will do—it will flood our lands with travelers. Merchants will move to our cities, and bring their families, their servants, their slaves. It is already occurring—what happens when the trickle turns to a flood?”
 “The world turns,” Pasha Malik said. “If you stand in its way, you will be crushed.”
 Nathaliey turned back to him. “What course would you have the road take?”
 “Instead of cutting north and adding fifty miles of unnecessary travel, the highway will pass through the gates of Syrmarria, then directly west toward the mountains.”
 That was even worse than she’d thought. “Your course would take it near the Sacred Forest. That, we will never allow.”
 “Directly through it, in fact, unless I am mistaken,” the pasha said. 
 He glanced at his engineer with a question in his eyes, though surely this was something he would know without confirmation. The engineer nodded.
 “Yes,” the older man said. “Through the forest.”
 “Impossible,” Nathaliey said.
 Malik gave a dismissive wave of the hand. “There is nothing sacred about those woods. They are only trees—if they ever served a religious purpose, those days are over. Anyway, it is a small thing, a ribbon of road through a vast woodland. What is the harm of it?”
 Nathaliey made her way to the khalif and squatted in front of him. “Omar, listen to me. The king’s highway is twenty-five feet wide, with guard posts every three miles. Fortifications, barracks, castles. The high king’s troops will be stationed right in the heart of Aristonia, with powerful fortresses held by the king’s own army. Syrmarria will fill with Veyrians and other Easterners.”
 “Aristonia will remain,” Omar said. “It won’t disappear.”
 “As a name, as a smudge on a map. As a nation, no. What is a nation but the people who live in it? You know what this means, you have to know. Why would you agree to such a thing?”
 The khalif’s smile looked strained. “What choice do you think I have?”
 “Of course you have a choice. You can tell him no. The order survives. Our power remains. The master—”
 Nathaliey stopped herself. She’d been on the verge of admitting their greatest hopes, that Memnet was not yet dead, that he would be restored by the miraculous soil of the gardens. But considering who had benefited by the master’s death, she harbored strong suspicions that the assassin had been sent by someone in this room.
 “Your khalif is right,” Pasha Malik said. “There is no choice. The griffin riders grow more bold as their flocks migrate south. They swarm the mountains by the hundreds. And the barbarians are growing stronger with every passing season. We must build the road first, or one day we will wake to find an army of white-skinned devils roaring down from the passes.”
 “If the barbarians are our enemies,” she said, “why build a road to them? If the griffins are a threat, why antagonize them by building castles and fortifications among their mountain aeries?”
 “They must be driven off, of course.”
 “Use the griffins as a buffer to protect us from the barbarians,” she said. “If you approach the griffin riders, they may even agree to an alliance.”
 “There is a drought,” Pasha Malik said, as if that were answer enough. “The cities of the plains must be fed. Why should the barbarians hoard the bounty of their fields?”
 “This is ridiculous!”
 The heaven birds stopped their bell-like singing at Nathaliey’s raised voice. The monkey screeched and pulled on his perch until it swayed. It bared its teeth at her.
 The khalif looked up at the monkey with an annoyed expression, then back at Nathaliey with a deepening scowl. “Someone get this girl out of my presence. Pasha, forgive me, I did not know she was in the palace, or I would have warned you.”
 “I understand,” Malik said. “You have a dangerous element in your midst.”
 “We can both agree on that much,” Nathaliey said. “Why don’t you leave this city before you are thrown out?”
 “Nathaliey, please,” her father said. He stepped away from the other ministers and reached for her wrist, but she shrugged him away.
 “So now it is open treason?” Pasha Malik said.
 “Treason?” she scoffed. “You are the foreigner here, not I.”
 Malik nodded grimly. “I was prepared for this. Men!”
 Three Veyrians with black capes burst into the room, scimitars already in hand. Blood of the Path! Veyrian soldiers? Where the devil was the palace guard?
 Malik pointed at Nathaliey. “Take her at once.”
 Nathaliey pulled back her sleeves as the three soldiers turned on her. She placed her hands palm down. The three hesitated, even as the words came to her tongue. Blood rose from the pores on her arms.
 “Labi et cadere. Lapidem te percussit.” 
 An illusion, but a powerful one. The three soldiers flailed as if the entire room had been tilted to one side. They lost their scimitars, which clattered to the floor as the men tried to keep their balance and failed. One man struck his head on the flagstones, but the other two landed less awkwardly and were already grabbing for their weapons as Nathaliey picked up the hem of her robe and fled for the open doorway. The khalif’s monkey shrieked at her as she ran.
 All she had to do was reach the arcades outside, then she had another trick that would get her across the courtyard. Once on the other side, she’d disappear into the shadows and they’d never find her before she escaped the palace into the streets of Syrmarria. From there, she would flee the city, get to the gardens, and warn her friends.
 Pasha Malik’s hand shot out and seized her wrist before she could get past. He twisted it around, and her arm wrenched painfully in its socket. But Nathaliey had the presence of mind to call up her other spell. It was a simple one, but it would confuse him long enough to let her get free.
 It was on her lips when Malik struck her hard on the face with his free hand. Her head rocked back, and the words died as she fell. He kept hold of her wrist, and something popped in her shoulder, but she felt nothing yet over the blow to her face.
 Other men grabbed her legs and arms. Someone stuffed a rag in her mouth that tasted of stale sweat, while another bound her hands behind her. Her head was still ringing in any event, and she was incapable of defending herself. A man kicked her in the ribs, cursing. Another man pummeled her head.
 “Don’t hurt her!” a voice cried. Her father? The khalif?
 The commotion had set the monkey shrieking in earnest, and it was the last thing she heard before the lurking blackness reached up and dragged her down.
 
 



Chapter Six
 Nathaliey was already semiconscious by the time they threw her into the dungeon, but it took time for her head to clear. The throbbing in her temples didn’t help, and neither did the ache in her ribs. Her shoulder hurt, too, but the way her arms were twisted behind her, she couldn’t tell if it was merely wrenched about or if her right arm was dislocated.
 Blood filled her nose and ran down her throat, and it was all she could do to breathe through the gag they’d bound around her mouth. For several minutes she fought the sensation of suffocating until she forced calm on herself by using meditation techniques learned in the garden. That helped, and once her breathing slowed, she found she could get enough air.
 It then took about an hour to chew through the gag and get her mouth free. She maneuvered herself into a sitting position and slid across the damp flagstones until she found the wall in the darkness. She leaned against it, trying not to groan from the pain.
 It was quiet down here, the only sounds being her own breathing and a drip of water that fell from the ceiling into a puddle a few feet away. Every eight or ten seconds another plop. It must be draining through the floor at roughly the same rate, because the puddle hadn’t spread to where she sat, thankfully, although the stone was damp and the air moist and unhealthy.
 Nathaliey turned over ways to free herself. She didn’t know the dungeon, but had heard the door slam shut with a definitive clang, so she had to assume it was secure enough. If she could get her hands free, she might be able to concentrate against the pain long enough to use one more spell before she drained out too much blood. But what?
 There was magic strong enough to splinter doors like this one to kindling. For that matter, Memnet could shake the whole castle down were he determined enough. But Nathaliey was only an apprentice, and possessed a limited arsenal of tricks and flashy surprises.
 A message to her father? Could she put a thought in his mind to send word to the gardens?
 “That’s the sort of thing he should think of himself,” she said. Her voice echoed hollowly in the darkness. “For that matter, he could get a key and let me out.”
 Otherwise, what was the benefit of being a vizier in the khalif’s court if you couldn’t even get your own daughter out of the dungeon? She’d committed no crime, unless you counted arguing with an arrogant Veyrian general an act of treason. What did her father think of her behavior? Did he assign her any guilt in this matter? Kandibar Liltige hadn’t precisely disowned his daughter, nor she him, but when Memnet selected her as his apprentice, she’d been divided from all other loyalties as surely as a lamb separated from a flock of mindless sheep.
 Spells began to suggest themselves to her mind, including one or two whose incantations she might be able to remember without Markal’s help. Nathaliey edged around the room, feeling for a rough bit of stone on which to work at the ropes binding her hands behind her back. The stone was smooth all the way around, but she found an iron ring in the wall, presumably for chaining prisoners, and here she rubbed the cord back and forth. She kept at it for some time, until her injured shoulder forced her to stop. So far as she could tell, there had been no real effect on the rope.
 Instead, she worked at the one binding her feet, and here found more success. The knots weren’t as tight as those around her wrists, and once she got the hem of her robe out she was able to twist and work at the extra space until she’d extracted one foot, and then the other. Now at least she could stand, thank the Brothers, but nothing was to be done for the cord around her wrists. The infernal thing was so tight it seemed a part of her skin.
 Nathaliey slumped to the ground and meditated until she slipped into an exhausted sleep. Thirst and pain brought her awake again. Hours seemed to have passed.
 “Is there anyone out there? Jailer? Will you at least remove these cords? By the Brothers, have mercy.”
 There was no answer, and she was dozing off again when a noise caught her ear. It was the sort of sound that only the ears of a beast or a wizard could have heard, distant footsteps that were so soft that Nathaliey immediately identified them as belonging to a child, and a barefoot one at that. Someone was descending the stairs into the hallway outside her cell.
 Had she heard a guard’s boots or the slap of sandals, she’d have cried out, but she was curious now. There seemed to be no other prisoners in this dungeon, which meant that the child could only have been looking for her. But Nathaliey was at a loss. She had no younger siblings and knew none of the children who lived in the palace.
 The footsteps continued until they reached her door. Then a curious noise, what sounded like someone scratching or climbing the door. A rattle of a key in the lock, followed by a click. The door was unlocked.
 “Hello?” Nathaliey whispered. “Who is it? Speak to me, child.”
 No answer.
 She struggled to her feet, ears straining, eyes staring into the blackness. There was no torch or candlelight coming through the keyhole. She backed into the door and felt with her bound hands for a handle, but of course there wasn’t one on the inside surface, and the child hadn’t pushed the door open. She found where the door met the stone, and her fingers dug in in an attempt to ease the door open.
 When that failed, she felt along the bottom of the door with her bare feet, and here she found success; there was a small slit in the center through which food and water might be passed to a prisoner. Hooking it with her foot, she pulled the heavy door toward her. It swung into the room with a groan of old timbers.
 It was just as black in the corridor. She saw nothing.
 “Hello?” she called. “Who is it?”
 Again, the padding of bare feet on the stone, this time moving away from her. Afraid of stumbling through the dark, but even more afraid of staying behind, Nathaliey had no choice but to follow. She struck her shoulder on one wall, nearly got turned around, and then found her way again. How the devil did the child know where to go?

How do you know you’re not going deeper into the dungeon? 
 She didn’t. Nor could she be sure she wasn’t following a wight—it would explain how the child could see in the darkness. For that matter, there might be nobody there; maybe she was following an evil spell leading her to her death. But what choice did she have? Wait in the dungeon for her fate?
 Moments later, Nathaliey stumbled into a stone staircase that curved up from the dungeon. She took the stairs, following the footsteps ahead of her, and as the stairs rounded the corner, the first glimpse of light reached her eyes. She spotted her rescuer. Very small, a tiny shadow moving ahead of her in the gray. The child couldn’t be older than three or four, and so small that he needed to climb the stairs on all fours.
 Finally, an ajar door that opened to a lit room. The child pushed it open and stepped out, and Nathaliey followed, eyes blinking as they adjusted to the light.
 “Where—” she began.
 Then, in spite of her pain, her bound hands, and her residual anger at the wretched way she’d been assaulted in the khalif’s presence, she began to laugh.
 Her rescuer was Omar’s monkey. Trained to fetch bowls of dates and raisins, flagons of wine, and other items at the whim of the khalif, this time it had carried a heavy iron jailer’s key, which it still clenched in its teeth.
 At her laughter, the monkey looked up at her with its wizened face, a question in its eyes.
 “I don’t suppose Omar sent you, did he?” she asked. “No, I thought not. A monkey is braver than our fearless leader. I suppose that leaves only one person who could manage this, unless the master has come back to life, all evidence to the contrary. Take me to him, will you? Wait. Are you clever enough to untie my hands?” She showed them to the monkey, but it only bared its teeth around the iron key. “Very well, lead on.”
 The monkey seemed to understand this much, at least, and turned to go. They’d emerged into a narrow hallway with a short ceiling of ribbed arches, and she had to duck to get through them. The light, which had seemed so bright at first, was only the late afternoon sun filtering in through small windows spaced every third arch. Dust motes danced in the beams.
 The hallway opened into a full room, and here Nathaliey spotted two guards standing watch, facing away from her with polearms in hand. Nathaliey shrank against the wall with a silent curse. The guards wore the red and black of Veyre. Had the whole bloody palace been overrun by Pasha Malik’s men?
 The monkey kept walking forward, and was about to reach the guards, the jailer’s key still clenched in its teeth.

Get back here, you silly thing. You’ll get yourself killed. 
 Which would be followed almost immediately by Nathaliey’s own death. The moment they finished spearing the poor thing, they’d look down the corridor from which it had come and spot her. She desperately tried to get her hands free from behind her back.
 The monkey strolled between the two guards and seemed to fade. Even staring right at it, all Nathaliey saw was a blurred shadow gliding across the floor, and then it was gone. The guards paid it no attention.
 More wizardry at work. This particular incantation had better hold for her, too. She clenched her teeth and walked forward as silently as possible. 
 The guards had the relaxed posture of men placed on watch far from danger. The older man on the right spat a wad of khat to the floor. He took fresh leaves from a small pouch at his waist and stuffed them into his cheek.
 “Filthy habit,” he said cheerfully, “but it cuts the hunger between meals.”
 “I figured you was just bored,” the younger man said.
 “That, too. When you’ve crossed the desert as many times as I have, you need something to take care of boredom and hunger. The khat don’t help much when you get cut up by camel riders, though. You need poppy milk for that.” 
 Nathaliey passed between the two men, but neither looked at her. She spotted the monkey now, across the larger room, where it waited in the shadow of one of the fluted red-and-white pillars holding up the ceiling.
 “I’d rather not find out,” the younger one said. “Hoping to get sent to the mountains.”
 His companion chuckled and spoke around the wad of khat. “You think that’s safer? The Dark Gatherer will fill his bag with souls before the year is out, mark my words.”
 “If I’m going to die either way, may as well be where it’s nice and cool and it still rains.”
 Nathaliey wanted to stop and listen, see if they would spill any secrets as to what the Veyrians intended for Aristonia, but as soon as she reached the pillar, the monkey continued. It was still little more than a shadow in the bright light, and she had to follow or lose it.
 A wide doorway on the far side opened into a larger corridor, and for the first time since leaving the dungeon, Nathaliey was able to place her position in the palace. Off to the left lay the khalif’s apartments. Straight ahead would bring her to the staircase leading to the libraries, and below that, the Vault of Secrets. But the monkey didn’t go in either of those directions. Instead, it took an open doorway to the right that led to a small patio. She stepped onto it and out of view of the guards, then quietly closed the door behind her.
 The patio overlooked the palace as it descended the rocky hilltop in a series of terraces, courtyards, and hanging gardens. Below the palace, the city of Syrmarria clung to the hillside in a dense warren of whitewashed buildings and narrow, winding streets, the steepest being little more than staircases impassable to carts. Beyond the city walls lay the ancient ziggurats and obelisks of the Tombs of the Kings, bisected by the River Nye as it entered the fertile plain of Aristonia to the west.
 From Palace Hill, one could see all the way to the distant peaks of the Dragon’s Spine if the weather were clear, but the air today was thick with dust from the sandstorms blowing off the drought-cursed khalifates to the east. The dust combined with the cook fires of the city to send the setting sun down in a ball of blazing red glory as it dipped toward the horizon.
 Closer at hand, within the palace itself, servants hurried along the paths between buildings, while palace guards strolled on their evening rounds. Viziers and lesser ministers sat with their wives at stone tables, drinking tea and watching the setting sun. There were more than a few Veyrian soldiers about, as well. Nobody had yet looked up and spotted her on the narrow balcony, but she was well exposed where she stood. Where had that monkey gone?
 “Press your back to the wall,” came a familiar voice that seemed to come from nowhere. “You are standing outside the range of my spell, and someone will see you.”
 Nathaliey stepped back against the wall, and there she found Chantmer and Narud, hidden within the same magic cone that had concealed her escape. The taller apprentice looked pale and drawn, and the cloth at his waist was damp with blood. Narud looked stronger, but that was probably due to more time passing since he’d cast his own spell. The khalif’s monkey sat on his shoulder, eating slices of an orange that Narud fed it.
 Chantmer untied the cords binding her wrists, and she groaned as her arms came loose and she brought them in front of her.
 “Better?” he asked.
 “You have no idea. Thank you. How did you get here so quickly?”
 “We were already on the road when your trouble began,” Narud said. “Markal sent us.”
 He set down the animal, which scrambled over the railing and grabbed hold of a vine-covered trellis. It climbed down halfway, leaped into a nearby fig tree, and disappeared.
 “How did Markal know I was in trouble enough to send you in advance?”
 “No, your friend didn’t send us,” Chantmer corrected. “And he could not have known.” 
 Nathaliey didn’t miss the emphasis on “friend,” as if her closeness to Markal were somehow a defect. And why shouldn’t she be close to Markal? She’d been stripped of her old identity when she joined the order. Eventually, everyone she knew and loved would fade like the dying leaves of autumn while she carried on, virtually unchanged. But that didn’t erase the longing one had for close companionship.
 So who would it be? Memnet the Great was a mentor and a wise teacher, but not a friend. The acolytes, keepers, and archivists were beneath her in power and ambition. That left the other three apprentices—her peers and companions. Chantmer was obsessed with his studies, his pride in his growing power, and his struggle for what he saw as his rightful place in the Order. Narud was absorbed with the natural world, with mushrooms and mice. He could spend days or even weeks in as mundane a task as studying honeybees. He claimed that the tiny creatures spoke to each other in a sort of dance, and had estimated how many thousands of hours bees needed to work to provide a single spoonful of honey.
 Only Markal had the humanity, the humor, and the sensitivity to provide the companionship her heart craved. It wasn’t merely friendship, nor even the bond of family, and it certainly wasn’t anything so foolish and transitory as romantic love that she felt for him, but a deeper connection.
 “Anyway,” Chantmer continued, “the master has not returned. He may never do so—we must be prepared for that eventuality. And we have other troubles.”
 Chantmer shared the alarming news of an attack on the gardens. A barbarian warrior had penetrated their sanctuary, broken through their protective wards, damaged the Golden Pavilion, and cut down Eliana, one of the keepers. Chantmer and Narud had slipped away and left Markal to deal with the woman.
 “A barbarian?” she pressed. “Are you sure? Does she have gray skin?”
 “She does not,” Chantmer said. “She is pale and pink as a babe, and her hair is the color of wheat. Sky-blue eyes. Calls herself a paladin, a holy warrior of some kind.”
 “She is a killer,” Narud said. “She murdered Eliana, and will kill again.”
 “It goes beyond slaying old women,” Chantmer said. “This barbarian can handle a sword like no one I’ve ever seen. And there’s magic about her, too.”
 “But no gray skin.” This wasn’t a question. Rather, Nathaliey was confused.
 The hunch that she had been following in the Vault of Secrets, that some order of knights had delved into necromancy so they could destroy the master, dissolved. This woman was something else entirely. And yet there were the missing pages from the Book of Gods. What of that? 
 Nathaliey shared what she’d discovered in turn, and then the two men wanted to hear how she’d been taken prisoner, what had happened with the khalif, and whether she knew who had cut the book.
 “I don’t. An enemy of ours, that is for sure. I think those pages revealed the secret of the assassins and their magic.” She shook her head. “Someone doesn’t want us to know.”
 “It would seem that the Vault of Secrets is no longer hidden,” Narud said.
 “It never was, not truly,” Nathaliey said. “The khalif and his ministers may not be able to find it, but they know it is there. They know we spend long hours in the vault, that it is the source of our knowledge.”
 “We have more immediate concerns,” Chantmer said. He’d regained much of his color in the few minutes they’d been talking, and now stood with an open, confident posture. “Obviously, the assassin who killed our master was sent by the khalif.”
 “Impossible,” Nathaliey said. “Omar is incapable of such a thing.”
 “He is complicit, at the very least.”
 She studied Chantmer’s face. He seemed to know something. “What do you mean?”
 “I would assume that the killers themselves were Veyrians. The high king sent them—he will have his highway, and the master was the only one stopping him. As for the khalif, Omar knew of your mission to Marrabat and must have told the king how to find you on the Spice Road.”
 “We have met the high king,” Nathaliey protested. “He is no murderer, either.”
 “The king was a friend and ally of the master,” Narud said. “A wizard himself, at one time. Why would he do such a thing? For his highway? I don’t think so.”
 Chantmer shrugged at these objections. “He had magic once. Now he hates and fears it.”
 “Hates and fears it, yet sends assassins wielding magic?” she asked.
 “Very well, then he hates and fears the magic of his former order. He was forced to renounce it, and would see it wiped from the land.”
 “You have no evidence of that,” Nathaliey said. “The high king met with the master only six months ago to seek his wisdom about the griffins in the mountains and the barbarian kingdoms on the other side.”
 “They argued about the road, if you’ll recall,” Chantmer said.
 “There was no heat in it,” she insisted. “The king conceded in the end.”
 “As you wish. I withdraw the suggestion. But even so, the high king may well profit by the master’s death.”
 “He might, but it’s too soon to make his move. It’s only been three weeks since the master died. The king can’t have acted so quickly, not even if a swift horse had galloped to Veyre with the news, and an equally swift horse galloped back. There’s been no time to order the pasha and the khalif to move against us.”
 “Very well.” Chantmer waved his hand, but there was no real concession in his gesture. “Then his generals have taken initiative. This Pasha Malik, eager to please his king and frustrated with the pace of construction, set about the task himself. The entire business is his idea. He hired the assassins and bid them kill our master. And what is the result? The road will cut through Aristonia and gash open the Sacred Forest.”
 Chantmer’s refined theory had more merit, she conceded. Yet it still didn’t answer how the pages had been cut from the book in the library, nor why the barbarian had come.
 Narud had been staring toward the setting sun, a sliver on the horizon and fading quickly. Now he spoke up. “It is almost time. We can reach the gardens by morning if we leave at once.”
 “Morning?” she asked doubtfully. “Do you have horses?”
 “We don’t need horses,” Narud said.
 “Safer on foot,” Chantmer said. “Easier to hide.”
 “I suppose so.”
 Nathaliey was reluctant to leave Syrmarria without putting things right in the khalif’s palace—expelling the pasha and his soldiers and having hard words with Omar and the viziers, as well as finding the pages stolen from the Book of Gods. But more selfishly, she blanched at the thought of putting her sore, battered body onto the road. 
 Narud had an uncanny way of sensing fear and pain in animals, and he must have exercised the same ability with her, because he took her injured shoulder and massaged it as if she were an injured dog or mule. A few words came to his lips, and the pain eased. As her most serious injury faded, she suddenly felt the bruises in her face, the painful marks on her wrists, and the ache in her ribs where they’d kicked her. Narud touched each of the injuries in turn.
 “There is work to be done here,” she pressed, even as she submitted to Narud’s healing touch. “Are you certain I have to leave? Couldn’t you go on without me?”
 “We need you,” Chantmer told her. He sounded pained at the admission. “Markal wants you, and even if we were to leave you behind, this business of getting you out of the dungeon has left us drained. We need your magic to see us safely out of the city.”
 “But there’s scheming in Syrmarria, and I hate to leave it festering. I can’t let Pasha Malik ensconce himself in the city.”
 “Actually, the pasha rode out with a small force earlier this afternoon,” Chantmer said. “Whatever he meant to accomplish in Syrmarria, he’s done it.”
 “His army, then. Look below you—there are Veyrians inside the palace.” Nathaliey turned to Narud. “Do you agree? Should I leave the city?”
 Narud held her gaze. “If the garden falls to this barbarian, nothing that happens in Syrmarria will matter.”
#
 They escaped the palace easily enough. Nathaliey knew side corridors and semi-concealed passageways that led to the gates, and a simple spell baffled the inattentive fools at the guard towers. It helped that nobody seemed to have noticed her absence from the dungeons, and so the palace was not yet on alert.
 Once in the narrow cobbled streets of Syrmarria, however, Narud stopped and sniffed at the air. “Someone is searching for us.”
 “How do you know?” she asked in a low voice.
 “Strange magic. Don’t you smell it?”
 Nathaliey and Chantmer exchanged frowns. She shook her head, and Chantmer shrugged.
 “It’s there,” Narud insisted. “Be careful.”
 What did Narud think they were doing, strolling down the alley banging a gong? Anyway, she wasn’t convinced. Narud didn’t often come to the city, and perhaps he was confused by the accumulation of minor spells to be found in any great concentration of people: merchants and moneylenders using charms to cheat each other, the devout with talismans blessed in the name of one of the Brother Gods, even midwives using their simple magic to ease childbirth and aid the flow of milk in a new mother.
 Belying Narud’s fears, they passed unchallenged through the snaking alleyways of the souks, which were emptying of merchants and goods as night fell, even as the smell of cardamom and incense hung heavy in the air, mixed with the rich scent of baking bread from communal ovens. Soon the apprentices reached the city gates, which remained open at night, barring a threat from nomads riding up from the southern deserts, and they joined the outgoing carts and foot traffic on the road.
 And then, as the stones gave way to a rutted dirt track cutting into the Aristonian countryside, Nathaliey sensed it. Just a whiff, barely detectable above the background magic that was ever-present through this small khalifate. The smell was . . . wrong, that’s how she would describe it. Almost rotten. It was like walking into a kitchen and smelling a rat that had crawled into a dark corner and died. 
 “An enemy,” Chantmer said. “Yes, I sense it now.”
 Narud nodded. “Now you know. You understand.”
 “If we’ve smelled them,” Nathaliey said, “then they’ve smelled us, in turn.”
 She rolled up her sleeves. There was a little tightness in her shoulder and a dull ache in her side, but otherwise she felt strong, almost heady with her own strength, and ready to test it against whomever or whatever was pitting itself against them.
 “Ready, boys?” she asked.
 “Give us your magic,” Chantmer said solemnly. “Make us swift.”
 Nathaliey nodded. “Let’s run.”
 
 



Chapter Seven
 Markal roused himself from sleep a few hours after dusk. Mice crawled in the rafters of the small thatch-roof cottage, and outside, an owl hooted in the distance. His ears were not as sensitive as Narud’s, but if he listened carefully, he’d be able to hear a dozen other creatures snuffling through the woods outside, even catch bits of their thin, unfocused thoughts if he were especially attentive. He could smell them, too.
 It was remarkable how his senses had sharpened over the years. That was the first, most noticeable change after Memnet selected him. He’d never considered himself particularly observant, but rather the sort of boy who let the world drift by as he lost himself in daydreams. As the years passed, however, the improved senses made him take notice of all manner of curious things.
 He pulled on a tunic instead of his robe, tied it off with a leather cord, and put on leggings. When he was dressed, he unlatched the door and stepped outside, where a cool breeze prickled his skin. He turned his attention toward Memnet’s cabin a few hundred yards deeper into the woods on the forest path, where Bronwyn of Arvada had installed herself. It was tempting to whisper a spell to the wind and send the barbarian deeper into slumber, but he didn’t trust his magic, worried the spell would wake her instead. She’d battered through every other attempt to turn her aside, after all. Greater magic than his own.
 No, it was better to let nature take its course. Bronwyn had been on the road for many weeks, as evidenced by the state of her horse and provisions. There was no need for magic when a good bed and a supper of roast chicken, potatoes, and carrots served the same purpose.
 Markal followed the path in the opposite direction largely by feel until the trees thinned and the moon glimmered on the forest floor. He picked up the pace and shortly emerged from the woods at the edge of the lake. The moon reflected from its flat, mirrorlike surface and shimmered off the golden pavilion tucked against its shore. It looked so peaceful and beautiful that it was hard to remember the violence that had visited the shrine only a few hours earlier.
 There were still runes in place, symbols carved on flagstone paths and hidden behind vines on the walls. Even tree branches had been carefully pruned into the shape of wards to conceal or protect. To weaken enemies should they penetrate so far into the gardens.
 But the paladin with her red sword had destroyed much of their protection. The end result was like walking through a dilapidated fortress, with walls breached and iron-bound doors broken from their hinges.
 A few minutes later, Markal reached the mound of dirt in the walled garden where he’d been working when Bronwyn found him. Only then did he realize he’d left his spade in the shed next to his cottage. So he hiked his tunic, dropped to his knees, and used his hands to shovel away the dirt. The soil was warm and living against his skin. He shortly found his master’s head and cleared the soil more gently.
 “I have been sitting here thinking,” Memnet said the moment the dirt was clear from around his mouth.
 “You’re awake.”
 “Yes, and it’s quite boring down here. Can’t see a thing, can’t hear, can’t even take a breath—not that I need to breathe, curiously. But when I’m awake, there’s plenty of time to reflect. Not much else to do, to be honest.” 
 “I could dig you out, or is it too soon?”
 “Not a wise idea. I’m as limp as an earthworm down here. Not sure I even have bones yet.”
 “How much longer will it be?”
 “Hard to say, this being the first time I’ve ever suffered decapitation. Let’s see. A week? Maybe two?” He lifted his eyes. They gleamed in the moonlight, and there was a familiar mischievous twinkle in them. “Is the Eriscoban gone?”
 “You mean the barbarian? No, she’s still in the gardens.”
 “Have you put her off her misguided attempt to finish the job our other friend very nearly managed?”
 “I think so. For now.”
 “I am relieved to hear it. After the indignity of being caught unaware in the desert, I should at least like the opportunity to defend myself this time. Tell me what you know.”
 Markal explained, starting with the details of Bronwyn’s attack on the gardens, and finishing with how she’d settled into Memnet’s cottage with a warning that other enemies were on their way. Markal thought she was sincere. The only part he didn’t share was how Chantmer had tried to use the master’s orb and lost it.
 A scowl crossed Memnet’s face when he finished. “No, I don’t like that at all.”
 “Do you mean Bronwyn, or are you worried about these other supposed enemies?”
 “Not that. I mean, yes to both of those things, but that isn’t what I mean.” He flinched. “There’s a blasted mole digging by my—get away from there!” He muttered an incantation, but his scowl only spread. “No good, I can’t—oh, thank the Brothers, it’s going away. You don’t want to know where the nasty thing was headed.”
 “I can guess.”
 “I swear, if he tries, I’m going to squeeze my buttocks together and crush the little blighter.”
 Markal laughed, before remembering why he’d come. “Master, what should I do?”
 “The garden feels weak,” Memnet said. “Can it resist another attack?”
 “It didn’t exactly resist the first one,” Markal pointed out. “Bronwyn strolled right in. The keepers will do what they can to repair our defenses. Narud and Chantmer went to Syrmarria to retrieve Nathaliey. She was in the libraries. When they return, they’ll help me hide the bridge. The barbarian’s crossing has left us vulnerable to discovery.”
 “If you collect all your magic in one place, you’re still not strong enough, the four of you together. Not to deflect a determined attack. It will take more than four apprentices.”
 “Three,” Markal said. “Three apprentices and an archivist.”
 “You are more than an archivist, my friend.”
 “Am I?” he asked. “I’m no better than Jethro, my head stuffed with knowledge and no power to call it forth.”
 “Don’t dismiss Jethro. He is stronger than you know. But anyway, you are. An archivist has no power. He contains the knowledge of the thing, but not the substance. That isn’t you, Markal. The magic flows through you in a great flood. You only need to learn how to control it. That will happen sooner or later.”
 Oh, really? When? Thirty years had passed, three full decades. What did he need, another thirty years? Maybe it would happen when Markal hit a hundred—is that what Memnet thought? And how soul-crushing would it be to reach an age when every non-wizard he’d ever known had died and yet still be an apprentice, still striving, still waiting to come into his strength? Better to abandon his dreams and settle for the role of archivist. 
 “Have you been meditating?” the master asked. “Repeating your mantras?”
 “You sound like my mother, asking if I’d prayed to the gods before bedtime. Have I hung the cricket cage by my door so the Harvester won’t gather my soul?”
 “Well, have you? Do you go to the shrine every morning? Do you ring the bell to clear your mind?”
 “Not always,” Markal admitted. “We have no leader, no master.”
 “You are a leader. You are far more than a keeper, you are as knowledgeable as an archivist, and you have more power than a dozen acolytes.” 
 “It does little good if the power can’t be controlled.” Markal got up and brushed off the dirt.
 “I can’t lift my head, you know. Come back down where I can stare into your eyes.” When Markal had obeyed, Memnet continued. “You are like a man with a stutter. There is a thought in your head, perfectly lucid, but when it reaches your tongue, it fumbles. The words break apart one on top of the other.”
 “I knew a man with a stutter,” Markal said. “He never lost it. Plagued him until the end of his days.”
 “And I knew a man with a stutter, too. Me.”
 “You, Master? Do you mean that literally?”
 “Quite literally—I stuttered when I was a boy. Long before you were born. My great-aunt was a famous poet, an orator, and my father sent me to her to rid myself of the stutter. She taught me to master my tongue through concentration and practice until others were unable to sense the difference. That’s why you’ve never heard it.”
 “My lack of control is a stutter? I don’t think so.”
 “Give me a better metaphor, then.”
 Markal thought for a moment. “I’m a man on a swift horse, galloping down the road at breakneck speed. It is night, always night and pitch-black. The horse can’t see, and neither can I. The road is straight and flat and of good repair, but there are occasional holes in the surface. I might ride five minutes, or I might be almost to my destination, but the horse always steps in a hole. Down it goes, crying in pain and its leg shattered, and down I go with it.”
 Markal had invented the comparison on the spot, but it sounded right. This was how he felt releasing even the most basic spell. The power was there, he could feel it on his tongue and in the blood rising from his pores, but it always fell apart. A hint of doubt, of worry, of uncertainty. Of disbelief. Then it was gone.
 “Three apprentices or four, it doesn’t matter,” Markal said, not wishing to dwell any longer on his failings. “You say we’re not strong enough to fight.”
 “You would manage fine if they were the usual sorts who have tested us over the years—thieves, those curious sorts who search for the seat of our power, and the like. But the enemies who attacked Nathaliey and me on the road were different.”
 “Is that who we’re facing? These attackers Bronwyn warned me about?”
 “I believe so.”
 “Who are they? Who is sending them?”
 “I wouldn’t speculate.”
 “I know you’re speculating,” Markal said, “at least privately. Could you speculate aloud for a moment?”
 “Speculation wouldn’t help you defeat them, might even put more fear and doubt into your heart.”
 “In other words, you have information and you’re deliberately withholding it because you don’t think I can handle it.”
 “That is why I call you ‘apprentice’ and you call me ‘master.’”
 “And this is a lesson to teach me patience?”
 “Not at all. It’s to keep you from running around in a circle, screaming and waving your hands in the air. But enough of that. Your paladin friend is awake, and she is thinking about you. Soon enough, she’ll come see if you’re still in bed or if you’re up to mischief.”
 “How do you know that? I thought you couldn’t use your magic.”
 “Who said I used magic?” There was a shrug in Memnet’s tone, or maybe it was a wink.
 “So you’re speculating after all.”
 Memnet chuckled. “Very well, I shall indulge a little. Whatever brought Bronwyn of Arvada over the mountains, she’s very determined. And she has magic about her or she wouldn’t still be alive. The gardens would have destroyed her.”
 “I need her out of here before the attackers come,” Markal said. “At the very least, she’s going to distract me when I’m fighting for my life. Worse, she might throw in her lot with whoever appears.”
 “Or, you could ask her to fight by your side.”
 “Why would she do that?”
 “It’s amazing how cozy it is, lying here in the dirt,” Memnet said. “The ground is warm and comfortable—it’s only when the vermin dig their way in to take a look that I wish I could move my limbs and shoo them off.”
 “Well?” Markal pressed. “She’s already killed one of the keepers, so she’s no friend of ours. Wouldn’t you agree?”
 “If she meant to kill you, she’d have done it. She’d have murdered us all and burned the garden. It seems to be within her power. Talk to her, explain your predicament.”
 “No need to explain—she’s the one who told me. Seemed rather gleeful, if you ask me.” 
 “Some people need to be wanted, that’s all. Find out what Bronwyn has come for and convince her you can give it to her.”
 “You mean just ask her straight out? Why would she tell me now?”
 “Until you’ve asked, you’ll never know, will you?” Memnet yawned. “Here it comes. Time to bury me again and let me sleep. And do try to keep the enemies off me for a few more days. It would be very helpful to my own personal goal of not dying.”
 “Wait,” Markal said. “What about Syrmarria? Could we ask Omar for help?”
 “Are you sure it’s not our illustrious khalif who is sending these assassins in the first place? In which case, I wouldn’t advise it.”
 “You really don’t think . . . ?” Markal began, but it was too late. The master’s head had slumped to one side, and he began to snore loudly. “Oh, come on, wake up, will you? Don’t tell me you can’t if you want to. I know you can hear me in there.”
 In response to this, Memnet only snored louder than ever. The master might look like a young man, but Markal hadn’t heard a snore that loud since the final years of his grandfather’s life. The old man could ring a bell from a mile away.
 That was one good thing about covering the master back up, Markal thought as he scooped dirt over Memnet’s head. It would muffle that infernal snoring.
 
 



Chapter Eight
 It was around midnight when Nathaliey felt the first stirring of exhaustion in her limbs. The three apprentices had been running for hours. They had crossed the orchards outside Syrmarria, climbed a gently rising plain to the wheat fields of the Narpine Valley, and run through Temple Vale, with its shrines and monasteries nothing but silent shadows at this time of night.
 A full moon guided their path, and their sharp eyesight revealed ruts, dips in the road, and even a broken and abandoned wagon wheel to be dodged and sidestepped. Nathaliey’s spell had strengthened their muscles, fortified their hearts and lungs, and toughened their bare feet against the constant pounding of the road. With her magic, they traveled faster than any horse could have managed in the darkness.
 But the spell wouldn’t last forever. Not even the four hours she figured it would take to run the thirty miles from Syrmarria to the master’s gardens. The last stretch they would have to travel on their own strength, even as the cost of her spell began to take its toll in aching muscles and burning lungs.

By her estimation, they were still five miles from home, as they had not yet reached the hills leading to the bridge over Blossom Creek and the final descent to the gardens. The bridge was safety. Before the barbarian’s arrival, no enemy had ever crossed it. It was a hidden doorway, a drawbridge, and a battlement, all in one. But after running twenty-five miles over rutted, uneven roads, how could they manage another five without magic to aid them? 
 Chantmer was the first to pull up. Here, the River Nye spread across several square miles of flat, marshy ground, and during the rainy season, the road above its bank was often flooded and impassable. The river wasn’t carrying as much water these days, and the marshes had subsided, leaving clumps of dry, dead grass. Ghost lights danced in the distance.
 Nathaliey came to a stop by Chantmer’s side, bent, and took deep, gulping breaths. The air was damp and smelled of rotting vegetation.
 Narud trotted to a stop. “We have to keep going,” he said.
 Chantmer wheezed and shook his head. “First, rest.”
 Nathaliey straightened her back. “Are we still being pursued?”
 This was to Narud, but rather than answering straightaway, he cocked his head, sniffed at the air, and peered at the road behind them. He looked undecided.
 “We have to assume we are,” Nathaliey said. “Keep going until we reach the bridge. We’re not safe here.”
 Chantmer shook his head. “We’re not safe until we’re inside the garden walls, and perhaps not even then.” He stopped talking to gasp for more air. “But I can’t keep running.”
 On this, they were agreed, and so they set off walking. Nathaliey’s legs burned and her heart was hammering away. Narud kept looking behind and sniffing the air, but when pressed, admitted he didn’t detect pursuit. Chantmer, after a brief period where it seemed like he’d sit in the middle of the road like a balky mule, picked up the pace, and they were soon striding along at a near trot.
 “I can’t go on much longer, either,” Nathaliey confessed. “I feel faint, and my stomach is churning like I’m going to vomit.”
 “I’ve recovered some of my magical strength,” Chantmer said. “I might be able to cast that spell again, if you can help me recall the words. It will be weaker the second time around, but it might be enough. Could you lend me what you have?”
 “I have nothing to lend. I’m still spent from the first time I cast it. Narud, what about you?”
 “We’ll need our magic to fight the enemy, not to run faster,” Narud said. He glanced behind. “Our pursuers draw near.”
 “I thought we’d lost them,” Nathaliey said.
 “I never said that. I didn’t detect them before. Now I do. Look.”
 The road behind was a silky black ribbon through the marshes, illuminated by the full moon and the flickering swamp lights. Two of the lights were larger than the others, and growing. No, not growing. Coming closer.
 “Blood of the Path, what is that?” Chantmer asked.
 Nathaliey only knew one thing that looked like swamp lights. “That can’t be. They look like . . .”
 “Wights,” Narud said.
 She saw them now, two glowing blue figures coming up the road toward them. Two figures on horses. Undead spirits riding on undead horses.
 “Wights don’t hunt the living,” Chantmer said.
 “All the same, we’ll be in trouble if they reach us,” she pointed out.
 “What is the spell for chasing off wights?” he asked.
 “Something about immortui.” Nathaliey almost had it, but the incantation slipped away before she could grasp it. Damn slippery words. “Narud?” 
 “I don’t know, either.” He shook his head. “What else do we have?”
 “Volans malleis,” Chantmer said. 
 “Not your hammers again,” Nathaliey said. “That won’t help. What else?”
 The tall apprentice pressed his fists to his temples, as if trying to squeeze something out. “Nothing! I don’t . . . I can’t . . .”
 The wights were close enough now to see their features. They were dressed in silver-blue armor, their horses armored, too. It was curious workmanship, decorated with filigree and studded with knobs, like no armor she’d ever seen, and it occurred to her that these were not the recent dead. The two men wielded maces bristling with spikes. They paused in the road, the animals stomping, and then nudged them into a trot toward the three companions.
 Nathaliey had second thoughts about Chantmer’s whirling hammers. “Do it!”
 He lifted his hands out and chanted the words of the incantation. Narud spoke in a lower tone, his words different, but augmenting those of their taller companion. Lending his strength. Two hammers materialized in the air, spinning rapidly about until they were a blur.
 Even before the hammers rushed off toward the wights, Nathaliey pulled up her sleeves and put her own hands down. She had little strength left—after bleeding herself a few hours earlier and running for several hours, she could scarcely spare the cost. But they couldn’t outrun these ghostly figures on their own; they needed the power of the Crimson Path.
 The hammers whirled through the air, one after the other. They smashed into the ghostly figures and blasted apart in a shower of white sparks. The two knights rocked back in their saddles, but neither was unhorsed as Nathaliey had hoped. The horses though, being separate wights, reared and tried to throw their riders, before snorting and tossing as they broke from the road.
 Nathaliey’s spell hit her and her companions. There was more to it than she’d guessed, but it was pitiful, a shadow of the power she’d called up in Syrmarria. Would it be enough? The three apprentices turned and ran for home.
 Moments later, pounding hooves sounded on the road behind them. The wights had given pursuit.
#
 Markal had his doubts as to the wisdom of Memnet’s advice. True, he always had doubts, but this time they were legitimate. The wizard wasn’t in his right mind. Right now he was a head and a partially formed body buried in the dirt, asleep most of the time. It was nonsense to approach Bronwyn and ask for her help. She was a barbarian from a strange order of knights, who’d come to the garden with the express intent of murdering the master. 
 But he was at a loss as to what else to do and wondering whether she was really awake at this hour or if that had been the master having fun with him, and so he made his way quietly along the forest path, past his house and toward Memnet’s cottage. The forest was quiet, the protective spells wary.
 He was surprised to see the cottage door open and the barbarian standing on the stoop with a lantern at her feet. Markal remained in the shadows, curious.
 Bronwyn was already dressed in boiled leather armor, and now hefted her breastplate over her shoulders and tightened the straps. She went back inside and returned with her helmet and her sword in its sheath.
 “I know you’re out there,” she said. “Preparing another attempt to chase me off? Go ahead, if you feel you must try.”
 Markal approached cautiously. “How did you know?”
 “I was warned.”
 “Are you leaving?”
 “You would like that, wouldn’t you?” She slung her sword over her shoulder and fastened the buckle holding it to her breastplate. “I wouldn’t be putting on my armor to ride away from here. No, I’m going to battle.”
 “Battle? What are you talking about?”
 “I told you, enemies are coming, and I’ve been preparing myself. What have you been doing since we last spoke?” 
 “Sleeping. I thought you were, too.”
 “Oh, were you? Pleasant dreams, I hope.” Her tone was sarcastic. “Well, I haven’t been. I was meditating and praying to the Brothers to guide my hand.”
 “Don’t you sleep? Weren’t you tired after so long on the road?”
 “Exhausted. But I’m a warrior, Markal. A daughter of a king and a paladin of Eriscoba. When enemies present themselves, I will not be found in my bed.” She tucked her helmet under her arm, hefted the lamp in her other hand, and came to him. “What did the dead wizard tell you?”
 “How did you know that’s where I was?”
 “What did he say?”
 “He told me to ask you to help us.”
 She smiled. “I suppose I am helping, in a way. I might return to kill your master when I’m done, but for now, yes, I will help.”
 Markal stared. “Who are you? And I don’t mean daughter of a king, paladin of Eriscoba, and all of that nonsense. Why did you come here? Why do you want to kill my master? Memnet the Great uses his magic to maintain the peace, to heal the land and its people, so why would you harm him?” 
 “Don’t deceive yourself, Markal. There is no other reason to become a wizard than a vainglorious lust for power. Isn’t that why you follow your master? You wish to rule and reign over the peasantry, don’t you?”
 “No, that is impossible.”
 “Ha. You do not consider the common folk to be weak-minded fools, driven here and there by their appetites? Like blind moles, they think their tunnel is the extent of the world. They must be led by their betters or they will destroy themselves. You believe this, don’t you?”
 He thrust out his chin. “And you don’t?”
 Bronwyn chuckled. She reached back to her sword hilt as if assuring herself it was still there, and her expression darkened. “I must go. Stay or follow as you wish, but there will be battle. You may not survive if you come—only the Brothers know for sure.”
 She set off, and he followed. In spite of her boasting and her apparent ability to watch Markal from afar, the barbarian paladin’s eyesight was not so keen that she could travel the darkened forest without difficulty. Even with the lamp in hand, she picked her way slowly along the path until they’d reached the open ground beyond. Once there, however, she turned off the lamp and quickened her pace, moving only by moonlight.
 By the Brothers, did this woman never tire? She must be carrying forty pounds of armor and sword, but Markal had to trot to keep up.
 They reached the north gate a few minutes later. The keepers had concentrated their efforts here, being as it was closest to the road, and the wards were partially rebuilt. They strengthened Markal as he approached, then seemed to slam shut as soon as he’d passed through the opening in the brick wall and into the countryside beyond.
 It was darker here, and Bronwyn handed Markal the lamp, but he stubbornly refused to light it. Let her stumble in the dark if she insisted.
 “Where are we going?” he asked.
 “There are enemies coming. Can’t you feel them?”
 “What kind of enemies?” he asked, skeptical.
 “They’re out there.”
 “So you say. They’ll never reach the gardens, they’ll never even cross the bridge.”
 “I did, didn’t I?”
 “You were the first. Anyway, if they did somehow make it across, we’d be safer within the garden walls. The magic will protect us inside. Out here, not so much.”
 “You will be protected. I won’t. Your gardens are trying to reject me with every step I take, thanks to your infernal sorcery. I feel stronger with every step up the road.” 
 “You feel even stronger? Well.”
 “I don’t expect you to understand,” Bronwyn said.
 “Ah, yes. Well, if you would prove yourself a friend and not an enemy, that would change. I could include you in their protection myself.” He couldn’t help sounding a bitter note. “You might need to stop slaughtering innocent keepers, of course.”
 “The old woman is quite safe for now. Rest easy, I’ve spoken with her, and she holds no anger in her heart.”
 “Are you mad? You killed her!”
 Bronwyn stopped and drew her sword. A faint red glow worked along the surface, then it was gone, replaced by the gleam of cold steel in the moonlight.
 Markal was no longer intimidated. “Is this a threat? Will you hack me down, too?”
 “Shut your babbling mouth and listen.”
 The chickens in the wire-enclosed coops built along the outside wall lay silent, and the horses were quiet in their stables. Darker shadows on either side of the road marked fairy forts some fifty feet ahead of them. These had nothing to do with fairies, if such a thing existed, but were tumbled over stone from ancient burial mounds. By custom and superstition, peasants throughout the Western Khalifates left the mounds untouched, allowing brush or trees to grow uncut. Last time Markal had stepped outside the garden at night, a large owl had been hooting in the trees growing on one of the forts. Not tonight. There wasn’t so much as the rustle of a breeze in the leaves.
 Markal shook his head. “Nothing.”
 “You hear nothing? Isn’t that warning enough?” 
 Ah yes, he understood. He hadn’t noticed at first, but there was a sound conspicuous in its absence.
 “The crickets,” he said.
 “Aye. Two cages on hooks at the entrance to the garden—I saw them when I entered. So unless someone removed them at dusk . . .”
 Markal glanced behind them. “No, they’re still there. And the crickets should be chirping. You do that in your country, too?”
 “We do. They are harbingers, warning sentinels. The pair at the gate have warned us of approaching enemies.”
 “You mean wights? But what would bring the undead here? The garden is fertile—it reminds them of their ultimate fate. The crickets are only custom—no wight would come within a mile of the walls.”
 “The silence of your crickets is not the only warning I’ve received, only a confirmation,” Bronwyn said. “Come. I may have need of your vision. Quickly, now.”
 Without waiting to see if he would follow, the paladin strode forward along the narrow road that made its way between the tree-covered mounds and into the meadow beyond. Markal was inclined not to follow. Let Bronwyn wander off to battle wights. No sword could fight the undead; they’d rip her soul from her body.
 But in spite of his earlier proclamation, a niggle of doubt remained. Why were wights approaching the garden? Would they try to enter? 
 Moving swiftly, the pair followed the road through the mounds and up a small hillock. From there, a moonlight vista of misty, knee-length grass stretched down toward the bridge over Blossom Creek.
 Bronwyn reached under her breastplate and pulled out something that gleamed in the moonlight. “I will return this.”
 He took it. “Memnet’s Orb!”
 “I trust it will help.”
 Markal rolled it over in his hand. It was as cool and inert as a smooth stone plucked from the riverbank. The truth was, he had no idea how to use it, or even if it had any power left after Chantmer’s abortive attempt. If Chantmer had learned its secrets, he’d not shared them with Markal. But he wasn’t about to return it to the woman, so he stuck it in the pocket of his tunic.
 “Is the bridge defensible?” Bronwyn asked, gesturing ahead of them.
 “More than defensible, it cannot be breached. It cannot even be found.” He glanced at her and had second thoughts. “You were the first.”
 “I didn’t cross the bridge. I took my horse through the water. Quite an illusion you managed. It looked as though a waterfall was about to sweep us over, yet the animal’s hooves were barely wet when we reached the other side. Tell me about the bridge.”
 “It’s much older than the gardens. There are old runes on the stones. They’re nearly worn away now, but the bridge has long been thought worth defending. The illusion of the waterfall was only part of the creek’s defenses—the current should have risen and swept you off.”
 It had once been swift enough to manage without magic. The creek was over a hundred miles long, flowing out of the jagged desert mountain range on its way north to join the Nye, and from the height and span of the bridge, the river had once been much larger before the desert had encroached from the south. Blossom Creek—surely in those days known by a different name—must have even been navigable, as attested by the rubble of a tower a few hundred feet downstream, the kind still built on waterways to collect tolls.
 “Anyway,” he added, “the bridge is narrow enough, and there is some magic in it.”
 “Then we will make our stand there,” Bronwyn said.
 Against what, Markal was about to ask. Wights? But before he could voice this question, three figures caught his eye, hurrying up the road on foot from the far side of the creek. They were still a half-mile out, and even with his keen vision, he couldn’t pick out faces or even clothing. But one of them was noticeably taller than the other two.
 Chantmer? It must be, and his companions Narud and Nathaliey. Narud and Chantmer had set off for Syrmarria to fetch Nathaliey only that morning, meaning that they’d traveled nearly sixty miles in fourteen or fifteen hours. If they’d been running since Syrmarria, they must have used magic.
 Bronwyn was striding ahead once more, but Markal stayed where he was to survey the scene, searching for the threat. There! Two riders followed some hundred yards behind the runners. They glowed a faint blue. Wights, curse them, pursuing Markal’s companions. But why were the wights keeping their distance instead of riding down the three fleeing apprentices?
 The answer came a moment later. Four more mounted figures materialized farther back, riding hard, moving so swiftly and silently they appeared from a distance to be floating above the road. More wights. They continued up the road until they overtook the lead pair. All six stopped in the road, and Chantmer, Nathaliey, and Narud began to pull away. Then the wights formed ranks on the road, two across and three deep, and broke into a trot, followed shortly by a full charge.
 Markal ran after Bronwyn, who pulled on her helmet as she approached the bridge.
 And then a breeze lifted from the grasslands ahead of him. It carried a rustling, as of dry leaves, and a whisper, a clawing in Markal’s head. Something was hunting, sniffing for him. A current, an entire river of blue light flowed down the road from behind the hard-charging ghostly riders. It was a small army of wights, scores of them, all jumbled together and surging toward the bridge.
 
 



Chapter Nine
 Nathaliey and her two companions ran down the road with the two undead knights riding after them. She kept expecting the pursuers to fall away as their attention wandered, yet these ones kept coming.

Impossible. Wights cannot hunt the living. 
 Did she believe that? Did she really? As a child, she’d hung a cricket at her door at night to turn away the undead. Later, the master assured them this was the folly and superstition of the unlearned. A wight could certainly kill a living soul, he agreed, but this was happenstance. The souls of the dead hated the living, but they didn’t have the capacity to purposefully stalk them.
 The dead had only one thought passing through what remained of their minds: to hide from the Harvester before he and his hounds collected them in his bag of souls. Take reasonable precautions, and wights posed no threat. They certainly wouldn’t pursue the living down a country road.
 But when Nathaliey looked behind her, there was no denying it. As fast as the three apprentices ran through the night, the glowing figures were pursuing at a relentless pace and slowly drawing closer, now only a few hundred yards behind.
 The road left the swamp and its flickering lights and passed through a copse of pine trees and into a broad meadow. Almost there. Hope rose in Nathaliey’s chest. The bridge came into sight, arcing gracefully over Blossom Creek in the moonlight.
 The ghostly riders had been pursuing them now for some time, so close that one last charge would have overtaken the three apprentices. But as the bridge came into sight, the riders pulled up short.
 Nathaliey had nothing left, had already dug into her reserves and dug again, but somehow she kept her legs pounding forward. A wind blew up the road, swirling her robes, and she glanced over her shoulder.
 “Go!” Chantmer gasped. “They are scared of the bridge. If we can only make it . . .”
 No, that wasn’t why they’d stopped. Instead, they’d been holding for four more riders to join them, and now there were six ghostly figures. They gathered in formation and began their charge. And then Nathaliey’s pounding heart nearly stopped in fear.
 The blue light behind now spread up the road for a good half-mile. Two had become six, and six had spawned dozens. They blurred one into the other, but here and there the haunted, miserable expressions came through: a woman with her face cut open, her teeth and jaw exposed, a dead soldier with his throat cut and his helmet cleaved nearly in two, an old leper in rags and covered in weeping sores. A dead child, limbs mangled. They pushed forward as if driven by an unseen whip.
 Nathaliey saw all this in a single, horrifying glance. And learned that, indeed, she had not yet tapped the bottom of her reserves. She turned back to see that Narud and Chantmer had seen it as well. Their faces stretched into grimaces nearly as awful as those of their pursuers, and all three apprentices ran for their lives. 
 The bridge loomed ahead. Cross to the other side—that was all Nathaliey could hope. From there, the first whisper of power would reach them from the gardens. It would give them strength. And the inhabitants of the garden would sense the three apprentices, as well. They would send help.
 But by now the first of the wights were so close that their screams entered her mind. She glanced back to see a long ghostly spear in the lead rider’s mailed fist. The wight reared back to throw.
 “By the sword be damned!” a woman’s voice rang out.
 A figure stood on the bridge in front of them, a two-handed sword gripped tightly in her hands. Red fire seemed to dance along the blade. She wore a breastplate that gleamed in the moonlight, and there was an unnatural fury in her eyes, visible even from a distance, that seemed to Nathaliey to belong to a god or a demon, not a woman.
 The barbarian. Chantmer and Narud had warned Nathaliey of the woman. The one who’d come to destroy the master, who had murdered one of the keepers. She must have called the wights, sent them hunting on the road from Syrmarria. And now she blocked the path.
 The woman came toward the three apprentices, sweeping her long sword ahead of her. Nathaliey had pulled into the lead and would be the first to face the blade. Stumbling forward, her strength exhausted, she was unable to do so much as lift her arms to shield her face before the barbarian was upon her.
 But the woman shoved her aside, muscled past Chantmer and Narud, and swung her sword at the wights behind them. Nathaliey staggered on, reached the first flagstones of the bridge, and fell to her knees. Narud and Chantmer stumbled into her, one after the other, until all three lay in a heap.
 A second figure loomed above them. It was Markal. He’d pulled back his sleeves and placed his hands down, and was chanting a spell. Her first thought was that he meant to renew the strength of his fellow apprentices so they could run to the safety of the garden, but the incantation was directed at the wights and the barbarian warrior.
 A great pulse flowed through Markal’s limbs, like a maelstrom ready to roar free, and Nathaliey braced herself for its impact. Here it was. Her friend had found his power at last. But as Markal finished the spell, the bulk of it boiled harmlessly into the air. What remained flew past Nathaliey’s shoulder, as timid as a sparrow, and it entered the battle to some unknown effect.
 She raised herself to her hands and knees and looked behind her. The barbarian was brawling with the mounted knights. They were spectral, nearly without form. They could do a mortal soul harm, but could not be harmed in turn by anything but powerful magic. Certainly no sword could touch them. Or so Nathaliey thought.
 But the woman broke an enemy’s spear, cut through his glowing armor, and sent him crashing to the ground. She plunged her sword into his chest and tilted back her head with a growl. The wight was gone, destroyed. The ghostly horse sped off into the night and vanished into the mist.
 Other riders came at the barbarian. She danced between their swords and spears, hacking them down one at a time and dispatching them the moment they fell. If not for the terrifying vision of an entire army of the creatures swirling down the road to join the fight, Nathaliey would have stared in amazement at her fighting ability, a combination of grace and power.
 “Get back!” the barbarian yelled.
 Her sword lashed in a blur as she fought her way back to the bridge. Markal helped the other three apprentices clear a space for her to enter. Once at the narrow opening, the barbarian stopped once again to face her enemies. Wights came at her with weapons, with teeth and fingernails. The long red sword hacked and slashed. With every swing, she battered through them, cutting and maiming as the wights fell apart like wisps of blue flame.
 But they kept coming, and soon she was faltering. Markal tried to raise another spell, but he failed. The other apprentices had nothing. But they couldn’t retreat and leave the woman to her fate.
 A long pike thrust forward from the mass of writhing, clawing enemies. The barbarian swung to counter it, but it was a sluggish parry from an exhausted defender, and it failed to turn aside the blow. The point struck her shoulder above the breastplate. The woman cried out in pain and fell back. Another wight came at her, and somehow she managed to bring her sword around for another blow. It decapitated the wight.
 But this was the woman’s last effort, and she collapsed on the bridge. The wights had been faltering under her ferocious defense, their attacks weakening, but now they gathered in triumph and surged forward.
 A collective howl rose from the mass of wights. Nathaliey braced herself to be overrun. The wights would tear them apart, and the four apprentices and the warrior would soon join the mindless rabble of undead.
 But at that moment came a single long, haunting note that rolled through the night air. A hunting horn. The baying of distant hounds followed in its wake. The Harvester had come to claim his own.
 The wights, so close to victory, fell back from the bridge. They scattered, screaming, from the road as the horn blew again. That call was not meant for her, Nathaliey knew, yet a mindless terror rose in her breast to hear the dark god’s horn, and she cowered with her hands covering her face.
 A hand grabbed Nathaliey and yanked her to her feet. It was Markal, looking drawn. Chantmer had regained his feet, too, and tried to help Narud up. The woman lay groaning from her wound, the long sword at her side.
 “Go!” Markal cried. “Run!”
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 Somehow Markal got them all moving, even the barbarian. His companions looked nearly dead, and both Nathaliey and Narud stopped to retch as soon as they got to the far side of the bridge, though there seemed to be nothing in their stomachs. Bronwyn moaned and clutched at her shoulder, blood streaming through her fingers from the pike wound.
 Nevertheless, she had the sense of mind to reach her other hand over her shoulder to grope for her weapon. “My sword.”
 Markal glanced behind him, half expecting to see wights streaming over the bridge after them. But the Harvester’s horn kept blowing, and now the baying hounds sounded closer. Whatever evil magic had driven the wights forward was apparently gone, as they fled from the dark god.
 “We’ll get it in the morning,” he said.
 Bronwyn drove her feet into the ground to keep from being dragged along. “No, I will get it now.”
 “We need to reach the gardens. The Harvester will take us all.”
 “If the sword falls into the enemy’s hands, we are doomed.”
 Bronwyn fought clear. But she hadn’t taken two steps when she staggered and nearly fell.
 Markal went to her side. “You go. I’ll retrieve the sword.”
 “Do you swear it?”
 “By the Brothers, I’ll try.”
 Bronwyn managed a grim nod and turned back to stagger after Markal’s companions lurching down the road toward the gardens. Markal’s heart pounded in fear, and his body was shaky from blood loss after the magic he’d sent to strengthen the paladin in her fight. Every fiber of his being balked at going alone over that bridge to where the Harvester and his hounds were hunting souls, but somehow, he kept his feet moving forward.
 Bronwyn’s sword lay glinting in the moonlight where it had fallen. There was no red gleam—the blade looked like nothing but an ordinary piece of steel—but Markal was not fooled. There was magic in the weapon. Bronwyn might be a great warrior, but no mere sword could have hacked apart those wights, and Markal knew it wasn’t his own feeble spell that had done it.
 Another blast from the horn. Close. The baying hounds, even closer. But Markal saw nothing, only a flat, grassy field, with blue lights still fleeing in all directions.
 Quickly, he bent and grabbed the sword. It had some heft to it, which made it all the more impressive how Bronwyn had been sweeping it around, parrying and cutting down enemies. When his fingers wrapped around the pommel, a voice whispered in his ear.

Who are you? 
 Markal whipped his head around, thinking the voice had come from over his shoulder. But there was nobody there. Other voices entered his mind, both male and female. It was like walking into a room where a dozen hushed conversations were taking place, none of which he could pick out. And then the voices fell silent.
 He hurried to join the others. They’d continued to trudge forward, but the instant Bronwyn saw him, she stopped again. Her left arm hung limp, the shoulder bleeding heavily. Bronwyn reached for the sword with her good arm.
 “Give me that.”
 “I’ll carry it. You’re in no condition.”
 “Give me the damn sword!”
 “Fine, you cut off your leg for all I care.”
 Markal handed it over and pushed past her to catch up with the other apprentices. They reached the opening in the wall that led into the gardens. Still no sign of pursuit, and when he looked back and saw that the paladin was far behind, he was tempted to leave her to her own devices and look to his friends. Let’s see if she could get in now, the stubborn fool.
 Nathaliey grabbed Markal’s arm with a trembling hand. “Help her, we’ll take care of ourselves.”
 “You’re sure?”
 “She saved our lives, and that’s worth something. I’ll send keepers to help. See that she doesn’t die before they find you.”
 That was easy enough to say, he thought as the other three hobbled off while he waited for Bronwyn. There was restorative magic in the gardens, but Bronwyn was no wizard like Memnet, and she’d taken a brutal injury that would have been dangerous enough from a mortal weapon. From a ghostly pike, who knew what effect it had? Markal knew very little about such things.
 He went back and threw her arm over his shoulders to help her through the gate. Runes carved into the stones whispered strength into his bones. Cool, restorative air filled his lungs. He shifted more of Bronwyn’s slumping weight onto his own body. The sword dragged in the dirt, but she wouldn’t relinquish it.
 Two keepers found him before he’d made it out of the outer gardens. They helped him prop Bronwyn against an oak tree, where she sank, head slumping against her chest.
 “Bring me a flagon of fresh wine from the south vineyards,” he told them. “And a round of bread and some honey. That will help, too.”
 “I’m not hungry,” Bronwyn murmured.
 “Quiet.” Markal took off her helmet and kept speaking to the keepers. “Bandages, and a poultice with the mud from the lakeshore. Herbs—you know the ones I need.”
 The keepers set off, and Markal looked back to the injured paladin. The first hint of dawn stained the sky and combined with the waning light of the sinking moon to cast her face in gray. Her eyes rolled back as she appeared to fall senseless.
 Markal removed the woman’s breastplate, which failed to rouse her, but she groaned when he took her padded cloth shirt and pulled it over her shoulders. He removed the blood-soaked linen undershirt beneath it. Linen bindings covered her breasts, but her torso was bare. A small pendant in the formed of a silver crescent moon hung from a chain around her neck.
 Bronwyn’s complexion was paler than any he’d ever seen, which made the multitude of bruises stand out more. Some were an angry purple, but most were old, fading yellow. He guessed they matched divots in her breastplate, and wondered who she’d been battling in the not-so-distant past. These bruises were nothing compared to the big, ugly wound left by the enemy pike. It had torn open muscle and perhaps broken the bone.
 A figure came up behind Markal and handed him a flagon of wine.
 “Thank you,” he said without looking. “What about the poultice?”
 “It’s coming.” It was Nathaliey. “The bread and honey, too. I just happened to have the wine in my cottage, which was a lot closer.”
 Markal glanced at her. “Go get some rest.”
 “Not a chance. What if the wights attack the gardens? I’d rather not be in bed when that happens.”
 “Why not? You may as well die peacefully in your sleep.”
 “Ha!” Nathaliey eased herself to the ground with a groan. “Oh, my muscles. They are not pleased.”
 Markal lifted the wine flagon to Bronwyn’s lips and muttered encouraging words until she’d taken a little. Some of it even went down.
 He tried to hand the flagon back to Nathaliey. “You could use this, too.”
 “I already did. Why do you think it’s half empty? Go ahead and drink some yourself.”
 Markal took a long drink. It was fresh wine, not yet aged in barrels, and it had an unfinished taste that nevertheless warmed his mouth and throat as it went down. He didn’t drink it all though, saving the rest for Bronwyn. The woman’s eyes opened when he put it to her lips the second time, and she gave him a bleary, not-altogether pleased look.
 “How bad is it?” she asked.
 “The muscle is cut open, the tendons too,” Markal said. “I can’t see the bone, but it might be broken.”
 “I’m finished. A paladin with a crippled arm—what use will I be?”
 “You let us worry about that. You are in the gardens of Memnet the Great.”
 “I’ve seen wounds like this before,” Bronwyn said. “It’s no use.”
 “Then you should be asking why you’re not unconscious from loss of blood. That you are awake should tell you something.”
 This stopped her, and she took more wine when he offered it. Her eyes closed again.
 “Thank you for coming for us,” Nathaliey said to Markal. “How did you know?”
 Two keepers arrived before he could respond. One held a round of yesterday’s bread and a clay jar of honey, the other the mud and herbs in a jug, and a roll of fresh linen for a bandage. He took them, then sent the keepers to rouse the rest of the garden. He wanted keepers posted at the entrances to the gardens, readying whatever small bits of magic they possessed until daylight arrived.
 “I didn’t know,” Markal said as he pressed cool mud into the barbarian’s injured shoulder. She groaned and tossed her head. “Bronwyn knew. Or rather, her sword did.” 
 Nathaliey glanced at the sword lying in the dirt and raised an eyebrow. “How can a sword know anything?”
 “I have no idea. But the sword tells her things, or perhaps it is a message being passed through the sword from some other source.” Markal explained how she was always touching the hilt, how when he’d picked it up, he’d heard voices. “Someone must be using it as a conduit to send her information.” 
 “Seems that a good deal has happened to both of us since yesterday,” Nathaliey said. She bound the wound as Markal held the healing mud in place. “What about the master? Is he all right? He wasn’t . . . you know?” She glanced at Bronwyn.
 “No, she didn’t kill him. He’s alive. I even spoke with him.”
 Bronwyn opened her eyes. “You know less than you think. Both of you.”
 “Why don’t you tell us, then,” Markal said. “Why are you here?”
 She closed her eyes and yawned. The wine and poultice seemed to be taking effect, and now she was merely pale instead of gray. They eased her onto the bed of leaves at the base of the tree and pulled off her boots to reveal feet wrapped in linens. Bronwyn’s breathing came slow and easy, but even as she fell asleep, her hand fell on her sword hilt and tightened.
 “Shame she didn’t stay awake long enough to eat the bread and honey,” Nathaliey said. “Would have done her good.”
 Markal tore off a chunk of the flatbread and used his thumb to break the wax seal on the honey. “The bread and honey is for you, actually. I knew you wouldn’t stay in bed.” He drizzled honey on the piece of bread and handed it to her.
 “Thank you, Markal. You’re a good friend.”
 Warmth touched his face. To disguise his embarrassment, he turned back to the food, tearing off his own piece and dipping it in the honey. It was restorative from the first taste.
 Markal had already been fifteen years under the master when Nathaliey arrived as a girl. Memnet had gathered everyone by the pavilion to introduce the new apprentice, and she’d greeted them with a lofty expression that Markal now knew was an attempt to cover anxiety, but it had seemed smug and overly precocious at the time. It was winter, and Markal had just returned from Syrmarria having taken on some illness that left him with a wet cough and sneezing up mucous.
 When Markal finished offering a greeting, Nathaliey had eyed him solemnly and asked, “Why do you have such a nasal voice?”
 “I have a cold,” he shot back. “Why do you have such a high, strident voice?” 
 This brought laughter from the others, even a chuckle from Memnet, and Nathaliey had glared, her face flushed. But she apparently forgot the incident, as she took to following Markal through his daily efforts, peppering him with questions until he invented what he called “the working meditation,” which meant “shut up, kid, and pull weeds.”
 It was hard to believe that they’d become close friends after such a start. These days, an outside observer would have taken them for the same age, and within the order itself they were equal in status, if not ability. She’d long since outpaced his feeble efforts at the craft.
 “What happened in Syrmarria to make you come running back in such a hurry?” Markal asked between bites.
 “Oh, you know. Thrown into the dungeon and chased by wights. That sort of thing.”
 Nathaliey told how she’d gone into the bowels of the library to investigate the gray-skinned assassin, but Markal was still unclear about what she’d hoped to find. When Jethro brought out the Book of the Gods, Nathaliey had discovered pages cut out by an unknown thief or vandal. 
 “That’s . . . curious,” he said. “How would someone have got to the book? The Secret Vault is well protected.”
 “It’s only one of many implausibilities, don’t you think?”
 “Yes, true. Go on.”
 When she went to confront the khalif, she’d discovered the high king’s pasha and one of the king’s engineers in the throne room, and matters had escalated until she was seized and thrown into the dungeon. Chantmer and Narud had freed her, but the three were soon running for their lives toward the gardens. He knew the rest.
 Markal shared his own story. The struggle with the barbarian, and what little he’d learned about her purpose for coming. What had happened to Memnet’s Orb.
 “I should have guessed,” Nathaliey said. “Chantmer went into the desert after the master was killed. He said he was looking for a magic trail left by the assassins, but apparently he wanted to get his hands on the orb.”
 “I don’t know which was worse, that Chantmer fumbled it away or that I couldn’t so much as coax out a spell to wipe my nose when it fell into my hands.”
 Nathaliey smiled at this. “Go on.”
 He told her about the strange business with the sword, and how Bronwyn claimed to have spoken with Eliana after killing her. And about Memnet’s revival—or partial revival. The master had been in an odd humor and was mostly asleep, but the combination of his remarkable life force and the healing power of the garden was indeed bringing him back from the dead.
 “I wish he’d get on with it,” Nathaliey said. “Might be helpful to have him around at a time like this. We don’t even understand what’s going on.”
 “Surely we’ve got enough between us to piece it together.”
 “Hmm, yes. I should fetch Chantmer and Narud, and we can discuss it.”
 She made as if to stand, but Markal put a hand on her wrist to stop her. “They need their rest.”
 “Chantmer, at least. He’s clever, Markal—he’ll have ideas.”
 “I’d rather not have an endless argument before we’ve even found the bottom of this thing.”
 “Ah, now I understand.” Nathaliey settled back into place. “What do you suppose the barbarian meant about Eliana not being dead? You didn’t bury her body in the gardens, did you?”
 “That wouldn’t have worked—she’s not the master.” Markal glanced at Bronwyn to make sure she was still sleeping. “Eliana’s body is on a tower of silence outside the western walls. I’m sure if you looked, you’d see the crows picking over her flesh. Whatever this woman meant, it wasn’t that Eliana had come back to life.”
 “She must be insane. She’s a paladin of some sect or cult, and you know what kind of fanatics they are. She wants to cleanse the world of unholy magic, and somehow the master’s name was added to her list.” Nathaliey studied the pale-skinned woman. “She certainly is beautiful, in a strange sort of way. And did you see her with the sword? It was wonderful to watch. And terrible, at the same time.”
 It had continued brightening with the coming of dawn, and now the first rays of the sun came gleaming through the branches of the oak tree. With daylight, the fear of wights faded like a quickly forgotten nightmare.
 “There’s one thing I’m confident of,” Markal said. “Bronwyn has nothing to do with the assassins who killed the master. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have driven off the wights, she’d have let them overrun the garden.”
 “Who says she has to be consistent? Like I said, she’s a fanatic, and who knows what tortured stories she’s told herself. Anyway, she killed a keeper, she tried to kill the master—that makes her an enemy.”
 “Forget the paladin for a moment,” Markal said. “You don’t suppose that the wights and the assassins and the missing pages in the library are tied to the high king’s road, do you?”
 “The thought crossed my mind when I was in the dungeon. Pasha Malik was certainly taking advantage of Memnet’s death, and the khalif is too craven to oppose him. But it’s impossible. This is a magical attack, so the king couldn’t be involved.”
 Yes, that was true. The high king of Veyre had once been a wizard himself, a peer and ally of Memnet’s. But he’d renounced the order to take the throne of Veyre. Political power and magic could not—would not—be mixed, and he’d chosen to pursue the former and abandon the latter.
 Perhaps not surprisingly, the high king had grown wary of all forms of magic once it had been taken from him. He’d banished it from the Eastern Khalifates and, later, pressured khalifs in the west to do the same, until the use of magic was largely confined to its traditional homeland of Aristonia and foreign lands across the desert or over the mountains.
 As for the high king, his knowledge of the craft quickly fell away, and when he’d met with Memnet and the apprentices to argue for the passage of his highway through Aristonia, Markal was shocked to see how he’d aged with the passing of years. He’d become only a man, one who relied on generals and armies, and feared and hated magic.
 “Then we still know nothing,” Markal said, frustrated. “Who is attacking us and why?” He hooked a thumb at the sleeping paladin. “Not to mention her.” 
 Nathaliey dipped the last piece of flatbread into the honey. “I suppose we’ll have to wait for her to wake up.”
 Markal’s gaze fell once more on the sword. Bronwyn’s hand remained tightened around the hilt, even while the rest of her relaxed in a deep slumber. A thought occurred to him.
 “How are you feeling?” he asked Nathaliey.
 “Better. Exhausted, of course, but nothing that more food and a few hours of sleep won’t cure.” She popped the bread into her mouth and licked her fingertips.
 Markal handed her the flask of wine. “Better take another swig. You’re going to need it.”
 She took the flask and studied him. “What are you getting at?”
 “I’ll need your magic if I’m going to get my hands on that sword.”
 
 



Chapter Ten
 Nathaliey looked intrigued, rather than skeptical, and that emboldened Markal. “I almost tried this last night,” he said, “but it seemed likely to go wrong.”
 “Because of the sword itself?”
 “Exactly. I had my suspicions the way she kept touching it, but now that I’ve picked it up and heard it myself, I’m sure. It’s the sword telling her, and she’ll be warned.”
 Nathaliey frowned. “Her hand is on it right now. The blasted thing might be listening to us.”
 “Probably is. It knows all sorts of things, right down to the fact that you’d be running down the road pursued by wights. But Bronwyn isn’t awake yet—the poultice and the wine and her wounds put her to sleep.”
 “So grab the sword and see what happens.”
 “I’m not so confident as all that,” he said. “I could use your help to keep her down.”
 “Keep her down with magic, in other words.”
 “Can you manage?”
  Nathaliey sighed. “What’s a little more blood from the pores? My head is full of sand, though. Could you help me remember the incantation?”
 Sure, that was the easy part. Not that he had mastered even a tenth of the knowledge in Syrmarria’s library. The larger spells, the more arcane knowledge, remained slippery, and threatened Markal with decades, even centuries of study to master. But it was curious that his friend couldn’t remember something as simple as a sleep spell, yet could execute it with such precision when fed the words.
 She exposed her palms and bowed her head. There was a weariness in her posture, and Markal reminded himself that it had only been a few hours since she’d thrown her strength into the flight down the road. He shouldn’t expect her best effort.
 Markal spoke the whole incantation once to spur her memory, then started over, feeding the words to her one at a time. She stared at the ground with a look of intense concentration, and as she began to speak, Markal sensed the power rising in her. It seemed as easy to her as bending to touch her toes.
 Not all of the magic reached the surface, however. A few droplets of blood trickled down her palm, and for a brief moment it looked as though the spell would fail. What came out was more of a breeze than a blast of wind, but it was enough. As it washed over Bronwyn, the barbarian’s breathing stopped completely. Several seconds later, her lungs drew in air, but slow and deep, a breath every eight or ten seconds.
 Nathaliey wiped her damp palms on the cloth at her belt, which was already caked with dried blood. She lay down in the oak leaves with a groan and covered her eyes with her forearm. Markal went to her with the flask of wine.
 She turned her head away when he tried to place it at her lips. “By the Brothers, no. I’ll be sick if I try. Just get the blasted sword, will you?”
 Bronwyn’s hand, if anything, seemed tighter on the handle than ever. This, in spite of the fact that the rest of her couldn’t have looked any more relaxed if she’d been floating in water. Markal took one of her big toes and squeezed. No response. He poked her leg, then jabbed her hard in the ribs. Finally, he made his way to the wound, bound beneath linens, with its mud poultice underneath, and pressed a thumb on it. The woman didn’t move, didn’t groan in her sleep, didn’t even stir.
 Markal picked up one of Bronwyn’s boots and made his way to the sword.
 “Well?” Nathaliey asked. She still had her arm over her eyes.
 “Shh.”
 Rather than touch the thing with his bare hand, he stuck his hand in the boot and used it to pin down the weapon while he pried off Bronwyn’s fingers with his other hand. When he’d eased her thumb free, he lifted her wrist and used the boot toe to knock the hilt away before setting her hand down on the ground. The paladin never stirred.
 Nathaliey was sitting up and watching when he finished. Her face was pale, and she held the wine flask in hand, but didn’t drink from it yet. “Go ahead. Pick it up.”
 “I’m . . . hesitant.”
 “What are you afraid of? You did it once already, didn’t you?”
 Markal licked his lips. Yes, he had, but that had been different. He’d been running for his life, the sword snatched up only to return it to its master. It had spoken to him, but he’d quickly got rid of the thing. This time, he was initiating contact. Taking it from its owner. And for some reason, that seemed like a terrible idea.
 “Come on, Markal. I didn’t bleed myself for you to sit there licking your lips.”
 “Maybe we should wait until Memnet is up and about.”
 “Could be weeks. You think we have that kind of time?”
 “No, I suppose not.”
 “Do you want me to fetch Chantmer?” Nathaliey asked. “I’m sure he’ll be all too eager to give it a try if you can’t bring yourself to pick it up.”
 That was the right thing to say to get him moving, as surely she’d known. The thought of Chantmer using the sword to puzzle out the answer to this mystery, and then smugly relaying his discovery, was more than Markal could bear. He reached for the sword. The hilt was warm to his touch.
 He slid the weapon from its sheath. It didn’t look red now, just ordinary steel, nicked along the edge from the battle. It was clearly a weapon of high craftsmanship, down to the hilt and pommel, but there was nothing to mark it as anything extraordinary.
 And then something stirred. Magic, an awakening. A faint red gleam spread along the blade. For a moment, Markal felt as though he were in two places at once, a sensation not unlike what he felt entering deep meditation at the Golden Pavilion. He was both here, beneath the shade of an oak tree in the garden, and in some distant city. There was a breeze that carried the smell of sand and sage. Of camels and exotic spices. Where was he, the sultanates?

Who are you, my friend? The question was smooth, and poured from the sword like olive oil from a flask. 

Markal of Aristonia, he answered. Who are you? 

You are a wizard? Do you serve the master? 
 Something about the question raised his suspicions. What master? Who is this? Are you the sword, or do you live within the sword? 
 Laughter came in response. Unkind and mocking. Other voices whispered in the background, as if there weren’t simply one entity in the sword, but many. Dozens, even.
 Markal put his other hand on the hilt, thinking to listen more carefully, but at that moment his hands tightened involuntarily. The sword yanked him to his feet. His arms lifted above his shoulders, blade held high, and then the thing jerked him back and forth.
 “Markal, what are you doing?” Nathaliey demanded, climbing to her feet. “You’re going to—watch out!”
 He fought with it. “It’s the sword. I’m not doing anything.”
 “Put it down. Just drop it.”
 “I can’t!”
 Indeed, his fingers had hardened in place until they felt like they’d been melted to the hilt. He still had control of his muscles—mostly—but no matter how much he strained and pulled, the sword fought to lead, compelling him to obey.
 And Markal wasn’t the only one fighting. There was another struggle going on within the sword itself. That first voice, the smooth and oily one, contended with others. The sword dipped down, then came point up again. Markal’s shoulder muscles tightened, and he drew back the sword and faced Nathaliey.
 “Go!” he cried, terrified. The sword wanted blood. It wanted more than blood. 
 She stared, eyes raised in horror. Too late, she turned to flee. Markal brought the sword around to cut her down.
 A strong hand grabbed Markal’s wrist. It was Bronwyn, her eyes cloudy and confused, but clearing quickly. The sword bucked and thrashed, and Markal found himself turning to get free so he could swing at Nathaliey.
 His friend ducked out of the way, but the sword seemed to bend to meet her. Bronwyn leaned her shoulder into Markal and shoved him aside at the last moment. Markal kept fighting with the weapon, but before he could gain control of it, the sword turned slippery. It slid out Markal’s hands and fell to the ground. Bronwyn caught the hilt before it hit. The muscles tightened in her arm and shoulder, but she held herself still, and shortly relaxed her posture.
 Markal stood panting. “By the Brothers, what is that thing?”
 Bronwyn glared at him as she returned her sword to its sheath. “You, my friend, are an idiot.”
#
 Markal arrived at Memnet’s stone cottage the next morning to find the paladin up and moving. She’d laid out her gear on the flagstones near the well. The sword lay on top of its sheath, the edge freshly honed. Bronwyn leaned against the well, polishing her boots. The pendant with the silver crescent moon hung outside her padded cloth shirt.
 “Good,” she said, eyeing him and the leather sack he carried. “I’m starving. What have you got?”
 “Bread, honey, fruit, olives, lamb pies.”
 “I’ll pay for it, of course. I don’t know if you’d recognize my money, but it’s good silver.”
 “You are a guest. This is a place of hospitality.”
 “You say that now, but I’ll need a lot more than a few pies. I need provisions that will travel, plus there’s the care of my horse these past days, and the caring for my wound.”
 “Yes, about the wound. May I look?” Markal dared hope that all of this activity and the comment about provisions meant that she would soon be leaving them. “I need to see if it is healing properly.”
 “If you feel it necessary.” She unlaced her linen shirt and shrugged her left arm and shoulder out. “But it feels much better already. I could fight now, if it were necessary.” 
 Markal unwrapped the bandage. The mud was caked into a dry patty, and he pried it off. Bronwyn’s frown didn’t quite reach a wince as he exposed the wound. 
 “By the Brothers!” she said, looking. “That is truly remarkable.”
 “There will be a scar. And make sure you keep it clean until it’s fully healed.”
 “Your skill in these matters is unsurpassed, my friend.”
 “That is the garden, not me.”
 “Don’t belittle yourself. I know what you did for me.” Bronwyn sized him up. “I can tell you’re eager to send me off. See that my horse is ready, that I have provisions for a week on the road.”
 Markal had brought new bandages and a fresh poultice, which he applied to the wound before rewrapping it. “I won’t lie and say I want you to stay, but I would be happier to put you on the road when the wound has turned pink. There is still a risk of contamination.”
 “No time for it. This might be my chance, Markal.”
 “How do you mean?”
 “Only sorcery could organize wights into an army, wouldn’t you agree?”
 “I would,” he agreed reluctantly.
 “And I have a nose for such things. I will find the trail and trace it to its source. Then we’ll see an end of it.”
 “An end of what, precisely?”
 “Why should that trouble you? This is your sanctuary, isn’t it? Go ahead, stay in your garden, Markal. Throw up your wards and incantations. When your master finally crawls out of the ground, tell him to be more careful when he ventures out.”
 There was disdain in her words, and Markal’s first inclination was to mutter his insincere best wishes and leave her be. A good riddance to her.
 “Why have you come?” he asked. “What is this sorcerer to you?”
 “I don’t give information to satisfy idle curiosity.”
 “I might be able to help.”
 “Go and see that my horse is fed if you want to help.”
 Bronwyn had laced up her shirt again and was pulling on her boots. She looked at him and scowled. “Well?”
 “When do you leave?”
 “That is nothing to you, only see to my needs at once.”
 Now he did bristle. “You’re not the daughter of a king here, Bronwyn of Arvada, and I am not your servant. You are a guest, and I deserve an answer to my question before I rush off to do your bidding.” 
 “Very well. I need to eat, gather my belongings, and see to my provisions. Is that enough? Saddle my horse and make sure it’s ready to ride. An hour, two at the most, and I’ll be on the road. Isn’t it obvious why? I’m going to find the sorcerer who sent the wights and kill him.”
 Markal made a quick decision. “Very well, then. We’ll go together.”
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 Markal sent keepers to do his preparations while he sought out his three companions. There was some irony to taking command. He’d chafed under Bronwyn’s orders, yet wasn’t he assuming his own position of authority that had not been granted him? Nobody had left him in charge when the master fell. Not over the keepers and acolytes, and certainly not over his fellow apprentices.
 Chantmer, Narud, and Nathaliey sat cross-legged in the shrine at the Golden Pavilion, eyes closed and chanting in low voices. Markal climbed the stairs and waited, reluctant to interrupt. It was a mantra in the old tongue that translated roughly as:

The wise seek all knowledge, while a fool takes pleasure in his own ignorance. 
 No doubt Chantmer had chosen it, but it raised an uncomfortable question. Was Markal the wise man in this situation, or the fool?
 It was Nathaliey who first noticed Markal. Her eyes flickered open between repetitions, and she gave him a wink and a smile, but didn’t stop chanting. They’d been going in a circle, one person droning the line solo, then the trio repeating it together, then the next person saying it, and so on. When it got to Nathaliey, she changed the phrase, as was her right.
 “It is a lucky fool who escapes the drudgery of his lessons.”
 She sang it like a mantra, and Chantmer lifted his head, scowling. His eyes fell on Markal. “Oh, it’s you.” He slid to the side to open a space.
 “No, I didn’t come for that. The paladin is leaving.”
 “Good. And may we never see her again.” Chantmer said it, but the sentiment was reflected in the expressions of the other two. “Now that we’ve faced the barbarian, we should be able to seal the garden against her return.”
 “I want the gardens protected against wights,” Markal said. “That frightens me more than one misguided paladin.”
 “The paladin broke her way into the gardens. The wights couldn’t even cross the bridge.”
 “I don’t know if the wights will return or not, but Bronwyn isn’t the danger here. She’s a paladin on a quest for something related to this dark magic. I’m inclined to help her. We share an enemy.”
 “But Markal,” Nathaliey said, “it was Bronwyn who entered the gardens, not the spirits of the dead. She’s the one who wields this infernal talking sword. And what about Eliana? Are you going to forget her death?”
 “I think that was an accident. We were fighting the paladin, and she struck the keeper to protect her own life. Any of us would have done the same.”
 Nathaliey frowned. “Eliana is still dead. We can’t turn our backs on this woman—she’s too dangerous.”
 “I’m not turning my back on her. In fact, I’m going to travel with her to see what I can discover.”
 He explained his thinking. Bronwyn claimed she’d faced all of the dangers of the mountains to find a sorcerer. This dark wizard was responsible for some unknown threat to her homelands or her religious order. And the apprentices had evidence that Bronwyn’s enemy existed—the wights who’d chased Chantmer, Narud, and Nathaliey from Syrmarria could only have been controlled by a necromancer, a sorcerer of considerable power.
 Then there was the matter of the missing pages in the Book of Gods, the aggressive posture of the high king’s pasha in the aftermath of Memnet’s death, and the khalif’s treachery. Perhaps none of these things were connected, but Markal thought they were. 
 “So you’ve made a proclamation,” Chantmer said. “You aren’t asking our opinion. What if we disagree? Or what if we agree with the general thrust of your scheme, but think that one of us would be a better choice to accompany this woman? For that matter, we could send an acolyte if it’s only to return and report. Why one of the four of us at all?”
 Markal didn’t precisely answer the questions. “The paladin is a solitary warrior. She keeps her secrets close and fights alone. But when I suggested accompanying her, she didn’t dismiss the idea.”
 “I am uncomfortable with the entire plan,” Narud said.
 “We all are, Markal,” Nathaliey said. “The master is asleep and recovering, and until he wakes, our duty is to obey his commands. We’ve been told to protect this sanctuary at all costs.”
 “That’s exactly what I’m trying to do.”
 Chantmer rose to his feet and crossed his arms. The other two rose with him. “You never answered me. Why should it be you?”
 “It can’t be you,” Markal said. He chose his words carefully so as to feed his tall companion’s ego. “You’re too powerful, and your magic is needed to protect the gardens. Nathaliey escaped the palace dungeon—what if the khalif or the pasha is searching for her? She’s safest here, where she can’t be found.”
 “Then what about me?” Narud asked in a solemn voice.
 Markal turned to him with surprise. That suggestion was harder to dismiss. Narud had the sharpest senses of any of them, and he could read the natural world with uncanny accuracy, even listening in on the scattered thoughts of birds and beasts.
 “Yes, why not Narud?” Nathaliey said. “The paladin seems to hold no special hostility for him, and Narud proved his stamina on the road the night before last. And he knows when to hold his tongue. He won’t give up our secrets.”
 “That’s exactly the problem,” Markal said, seizing an opening. “We need to question this woman until we find out what information she holds. Narud isn’t the man for that, I am. Besides, I’m the weakest of the four, and the most easily replaced. You all know it—I can see it on your faces.”
 Nobody contradicted him. Instead, they glanced at each other, frowning, as if waiting for someone else to speak, either authorizing or denying authorization. Their primary objection seemed to be Markal’s initiative in the matter, but that could hardly sustain an argument against the plan.
 “Very well,” Chantmer said with a nod of finality, though it was no more his duty to give permission than to withhold it. “You may go.”
#
 Bronwyn led the way up the road, crossing the bridge where they’d faced the wights, then continuing north toward Syrmarria. She rode confidently, as if she knew the terrain, and after about four miles, she took a small branch to the north that was little more than a sheep path.
 Markal pulled his horse alongside of hers. “Have you taken this road before?”
 “No, why?”
 “Then why did you leave the road?”
 “I’m following a trail. It’s heavy with the scent of wights.”
 “Your sword told you this?”
 She gave him a sharp look. “Yes, if you must know.”
 “This doesn’t lead anywhere. There’s a small village by the name of Agria a few miles north. Shepherds and weavers and crofters. A hundred souls, more or less. But this little road stops at the village. After that, you’ll find the Sacred Forest. We’ll be forced to backtrack.”
 “Nevertheless, this is where the trail leads. I must follow it.”
 The thought that they might find the sorcerer in the tiny, indefensible village of Agria was laughable. If there was such a person, surely he would take up residence in one of the ruined castles that dotted the land, probably on a hilltop far from the road.
 But Bronwyn would not be dissuaded, and so they continued north. By afternoon, they reached the hills outside of Agria, and soon went over the final crest and into the flatlands. The village spread along the road in a collection of twenty or so squat mud-and-thatch houses. Hedgerows divided the land into an irregular patchwork of green.
 “The hill country west of your kingdom is dry and the grass brown,” Bronwyn said. “A traveler on the road told me that drought had crippled most of the khalifates. But it doesn’t seem to have affected this territory at all.”
 “Aristonia is a blessed land,” Markal said. “The rains have been lighter the past couple of years than we are accustomed to, but enough has fallen to keep fields green and streams running. We are favored by the Brothers.” He nodded ahead of him. “There’s your village. You see there’s nothing to it. We’ll have to turn around.”
 “Why not follow the road north?”
 “I told you, there is no road, only the Sacred—”
 He pulled up his horse and stared. The road, which had previously stopped at Agria, continued north, slicing through the pastureland and disappearing in the distance.
 Bronwyn smiled. “I should wager that you do not pass this way often.”
 “No, I don’t,” he admitted. “But there’s nowhere for the road to go. There’s nothing but forest in that direction, all the way to the border of Aristonia. That must be thirty miles, and it would take an age to fight our way through all of those trees. Some parts are so thick as to be nearly impassable.”
 She reached over her shoulder to touch her sword hilt as if looking for confirmation. “Keep going.”
 Markal intended on asking the villagers about this strange new development, but when they rode in among the humble buildings slouching along the road, they found Agria deserted. Not a soul in sight.
 It didn’t seem that any violence had visited the village, however, as the doors were all closed properly, and the interiors neat and tidied up when Markal stopped to look, although it seemed that cookware and bedding had been carted off. It was as if the entire population had gathered possessions for the road and left in an organized, peaceful migration. Markal hadn’t noticed before, but the pastures were deserted too, without a single sheep, pig, or chicken to be seen. The meadows were overgrown, ungrazed for several weeks, at least.
 Markal was more curious than alarmed as they continued north. The road stretched two more miles until it reached the edge of the woods, and then, even more surprisingly, it entered. Not much more than a footpath, it was true, but it was no mean feat to uproot and cut aside all those trees.
 “Who did this?” he said. “Who would defile this place? These woods were planted by the Forest Brother himself, and have been untouched since the foundation of the world. Who would do such a thing?”
 “We’ll find out.”
 Bronwyn urged her horse to enter. It was now late afternoon, and Markal was reluctant to enter and be caught in the woods at night.
 “Wait,” he called.
 She held up. “I’m not afraid of forest creatures. Wolves, bears, gnomes and the like. Anyway, we have another hour or two until dusk, plenty of time.”
 “Why aren’t you listening to me? There’s thirty miles of dense forest ahead of us. And look at those stumps and downed branches—the horses won’t be moving very quickly.”
 “It isn’t thirty miles to the end of my trail. The sword is speaking to me—we’re drawing close.”
 “Even worse. Something or someone lured those villagers in here. Some monstrosity that drew them to it and devoured them. If we enter with our horses, it might be the end of us, too.”
 “What a vivid imagination you have, Markal. Look, you can stay or you can come with me, but it makes no difference. If the sorcerer is on the other end of this road, I mean to find him and see him destroyed.”
 Nevertheless, her horse seemed reluctant to enter the woods, and Markal’s horse outright balked. He had to coax and plead to get her moving forward. For a moment, he heard the mare’s worried thoughts, but his connection with the animal closed before he could determine what had her alarmed. Was that just the natural jitters of entering a dark, close space, or did the animal sense the sorcerer?
 Old sheep droppings on the trail indicated that yes, the villagers had taken their flocks, and here and there Markal caught other signs of passage: a child’s broken sandal, a scrap of torn clothing, a tuft of wool snagged on a branch. But it wasn’t much of a passageway through the woods, and travel was laborious. Meanwhile, the shadows lengthened, and the closed-in spaces were already nearly dark.
 Markal was about to suggest they find a place of relative security to wait out the night—perhaps with their backs against one of the largest oak trees—when he caught a whiff of smoke.
 He sniffed again. “What do you make of that?”
 “I smell nothing. What is it?”
 “Fire.”
 She turned in the saddle and gave a satisfied-looking nod. “You see. And you claimed it would take us thirty miles to cross the forest. There, now I smell it, too. You have a sharp nose.”
 She touched the sword hilt. “No sign of wights. Seems that they’re far away, if they ever passed this way in the first place. Perhaps we’ll find the sorcerer undefended.”
 “That doesn’t seem likely.”
 There was no longer any pretense that the sword wasn’t feeding her information, and Markal wondered if it was a good time to prod her for more about this supposed sorcerer. But the smell of smoke was growing stronger, and they urged their horses forward, guessing that they were drawing close to the camp.
 Up to this point, the cut through the forest had been tentative, curving around the largest obstacles, with trees only felled when the cutting of branches would not suffice. Enough of the brush and other undergrowth had been hacked away to allow for the passage of humans and animals, but a cart could not have passed. But shortly, larger trees had been felled, and sometimes nothing was left but the stump, as if they’d been chopped up and burned as fuel.
 The smell of smoke grew, until it was almost overwhelming. 
 “This isn’t just a few villagers,” he said. “It must be a major encampment.”
 Bronwyn sniffed at the air with her eyes narrowed. “Smells like wildfire, like the kind that burns through the hill country during the dry season.”
 “This forest wouldn’t burn. The undergrowth is green, the forest floor covered in a mat of wet leaves. The larger trees are simply too big to catch fire. And old magic hangs here—no wildfire would ever take hold in the Sacred Forest.”
 Bronwyn had continued several yards ahead while Markal looked around him at the evidence of felled trees, but now she stopped the horse and stood in her stirrups to get a better look at whatever was in front of her. Her eyes were wide when she turned back to face him.
 “Well now, Markal of Aristonia. It would seem that you have been wrong about a good many things.”
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 Nathaliey was repairing one of the wards at the vulnerable north gate when she spotted a figure stumbling down the road. He led a horse that pulled and tossed its head, trying to turn around and get away from this place. Magic confused and baffled any creature, living or dead, that approached the gardens unbidden. The mystery was how the man and his horse had crossed the bridge over Blossom Creek in the first place.
 The intruder was only two hundred yards away from the gate, but seemed to have difficulty staying on the road, let alone seeing the walls straight ahead of him. He scarcely lifted his head to look. A light drizzle fell from the sky, and he’d drawn the hood of his cloak about his face, and it disappeared in the long shadows of early evening.
 Nathaliey beckoned for Narud, who was working a few feet away. He threw back his cowl and stared at the intruder with a deepening frown.
 “First the paladin, now this fellow,” Nathaliey said. “What is wrong with our defenses? We need the master.”
 She and Narud had been working all afternoon to shore up the damaged wards and runes. Keepers and acolytes helped, but it would have gone faster with their two companions. But Markal had left with the paladin, and Chantmer had turned up his nose at the work.
 “Oh, no,” Chantmer had said loftily when Nathaliey tried to organize the three remaining apprentices for their labors. “You two will have to do that yourself. I must feed my strength into the master’s orb.”
 Chantmer, that crook, had confessed with a sly smile that he’d pilfered Memnet’s Orb from Markal before their fellow apprentice left the garden. A spell, undetected by Markal, had both snatched away the object and temporarily taken the memory of the object’s very existence from his mind. By the time Markal remembered enough to check his bags for it, he and the barbarian would be many miles away. And now Chantmer meant to dominate it for his own use. 
 Wasted effort. Chantmer would never master the orb in time to aid their defense of the gardens. The last time he’d tried to wield it, Bronwyn snatched it away like a wooden sword from a naughty child who had been hitting his brother. Chantmer should have left it in the desert where it had fallen. The master could have recovered it when he was well.
 “Chantmer will come if we tell him there’s an intruder,” Narud said, still studying the figure fighting his way toward the gate.
 “We can manage this one,” she said. “He’s not even armed. And look at how he stumbles.”
 Narud exposed his sleeves. “It won’t take much to send horse and master fleeing in terror.”
 She put a hand on his wrist. “No, let’s see what he does. It might give a hint as to how he crossed the bridge. Come on, let’s take a closer look.”
 The two apprentices quietly made their way through the gate and out of the garden, then settled in with their backs against the wall. The brick was warm from the sun. Nathaliey let the wall’s protective magic draw her into its shadow and stood watching as the figure approached.
 The figure kept faltering, but whenever he seemed to have the urge to turn around, he reached into his cloak and touched an object hanging from a cord about his neck. A talisman of some kind. How curious.
 At last, the man stood right at the gate. Two steps forward and he’d be inside. His horse was two paces behind, head pulled back, tugging at the cord. Nathaliey and Narud stood a few feet away, but the man paid them no notice, and the horse didn’t spot them, either.
 The wards were strong here, like a current of water against which the man had been swimming, and now he’d reached the source. Three times he touched whatever was inside his cloak, ducked his head, and tried to forge ahead, but he’d take a step or two forward only to fall back again. The yanking, snorting horse didn’t help. Soon, he was ten feet back from the gate, then twenty. The threat, Nathaliey knew, had passed.
 In a final, desperate attempt, he threw back his head and let his hood fall. She got a shock. “Natty, where are you? It’s me!”
 “What do you know?” Narud said. “It’s your father.”
 “I can see that,” she said peevishly.
 “Is someone there?” Her father squinted and stared straight at her, but there was no recognition in his eyes. “Hello?”
 She had no idea why he’d come or how he’d managed to get so close without permission, but she was inclined to ignore him. Let him struggle for a few more minutes before the garden defenses drove him away. She was still irritated that he’d done nothing to help when she was attacked in the khalif’s palace.
 Nathaliey glanced at Narud, who stood with his arms crossed, looking more curious than alarmed. He shrugged at her questioning look.
 She stepped away from the garden wall. “Father, what are you doing here?”
 “Natty,” he said. Relief washed over his face, and he came to her with arms outstretched.
 She fell into his embrace, and for a moment she was a child again, taking comfort in his strong arms, knowing he would protect her from the dangers and disappointments of the world.
 “Thank the Brothers. I thought I’d die in the wilderness. There were lions, and the thirst . . . it was terrible.”
 “You’re safe now,” she said. “The lions can’t reach you here.” 
 There were no lions, of course, no desert wilderness. No thirst, either, not really. All of that was an illusion to confuse and distract and keep the gardens hidden from the world.
 Her father pulled back, and as she saw the wariness in his expression, the moment of familiarity passed. He was just another minister of Khalif Omar, while her loyalties were to the order, to the gardens, and to her master.
 Nathaliey’s father, Kandibar Liltige, came from a line of viziers. His great-grandfather was the younger brother of the khalif of Aristonia, and in those days it was customary for siblings to retreat into exile so as to eliminate pretenders to the throne. But the two brothers were close, and so the younger became the khalif’s grand vizier. The position had then passed to the vizier’s daughter, and on to her son, Kandibar’s own father. Nathaliey had no living siblings, and so the hereditary position had been hers and hers alone. Except that she had chosen a different path.
 Nathaliey studied her father, who was touching the object at his chest again. “What have you got in there, Father?”
 He tugged on a leather thong about his neck and brought out a familiar worn sandal, the straps repaired many times. “This is how I found you.”
 “Is that my shoe?”
 “You left it in the throne room when they—”
 “I remember what happened, there’s no need to remind me. You and Omar stood gaping while the pasha’s men grabbed me. So someone enchanted my sandal? I don’t understand.”
 “One of your order touched your shoe, and it guided me to you.”
 She stiffened in alarm, worried that her father had been tricked into leading enemies to the gardens. “What are you talking about? Who did that? Where is he now?”
 “Easy, Natty. You know him, the old man from the libraries who comes and goes. What is his name?”
 Nathaliey relaxed. “Ah, Jethro.”
 “Yes, him. He cast a . . . a seeking spell, I think he called it.” 
 That was possible, although she didn’t understand why the old archivist would attach a seeking spell to one of her possessions and send her father off like a hound sniffing after its prey.
 “Where are we?” Kandibar asked.
 “This is where I live.”
 “In these dunes?”
 “There are no dunes, Father. We’re not in a desert at all. You came down a country road, crossed an old stone bridge, and now you’re standing in front of a brick wall about twelve feet tall and partially covered in ivy. There’s an opening straight in front of you, about six feet wide. The north gate into the garden.”
 Her father looked around him, blinking, and she could see the illusion falling from his eyes. “The Harvester take me! I see it now. It’s green! A meadow, and garden walls. Look at that! I haven’t seen trees in weeks.”
 “You weren’t on the road weeks, Father. It was only two days ago that I saw you in Syrmarria.”
 He seemed to take this in better now that the original illusion was gone. The horse had calmed, and her father looked in the saddlebags, as if to confirm. “I swear, that waterskin was drained. And I’m not even thirsty. Look at all those provisions.”
 While her father got his bearings in the reality that now confronted him, Nathaliey spared a glance at Narud, who returned another shrug.
 “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to allow you inside,” she told her father. “You’re alone? I mean, there’s nobody following?”
 “So far as I know. I left in the middle of the night. My servants met me on the road with the horse, and I didn’t tell them where I was going. Of course, you understand there’s no way to be absolutely sure. I myself have people followed on occasion, and they rarely know.”
 “Understood. Leave your horse in the stables. A boy will see that it’s well cared for.”
 “What stables? Oh, wait. Why didn’t I see that before? I swear, this was nothing but sand and rock. I couldn’t even see the trail. How do you do that?”
 She didn’t have the inclination to explain it to him. “Come on, I’ll see you fed and your horse cared for. I want to hear about Pasha Malik and the king’s road. Then you’ll be on your way back to Syrmarria. I am very busy.”
 Narud stayed behind to continue his work. Chantmer would be at the Golden Pavilion messing around with Memnet’s Orb, so Nathaliey led her father toward the great stone fountain. It was the part of the gardens that most impressed visitors after the pavilion itself. 
 He told her about the latest palace intrigues as they passed arbors heavy with grape vines. The news seemed dry and dusty and unimportant, and she only roused her interest when he mentioned the Veyrians. Pasha Malik had recruited dozens of stone masons from the city and surrounding villages and was buying slaves from the sultanates and shipping them through Syrmarria. Work had accelerated on the king’s highway.
 “Here we are,” she said as they came down a winding stone staircase that led from a small hilltop shrine to the fountain pond.
 The order diverted water from Blossom Creek and sent it through a clay-lined channel beneath the walls and into the garden. From there, it arrived at a small pond under great pressure. The head and upper wings of an enormous stone dragon broke the surface of the pond, and water spouted from its mouth thirty feet in the air.
 But Kandibar was less impressed than she’d expected. He’d studied the paths, the beds of flowers, the beehives and orchards, but seemed glum. “It’s all beautiful. It would put the hanging gardens of Tirod to shame. But to what purpose?”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Who sees this place? Only a handful. What good is ethereal beauty if it is hidden and secret?”
 “The gardens aren’t meant for the world, Father. They’re a refuge and sanctuary for the Order of the Crimson Path. A place of study, of learning. This is my home.”
 “I know that, I understand. Memnet the Great told me as much when he took you. You’d be taken from me and raised by wizards. Hidden away from the world.”
 “I’m hardly a recluse.”
 “I know that. You’re seen in Syrmarria often enough, studying in the library. Or so I’ve heard—you don’t usually stop to see me.”
 “And we travel as emissaries. I have been to Starnar, to Veyre, to Marrabat beyond the wastes. Someday I may even cross the western mountains to the barbarian kingdoms.”
 “And what would you do there?”
 “The same thing I do in the khalifates—collect books, pass information to scholars. Meet friends of the master, whisper peace in the ears of warmongers.”
 “It seems a narrow life.”
 “Narrow?” Nathaliey stared at him. “As opposed to the palace intrigues of a khalifate so small and inconsequential that it hasn’t even a standing army to protect its borders?”
 “We never needed an army, what with wizards protecting our borders. Or so we have been reminded again and again.” He gave her a sharp look. “And now we’ve been invaded, my daughter, and where is our protection?”
 “You mean Pasha Malik?”
 “Yes, Nathaliey, that is exactly what I mean. Five hundred Veyrians are garrisoned in Syrmarria.”
 “That’s no invasion. Omar invited the devil in.”
 “Another small army of Veyrians guard the new road, and more come west every day. An army of workers is building the king’s highway, and it’s going to divide the khalifate in two. You think that is by accident?”
 “It’s what the king always wanted,” she said. “It’s the straightest line to the mountains.”
 “I know all the reasons,” Kandibar said. “Break the famine by bringing food from the barbarians. Control the spice trade. Secure the mountain passes against the griffin riders. The king and his generals have a hundred reasons for building the road. But don’t you see? One of those reasons is to break Aristonia.”
 “Oh, I know what Pasha Malik was threatening,” Nathaliey said with a wave of the hand. “He boasted about it openly. That doesn’t mean it will happen.”
 “But don’t you see? Omar has capitulated entirely. The pasha’s engineers forced a map of the road onto him, and he gave in on every point. The road will obliterate villages, destroy shrines and sacred groves. It will bisect the Sacred Forest. It may even go right through your gardens!”
 “Don’t be ridiculous. The highway won’t go through the gardens. They couldn’t find them, let alone destroy these old walls. As for the Sacred Forest, that will never happen. I swear to you, if they touch a single tree of those woods . . .” She broke off, suddenly uncertain. “As soon as the master awakens, he’ll put an end to it. You’ll see.”
 “Then it’s true? Memnet is alive?”
 “He’s . . . mostly alive. Recuperating, let’s put it that way. Who told you?” 
 “By the Brothers,” Kandibar said. “That is good news. Can I speak with him? There is no time to waste.”
 “No, he’s asleep. Two, maybe three weeks more, and he’ll be up. Then he can put down this nonsense.”
 “We don’t have that kind of time. I need help now, before it’s too late.”
 “How urgent could it be? Malik only made his boast two days ago. It will take months, years even to build a road through Aristonia. Have you been to the forest? There are trees in the heart of the woods that are twelve feet across—how many men does it take to dig out a single stump? Ten men and a team of mules?” She smiled. “There is no need to grow alarmed.”
 Nathaliey’s father took her by the shoulders. “You haven’t seen what I’ve seen, Daughter. The road will be built. Aristonia will be destroyed.”
 She pulled back. “Where was this passion when I was in the throne room? Not one vizier spoke out. Not you, nor any of your fellow ministers. The khalif himself was too timid to defend his own kingdom.”
 “Where is Memnet the Great?”
 “I told you—”
 “You must wake him!”
 “I can’t wake him, Father. He’s not asleep that way. He’s still partly dead.”
 “I don’t understand any of this,” Kandibar said. “I spoke to the old wizard in the library and he promised help.”
 “You mean Jethro?” Nathaliey frowned at this. “What kind of help? What did he tell you?”
 “He told me Memnet the Great was still alive. Jethro has been studying the tomes and says to tell you to ask your master to . . . wait, no, that’s not right. Memnet needs to be awakened by someone else. Memnet can’t do it himself.” Her father scratched his head. “How strange. I brought a message for you. Why I didn’t I remember that before?”
 “Any message written by our archivist can’t be held in your head. He’d have used magic. Where is the message?”
 Kandibar patted at his chest as if searching for something. “Ah, here it is.”
 He fished out a roll of vellum tied with a piece of twine from inside his tunic. Nathaliey untied the twine and unrolled it. Jethro’s familiar, elegant script slid across the page, each letter a small work of art in itself. It addressed Markal, then had an incantation or instruction of some kind written in the old tongue. Critical information for waking the master from his slumber.
 Or so Nathaliey assumed. The instant she passed from one word to the next, whatever had come before vanished from her head.
#
 Chantmer was on the platform of the Golden Pavilion when Nathaliey arrived. He held Memnet’s Orb to his forehead, but quickly tucked it away as she climbed the stairs. He unfolded himself like a giant insect and stood, one hand reaching over his shoulder for the bell so he didn’t hit his head. 
 She held out the piece of vellum. “Jethro sent this from Syrmarria. What do you make of it?”
 “Jethro? Who is that, an archivist?” He took the sheet and scanned it quickly. “Seems clear enough.”
 “Oh, really?” Nathaliey said, taking the sheet back. “Perhaps you could repeat it, then. What does it say?”
 “Of course. It says . . . um, let me see that. I forget that last part.”
 She allowed a smile and held the note out of reach. “A summary then. The general thrust of the text.”
 “Why, I . . . let me see that.” She gave it back this time, and he stared, brow furrowed. “Blast it. I can’t . . . Blood of the Path! What is this?”
 Narud was approaching the Golden Pavilion, barefoot and silent, and Nathaliey sensed, rather than heard him. “Perhaps you can read this,” she told him. “We certainly can’t.” 
 Narud came up the stairs and took the sheet. After a quick glance, he handed it back to her. “It’s not for me, it’s for Markal.”
 “Confound it, we know that already,” Chantmer said. “That’s not the problem.”
 “Oh, I understand what’s troubling you,” Narud said. “The words won’t stick. That’s because they aren’t meant for you.”
 “Are you saying that Jethro cast a spell to keep it from us?” Nathaliey asked. “Why would he do that?”
 “Not at all,” Narud said. “It’s addressed to Markal because Jethro knew we wouldn’t be able to hold it in our head. There are some texts that aren’t meant to be copied, that hold their secrets when taken from the library. This is one of them.”
 “But Markal can manage?” Chantmer asked peevishly. “Dammit, he would run off at a time like this.” 
 Markal hadn’t run off. He’d presented a clear reason why he was the one who could be spared to accompany Bronwyn in looking for the supposed sorcerer. Chantmer hadn’t put up much of a struggle to keep him.
 “Why didn’t Jethro bring it in person, anyway?” Chantmer asked. “He could have read it himself.”
 “Presumably because he is keeping an eye on the libraries,” she said. “We have nobody else of his stature in Syrmarria, and someone infiltrated the Vault of Secrets—we need the archivist there to make sure it doesn’t happen again. Come on, let’s give this another try.”
 Nathaliey lifted the hem of her robe and sat on the platform. The other two followed her lead and sat. She stared at the note again, concentrating hard. The words came easily enough, but each one melted away as she continued, and by the time she got to the end, she had nothing more than she’d begun with, only Markal’s name at the top. The other two took a turn. Chantmer mouthed the words, the frustration growing on his face.
 “Wait,” Narud said. “I caught something just then. Something about”—his brow creased in concentration—“evigilare. Did you get that, too?” 
 “No,” Nathaliey admitted. “But that makes sense if we’re talking about an incantation to awaken the master. Read it aloud,” she urged Chantmer.
 “My mouth doesn’t even want to form the words,” he said. “I’m afraid it will sound like nonsense.”
 “Just try.”
 He did so. This time she did get the word in question, and Narud picked up another. Chantmer passed it back to Nathaliey, and she gave it a try. Chantmer was right; it was hard to get the sounds right, let alone the substance of it.
 But slowly they extracted the meaning of the thing. The first part was instructions for Markal, written in the old tongue to keep it from prying eyes outside the order—although it had nearly served to keep the other three apprentices from understanding it, too—and the second part was the incantation itself. They concentrated first on the instructions.
 Apparently Jethro had discovered another case where a dead wizard had come back to life. His wight had remained attached to its body after the dead wizard was thrown into a swamp. Before the Harvester could find and gather the wight, fellow wizards had rescued the body and healed it, then bound the soul and body with the words of the following incantation. Memnet’s case was a little different, and it was clear that he was partially awake already, but Jethro didn’t think they’d be able to bring him fully back without magic.
 “So we only have to master the incantation and the master will be healed,” Chantmer said.
 “Oh, is that all?” she said, eyebrows raised. “How simple.”
 “We don’t need an archivist to help us with the words, they’re right here in front of us.”
 It was unclear whether he meant Jethro or if this was a dig at Markal. Either way, it was entirely dismissive of the difficulties in accomplishing the task. It might take them all night to puzzle out the incantation. Already, it was nearly dark, and fireflies were blinking in the nearby trees. By now Nathaliey’s father would be halfway to Syrmarria, and she wondered if she should have told him to send Jethro back to help. No, the remaining apprentices would have to manage alone.
 “Well, then,” Narud said, rising to his feet, “unless we’re expecting Markal sometime soon, I see no point in waiting. Let’s get to work.”
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 Bronwyn dismounted from her horse, stepped forward on foot, and let out a groan of disbelief. Curious, and growing alarmed, Markal slid from the saddle and came up behind her. What he saw was so terrible that it took a moment before his mind even registered it at all.
 A black gash cut through the forest, as if someone had taken a giant spoon and scooped it in a straight line, carving a swath of destruction fifty feet wide and stretching as far as he could see. The Sacred Forest had burned; the black was charcoal and ash, the last lingering fires of which still trickled smoke, as if venting the underworld. The coals of dying fires glowed in the gathering gloom of twilight.
 Even the largest trees were gone, their trunks burned to the ground. Dead trees stood outside the center path of complete destruction, their leaves and twigs burned off and their bark blackened, their limbs bare and accusing. Beyond that, a final, scorched layer with withered leaves before the damp forest was finally able to resist the conflagration.
 The whole thing made him think of a hot torch passed through green grass, except this was a forest of towering trees, thick with ancient magic. Markal couldn’t imagine the heat required to accomplish such a thing; some of the trees in this forest must have been hundreds of years old and were a dozen feet wide.
 “Sorcery,” Bronwyn said.
 He could only nod his agreement. “Yes. Yes, it must be.”
 “Now you see.” Her voice crackled with anger. “Now you understand.”
 Markal did. He’d considered the assassins on the Spice Road who’d killed the master, and even the wights on the road, as an aberration, but this was the third leg of a stool that could not be toppled. This was destruction organized on a scale nearly unimaginable. And its purpose was obvious.
 The gash through the forest looked like nothing so much as a road. Not a complete road, of course—the first heavy rain would turn the exposed forest floor to mud—but get an army of peasants with shovels and carts, teams of mules and oxen, engineers and skilled stone workers, and what did you have? A highway more grand and glorious than anything ever built across the face of the world.
 And where did it go? He followed the gash with his eyes to where it abutted the woods they’d just left. It would cut through the village of Agria. From there, straight toward the gardens. That was the western direction. What about the east? Where did it go from here? Toward Temple Vale, then on toward Syrmarria.
 They went back for their horses. 
 “Now is your time to choose, Markal,” Bronwyn said. “Either follow me to the source of this destruction, or flee to your gardens. I would welcome your knowledge and whatever magic you can lend to my efforts. But this is my quest to complete, not yours.”
 Markal swung himself into the saddle. “I’m going with you, of course.”
 They continued east through what could only be described as a desolation. The smell of ash coated Markal’s mouth and throat. He couldn’t rinse it from his mouth, and was soon coughing. Bronwyn handed him a rag she used to polish her sword, and he tied it around his face. It smelled of metal, sweat, and clove oil, but kept the worst of the smell out of his nose and mouth.
 It was soon too dark to keep stumbling along, risking one of the horses breaking a leg on the holes left by burned-out stumps or the rocks that thrust from the ground here and there, so they retreated into the woods to make camp. Markal normally would have balked at spending a night in the deep woods, but tonight welcomed the cool green smell that greeted them as they returned to the forest. They found a bubbling stream and used it to wash up.
 Bronwyn soon had a small, cheery fire going, but Markal couldn’t look into the yellow and orange flames without thinking of their awesome destructive capability.
 “It wasn’t any sort of natural fire,” she said, as if reading his thoughts.
 “I know that, and yet . . .” He looked up to see her studying him. “These woods are sacred. The Forest Brother himself planted the seedlings of the oldest trees.”
 “I know what you must be feeling, Markal. Our enemy destroyed many sacred places in my lands, too. This is an evil that must be stopped.”
 They gathered water from a nearby stream and heated it in a small pot, adding turnips, carrots, salted beef, and herbs Markal had taken from the gardens. As the two prepared their supper, he found himself eyeing Bronwyn, sensing that now was the best time to extract the information he’d been digging for over the past few days. But direct questions only seemed to raise her defenses. What might be a better tactic?
 “I was wrong, and you were right,” Markal said. He opened a small clay flask and tapped black grains of pepper into the bubbling liquid. “There is a sorcerer after all.”
 “Aye.” She rose to her feet. “Make sure this doesn’t boil over. I’m going to bring the horses in closer.”
 When Bronwyn settled back down a few minutes later, he pressed on. “We thought you were an assassin. That’s why we resisted you.”
 “And I thought you were servants of evil. Seems we were both wrong. No need for lengthy apologies.”
 “But what about Eliana? You killed her.”
 “Only in defense, Markal. She was raising the garden against me. Don’t be naive—you know what that would have done to me.” Bronwyn took the spoon and tasted. “It’s ready.”
 She went for her saddlebags, which she’d propped against the base of a tree, and returned with two small wooden bowls. Markal retrieved forks.
 Bronwyn eyed hers doubtfully. “What’s this?”
 “A fork. Use it to spear the larger pieces of meat and vegetable.”
 “I know what it’s for, it seems unnecessary, is all. I have perfectly good fingers and a dagger I can use if need be.”
 “That is why your people are known as barbarians. That and your lack of acquaintance with soap.”
 She raised an eyebrow. “I thought barbarian meant ‘unbeatable in battle.’ As for soap, it’s rather hard to come by on the road. I’d have gladly bathed at the gardens if your people had been more hospitable.”
 “Hospitality is a lot to demand of someone you’re hacking at with your sword.”
 “Are you talking about the old woman again? I told you already, she’s not truly dead. For one, nothing truly dies. We are merely ground into dust and returned to the soil to be reborn again. Fear of death is no more rational than fearing a sleepless dream. Every soul will be reborn in some form or other.”
 Markal had spent years reading ancient wisdom in the library of Syrmarria. “If you think you can educate me on the matter, go right ahead.”
 “A fine boast. Yet you think Eliana’s soul is lost, and I’m telling you she’s still alive.”
 “How do you mean? The sword?” He nodded at the weapon where she’d slung it over a low branch, along with her boots, breastplate, and helmet, all strung together with her belt.
 “Tell me, what does this rune mean?” She set down her bowl and laid a few sticks together in a three-pointed star.
 “Why won’t you answer my question?”
 “Tell me, first. This is the one that caused me the most trouble at the gardens. It almost turned me away. Is it better to ignore it, to confront it, or to attack it with magic?”
 “Why would I tell you that?”
 Bronwyn scattered the sticks. “Precisely. You have your secrets, and I have mine.”
 “The Harvester take you,” he grumbled. “I’ll go home and leave you to be killed.”
 “I never asked you to follow.”
 “Didn’t you? The moment you stopped trying to kill the master and destroy us all, haven’t you been enlisting us in your struggles? If not, why didn’t you just leave at once and follow your own whims?” He drained the last of his soup in a noisy slurp, then used the fork to shovel the last few bites into his mouth. “The only thing you’ve done so far is put us in even more danger than we already were in.”
 “How do you mean?”
 “You killed a keeper, you destroyed runes and scratched out protective wards. Our defenses are weaker than they’ve ever been.”
 “Don’t forget the fight at the bridge. I saved your lives.”
 “Doubtful. More likely, you put them at risk.”
 “Ha.”
 “The wights only arrived after you did,” Markal said. “I’ll bet you drew them. That makes you more to blame than to be thanked.”
 “I didn’t draw them.”
 “Who did?”
 “I’ve told you many times. A sorcerer sent them.” She set down her bowl. “As for the keeper of your garden, I was in error. Is that what you want, my admission? Very well, the mistake was mine. Three weeks on the road, fighting bandits, hiding from griffins in the mountains, and then riding through a strange and hostile land in search of my enemy. I was exhausted and anxious to do my duty and return home. I thought I’d found the sorcerer.”
 “Why have you come over the mountains to find him?”
 “Wights chased your friends down the road. The souls of the dead are mindless things in my land and yours. They do not come together in armies to torment and assault the living. Only a sorcerer, a necromancer, could manage such a thing. I came to find this sorcerer and kill him.”
 “Why you?”
 “Why not me?” 
 Markal’s eyes fell on her weapon. “Because of the red sword. That is why, isn’t it?”
 The paladin thrust out her chin. “Its name is Soultrup. It gathers the souls of those it kills. There, they are safe from the dark god and his bag of souls. Your friend Eliana is within my sword. That is what I mean when I say she is not truly dead—I can speak to her, if I wish. I’ve done it, in fact.”
 Bronwyn held his gaze, a defiant expression on her face, as if she expected disbelief. But this was the least implausible part of the story, now that Markal had heard it. He knew of such things, and he remembered the voices when he’d touched the weapon.
 “It must be a sort of sheol,” he said. “The sultan of Marrabat has a pendant that can do the same thing. His grandfather’s soul resides inside and whispers advice.”
 “Sheol? I don’t know that word,” Bronwyn said. “And I have never heard of Marrabat or its sultan.”
 “Sheol is place of refuge or punishment, depending on the nature of the thing. The souls of the dead retain their consciousness, and they can’t be gathered by the Harvester.”
 “Then, yes. That is exactly what Soultrup is.”
 “This is how you know things, isn’t it? The voices tell you. I heard them when I touched the weapon, but I didn’t trust them. It was an entirely evil thing that happened to me.”
 “You were listening to the wrong voices,” Bronwyn said. “Anyway, you don’t have to touch the sword to hear them.”
 “Then why are you always reaching for the hilt?”
 She smiled. “That is one way, and the easiest. But believe me, if the sword wants your attention, it can get it whether you’re touching it or not. The voices can call into your dreams.”
 “Forget the voices, it was the damn sword itself. I almost killed Nathaliey when it took hold of me. I don’t know what the cursed thing wants, but it’s nothing good. How do you know it isn’t trying to help the sorcerer?” 
 “You don’t understand. You couldn’t.”
 “Then tell me.”
 Bronwyn’s face darkened, and she stared into the fire. Markal was about to throw his hands up in exasperation, frustrated about butting his head against her stubbornness yet again, when she cleared her throat.
 “You know of Eriscoba?” she asked.
 “The kingdom on the other side of the mountains?”
 “Not a kingdom, not as you would use the word. There are hundreds of tiny realms, each with its own ruler. Some call themselves kings, others barons or earls. Some are the lord of a hundred villagers, no more. They are proud, independent people, as one would expect. They are the descendants and heirs of the True People.”
 “As opposed to the false people, like us?” Markal said. 
 “I don’t mean that,” Bronwyn said. “There were True People living across the surface of the world, and all of us are their children. But their last refuge was in the west, that is all I mean, before the end of the Golden Age of Men.”
 “I’ve never heard this, but it sounds like myth. Don’t you follow the Brother Gods?”
 “Of course we do,” she said testily. “Would you like to hear the story, or no?”
 “Go on.”
 “About twenty years ago, a disturbance in the frozen lands of the north sent down giants and mammoths, flocks of griffin riders and their mounts, and strange tribes of hairy men. They rampaged through the hill country, destroyed several weaker kingdoms, and raided all the way to Arvada. They cut down our sacred groves and burned our temples.
 “My father founded an order of holy warriors to fight this threat. My uncle was the captain, and later, my oldest brother after my uncle was too old and broken to fight. I was my father’s only daughter, and didn’t fancy a marriage to some fool of a baron or prince to secure a political alliance. I convinced my father to release me to the paladins.
 “We defeated the invading tribes. We killed the largest and most aggressive of the giants and drove the rest off. The cold retreated, and the mammoths returned north. Griffin riders stopped raiding so far into the lowlands and settled into aeries in the peaks.
 “But a new threat appeared about three years ago. Strange, gray-faced warriors that rode down from the mountain passes on swift horses. Never more than a score at a time, yet the small baronies and kingdoms of Eriscoba were unable to stop them. We called them the gray marauders. Magic lay about them, sorcery that turned aside spear points and sword thrusts, warned them of traps, and raised them seemingly from the dead after they’d taken terrific blows.”
 Bronwyn went for her sword and a whetstone. She removed the blade from its scabbard and went to work on the edge.
 “You were saying,” Markal prodded.
 She worked at a small nick and continued without looking up. “My brother Randall led a band of thirty paladins hunting these enemies. For six weeks we followed a trail of destruction through Alsance and Vilsylvan, until relentless pursuit pinned them at the end of a box canyon, where we’d earlier found a cave they were using to store their provisions. When the marauders entered the cave to take refuge, we piled brush and flasks of oil at the mouth of the cave and set it ablaze.
 “Most of them burned alive, but four made it out. The four ravaged their way through our company. Understand that we were a highly trained group of warriors, imbued with confidence and the glorious knowledge that we fought for holiness and truth. Yet eight of our number fell to the enemy in that battle. Their captain killed my brother and turned on me.
 “He was a large man, with a savage smile and a face stained with soot and blood. I still remember his taunting grin. He wielded a massive two-handed sword caked with blood and gore. My brother’s blood and gore.” 
 “The red sword,” Markal said.
 “The what?” She looked down. “Ah, yes, Soultrup. You understand it now?”
 “Not at all. Go on.”
 “I knew I would die. I was a skilled fighter, but not as strong as my brother, and he had fallen already. The enemy captain knocked aside my blows and drove me relentlessly backward. Every man and woman in the company was already locked in combat, and there was nobody to come to my aid.
 “But my opponent had lost command of his weapon. During the fight with Randall, it had seemed an extension of his arm. But in the seconds after my brother’s death, it took on a life of its own. When the enemy swung his killing blow, the blade turned aside and only grazed me. Soon, he was cursing and struggling to hold it. At last, he raised it over his head, muscles straining, the veins bulging on his neck, and brought it down with a scream. I lifted my sword to parry the blow.
 “Soultrup—yes, that was his weapon—smashed through my own blade and drove me to my knees. But when the enemy lifted it again, it squirted from his hands. I’d feebly lifted my shattered weapon to ward against the killing blow, when suddenly the enemy’s sword threw itself at my feet.”
 Bronwyn licked her lips, and her expression was distant. “I have no memory of lifting Soultrup, only remember staggering to my feet and swinging it. It was light in my hands, and there was strength and energy in my limbs that had not been there moments before. One blow, and the enemy lay dead at my feet. I felt his soul in that moment—I saw it! It was draining from his body into the sword.”
 Markal nodded. “The red sword bound his soul.”
 “That night I wrestled with Soultrup for the first time. Inside the sword, another fight was taking place, you see. And it still hasn’t been settled.”
 She wiped the edge of the blade with a rag, then turned it over, letting it reflect in the firelight.
 “It was the death of your brother that did it,” Markal said after a moment of consideration. “Followed by the death of the enemy captain.”
 “Yes, so you do understand. Every soul bound to the sword becomes a part of it. Trapped within, the souls contend with each other. And the balance of power shifts.” She gave a bitter smile. “My brother is a strong man, a hero. He has rallied the forces of good inside the sword. Unfortunately, I have been augmenting the forces of evil from the moment I struck down the enemy captain.” 
 They fell into silence as Markal thought over what the woman had told him. He imagined the sword aiding or resisting its owner depending on the results of a different struggle within the weapon itself. When a paladin like Bronwyn wielded it, Soultrup rendered her so powerful she could hold a bridge single-handed against an army of undead. But every kill of an evil enemy brought closer the day when the sword would wrench itself free and throw itself into the hands of her opponent.
 The struggle also happened in reverse. The captain of the gray-faced bandits had got hold of Soultrup and set about killing. Eventually, he’d killed Bronwyn’s brother, the head of a holy order of knights, and lost control of the weapon himself.
 “When you picked up the sword,” Bronwyn said, “the dark forces tried to wrest control. They almost succeeded. Your keeper, unfortunate as her death is, has strengthened the good forces within.”
 “What happened to the bandits?” he asked.
 “The gray marauders? We killed the band at the cave. The other companies fled from Eriscoba and haven’t been seen on the west side of the Dragon’s Spine since.”
 “Then they were simple bandits bent on pillage and murder?”
 She shook her head. “No, Markal. I was disabused of that notion when the sword spoke to me. There are souls within who know. The marauders were sent over the mountains by a sorcerer. He seeks nothing more than the collapse of all law and authority on both sides of the Spine. More gray raiders will come if I don’t stop him, and in greater numbers.”
 Markal would have been more skeptical of this a few days ago, but after the wights and the burned-out forest, he was no longer so sure. Nevertheless, something in this story troubled him.
 “How do you know you can trust the sword?”
 “What do you mean?”
 “The voices are nothing but human souls, and humans lie.”
 “My brother doesn’t. Don’t forget, Randall is in the sword—it was he who turned it to my advantage after he was killed. He has fought the servants of the enemy within the sword itself and knows their secrets.”
 “What if it’s not Randall talking to you? How can you be sure?”
 Markal expected an angry retort, or even surprise and worry, but her expression didn’t change. She’d apparently wrestled with this question already.
 “This is a possibility. And there is error to consider, as well. I thought at first that Memnet was the sorcerer, after all. But I will say this. At least three different times in the mountains, warnings from Soultrup saved my life. Once again when I learned the wights were chasing your friends down the road from Syrmarria. And it led us here. What do you make of that?”
 “So you’ll seek out the sorcerer and kill him?” Markal asked. “That is your plan?”
 “Yes.”
 “And when you plunge your blade into his chest and his soul is bound to Soultrup? What then? You’ll have a necromancer trapped within, someone who has proven powerful enough to mount an assault on Memnet the Great and his gardens. You’ll lose the sword.”
 Bronwyn nodded grimly. “It means my death, Markal. Indeed, I am planning on falling on my own sword the moment the task is done.”
 “You are? Why?”
 But even as he asked the question, he knew the answer. Once trapped inside, the sorcerer would turn the sword to evil. The sword would fling itself into the hands of an enemy. Only an equally powerful soul could prevent that from happening.
 Bronwyn of Arvada intended to carry on her struggle against the sorcerer, and that meant her own death and imprisonment within the red sword.
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 The three apprentices were exhausted by morning. They’d passed the night sitting in a circle in the shrine of the Golden Pavilion, heads bowed, reading the archivist’s writing by moonlight. Whenever they parsed out a new line, they spent an hour, sometimes two, chanting it in unison, using their combined efforts to fix it in their memories.
 As the first rays of sun crept over the woods to the east and gleamed off the small lake, one of the acolytes scaled the platform. He pulled back the sleeves of his saffron-colored robe, drew the beam suspended on ropes, and let it fall against the massive bell. It let out a deep, sonorous ring that echoed through the still morning air.
 Still, the apprentices kept up their labors. It was an unusually slippery incantation, and even after an exhausting night of work, Nathaliey struggled to contain the words. At last, Narud lifted his head.
 “I have it.”
 “Do you?” Chantmer asked. “Repeat it, then.”
 Narud did so. It sounded nearly perfect.
 “Good. You will say the spell. Nathaliey and I will lend our strength.” Chantmer stood, rolled the sheet of vellum, and tucked it into his robe. “Come. We must hurry before it is forgotten.”
 Nathaliey’s body creaked as she straightened herself. Her joints felt frozen, and her feet tingled when she put weight on them. She stumbled down the stairs to where Chantmer was already slipping on his sandals and did the same. The two of them walked ahead, while Narud brought up the rear, muttering the incantation under his breath.
 “It will take our combined power,” Chantmer told her. “And that’s if Narud can hold the incantation.”
 “We can manage.” Nathaliey gathered her confidence. The earlier she began to build her will, the better.
 “I would even welcome Markal’s contribution,” Chantmer said. “Small as it is. But as he is not here, we must draw strength where we can. From unlikely sources, if you will.”
 “You mean the acolytes?”
 This brought a dismissive wave of the hand. “They are useless. No, I mean the gift left to us by the master.”
 Nathaliey stopped and gave him a sharp look. “The orb again?”
 “Shh, keep walking. You will distract Narud.”
 “You never should have recovered it from the desert. Should have left it there for the master when he awakened.”
 “What if our enemies had found it? It was lying there in the sand. Anyone could have scooped it up.”
 She raised an eyebrow. “So simple? You walked up, and there it was, glinting in the sunlight.”
 “Well, no. I searched for some time. It didn’t want to be found, I’ll admit. But with a bit of clothing from the master’s cottage and a seeking spell—”
 “Something anyone can cast,” she said.
 “Go ahead, be sarcastic if you want. But I saw fit to recover it, and I saw fit to study it, learn from it. That’s more initiative than any of the rest of you showed.”
 “And what did that gain you? You tried to use it once already, and you failed miserably. You lost the thing to Bronwyn, remember?”
 “The barbarian is long gone, and there is no risk now. I have sussed out the secrets of its use, and I’ve even stored a bit of my power in it. Not a lot, but more than Markal would add, were he here.”
 “If Markal were here, we wouldn’t have exhausted ourselves trying to memorize the blasted incantation. That’s worth more than anything we’ll claw out of the orb. It’s the master’s, not ours. We were never taught to use it.”
 “Neither were we forbidden.”
 “That’s because it never left Memnet’s possession,” she said.
 “And I shall return it the instant he awakens.” Chantmer smiled wryly. “Don’t you worry. Meanwhile, can I count on your cooperation not to disrupt matters at an inopportune moment?”
 “Hmm.” Nathaliey considered. Would Chantmer successfully use Memnet’s Orb? Probably not, but she didn’t see the harm in it. “What is its secret?” 
 “Are you thinking to use it yourself?”
 “How jealously your mind works. Of course not. I want to be sure there’s no danger, is all.”
 “Rest your mind on that score, Nathaliey. The orb is quite simple, like a wine flask that can be filled and emptied, only the wine in this case is magical power. It’s the strength we draw from our pores. You fill the orb at your leisure and drain it when you need its strength.”
 “I know all of this,” she said, growing impatient. They’d almost reached the inner gardens and Memnet’s buried head, and hopefully the rest of him, too. “But how do you fill and empty it?”
 “There is a gate that opens both ways. A sluice to an irrigation canal.”
 “I thought you said it was a wine bottle. Do wine bottles typically have gates?”
 “Very well, it’s a cork,” Chantmer said. “When I take the orb in my hand, I can feel the cork with my mind. It takes some effort to open and close the orb, but once you do, you can fill it or drain it as you wish.”
 This was all rather vague, but she guessed Chantmer was speaking in metaphorical terms for a reason. If there was one thing that fed his insecurity, it was jealousy of Markal’s command of the arcanum of their craft. In spite of Chantmer’s digs about Markal’s frailties—an accurate criticism, sadly—there was nothing Chantmer knew that Markal didn’t understand more profoundly.
 Until now. Learning the orb’s secrets gave him an advantage over not only Markal, but Nathaliey and Narud, as well. Chantmer wouldn’t be pleased to surrender it to the master when the time came.
 A keeper was manuring the flowerbeds when Nathaliey and her companions arrived, and the air was pungent with the scent. The old man leaned on his spade to watch as the three encircled the mound of dirt where Memnet was buried. Chantmer handed Nathaliey the sheet of vellum.
 She glanced at the keeper, not wanting to have an audience in case they failed. “I am sorry to disturb your work, friend, but could you give us privacy? We have difficult magic to attempt and need full concentration.”
 The keeper glanced at the mound of dirt, and his eyes widened. He gave a curt nod, gathered his spade and cart, and left the apprentices alone in the walled garden. Nathaliey turned her full attention to the vellum. 
 Even after a night of study, the words were swimming across the page, and it took intense concentration to bring them into focus. She read them, listened to Narud repeat the incantation, and helped Chantmer correct his pronunciation. It took a few minutes before they jointly agreed that it was time. Nathaliey dropped to her knees and scooped away the thick black earth from around the master’s head.
 Memnet was moving even before she got the soil away from his lips and nose. He spit out dirt and lifted his eyes to take in the scene.
 “Where is Markal?”
 “He’s not here,” she said. “He rode off with the barbarian.”
 “And you’ve come to raise me anyway? That is what you’re here for, is it not? What makes you think you can manage without him?”
 “One of the archivists sent instructions, Master,” Chantmer said. “A spell from the Secret Vault. We have to try.”
 “Which one?”
 Chantmer opened his mouth, then closed it. He tried again. “Um, it’s . . .”
 “Animach na regram,” Nathaliey said. She suppressed a smile. 
 “Ah, yes. To raise the dead. Of course. But I mean, which archivist? And how can you be sure you’ve got it correct?”
 “It was Jethro, Master,” she said. “We have been practicing all night. Narud will attempt it.”
 “Hmm, yes. Perhaps. I assume there is good reason for doing so rather than letting the garden bring me back in its own time.”
 “Jethro found something in an old scroll that says it’s necessary to complete your rebirth.”
 “Really? He said that?” Memnet yawned. “I would need to read the scroll in question.”
 Nathaliey took the sheet of vellum from Chantmer and held it out for Memnet to read, but the wizard only yawned again and shook his head.
 “No, my apprentice, I cannot read that now.” His eyes drooped shut, then opened again. “Why now? I am so sleepy. Can’t this wait a few weeks?”
 Nathaliey started to explain about the wights, and how the paladin claimed that there was a sorcerer commanding them. But before she could get far, Memnet’s eyes closed again, and he could not be roused.
 “Oh, come,” Chantmer said in a peevish tone. “Can’t he stay awake for five minutes?”
 “We could wait,” she said.
 “No, we cannot. Narud? You have it?”
 They ran through the spell again, and this time Narud found the words more quickly. The three apprentices placed their hands palms down. Chantmer took a step back, putting himself at Narud’s shoulder. He held the orb in one hand.
 Nathaliey suppressed a frown when she saw the orb. She gathered her will, and Narud began the chant. This time, there was magic to it.
#
 Markal and Bronwyn saddled their horses and set off at first light. It had rained during the night, driving the smell of charred forest from the air, as well as putting out the last smoldering fires, but also turning the burned gash into a slurry of mud and wet ash. They slogged through the muck on the edge of the gash as it tore through the heart of the Sacred Forest.
 About an hour later, Markal spotted movement ahead. He got Bronwyn’s attention, and they urged their horses among the trees for cover.
 The paladin touched her sword hilt and shook her head. “Nothing from Soultrup. What do you see?”
 “Some men on the highway,” Markal said. They’d taken to speaking of the destruction as if it were already a road and not merely a burned-out swath of forest. “Milling about. I see a spear or pike. I’ll wager they’re sentinels or scouts.”
 “We’ll have to get past them, but I don’t want to waste more time in the forest. It’s too thick on either side. Be a lot quicker to go straight forward.”
 Markal squinted and waited for movement from the men on the road so he could count them. “There are only three. Can you manage?”
 “By ‘manage,’ you mean, can I kill them? Of course. It’s not a question of managing.”
 “I don’t like killing either, but we might not have a choice.”
 Bronwyn’s horse tossed its head impatiently, and she put a gloved hand against its neck until it calmed. “That is not what I mean. I don’t delight in the shedding of blood, but what I mean is that I don’t want Soultrup to do the killing. The last thing I need is to bind more souls to it.”
 “You hacked up those wights easily enough.”
 “They were the wandering dead, no more likely to be evil than good. The ones I destroyed had been forced to serve the sorcerer against their will.” 
 “I would say the same about whoever is guarding the road.”
 “And the wights were peasants and foot soldiers,” she continued. “Weak-willed—they didn’t change the balance of power within the sword. Only the strong matter. These guards might be conscripts, or they might be something else. I’d rather not find out.”
 Bronwyn reached over her shoulder and touched the sword hilt as she spoke, and Markal found himself wondering how many souls were trapped inside. A dozen? Hundreds?
 “If that’s the way you feel, why is Soultrup your only weapon? And I don’t count that dagger you use as a fork. Why not carry another sword, an extra weapon for light duty?”
 She gave an exaggerated sigh. “Markal, if you had a magical sword, what would you do? Would you pull out some other blade and risk your life? No, Soultrup is not going to stay in its bloody scabbard. What I try to do is avoid the fight in the first place. When I cannot, I fight to win.”
 “And the sorcerer?”
 “Oh, I’ll fight him. He is going to die.” 
 “And what makes you think he’s unguarded? Are you telling me you can’t kill any of his scouts, soldiers, and personal guards to get to him?”
 “Why don’t you prove yourself worthwhile instead of standing there babbling? You clear the guards from the road. I assume your master has been teaching you something—put it to use, why don’t you?” 
 “You mean a flash of lightning, an earthquake, a fireball—that kind of thing?”
 “Exactly. Or what about those hammers your tall friend sent flying my way? Knock in a few skulls and we’re done. Soultrup stays sheathed.”
 “No, I won’t do that.”
 “What kind of apprentice wizard are you?”
 “When given a choice, you keep your sword sheathed, and I do the same with my magic. We each have our own reasons.”
 “So you can’t. That’s what you’re saying. You are incapable of throwing hammers at our enemies. Well, then. How fortunate that you’ve joined me on the road. I’d hate to have one of your friends by my side with all of their useful spells.” 
 Markal bristled. Nevertheless, she’d set him to thinking. There might be something he could manage. He didn’t need to kill these soldiers, after all. There were lesser spells to call forth, ones that only required the trickle of magic he could control. But which spell?
 Bronwyn studied his face. “Ah, yes. So you can manage. I thought so. You only needed the proper encouragement to stiffen your spine.” 
 That wasn’t it at all, but he was too busy turning over the words of the incantation to argue. Could he cast it from this distance? Probably not. He needed to get closer.
 Markal slipped from the saddle and dropped to the ground. “Stay here.”
 “What is it? What should I prepare for?”
 “An opportunity to get past, that’s all. I can’t throw hammers, but I can make our enemies drop their trousers, so to speak. I’ll wave to you when it’s time. Bring my horse—we’ll only have a few minutes.”
 He moved along the edge of the burned gash, where the charred trunks stood in skeletal lines. As he moved, he whispered a small spell to deepen the shadows around him. He seemed almost a part of them as he moved.

You managed that easily enough, didn’t you? 
 Sure, but that’s because it didn’t matter. It was a little thing, a trifle that had cost a single drop of blood. So minor that if the guards were unusually alert, they’d spot him all the same. But what about in a few moments, when the time came to work some serious magic?
 He had to summon his confidence. Otherwise, the whole thing would fizzle, and he’d only alert the enemy to his presence. Meanwhile, Bronwyn was well behind and unable to help should he find himself in trouble.
 As Markal drew closer, he caught bits of the Veyrian conversation. They weren’t just milling about on the road, they were discussing where to build a palisade to guard an encampment of soldiers and their supply wagons. The taller one, who wore a gray cloak instead of the scarlet and black of the other two, wanted a watchtower, as well. The other two didn’t seem to think it worth the effort. They were deep in the forest and had several hundred soldiers; no bandits would attack them here.
 The conversation was intense enough that Markal came to a position on the edge of the gash directly opposite without any of the three glancing in his direction. He was tempted to sit and listen to see what he could learn, but the shadows around him had begun to soften under the sun’s penetrating rays, and he would soon be revealed.
 Markal rolled back his sleeves and closed his eyes to concentrate. Self-doubt roiled to the surface. To focus, he whispered one of the master’s favorite mantras, about an immovable mountain. He resisted opening his eyes to check if he’d been spotted, knowing it would break his concentration.

I am not an archivist or a keeper. I follow the Crimson Path. My pain gives me strength. 
 Power rose in his pores like a thousand pricks from a knife, and blood rolled down his forearms to his downturned palms. He spoke the incantation in the old tongue.

Let your limbs turn weary. May sleep cloud your mind. 
 For a moment, one solitary instant, the doubt vanished. And then his old curse returned. Much of his power fell away, but enough remained that it left him tingling as it departed, a prickle on his skin like standing in the open sky beneath a dry thunderstorm. This was it, this was what the others felt.
 Markal opened his eyes to see the first two of the soldiers going down. One fell so hard it was as if the bones had been dissolved from his body. The other leaned against his spear like it was a staff and tried to hold himself upright as his legs buckled. He collapsed in a heap against the other one, the spear head clanking off his helmet. Already, the two men in red and black were down and rendered senseless.
 The tall man in the gray cloak put up the biggest fight. He staggered, tried to catch himself, and then fell to his knees. He grabbed for the sword at his side as he went down, but collapsed with the others before he could draw it.
 Markal stepped into the gash and waved urgently to Bronwyn. He couldn’t pick her out against the forest because of the angle of the sun and the shadows in which she’d waited with the horses, and for the first time it occurred to him that she might not be able to see him at this distance. He might need to run back a bit and yell for her. They only had minutes before the enemy woke up.
 A groan sounded to his back. Markal whirled to see the soldier in the gray cloak struggling to his feet. He tugged at his sword with a trembling hand, and he stared toward the apprentice with a glazed expression.

No. Too soon. 
 It wasn’t only the cloak that was gray, Markal saw now. The man’s flesh was drawn and pale. Not fair like the paladin, but the skin of an old man who is sick and dying. His eyes were . . . dead. Markal had seen the same look on the face of a poppy eater in the slave quarters of Marrabat, but not the gray skin. 
 Markal’s heart fluttered in his chest like a bird caught in a trap. He remembered what Nathaliey had told him about the gray-faced assassins in the desert. And Bronwyn’s gray raiders in the barbarian kingdoms. The same ones who had slaughtered Bronwyn’s brother and half a company of paladins.
 The glazed expression cleared from the man’s eyes. He fixed on Markal, who now stood in the open, the last remnants of his hiding spell dissolving like old cobwebs. A knowing grin stretched across the man’s face. He drew his weapon, a long, curved scimitar.
 “A clever move, my friend, but not nearly clever enough,” he said, and took a step toward Markal.
 There was no way to resist him; Markal had drawn his strength to put the enemies to sleep. The spell had gone as well as he could have possibly hoped, yet he’d still failed. His legs wobbled, and he felt drained, exhausted.
 But he stiffened and stared at the enemy without flinching as the man moved forward. He threw back his sleeves and lifted his slick, still-dripping palms. He forced confidence and authority into his voice.
 “Stand back or you shall taste death. By the Brothers, your soul shall be torn apart by the Dark Gatherer’s hounds this very night.”
 The gray-faced man’s grin faltered. He’d crossed half the thirty feet separating the two men, but now he hesitated and glanced back at his unconscious companions. But when he looked back, his face hardened.
 “You have nothing, wizard. You are bluffing.”
 He started forward again, this time his mocking smile replaced by grim determination.
 “By the sword be damned!” Bronwyn’s voice cried from behind them.
 The paladin came riding in on her horse, Soultrup in hand. She hadn’t put on her helmet, and her braided golden hair swept behind her. Righteous fury glowed on her face. Her sword gleamed red, seeming almost eager for combat.
 The enemy ducked to one side as she swept past. He lifted his scimitar as she swung. Her blow crushed down on his weapon and knocked him from his feet. Bronwyn jumped down from the horse and came at him to deliver the killing stroke.
 But the gray-skinned man moved faster than Markal thought possible. He was back on his feet and ducking out of the way as Bronwyn’s sword swept past his ear. He lifted his weapon, and soon the two were trading blows. The man fought with skill, speed, and a savage strength. He was tall and strong and would have enjoyed a reach advantage if not for Soultrup’s length. No doubt he would have quickly overwhelmed most enemies. But Bronwyn was not just any opponent, and her sword not an ordinary weapon.
 She ducked beneath a vicious sweep of the scimitar and brought her sword around in a devastating counterattack. The blow struck the man across the ribs, and he fell onto his back. His weapon flew out of his hands. Bronwyn sprang on top of him, her blade still embedded in his side. Instead of trying to force it in, she desperately tried to wrench it out. The enemy tried to get free, too, and there was the bizarre sight of both of them trying to get the sword out, even as the blade itself seemed to be digging itself further in.
 The dying soldier let out a long, shuddering cry, and his head flopped back. Bronwyn got the sword free, and also cried out. She tried to cast aside the bloody weapon, but it seemed nailed to her palms. Markal stumbled to her side, still wobbly from using his magic and the loss of blood.
 “No! Don’t touch me. Get your horse!”
 He remembered the unconscious soldiers. They might rouse themselves at any time.
 Markal found his mare about a hundred yards back. When Markal lurched up, it tossed its head, alarmed, and almost ran off before he got the reins. He struggled to get in the saddle. But once up, some of the nausea faded, and he rode toward Bronwyn, feeling stronger every moment. She clutched Soultrup in her hands and looked up at him, sweat pouring from her face. Her horse had come to her side, where it stood, pawing anxiously.
 “The marauder,” she gasped. “He’s joined the others. They’re fighting for it. They’re trying to—oh, the Harvester take me.”
 “Put it away. Sheath it.”
 “I can’t. Get me up.”
 He jumped down, and somehow the two of them—Markal faint from using his magic, and Bronwyn still clenching the sword with two hands—got her into the saddle.
 “What can I do?” he asked as he mounted his mare.
 She clenched her teeth. “Nothing, just ride. Go!”
 And with that, she slumped over the horse’s neck. The sword, now held by one hand, fell over the side until the tip nearly dragged on the ground. But she didn’t let go.
 Markal cast a glance at the remaining soldiers. One was stirring. Markal brought his horse alongside Bronwyn’s and grabbed her reins. Go, yes, but where? Forward or back?
 There was no question what Bronwyn would have said if she’d been alert. So Markal pointed them in the direction they’d been traveling, toward the enemy camp, and rode, leading Bronwyn’s horse and its senseless rider. Toward what he could only imagine was the camp of the sorcerer.
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 Markal soon worried that he would lose Bronwyn. She swayed back and forth in the saddle, sweat pouring down her face. 
 “Put the cursed thing away,” he told her. “Put it in the sheath.”
 She groaned. “I can’t.”
 He tugged the reins of her horse to bring it close to his. “Here, I’ll—”
 “Don’t touch me!”
 The panic in her voice jolted him, and he pulled away, just as she lifted the sword and swung it at him. Her muscles straining, she fought it down even as it sliced through the space where his face had been moments earlier.
 “Please, by the Brothers, I beg you to stay back,” she said. The sword swayed in her hand.
 He cast a glance behind. The Veyrian soldiers would be awake by now, would have seen their dead companion. And what would they make of their unnatural sleep?
 “Bronwyn,” he said. “We should leave the road and go into the forest.”
 “No, we’re too close.”
 “There are enemies at our back, enemies in front of us, and your sword . . .”
 Slowly, deliberately, she put one hand on the flat of the blade and closed her eyes. After a moment, she opened them again. “It is done.”
 “Explain yourself.”
 “My brother won. His control is tentative, but it exists. Soultrup is still mine.”
 “For now,” he said, watching carefully as she swung the scabbard around to sheath the blade. “What happens next time?”
 She wiped the sweat from her brow. “We know each other’s limitations, my friend. You hold the knowledge of your order’s magic in your head, but cannot control it. I have a sword that will cut down any enemy, but every time I do so, it risks slipping from my hand and killing me instead.” She glanced at him. “Or my companion.”
 “So what do we do?”
 “Avoid another fight. At least until I see the sorcerer. One final death, and I am finished with my struggle.”
 Markal’s doubts had only grown on that score since Bronwyn shared her ultimate plan. Why was it necessary that she die?
 “Let’s turn around,” he said. “We’ll enter the forest to get around the two men on the road and go back to the gardens to rethink this.”
 “If you’re afraid, you can go. I would prefer you don’t, of course. Your magic might prove useful, no matter its limitations.”
 “I’m not afraid. I should be. Should be terrified, but curiously, no.”
 “Then we ride on. The sorcerer lives, and so we must continue. We are too close to turn around now. I cannot fail.”
 “Turning around is not failure. Now, wait,” he said, cutting off her protest as it sputtered on her lips. “We haven’t killed your enemy, but we have new information. The sorcerer is real.”
 “That was already known.”
 “Not by me, it wasn’t. Not with certainty. And I now know the sorcerer is destroying the Sacred Forest so the high king can build his road. We’ll go back to the gardens and rally our defenses until the master awakes. Once he does, you’ll see what the Order of the Crimson Path can do.”
 Her expression hardened. “No, Markal. The sorcerer is close. I can feel him.” She touched the sword hilt. “The souls of the great and wicked alike confirm it. I will cut down my enemy and then fall on my sword to finish it.”
 “But why? Wait for the master. What is the harm?”
 “Your wizard is no match for the sorcerer.”
 “But you are?”
 She thrust out her chin. “Do you doubt it?”
 “Whether I do or not is beside the point. You don’t need to die to see it accomplished. Memnet will awaken, and he can do something about the sword, learn its secrets and how to suppress the evil voices inside.”
 “Markal, this weapon is an ancient relic created by the gods themselves. Neither wizard nor sorcerer nor paladin can change its nature.”
 He wasn’t going to give up, and opened his mouth to try a new angle, when a new sound caught his ears. It was a man’s cry, followed by the scream of a woman. There was pain and anguish in both of their voices.
 Righteous anger flared in Bronwyn’s eyes. “By the Brothers, what fresh evil is this?”
 She urged the horse forward, and Markal had no choice but to follow. The burned cut of forest came up a gradual rise that followed the natural undulations of the land, and as they crested a hill, a wide new panorama opened in front of them.
 The gash in the forest continued down a gradually diminishing slope that stretched toward the northeast. Markal and Bronwyn had been passing through the charred forest since yesterday, but the vast extent of the destruction now became apparent as the burned swath continued for miles and miles, all the way to the horizon, where it dissolved into a yellow, hazy vista from the dust blowing off the parched khalifates to the east. 
 Closer to where they stood, hundreds of workers labored with shovels and pickaxes to excavate the soil to a depth of several feet. Behind them, other workers dumped sand into the trench, and untold numbers of carts and wagons piled stones into great heaps. Farther back, the great highway itself was completed, and trains of men and beasts traveled in both directions like tiny armies of marching ants.  
 Markal caught his breath. It was one thing to see the burned gash, but another entirely to see the highway rolling for miles through the forest. To witness the scope of destruction, the sheer number of workers and encampments. To know that the highway stretched across the land for hundreds of miles and would shortly stretch hundreds more, until it penetrated into the heart of the barbarian lands on the far side of the Dragon’s Spine. The enormity of such a construction was staggering.
 A fresh cry dragged Markal’s attention closer. Two overseers had dragged a man dressed in rags from his company of workers and flailed him with a whip as he cowered. A woman lay groaning next to him, having already been beaten. The other laborers struggled on, barely lifting their heads to watch.
 Markal stared with horror. “Slaves? This is Aristonia. We never had such a thing.” He watched the soldiers, the overseers, and the movement of goods and people along the road.
 “And so we continue,” Bronwyn said. “Righteous in our actions, with faith and purpose as our shield and sword. If you have magic to calm suspicions of our arrival, cast the spell now.”
 Markal had an incantation that would do just that. It was more subtle than the spell he’d used when hiding in the shadows, while costing less than the one that had put the soldiers to sleep. But the niggling voice was quick to raise new doubts.

Your last failure nearly cost your life. Why should this time be any different? 
 Because it would be. The spell was a trifle. It was a spell cast by the archivists when they came and went from the Secret Vault of the library, so as to hide its location. If Jethro or Karla could manage, then surely he could do so as well. All he had to do was extend its effects a few feet to encompass his companion, and the two of them would slip through unchallenged.
 “Markal,” Bronwyn said. “Overcome your limitations. You can do it. I know you can.”
 She’d guessed perfectly what made him hesitate. He nodded. “Yes.”
 The words of the incantation came easily to his lips, but the blood was harder to draw. The spell might have been a trifle, but he needed as much power as he could get. He was already tired and in need of food, drink, and rest. But with effort, he raised the blood to the pores. When it trickled down his arms, he spoke the incantation.
 Enough power came through to serve his purpose. When he looked around, their immediate surroundings had turned dim, while the people working on the road ahead seemed to glow with their own light.
 Bronwyn looked about her and gave a satisfied nod. “Well done, friend.”
 “It still isn’t very good. It won’t last as long as we need, and if anyone is looking for us, we’ll be spotted. As soon as that happens, the whole thing collapses and everyone sees us.” 
 A nod. “Understood. We’ll make do.”
 No recriminations for Markal’s failings, but Bronwyn hadn’t coddled him with false assurances, either. Markal studied her face, with its strong expression, fierce eyes, and calm air of righteous assurance, and wondered if he’d encountered something truly rare: a hero.
 “Speak softly going forward,” he said. “Keep the horses quiet. The spell will muffle sound, but not eliminate it entirely.”
 They went down the burned swath of land and reached the first workers. Men, women, and children bent at their labors beneath the watchful eye of overseers, clawing at the earth with shovels and picks to force it to yield its stones, to surrender the roots of burned trees that remained tangled in the ground. Other slaves hauled away baskets filled with earth and stone. The man and woman who’d been thrashed by the overseer dragged their way back to the work and picked up shovels to renew their efforts.
 When the two companions had pulled away from the slaves doing the backbreaking work of digging out the roadbed, Markal turned to Bronwyn and spoke in a low voice.
 “It would seem that we’ve found the people of Agria. The king enslaved them to build his highway.”
 “And the animals? What of their flocks?”
 “No doubt slaughtered to the last lamb to feed workers and soldiers.”
 “We will end this madness,” she said.
 All was shortly a confusion of clanking hammers, breaking stone, men shouting, and animals bellowing as they strained against heavy loads. The roadbed was cut deep, with a base of sand, followed by crushed stone and gravel, and finally, enormous flat stones for the surface itself. Markal had never seen such a wide, expensive road.
 Bronwyn gestured to their right, where a company of Veyrian riders trotted briskly from an encampment of tents and onto the road with clopping hooves. The two infiltrators fell in behind them and followed several paces back, taking advantage of the path the horsemen cleared through the work crews. They continued unobserved.
 Markal pointed out the tent encampments of soldiers whenever he saw them, but Bronwyn touched the hilt of her sword and shook her head. They made swift progress, three or four miles in less than an hour. The work stretched on and on and on. Where the surface itself was done, workers cut drainage ditches on the sides. Watchtowers rose at intervals, some no more than foundations, others mortared nearly to the battlements.
 Wherever a watchtower stood, men were in the heights with long brass trumpets. They blasted short notes, long notes, and sustained songs, seemingly improvised, though Markal knew otherwise. Using the horns for communication, the Veyrian army was able to pass messages long distances in a short period of time, as the songs traveled from one outpost to the next. It was a sophisticated language that contained orders, issued warnings, could even request supplies or reinforcements.
 “It’s a road to last for a thousand years,” he said at last. “And an army to hold it.”
 “No road lasts a thousand years,” Bronwyn said. “In the desert, the wind will cover it with sand. In the mountains, the earth will shake it to pieces. Here, imagine what will happen when the armies retreat, as they will. All armies eventually disband, all kingdoms collapse. The forest will approach, its roots will heave the stones and open fissures for new seedlings.”
 “Not this road, Bronwyn. There’s magic in it. Sorcery. Can’t you feel it?”
 She reached back for the sword hilt. “Yes, I do. What does it mean?”
 “There are runes to protect the stones and powerful incantations that bind the highway to the land. This road will stand.”
 Indeed, it was whispering to him, and there was a sensation like a twisted shadow radiating up through his mount and into his body. There were cries of pain in that whisper. Agony and suffering that were still fresh.
 “It’s the pain of the dying,” he decided at last. “Like the blood I draw from my pores, but taken by the lash from those who have suffered and died building this highway.” He shook his head. “I must tell the master. Why didn’t he know already?”
 “The sorcerer is adept at hiding his work,” she said. “Much like those soldiers are unable to see us, only with sorcery more grand and terrible. This road didn’t appear overnight in the heartland of your kingdom, Markal. Even while your wizard was denying the high king passage, his army was forging ahead. His sorcerer was destroying your sacred groves.”
 “If Memnet didn’t know, how is it that you felt the sorcerer on the other side of the mountains?”
 “We’re very close now.” There was apparently no answer to Markal’s question. Bronwyn pointed ahead. “There. That is where we will find our enemy.” She untied her helmet from the saddle and rested it on her lap.
 Markal studied where she’d gestured. At first glance, it appeared to be another partly built watchtower, but as the two companions left the company of Veyrian horsemen to cut across the road, it became obvious that this would be a larger fortification. The initial stones of both an outer and an inner curtain had been laid, and workers filled the foundation with rubble. There was a partial ditch or moat, and other spots had been excavated for auxiliary fortifications. When finished, a castle would stand on the spot.
 Markal and Bronwyn trotted up a dirt ramp and between what would become a pair of gatehouses, currently marked only by open pits. Two guards stood with pikes, chatting about some nonsense or another, and they didn’t seem to notice the two riders.
 “Your spell holds,” the paladin said in a low voice when they were past. “Well done, Markal.”
 A wooden palisade guarded what would eventually be an inner courtyard, together with a few temporary-looking buildings made of rough logs. Bronwyn slid from the saddle and pointed to the largest of these buildings. Guards stood in front of the doorway, these ones more alert, but they wore the simple black and red of Veyre, and there was nothing gray about their skin or eyes. Mere soldiers, thank the Brothers.
 Bronwyn dismounted and set off without another gesture or word, and Markal dropped from his horse and followed. There was death inside that building. He could feel it in his bones the same way he’d felt the corruption and pain of the king’s highway outside. Something terrible was going to happen inside.

Get on your horse. Ride for your life. Escape into the forest. There’s nothing more to be done here. 
 But something compelled him forward. He was several paces behind Bronwyn when she reached the two soldiers blocking the door. She drew her sword with a cool, deadly grace. It whipped around from her shoulder.
 The first guard hadn’t hit the ground before she’d cut down the second. The first fell with a groan, and the second didn’t manage even that before he was dead. It was a stunning, merciless attack.
 Bronwyn pushed open the door and stepped inside. Markal came in behind her. She pulled up short and looked about.
 “He’s gone,” she said. “He’s not here at all. I don’t feel him.”
 But that didn’t mean the room was empty. There were two men standing inside. Bronwyn had spoken in a loud, clear voice, and the pair noticed the newcomers. One was dressed in red and black, a gold gorget at his neck, indicating a high rank. The other wore a tunic, rings on his fingers, and a chain with a pendant of green stone.
 “By the Brothers, how have I been deceived?” Bronwyn said. “I felt him here. Didn’t you feel something? Where is he now?”
 Markal grabbed her arm and gestured to the door, signaling that they should make their escape, even as he cast a look at the two men they’d startled on their entrance. The military man drew a long sword with a slight curve at the end. Bronwyn still held Soultrup, and no doubt could hack the man down with little effort. But Markal was only thinking of how to slip away without further bloodshed or notice.
 And then Markal took a closer look at the pair and recognized them both.
 The first was Pasha Malik, the high king’s general in the Western Khalifates. During the past year, when the khalif of Aristonia had buckled under pressure from the east, it was Malik who was the king’s emissary. He had risen from the rank of captain during Veyre’s wars with Sebiana and Delitha and had a reputation for cruelty.
 But it was the second man who made Markal start. He had curly hair and skin the color of wheat, with a sharp nose like an Aristonian, though he appeared much younger than the last time Markal had seen him. For the briefest of moments, Markal thought he was looking at Memnet the Great.
 The sorcerer might not be here in this building, but they’d found someone nearly as important. Markal was staring at the grand architect of the great highway slashing itself from one end of the world to the next.
 It was the high king of Veyre himself. King Toth.
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
 The three apprentices poured their magic into Memnet the Great. The master had been buried in the rich, magical soil of the garden for nearly a month now, until the miraculous had occurred: an entire body had regrown from the wizard’s severed head. But it would take a terrific effort to ultimately bind Memnet’s soul to the new body and bring the entirety of it to life.
 Just when it seemed the thing would be accomplished, Nathaliey felt Chantmer faltering to her right. He held the orb in his hand, and blood was dripping off it as he drew his strength to join with what he’d stored earlier. Then suddenly, doubt seeped out from him, something that might have come from Markal, but was uncharacteristic of Chantmer. What had happened?
 Then she felt it herself. The magic was reversing. It was flowing from the three apprentices not toward Memnet, but into the orb. The blasted thing was going to drain all of their power and leave them nothing.

Chantmer, you fool. 
 Anger boiled up in her, and she was about to break away and preserve what she could, when suddenly, it all rushed out of the orb in a single wave of power. Chantmer staggered back. The spell was finished.
 “What was that?” Nathaliey demanded.
 “I—I don’t know. I couldn’t control the gate.”
 “You mean the direction of the power?”
 “Yes, it wanted to flow downhill, like water. Into the orb, not out of it. I couldn’t stop it.” 
 “So what happened?” she asked.
 Chantmer shook his head. “I really can’t say. The flow of magic flipped about again, and it went out again. I—I don’t know.”
 She was angry now, not just with Chantmer, but with herself. He’d given a glib explanation for how the master’s orb worked. Like a wine bottle stopped up with a cork, as if it could be that easy. Take the cork out, put it back in. Fill and pour. Hardly.
 Chantmer obviously hadn’t mastered its use, and why would she have expected him to? He was no wizard, only an apprentice. Nathaliey should have balked, should have demanded that he hand it over for safekeeping.
 “And where did our power go after it left the orb?” she asked. “Did it flow into the master, or did you bungle that, too?”
 Narud pointed at the ground. “Perhaps we should ask the master?”
 She’d been exhausted by the night of preparation and the summoning of the spell, and frustrated and angry about how it had all played out, and hadn’t even thought to check to see if it had worked. Perhaps she’d never really believed that it would, had suffered her own loss of confidence at the end.
 But Memnet the Great’s eyes were open. He looked up at them from the ground, eyebrows raised.
 “I am struck,” he said, “by how ridiculous this situation must appear. There’s a head poking out of the ground, and three people are standing around it arguing.”
 “You’re awake!” Nathaliey said.
 “And look at you, muttering strange incantations, bleeding from your hands. And then bickering like children. Truly ridiculous. Yes, I am awake. I might have slept a while longer to some advantage.”
 “But did it work?” Chantmer said. “I mean, are you all there now?”
 Memnet frowned in concentration. After a few seconds, his expression relaxed. “Yes, I suppose I am.”
 “You see!” Chantmer told the other two apprentices. “I knew it would work.”
 “If you are referring to my orb, let me caution against exuberance,” the wizard said. “You very nearly drained my entire soul into it at the end. You do realize that, right?”
 Nathaliey couldn’t help her laugh. Chantmer flushed and scowled at her, then turned back to Memnet with a more contrite expression.
 “I didn’t think it would be so difficult, Master.”
 “You thought you’d learn the orb’s secrets in a few weeks of tinkering, did you? But never mind that. There will be time enough to master it in the future.”
 Chantmer nodded sagely. “Yes, of course. I will continue to study and learn.”
 “By future, I mean ten or twenty years from now. You won’t be touching it again any time soon.” Memnet swiveled his eyes from one apprentice to the other. “Well? Are you going to leave me here with my head sticking out of the ground all day?”
 “You want us to cover you up again?” Nathaliey asked.
 “Good heavens, no. I want you to dig me out!”
 The apprentices hiked their robes, dropped to their knees, and began to shovel with their hands as fast as they could until they looked like three badgers pushing dirt between their legs. Someone suggested fetching a spade, but these weren’t potatoes they were digging up, and nobody wanted to be the one to spear the master.
 The efforts attracted attention, and soon the apprentices had two keepers and an acolyte laboring with them. Memnet’s flesh was white and his muscles almost nonexistent as he emerged slowly from the ground. He struggled until he’d free his shoulders and arms, but the effort seemed to exhaust him, and he closed his eyes while the others continued to work. When the diggers reached his waist and legs, Chantmer ordered them to try to wrench the master the rest of the way out. That failed, so they set back to digging.
 At last, only the lower part of Memnet’s legs remained buried in the soil. It was hard to get down that deep, so they grabbed his arms and shoulders and waist and pulled. He came loose with a final tug, popped out of the dark soil like an extracted tooth.
 The wizard lay on his side for several minutes, gasping for air, while the others stood back and waited, recovering their own strength. At last, he lifted to a semi-sitting position and looked himself over.
 “I’m grateful for the dirt. Otherwise I’d look as pale as a grub and dead as a half-rotten corpse.”
 “How do you feel, Master?” Nathaliey asked.
 “More like the corpse than the grub, but a little bit of both, I should think.” He prodded tentatively at his legs and feet. “It all seems to be here, minus the fingernails and toenails, but I suppose those will grow back in time. Lift me up, will you?”
 They all rushed to help him stand, but he couldn’t support himself. In the end, he stood with one arm draped over Narud’s shoulder and the other over Nathaliey’s. His legs trembled, and there was no strength in his arms, either.
 “On second thought,” Memnet said, “the dirt wasn’t so uncomfortable after all. Go ahead and put me back now.” They all stared, uncertain whether or not he was joking, until a deep chuckle rose in his chest. “Look at you all, gaping. Well, then. I suppose it’s time to get to work.”
 He didn’t seem self-conscious about his nakedness, but he was so covered in clods of dirt that it didn’t really matter. Still, it bothered Nathaliey that they hadn’t thought to bring a robe, a flask of wine, or even so much as water for the master to wash his face.
 The apprentices were themselves exhausted from their ordeal, but they weren’t about to turn his care over to others. The gardens had a bathhouse built above a natural hot spring, but it was on the far side of the lake. It took nearly an hour, with frequent rests, for the three to bring Memnet there.
 The climate was mild enough in Aristonia that there was no need to enclose the building against the winter chill, not with the heat continually rising from the pool, and the building was nothing more than an open pavilion with a roof over a single large cedar basin. Steaming water poured in through bamboo pipes, flowed about thirty feet across the basin, and drained through a small channel lined with clay tiles on the opposite side. Memnet took a seat on a large stone above the channel and bent over nearly double. The others filled buckets with hot water and poured them over him. The water ran black as it carried away the dirt.
 When he was at least mostly clean, he made his way into the bath. He eased himself into the water and sat on the bench, letting out a groan that turned into a sigh as the water washed over his shoulders. 
 “Ah, this is much better. By the Brothers, that feels good.” Memnet glanced at them. “Go ahead then, you must be exhausted, too. We have much to discuss, and this is as good a place as any.”
 Soon, the three apprentices had joined their master in the large basin. The heat drew away Nathaliey’s tension, and her mind returned to a calmer, more tranquil place. There was nothing strange for Nathaliey in being the only woman present. It was the custom in Aristonia for families to bathe together, and these three men were like father and brothers to her.
 “Chantmer, where is the orb?” Memnet asked. “In your robes?”
 “Yes, Master.”
 “Good. I will be taking it back, of course.”
 There was a hint of reproval in his tone, and no doubt he would have additional words with Chantmer about the matter. But before Nathaliey could feel too smug, Memnet turned his attention to her.
 “This is a spell you should have called, Nathaliey. The substance of the matter is within your realm of power.” 
 “We had only the night to learn it, and Narud held the words better. It would have been clumsy if I’d done it, the words inarticulate. I’m afraid we’d have failed.”
 “Good that you recognize your weakness, but I wonder at the cause. Failure of concentration, or something else? Give it some thought, and we shall discuss it later.”
 “Yes, Master.”
 “As for you, Narud. Well done.”
 Narud blinked. “Well done? That is all?”
 “Yes, well done.”
 “But I struggled, Master.”
 “Of course you did. This spell was not within your realm of power. It had nothing to do with the natural world, nor the creatures who live on its surface. But you executed it well, nonetheless. The mark of a wizard is his ability to work fluently beyond his realm.” 
 “Thank you,” Narud said.
 “Yes, indeed. It might be time to reconsider your position in the gardens. You cannot remain an apprentice forever, after all.”
 Narud bowed his head modestly, but the other two apprentices exchanged displeased glances. A hot coal of jealousy burned in Nathaliey’s breast. No, jealousy wasn’t quite right. She didn’t envy Narud, so much as criticize her own failure.
 She’d spent hours reading and chanting the incantation Jethro sent from the library. Now, only a couple of hours after she’d stopped repeating it, she couldn’t remember the first word of the blasted thing.

Why couldn’t she hold the incantations in her head? By the Brothers, she’d tried hard enough last night, thrown every bit of concentration and effort into it. Yet, she had failed. 
 Markal would have managed effortlessly, that was the irony. He might already know the spell by heart. Probably read it a couple of times and there it was, ready to recall at a moment’s notice. But its execution would have been another matter. Her friend would have failed as surely as if he’d attempted to take a heap of bones, wagon wheels, and old boards, throw some mud on them, and make them fly like a dragon. 
 “Now let me consider my own failures,” Memnet said. “And my present weakened condition.”
 Some color had come into his face, but when he lifted his thin arms from the water to rest on the edge of the basin, they were the color of the belly of a fish. Almost gray, in fact, like the assassins who’d attacked them in the desert.
 “My first and most obvious failure was allowing the enemy to trick me on the Spice Road. I was arrogant and smug, and it nearly destroyed us all. I will address that shortcoming as I am able. Second, I seem to have missed some critical developments in the outside world. Now that I am lucid, will you share what has occurred since my demise? Nathaliey, you were in the library?”
 “Yes, Master.”
 “Tell me.”
 She explained how she’d gone to Syrmarria to search for information about the assassins. Her studies led her to the Book of Gods. There were missing pages. Memnet stiffened at this, but when she stopped to hear his thoughts, he waved her on. 

He was silent through the explanation of her capture at the hands of Pasha Malik and the details of the flight down the road pursued by wights. When she began to describe the battle at the bridge where Bronwyn drove off the spirits, he stopped her, and Chantmer shared the story of the barbarian paladin, and everything they knew of her. This mainly consisted of how Bronwyn killed one of the keepers, tried to attack Chantmer, and then set off with Markal to search for a so-called sorcerer. And then there was her magical weapon. 
 “What is this red sword, anyway?” Chantmer asked.
 “A relic of the old days,” the master said, “like the oracular tomes or my orb. Creations of the gods during their war against the ancient elements. What this sword does, I cannot say. It is nothing I have heard about. No doubt Markal is considering the matter at length and will have more information when he returns.”
 “But how did the barbarian get it?” Nathaliey pressed.
 “Who knows? Perhaps it was given to her. This Bronwyn of Arvada told you she is a holy warrior from Eriscoba, a paladin. Claimed she is an enemy of the person who is sending the assassins and wights against us. She is seeking the sorcerer, as she says, and was confused by my presence in the gardens. I suspect she is onto the real trail now.”
 “Then the sorcerer is real?” Nathaliey asked.
 “Most assuredly,” Memnet said. “Only a necromancer could gather the souls of the dead and bend them to his will. No doubt he has additional powers equal to, if not greater than, our own.”
 “I’ve never heard of such a person,” Chantmer said. “Who could he possibly be?”
 “Oh, that is the easy part. We all know who he is.”
 Memnet was not above a little bit of theater, and now he leaned back with his head nearly submerged, while the other three looked at each other in confusion. At last, he rose from the water with a smile.
 “We have enemies already, do we not? Rather, they were opponents before, who made themselves hostile when they disagreed with our judgment.”
 “You mean the high king?” Nathaliey began tentatively. “Because of the highway?”
 “Yes, of course. He uses the threat of griffin riders and the drought across the plains to compel the khalifs to surrender sovereignty as he builds his highway. We alone have resisted. Aristonia is not crippled by the drought, and we do not need the king’s armies to protect us from bandits and griffins. But the king wishes to bring the whole of the world, even Aristonia, under his power. That is the way of kings when they begin their wars. And this war has begun.”
 Nathaliey still didn’t understand, and she could see from the confusion in Narud’s and Chantmer’s faces that they didn’t either. “Then the king has found a sorcerer to do his bidding?”
 “King Toth hasn’t found a sorcerer to do his bidding,” Memnet said. “King Toth is the sorcerer.” 
 This pronouncement hung in the air. For a long moment, there was no sound but the flow of water into the bath.
 “That is . . . impossible,” Nathaliey said. “Toth lost his magic when he left the order.” 
 Memnet’s expression turned grim. “Yes, I understand the contradiction inherent in that claim. When my old friend—and he was a friend, not merely a companion in wizardry—ascended the throne, he denounced the magical realms, and his abilities eroded and vanished. One cannot wield power over men and power over the natural forces of the world at the same time. They do not exist within the same realm, and such a thing, were it possible, would lead to a tyranny of wizardry. The laws of nature and of men rebel against it occurring.” 
 “You’ve told us it’s possible and impossible in the same breath,” Chantmer said.
 “Natural magic is impossible for him. But necromancy is a perversion of the natural order. Toth wasn’t evil—I knew the man for many years, and I can swear to his character. I was displeased when he abandoned decades of study to return to what I consider the mundane world, but it is only natural for one man to question the path of another. Toth seemed sincere. I believe he was. When pestilence struck Veyre, he went to the city to use his healing powers. The red death carried off the royal household, and the city fell into chaos. Toth was the only one related to the royal household who the people would accept, a brother of the king’s great-grandfather, who had been much beloved of the people in his day.” 
 “Then what happened to him?” Nathaliey asked. “Why would he do such a thing?”
 “I can only speculate. It probably started with the war against Sebiana.”
 Nathaliey knew this story. After Toth ascended the throne of Veyre, the Sebianan army took advantage of the city’s weakness and invaded. Toth had hurled them from the Veyrian gates, then forced Sebiana to capitulate entirely. Since then, the Sebianans had paid a heavy annual tribute as penance. More than twenty years under this burden had left the rival city weak and decaying, almost a personal possession of the high king.
 “When the Sebianans laid siege to Veyre,” Memnet continued, “King Toth must have dearly wished for his former powers to repel them. He sent for me, begging my help, but I declined to throw my strength behind him, instead attempting to negotiate peace. Perhaps it was a mistake. It would seem that Toth found assistance in other quarters.”
 Not long after the new king’s first war ended, other cities in the Eastern Khalifates began to fall under Veyre’s suzerainty, and Toth began to call himself not merely a khalif, but the high king. A king of kings.
 King Toth seemed overly puffed up to Nathaliey, vainglorious even. That was the way of kings in all lands and times. But she’d never thought his motives evil. Not even when the drought that had held the khalifates in its grip these past five years gave the king pretext to build his highway. The road was ostensibly to protect the land from marauders and griffin riders, to bring food from the green lands on the other side of the mountains, but as the Tothian Way spread west, year by year, so did Toth’s power over the cities of the plains. The boast of being the high king was no longer mere puffery.
 “Master, did you know already?” Narud asked.
 “That my old companion had delved into the dark arts?” Memnet lifted himself partway from the water. “No, my friends. I am ashamed to say that I did not. I no longer trusted him, and I knew that Aristonia would suffer should the high king’s road pass through these lands. But I didn’t suspect him of necromancy. I have been blind.”
 “And now?” Nathaliey asked. “What do you make of it?”
 A shake of the head. “I don’t know the extent of his strength, but it’s obviously significant. He controls the souls of the dead—that is not something to be done lightly. He has assassins who can baffle and defeat our magic. They might even find the gardens if they are determined. And yet . . .”
 Nathaliey seized on this. “And yet?”
 “He has not been able to finish his business, has he? I am still alive. You are all still alive. And while I slept, a paladin and four apprentices fended off an attack. I expect another assault—very soon, in fact, and of increased ferocity—but we now recognize our enemy. We are not defenseless.”
 “And now you have returned,” Chantmer said. “You’ll crush this sorcerer and send his miserable soul to the Harvester, where it belongs.”
 “Me? No, my powers are crippled and may be for some extended period of time.”
 “What are you saying?” Nathaliey asked.
 “Simply this. If the enemy returns, I can guide and advise, but you must defend these gardens yourselves.”
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 Unlike Pasha Malik, who stared warily at Bronwyn without seeming to notice the second intruder in the room, King Toth’s eyes found Markal’s and held them. It was a compelling gaze, not unlike the master’s, and Markal found it hard to look away. A smile crossed the king’s face, an acknowledgment, and a promise.

You will be dealt with in time. 
 Then the king looked back to Bronwyn. “You have returned the sword.”
 She didn’t look at him. Her eyes focused on the pasha, fixed in place, not noticing her surroundings. When fighting wights on the bridge, and again when battling the marauder in the road, she’d seemed to take in everything in a glance, seeing threats from all sides. There was something wrong with the intense focus on her face.
 It was a ward or sorcerous device. Magic in this room affecting her. Something she’d been unable to batter through as she’d done with the protective spells of the gardens. The sorcerer must be near, must have anticipated her arrival. But where?
 The pasha had drawn his sword and remained at the king’s side. But now Toth nodded at him. “Kill the barbarian.”
 Malik frowned. “But the sword. You said—”
 “Kill her!”
 Malik was renowned as a swordsman who rode personally at the head of his troops, but he didn’t attack at once, instead studying his opponent warily. She studied Pasha Malik in turn, seeming to recognize a worthy foe. Neither paid the king or the apprentice any attention.
 Markal found his voice. “No, Bronwyn. Not this one.”
 She didn’t acknowledge him, but took a step toward her opponent. Soultrup shifted in her hands. It was a living, moving thing.
 “Listen to me,” he urged. “You don’t want Malik’s soul in the sword. By the Brothers, you’ll have a fight if you do.”
 “She doesn’t hear you,” the king said. “You are as beneath her notice as the spiders in the rafters.”
 Markal grabbed Bronwyn’s arm. The paladin shoved him with a shoulder, and he flew back. Before he could regain his balance, she sprang at her enemy. Pasha Malik had been readying himself, but her attack was so swift that he barely raised his blade up in time. She drove his weapon down, but he ducked beneath the blow and came up swinging.
 And then the two were fighting in a fury of clashing swords, shouts, attempts to drive the other back, to fight free or pin the enemy against the wall. Bronwyn fought in silence, but Malik cried out in fury every time he closed for an attack. He was a strong swordsman, but he couldn’t get past the paladin’s defenses, and she nearly caught him with a brutal counterattack before he battled his way clear.
 And then she drew blood. It was only a nick on the arm, but he staggered back toward the king. Toth had stood passively, but now he scrambled aside as Bronwyn came forward, swinging at Malik.
 The furious combat had momentarily distracted Markal, but he had a sudden moment of clarity. Finally, he understood. Yes, the necromancer was near. Very, very near.
 “It’s the king!” he shouted. “Kill the king.”
 Bronwyn’s eyes had a glazed, almost drunk look. “What?”
 “King Toth is the sorcerer. Strike him down!”
 She looked around, as if seeing her surroundings for the first time. Her eyes swept past the king. Markal searched for a spell that would dissipate the cloud that seemed to have come over her mind, but could find nothing he was capable of raising.
 Malik used his opponent’s momentary distraction to hurl himself back into the fight. Bronwyn, her golden braid swinging about as she blocked and dodged, fell back before a flurry of blows. For a moment, it seemed as though she’d be overwhelmed, but she quickly regained the initiative. In an instant, she went from the defensive to battering her enemy while he fought desperately to turn aside her blows. Bronwyn drew blood a second time, this time a cut across Malik’s upper thigh.
 Two soldiers burst into the room, perhaps drawn by the noise. They rushed past Markal, drawing swords as they charged in. Markal stuck out his foot and sent one of them sprawling. The other man leaped into the fray with a cry.
 Bronwyn turned, blocked his blow, and brought Soultrup around in a devastating counterattack. The sword caught the soldier across the neck. He fell dead. She leaped over his body and thrust her sword tip into the second man’s back before he could rise from where Markal had tripped him. He cried out in pain as she jerked the sword out again.
 Malik tried to take advantage of her distraction, but he was tired and wounded, and the paladin was ready for him by the time he returned to the fight. She smashed against his sword and drove him to his knees.
 “Don’t kill him!” Markal cried as she lifted her weapon.
 “Help me!” the pasha cried. “My lord!”
 King Toth lifted his hand. Malik cried out and clutched his wounded thigh. Blood streamed between his fingers. The second guard, grievously wounded, but not yet dead, writhed in agony. Magical power swirled around the king. He was drawing it from his injured men.
 “Markal,” Bronwyn said. She took a step back. “He is here. I feel him now. Where? By the Brothers, where is he? Where is the sorcerer?” 
 “Right in front of you! It’s the king. Swing your sword. Quickly!”
 She stared past King Toth, clearly not seeing him, but she readied her stance, stopping only to shove her boot at Pasha Malik’s chest when he struggled to regain his feet. The pasha fell away. Bronwyn pulled back her sword to swing.
 If there was any remaining doubt, it vanished when King Toth lifted his hands. He muttered words, dark and oily, that made Markal’s flesh crawl. The air blackened in front of him. It struck Bronwyn and threw her back.
 She recovered quickly. Physically, anyway. There was a wild, confused light in her eyes, and Markal cried out in despair, trying to grab her around the waist as she turned her attention back to the pasha. Malik regained his feet. He hefted his sword and staggered toward the paladin. She wrenched free from Markal and swung her sword at Malik as he approached.
 The blow cut past her enemy’s sword and hacked into his neck. He went down, spurting blood. Dead.
 The instant Bronwyn rose again, her eyes were clear, and horror spread across her face. For the first time, her gaze fell upon the king. Rage replaced her confusion. She let out a cry and took a step toward him. Doubt flickered in Toth’s eyes. But Soultrup began to struggle in her hands as she lifted it to attack. In an instant, she was turned around, and she swung wildly toward Markal, sending him scurrying back to flatten against the wall.
 “Bronwyn! Fight it.”
 “I—I can’t! It’s the pasha—he’s got it now.”
 “By the Brothers, you are a paladin of Eriscoba. You can do it.”
 Bronwyn spun back toward the sorcerer. She lifted the sword with a cry, momentarily in control. Soultrup twisted in her hands, bending and curving as if it were a living thing. It slipped from her grasp and fell to the ground. She bent for it, but it rolled away.
 The door burst open, and more soldiers poured into the room. There were six this time, panting, raised by some alarm. They’d already drawn swords, and if they’d come right at Bronwyn, she’d have been finished. But they stopped to take in the scene in front of them: two dead guards, their pasha slaughtered, the high king standing to one side, a barbarian struggling to pick up a massive two-handed sword. And still, nobody saw Markal.
 “Bronwyn!” he warned.
 She danced backward as the first, most alert of the guards came at her. She nearly tripped over Malik’s body, and grabbed the first thing she could find. It wasn’t Soultrup, but the pasha’s own sword, with its long blade curved at the tip. In a moment, she was fighting all six men.
 Because Soultrup was out of her hands and she was already tired from her fight, Markal expected her to fall at once. But she wounded the first attacker and killed the second before her enemies had a chance to regroup. Two more men entered the room as the survivors from the first group tried to encircle her.
 One of the newcomers tried to push his way into the fight, but the other spotted Soultrup, which was almost pulsing with red. His eyes widened, and he dropped his weapon and bent for the red sword.
 “Do not touch it!” the king roared.
 The soldier paid Toth no attention. There was something about the sword that seemed to compel him, and soon his hands closed around the hilt. Markal saw the thing as nothing but a malignancy. Pasha Malik’s soul was trapped inside now, and he’d thrown his strength to Bronwyn’s enemies. Already, control had been tenuous; what chance did Bronwyn have now? It had been turned to evil purposes, and it would be deadly in the soldier’s hands.
 But Markal understood at once why the king wanted the sword left alone. If the Veyrian soldier picked it up and killed Bronwyn, her soul would join her brother’s in the fight to control the weapon. The sword might be turned once more.
 The soldier lifted the weapon with a triumphant cry. The king lifted his hands, eyes flashing with rage. The wounded cried out in agony as he drew their pain.
 Meanwhile, Bronwyn was still on her feet, still uninjured, but tiring. She was more than a match for any one of these men, but without Soultrup, it was only a matter of time.
 Now was Markal’s chance. Quickly, while the king was distracted.

Put Bronwyn’s opponents to sleep. 
 It was the only spell Markal could think of. He’d cast it earlier that day, and a second casting would be weaker—especially with his exhausted condition—but it was a spell he could manage, and if he made their enemies sluggish, they might yet escape. He put his hands palm down and drew his strength.
 Or tried. There was nothing left. He was drained. Not so much as a single drop of blood rose to the surface.

By the Brothers. You can do it. 
 A spear of shadow thrust from the king’s hands. It struck the wayward Veyrian soldier in the chest and threw him across the room. The soldier’s face twisted in anguish, and the flesh seemed to be sucked out of his body as he hit the wall. He slumped facedown, a withered husk. The sword clattered at Markal’s feet. The king staggered backward, weakened by the effect of his own magic.
 Bronwyn cried out in pain. One of the swordsmen had got past her defenses and cut her right arm. She ducked from another attacker, but this one struck her a terrific blow on the breastplate and knocked her against the wall. Her sword fell from her wounded arm. The enemy swarmed her, and she went down. Sword points stabbed again and again. Bronwyn cried out once more, then fell silent as they continued thrusting. Markal stared in horror.
 Soultrup lay at Markal’s feet, vibrating. Shadows curled along the surface like black mist rising from water. It was the remainder of the king’s sorcerous power, bleeding away. He snatched up the sword and ran for the door.
 “Stop him!” the king cried.
 Soultrup moved and twisted in Markal’s hands like a snake. For a moment it was a snake, writhing, biting, sinking its fangs into his hand. He nearly dropped it. There were voices, too. 

Throw me down. 
 No, you must fall on the sword. Let it take your soul.
 Do not listen to them.
 You will die, boy.
 Worship me.
 A hundred voices, most of which never rose above an incoherent wail. The Harvester take him; how many were there? Above them, came a calm, sane voice. For a moment he thought it was Bronwyn, but then he remembered seeing her fall to the Veyrian soldiers while Soultrup lay smoking at his feet. But it was a voice very much like hers, calm and yet commanding at the same time.

Hurry, Markal. There isn’t much time. 
 More Veyrians came running. Other soldiers staggered, bleeding, from the building at his back. There was confused shouting, and King Toth was pushing through them, trying to get outside.
 Yet nobody seemed to see Markal. Was it the remnants of his spell, the red sword itself, or something else entirely? He didn’t know, but there was his mare, still standing next to Bronwyn’s horse. Nobody paid either animal any attention.
 He gained the saddle even as the confusion gathered all around. Soultrup kept fighting him, but he got control long enough to thrust it into his saddlebag. The tip speared out the bottom. Soldiers kept appearing, now joined by laborers with mallets or stones wielded as brickbats. He turned the horse toward the gates, certain he would be swarmed, but nobody challenged him.
 A warning tickle raised the hairs on the back of his neck, and he turned to see the king standing apart from his men, some of whom had started staggering toward Markal as his horse broke into a trot. Toth raised his hands and pointed. Men cried out as a lance of shadow formed at the king’s hands. Once again, Toth was drawing pain from his own men. He hurled the shadowy lance toward Markal, who braced himself to be torn apart.
 But the distance was too great. Or perhaps the king, powerful as he was, had spent too much of his power. It lost strength as it flew, and was like a blast of sandy wind driven off the desert when it hit. When the attack passed, Markal felt nauseated, but remained in the saddle. The horse picked up speed as they cleared the gates and ran down the dirt path toward the king’s road, some twenty yards distant.
 As Markal reached the road, workers and soldiers turned away, their attention dragged elsewhere. Even donkeys pulling carts shied away.
 It must be his spell from earlier, still hanging about him. It had to be. It was stronger than he’d thought, but by all that was holy, why had the magic failed him at the last moment? He’d needed one last incantation, one last surge of strength to make the enemy soldiers weaken before they overwhelmed Bronwyn. He hadn’t managed, and now she was dead. He’d seen the sword thrusts, heard her dying cry.
 He angrily fought down the lump of pain in his throat and the tears that came to his eyes. He had no time for it, couldn’t afford to lay blame on himself, not now. He had to escape with the sword before it fell into Toth’s hands. That was his only purpose now.
 Markal galloped up the road. He was tempted to touch the sword hilt to see what it said. Blood of the Path, that would be stupid.
 Instead, he rode for a quarter of a mile or so, then cut left, toward the forest. There was a natural opening in the trees, not very wide, but enough to allow horse and rider through. No doubt he’d have to make his way on foot at some point, but the longer he could ride, the better.
 He picked his way along for nearly an hour before he smelled smoke filtering through the damp green woods. Soon, the air was thick with it, and the roar of crackling and splitting trees drowned out all sound.
 It seemed the enemy was hunting him with fire.
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 The fire drew closer for a half hour, until Markal was afraid he’d have to abandon his poor horse to outrun the flames on foot, but then he happened upon a deer trail. He picked up speed, and the choking smoke receded.
 The horse was trembling and exhausted when he stopped at a stream an hour later to let it drink. He took a little wine and ate a piece of cheese. He was almost faint with exhaustion and hunger, and the food and drink helped.
 He patted his mare on the neck. “There, you’ll be all right. I think we’ve escaped—not like our friends, eh? At least your friend is still alive. Probably doomed to carry some arrogant pasha, but it’s a warhorse, and they’re too valuable to pull a cart.” 
 Markal wasn’t Narud—he couldn’t communicate directly to the mare—but speaking aloud calmed him. He was still alive, and that was a start.
 He eyed Soultrup. The sword tip had worked further through the hole in the bottom of the saddlebag. He couldn’t wait much longer or it might slip through entirely. No doubt the cursed thing was purposefully working to saw itself free.
 Markal found a spare shirt in the opposite bag, wrapped it around his hand, and gingerly touched Soultrup’s hilt. Nothing, not even a whisper. He lifted it out and set it on the ground. It wasn’t gleaming red, but dried blood caked the surface, making it look ugly and vicious. He found a needle and thread in Bronwyn’s gear and stitched up the hole in the leather saddlebag.
 “That should keep my supplies from falling out,” he said. “Now what about the blasted sword?”
 The horse had calmed a little, and found a patch of weeds sprouting where the forest opened to let a shaft of daylight to the forest floor. It looked up from cropping at the plants.
 “Go ahead,” he told it. “Don’t let me disturb your supper.”
 Markal drank the rest of the wine from the skin, then tore the spare shirt into strips. Using the empty wineskin like a mitten to hold the sword while he worked, he wrapped the linen strips around the blade until he had it covered in a makeshift scabbard. Then he used a length of rope to tie it to the saddlebags. It would be more secure there, so long as he didn’t do something stupid like reach out to touch the hilt.
 “Ready to go?” he asked the horse. “You’re tired—I won’t make you carry me—but if I can walk, so can you. Come on, we’ve got a long journey ahead of us.”
 It was late afternoon, and he didn’t want to spend the night in the forest. He remembered a small brook that cut through the forest, and he guessed it connected with Blossom Creek. Did this stream lead to the larger brook? If so, he could find the brook, follow it by moonlight until he reached open country, and from there locate Blossom Creek. That would lead him home.
 But shortly, the stream fell over a series of cataracts that he couldn’t descend. When he tried to go around, he lost its path. It was soon late afternoon, and the light flickering through the forest canopy turned dim, spreading a carpet of shadows across the forest floor. Markal kept groping forward looking for the stream, but growing increasingly frustrated.
 Suddenly, the hairs stood up on the back of his neck and arms. He grabbed the horse’s reins.
 There was something moving off somewhere to his right. He couldn’t see it, and it made no sound that rose above the chatter of birds, but when he turned his head, the breeze carried the sharp tang of magic. It was distant yet, but definitely there. The horse shivered and tossed its head.
 “Quiet now,” he whispered.
 Moving more carefully, his senses on high alert, Markal bent to the left. He needed to go generally right, in a southeasterly direction, but he couldn’t do that until he got around whatever he was sensing. Unfortunately, that course carried him back toward the Tothian Way, and when the wind shifted again, he smelled smoke.
 It was then that he stumbled across the brook, burbling along. Never mind the small stream he’d been searching for earlier, he’d found its destination and could follow it out of the forest. There was better light here, too, and a gravel riverbank to follow. He urged the horse to hurry so he could take advantage of the dying sunlight.
 A crash in the brush and movement to his left caught his attention. He froze and listened for voices, but heard nothing. But it wasn’t his imagination—the bushes were still quivering. It must be an animal.
 As if to confirm his thoughts, a snarl rumbled from the brush. By the Brothers, a wolf? There were no wolves native to Aristonia, although nearby khalifates had seen starving packs come in off the drought-stricken northern highlands. It could be that. But what of the scent of magic he’d caught earlier? This might be no ordinary predator.
 The horse was trembling violently, and he loosened his grip on the reins. It pulled him into motion. They’d traveled at least a dozen miles since dawn, but the horse had plenty of energy now that they were threatened. Markal trotted to keep up.
 The beast kept pace in the trees and brush at their left. Every once in a while, a long shadow showed itself, and when he paused to catch his breath, there was another growl, more sinister sounding. Finally, man and horse came around a bend in the creek to find a large shape blocking their way.
 At first glance, it looked like a massive wolf, nearly the size of a lion, but when it stared at them, eyes gleaming in the darkness, there was something strange about the head. No, not a wolf. A dog. A wolfhound. A huge animal with massive jaws. There was cunning intelligence in its eyes and magic hanging about its body that mingled with its musky scent.
 Markal’s heart pounded in fear. He jerked the horse’s reins and crossed the brook to get away from the beast and onto the far bank. It splashed after them, and he whirled, lifting his arms to protect his face and neck, but it didn’t spring at him. Instead it veered into the brush and vanished.
 The right bank was steeper, with large gnarled trees bent over the water, and he could no longer easily follow the brook. He brought the horse up the bank and into the woods, and soon couldn’t hear the gurgling water. Only his sharp eyes allowed them to move forward at all, as it was now quite dark.
 The enormous dog was on the move again. Twice, it came crashing along in the brush, once from the left, the other time keeping pace to the right. A sinister growl sounded deep in its chest. Markal had been following another deer path, but suddenly a fallen tree blocked their way, and standing on it was the dog. It snarled and sprang at him.
 Somehow, both Markal and his horse got into the trees and left the dog behind. It was toying with them. No, it was driving them. North and west instead of south and east. The sorcerer must have sent the creature to track Markal down and force him back toward danger. 
 Markal tried several times to push in the opposite direction, but every time he did so, the dog came snarling out of the brush to drive them back on course. He must have retraced most of his steps by now, although the prevailing wind pushed the smoke away, so it was hard to tell for sure. Once, Markal tried to raise magic to drive the animal away, but he still had nothing.
 And then, moonlight. Markal and his mare came staggering out of the woods and into an open, grassy valley. Where the blazes was he?
 The dog emerged from the woods behind them, pacing back and forth and growling when Markal tried to retreat to the forest. He thought briefly about mounting the horse and making a run for it, but there was no way the mare could carry him, as tired as it was. His eyes fell on the sword. What if he tore off the linen strips and swung it at the dog? No, that was madness.
 Markal felt suddenly compelled to look over his shoulder and away from the animal. There was nothing there. When he turned back around, the dog was gone. In his place was a man standing naked beneath the gibbous moon. Narud.
 “You!” Markal said. Relief flooded through him. “That was you all along?”
 Narud cocked his head. “What a strange sensation. My mind was clear enough, but I couldn’t seem to control my thoughts. It was . . . different.” 
 “Blood of the Path, what were you doing?”
 “You wouldn’t believe the smells. I sensed the horse at two miles, you at a mile. It’s like seeing something right in front of your face, only it’s a scent. Come on.”
 “Narud, will you explain yourself? I’m exhausted and have no time for games. Where are we?”
 “Agria. Don’t you recognize it? You came through here yesterday—can’t you smell it? And the barbarian. She was here with you. I can smell her, too.”
 “How is that possible? Isn’t Agria in . . . ?”
 Markal started to point in the direction he’d been trying to travel, but caught a glimpse of the position of the moon and the stars in the sky. They were all wrong, and he felt spun around and disoriented. He cursed.
 “I don’t know where you thought you were going,” Narud said, “but you were following some stream that was going to take you north to the king’s highway. Markal, he’s a wizard. King Toth is a sorcerer, a necromancer. It was him all along.”
 “I know.” Markal felt suddenly weary and depressed.
 “Where is Bronwyn now? I smelled blood on the sword, but it’s not the paladin’s. Was she captured?”
 “She’s gone, Narud. She slew Pasha Malik, but couldn’t get to the king. Then Veyrian soldiers overwhelmed her. Thank the Brothers I recovered her weapon. It has turned against us.”
 “I see.” Narud’s voice was grim, and for a long moment, neither man spoke. “The master is awake, Markal.”
 “Ah, so that’s how you shifted to a dog. Memnet did it.”
 “Memnet is weak, recovering. No, it was another wizard who turned me.”
 “Another wizard? Who?” Markal asked, bewildered.
 “Come on, we have to hurry. I was pushing you, forcing you through the woods. There are enemies searching for you, and there’s no time to waste. That’s why I menaced you back there—I had to make you think I’d tear your throat out or you’d have stopped moving.”
 “You couldn’t have found some other way to communicate? Use your paw to scratch a message in the dirt or something? Bark and stare in the right direction? Hell, even sniff my crotch in a friendly way?”
 “It doesn’t work that way,” Narud said solemnly. “My thoughts were not so coherent. You should try being a dog sometime and you’ll see what I mean.”
 “No, thanks.”
 “Listen to me, Markal, the enemy is going to find your earlier trail and track you back to the gardens. And it will be men this time, and maybe even the sorcerer. We have to get back and prepare the defenses.”
 “All right, I get it. Come on.”
 They soon reached the abandoned village of Agria. Now that Markal knew what had become of the villagers, enslaved to work for the high king, the place had a dismal, forlorn air. The huts and cottages looked like tombstones beneath the moonlight, a long row of them on either side of the rutted path that served as the village road.
 They stopped long enough to break into a crofter’s hut and steal a pair of worn sandals for Narud and a tunic to throw over his naked body. Narud was more taciturn than the other three apprentices, preferring the company of sparrows and earthworms to humans, but tonight he was energized by his transformation into a dog. In spite of the danger and their haste to return to the gardens, he couldn’t stop sharing observations: what things smelled like, how his sight differed, what it meant to think like a dog, the thrill of running flat out.
 “Next time, I’ll try something different,” Narud said. “There’s no end to it—you only need a slight modification of the incantation. I could turn into a hedgehog if I wanted, or a badger. How about a meadow vole? Imagine what that would be like. Such bright, sharp thoughts, although regrettably, not very clever.”
 “Not much point in it,” Markal said, “unless you fancy being scooped up by an owl.”
 “Very well then, I’ll turn myself into the owl. Surely you can see the value of that.” Narud frowned. “Of course, that might take more power, I’m not sure. It took plenty to manage a dog, I can tell you that.”
 Markal’s exhaustion had only grown with Narud’s appearance. He’d been as taut as a bowstring during the flight from the wolfhound, and with the dissipation of that energy, he felt every mile he’d walked. He was footsore, muscles aching, body demanding sleep to recover from the expenditure of magic. He’d been happy enough to let Narud prattle on, but now he studied his companion.
 “Yes, about that power. Who is this other wizard? Someone from Memnet’s old order? How did he find us?”
 The corner of Narud’s mouth lifted mischievously. “Quite strange. I never expected it. Thought it would be Chantmer or Nathaliey. I’ll bet you did, too.”
 “Narud, I am too tired for this. Will you stop babbling and tell me straight out so I can put my thoughts to other matters?”
 “Would you believe that I’m the wizard? It’s me, Markal! Of course, I have decades yet of study ahead of me, but I’m no longer an apprentice. Memnet proclaimed it. I’m really a wizard.” 
 Narud explained how he’d worked with Chantmer and Nathaliey to master a spell Jethro sent them from the library, but Markal scarcely paid attention. He fought down an annoyed shrug. So what? Why should it take all three of them an entire night?
 Bringing up the magic to do it was another matter entirely. Markal didn’t know the spell in question (though he was sure he could hold the thing in his head after an hour or two of intense study), but guessed at its classification. An impressive feat for three apprentices to gather the power. Even more impressive for the one who channeled it. That was Narud. The master had apparently been impressed, too. Raised from the dead—who wouldn’t find that impressive? 
 But what did it mean? Memnet could proclaim Narud a wizard, but that didn’t make him more powerful, any more than placing a crown on a man’s head made him more wise and kingly. King Toth’s horrific turn to necromancy attested to that. Declaring Narud a full-fledged wizard wouldn’t fill the former apprentice’s head with more arcana, nor raise the blood any faster to his pores. It wouldn’t make the incantations any less slippery in his mind or on his tongue.
 And what did it mean for the other three apprentices? Were they supposed to defer to Narud now? That was hard to imagine. Never mind Chantmer’s pride, Nathaliey’s self-confidence, or Markal’s own knowledge, for that matter, Narud lacked the authority to impose his will.
 So he was a wizard. When it came to it, weren’t they all wizards, after a fashion? To an outsider, even an archivist like Jethro had the ability to come and go without being seen, to muddle the thoughts of enemies, and to read books that would not even open for other men and women. That was wizardry. 
 So why should it matter that Memnet had given Narud a title? And yet it did matter. Markal could not convince himself otherwise. Narud had changed himself into a dog, a clear manifestation of power. Perhaps he wasn’t a great wizard like Memnet yet, but he was a wizard nonetheless.
 How long for the others? That’s right, it wasn’t only Narud. Clearly, Chantmer and Nathaliey were on the cusp of such a transition themselves. None of the three would rival Memnet the Great, but they would earn the right to stand by his side.
 And Markal? Relegated to the libraries. Of course he would be.
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
 Nathaliey was working at the north gate just after dawn when Markal and Narud appeared leading an exhausted, stumbling horse. She was relieved to see them both, but especially Markal, and she threw her arms around his neck before she remembered herself. He returned a weary smile.
 “I was worried,” she said. “I have to admit I—wait, where is the paladin?”
 His smile vanished. “Bronwyn fell.”
 The news was a blow, and it was all Nathaliey could do not to stagger back. But fresh hope rose when her eyes fell on the long, straight sword tied to the saddlebags. Its scabbard was gone, and someone had wrapped it in linen strips, but there was no doubt it was the same weapon.
 “Don’t touch it!” he said sharply as she reached for the hilt.
 She jerked back her hand. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
 “It is not under our power.” His tone was frightened; the weapon seemed to terrify him.
 Nathaliey dragged her eyes away. “And the sorcerer?”
 “Still alive.”
 “I see.”
 The paladin dead, the sword turned against them. Markal’s journey had been a disaster, but at least he was alive. She was grateful for that much.
 They left the horse at the stables, where one of the hands led the exhausted animal in to be groomed, fed, and watered. They emptied the saddlebags, but left the sword attached. Narud carried the bags by the leather strap so no one would have to touch the weapon. The three of them entered the gardens and crossed toward the Golden Pavilion, where the master was meditating with Chantmer.
 As they walked, Markal shared the details of the disastrous assault on King Toth. Bronwyn had killed Pasha Malik, but at the cost of her own life and the loss of Soultrup. Markal seemed bitter about his own failures.
 “None of this is your fault,” Nathaliey told him. “Bronwyn wanted to confront him, and you couldn’t have stopped her.”
 “But if I’d been stronger, I could have helped.”
 “You kept Soultrup from the enemy. That is something.”
 “I suppose.” Markal paused. “Your father returned to Syrmarria?”
 “He left last night. The khalif has bowed his head to the high king and allowed Veyrians to occupy the city. My father is a vizier and now subject to King Toth’s whims. He had no choice.”
 “Kandibar will leave a trail. One more path for the enemy to find us.”
 “I know that,” Nathaliey said. “But if we get him back to the palace, he could be of use.”
 Markal looked doubtful at this, and to be honest, that hadn’t been her primary motivation. They already had eyes and ears in the palace in the form of Jethro, Karla, and the other archivists. But it was a kindness to return her father to Syrmarria. His actions constituted treason, and if he were caught, the torturers would get first claim on his body before he was killed.
 It was a beautiful day in the gardens, and the air was filled with buzzing honeybees, the scent of flowers, and a cooling breeze that sighed through the boughs of the peach and cherry trees. But though the flagstone paths were solid beneath her feet, it felt as though she were walking over rotting timbers. Every step threatened to break through.
 The oldest runes in the garden, those grown into the trunks of ancient oaks and carved in the stone beneath creeping tendrils of ivy, seemed fragile and faded. Nathaliey paused and ran her fingers over a stone pillar carved with three entwined snakes. The pillar was a sentinel, and its runes a powerful defense. But the snakes had almost retreated into the stone, the scales worn away, the heads and bodies undetectable except by touch.
 “I don’t understand,” she said, hurrying to catch up to the others. “I could see the snakes a few weeks ago. They must have been there for generations. Why now?”
 “That stone was placed by an old order of wizards,” Markal said. “Memnet was its last member. When he was killed, it began to disappear. A few more weeks and it would have been gone entirely.”
 “Then we should be able to reclaim the old magic,” she said. “As Memnet recovers, the defenses should strengthen. We only need to turn aside the enemy for a few more weeks and all will be right again.”
 “Ah, yes,” Markal said. “Merely that.” He patted Narud’s shoulder. “Good thing we have a second wizard, right? Otherwise, we’d be doomed.”
 She thought Markal’s comment unfair. Good thing Narud wasn’t insecure about his abilities, because that surely would have set off a crippling sequence of doubts. Instead, he merely looked thoughtful.
 “Anyway,” Markal said, looking thoughtful himself, as if regretting his words, “our defenses can be strengthened. The more time we have, the better, but we’re not helpless, even now.”
 The prayer bell rang from the shrine as they left the woods. The deep, sonorous note rolled across the open space between the lake and the forest. It rang a second time, and then a third.
 The Golden Pavilion gleamed on the edge of the lake, beckoning, and the three companions quickened their pace as they approached. The sound of chanting voices carried through the air. Narud set the empty saddlebags holding the sword at the base of the pavilion, and the three of them climbed the stairs.
 Memnet and Chantmer faced each other cross-legged on the raised platform in front of the prayer bell. The seven acolytes sat in a circle around them, except for the one who had been ringing the bell, who stood poised with the beam to ring it again. The others chanted a mantra of tranquility and protection.

Here we are, Nathaliey thought. Gathered to protect our order from destruction. Will it be enough? 
#
 The garden had been strengthening Markal as he crossed its sunlit paths and green meadows, and the chiming bell now raised his spirits. It rang one more time after he had scaled the steps with his two companions. And there he was, Memnet the Great, sitting with Chantmer, the pair surrounded by acolytes. It was a scene that had played out hundreds of times, but seemed almost startling in its normalcy after the past weeks of violence and struggle.
 Memnet opened his eyes as the ringing dissipated and smiled at Markal. “Well met, friend.”
 “Master. I am so happy to see you awake.”
 “Awake, but rather enfeebled, alas.”
 “You look like an emaciated corpse, frankly.”
 Chantmer scowled at this, but Memnet chuckled. “That is probably understating it, unless said dead person had first fallen into a deep, sunless cave and starved to death.”
 “Bronwyn was killed, Master.”
 “I sensed you and Narud entering alone and guessed as much. Still, it is a blow. Come, all of you. Sit down.” He shook his head as the acolytes parted, and the three newcomers began to take their seats. “Not there, Narud. You will sit by my side.”
 “Yes, Master.” Narud slid over.
 “Listen, all of you,” Memnet said. His voice was quiet, barely above a whisper, yet there was something penetrating about it. “Mistakes have been made. No, let me take responsibility. I have made mistakes. Yet you have persevered, hiding the gardens, searching for new information, and fighting off enemy attacks in my absence. Well done, all of you.” 
 There were a few murmurs at this.
 “Our defenses held, but they are weakened. Perhaps fatally. The enemy, in his restless searching, has never found this place. A month ago, I’d have said no enemy ever could. Now I believe it is only a matter of time. Perhaps days. He moves unopposed through the land, and he commands the spirits of the dead. They, too, are sniffing for us. The wards that protect this garden are insufficient. They will fail. They have already failed.” 
 “What can we do?” Nathaliey said. A rough edge of frustration marred her tone. “We could work day and night and it wouldn’t be enough. We need more time.”
 “Time is something we don’t have,” Memnet said. “The enemy is too close. He’ll surely discover us and throw his full might against our walls. Meanwhile, we’ll do what we can to keep the gardens hidden as long as we can. Every hour, every day is important.”
 A thought that had been planted in Markal’s mind upon his flight from the high king now bloomed in full. “What if we were to abandon our attempts to hide?”
 “Don’t be absurd,” Chantmer said. “If we do that, the enemy will be at our throat.”
 “The master says that is inevitable.”
 “Are you saying we should invite them in?”
 “Yes, exactly that.”
 Memnet studied Markal. “Why do you say that?”
 “The sorcerer is a formidable foe,” Markal said. “His magic has burned a gash in the Sacred Forest. You would have to see it to appreciate the destruction. Then there are the wights. That’s magical power, but Toth also commands an army of Veyrians. And he’s only growing stronger.”
 Chantmer shook his head. “And you want us to reveal ourselves? The Veyrian army is three days’ march from here. There is some untold number of wights ready to swarm us. And these gray-faced warriors—you forgot about them. What happens when they arrive together, with the high king among them, raising his sorcery?”
 “Patience, Chantmer,” Memnet said. “Go on, Markal.”
 Chantmer had raised a good point. Markal was more uncertain now, and licked his lips as he glanced at Narud and Nathaliey and then the acolytes, all of whom were studying him with some mixture of worry and hope.
 “King Toth is overeager,” Markal said. “That is his weakness. His reach exceeds his grasp. We can turn that against him.”
 “Your evidence, Markal?” Memnet asked.
 He explained. The order had been blind to the threat developing to the north. Toth had not only concealed his true nature, but his road-building effort was more advanced than they’d guessed. The high king had been entirely successful to date, so why hadn’t he continued until his efforts were discovered, and then attack Memnet? Why had he sent assassins to kill the master on the Spice Road? 
 “An attack of opportunity,” Memnet said. “Nathaliey and I were outside the gardens and vulnerable.”
 “She escaped, though, and escaped again when Pasha Malik had her thrown into the dungeons,” Markal said. “When Bronwyn failed to kill Toth, the high king still did not secure the sword. He is not invincible.”
 “You caught him by surprise,” Memnet said. “You salvaged a small victory through luck. Even then, the paladin is dead, the sword turned against us.”
 “I escaped into the woods, but King Toth found my trail,” Markal continued. “He tried to burn me out. I was tired, I thought I’d escaped. He had every opportunity to catch me, but he threw fire at me. With more caution, he would have snared me, but I smelled smoke, and I got away. And that was on top of an error he made killing one of his soldiers, who tried to pick up the red sword. He used excessive force, and didn’t have enough magic to finish me before I escaped.
 “My point is, I would be dead if not for the sorcerer’s errors. We all would be. King Toth lunges too hard and too fast. That is his weakness, and I see no reason we couldn’t encourage it.”
 “I think I understand,” Nathaliey said. “May I speak, Master?”
 Memnet nodded. “Go ahead.”
 “We let slip the runes that hide us,” she said. “The enemy discovers us and attacks before he is ready.”
 “We could do the same thing in three weeks when the master has healed,” Chantmer said. “We’ll be stronger then.”
 “We don’t have three weeks,” Markal said. “You heard the master—we have days, at best. Let’s not be naive—every day that goes by strengthens the enemy more than it strengthens us, because he has more resources to draw upon. It gives him a chance to consolidate men-at-arms, wights, and magic into one unholy army.”
 “So you invite the battle,” Chantmer said. “Is that your plan?”
 The acolytes were murmuring, but Markal ignored them and continued.
 “Yes, we invite the fight, but on the battlefield of our own choosing.” Markal gestured at their surroundings. “The garden is our sanctuary, our citadel. When it is assaulted, we hold the walls as long as we can. When the enemy breaks in, he will discover our true strength.”
 “With nothing but apprentices, acolytes, and a handful of keepers?” Chantmer said. “Not much of a garrison for your citadel, is it?”
 “We have a wizard,” Nathaliey said.
 “The master cannot fight. He said so himself.” Chantmer glanced at Memnet, as if for confirmation, but the master stroked his chin with a thoughtful expression and didn’t say anything.
 “That isn’t who I mean,” Nathaliey said, and nodded in Narud’s direction.
 Chantmer shrugged. “Excuse me, I suppose we have one wizard, young as he is. Plus a few apprentices and some assorted others.”
 “Two young wizards,” Memnet said. They all looked him, and he nodded. “Markal has now joined the ranks.” 
 It was as bracing as a bucket of spring water splashed in Markal’s face. “What? Me?”
 “Yes, you. You have proven your wisdom, seeing beyond our enemy’s actions to his motivations. To his weaknesses. You have the knowledge, Markal, and you have put in the years of study and contemplation. You are ready to take your place in the ranks of wizards.”
 When Markal had first heard of Narud’s elevation to wizard, he’d been surprised and a little resentful, perhaps. Markal was the older of the two, and had studied longer. He knew more, and that knowledge gave him insight into the other apprentice’s weaknesses. Knowledge was slippery in Narud’s mind and on his tongue. He had weak insight into human nature and was more comfortable with beasts and fowl than with humans. These were deficiencies that would take decades to correct—they might not even be fixable at all.
 But at the same time, Markal had known the day was coming when Narud would become a wizard. He’d expected it to be Nathaliey first, or perhaps even Chantmer. But sooner or later, all three of his companions would become wizards.
 But him? And before Chantmer and Nathaliey? What was the master thinking? Markal couldn’t manage a fifth of the power the others could summon, not unless the wind was fully in his sails thanks to some bit of lucky concentration or other unusual circumstance. How rare was it that he raised his full power? It might happen once a year, if that.
 Memnet the Great must have seen the looks passing among the acolytes and the doubt on the faces of Markal’s three companions, because he pressed on with his explanation.
 “There’s magic hanging about you now, Markal. Spells you cast while on the road with the paladin. A spell to put enemies to sleep, another to hide yourself. You used magic to confront a sorcerer of immense power, and you bested him.”
 “I didn’t best him. Bronwyn fell, and the high king still lives. The sword has turned against us. If I’d faced the high king directly, I’d be dead.”
 Memnet smiled. “I know what you’re thinking. You don’t feel any different, and you won’t. You have taken an incremental step, but it is a step. Someday, you will grow into more than you can imagine.” 
 That was doubtful. Markal could imagine a great deal. He could imagine castles floating on clouds. He could imagine controlling a dragon or making the earth open and swallow an entire city. He could imagine all sorts of things that he would never manage.
 Markal now saw Memnet’s proclamation for what it was: an act of desperation.
#
 “It’s ridiculous, and you know it,” Chantmer told Nathaliey.
 “I’m not going to speak ill of Markal,” she said stubbornly. “Or the master.”
 “Of course not. That’s not what I’m doing.”
 “Why shouldn’t I be pleased for him? It’s a great honor, and it was delivered in front of the entire order.”
 “Oh, I know. You and Markal are great friends. Practically brother and sister.” Chantmer wiped a bloody palm on the cloth at his waist. “But you and I both know he isn’t ready. He’s unlikely to ever be ready.” 
 Keepers were laboring all around them, five of them in this little walled garden alone, and Nathaliey squirmed to be discussing it in front of them. She turned away from Chantmer and felt along the wall, fingers poking through the ivy. The keepers were breaking down old runes of concealment, while Chantmer and Nathaliey worked to reinforce those whose primary purpose was defense.
 “I understand Narud,” Chantmer said. “He has power in him, I’ll grant that. Turned into a dog—I certainly can’t manage that yet. Someday, he’ll turn into a goat or a toad and forget to change back, but at least he’s capable. Markal isn’t.”
 Nathaliey couldn’t help herself. “We don’t know yet what Markal is capable of. He’s still growing into his powers.”
 “Oh, please. Growing implies, well, growth. Are you seeing it? I’m not.” 
 An acolyte came in to lend strength to the keepers, and stopped to consult with Nathaliey about the wording of an incantation, which gave her an excuse to ignore Chantmer’s question. When the man left, she turned back to her fellow apprentice.
 “Why don’t you ask Memnet yourself?”
 “The master knows my thoughts,” Chantmer said. “He could have read my expression well enough. Anyway, he asked me about it earlier, before we started meditating.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Asked me which of the apprentices would be ready next.”
 This took her aback. Memnet hadn’t asked her any such thing. “And you said yourself, I’m guessing.”
 “Naturally. There was no point in false modesty.”
 “I wasn’t really looking for the ‘false’ variety.”
 “Why wouldn’t I have said I was ready?” Chantmer asked. “I wouldn’t have claimed it a few days ago, not precisely, but that’s because I was comparing myself to the master. Compared to Narud, my skills hold up well. Yours do too, for that matter. I suggested elevating both of us, if you’d like to know the truth.” 
 “Oh.”
 “Does that surprise you?” Chantmer asked. “Well, it shouldn’t. I think highly of your abilities.”
 “Apparently, the master doesn’t agree.”
 “It won’t be long. If Markal was elevated, surely we will be, too. Unless the master wants to teach us some lesson about pride and make us wait a few years. I don’t see the point in it. I’m confident, not arrogant.”
 “If you say so,” Nathaliey said.
 The two apprentices kept working until they had no more blood to draw. It was early afternoon, and Nathaliey was drained, bleary-eyed. The sun seemed too bright, the ground too hard beneath her feet. She retreated to her cottage, planning to sleep until roused for the evening meal.
 The sunlight was slanting at a low angle through the open shutters when she woke to someone pounding for her to open up. Nathaliey opened the door to discover a young acolyte by the name of Alyssa, a Syrmarrian who’d grown up in the palace, as she had. Sweat dampened the young woman’s temples, and she was out of breath from running.
 “What is it?” Nathaliey asked, frowning.
 “Come quickly!” Alyssa cried. “We’ve been found!”
 
 



Chapter Twenty
 Nathaliey’s first surprise on reaching the north gate was that it had become a gate in fact, rather than in name only. It seemed that carpenters from the stables had been hard at work making a single wooden door to shut the opening. What she saw was not particularly impressive.
 She’d seen real fortresses before. A good gate was two feet thick, reinforced with iron, flanked by guard towers, and boasted an iron portcullis to fall in place. This gate was flimsy in comparison. It wouldn’t withstand a determined effort to tear it down with ropes and a few mules, let alone a battering ram like the kind Veyrian engineers could build.
 The outer wall of the garden was simple brick, thick enough and high enough for privacy, but with little in the way of defensive considerations, at least physically. There was no wall walk above, no parapet behind which to hide. No arrow loops for shooting at enemies. It had none of the features to be found in a stout city wall or the outer curtain of a castle.
 A pair of ladders had been thrown against the interior of the wall on either side of the gate, with a wooden platform affixed up top that served a similar purpose to a wall walk. A pair of keepers kept watch up above on the left side of the gate, and Chantmer was on the right. He gestured impatiently for Nathaliey to climb the ladder.
 Alyssa was wringing her hands nervously, and Nathaliey put a hand on her shoulder. “Go to the master. He’s in his cottage.”
 “Chantmer says the master is asleep. He says—”
 “I’m not telling you to wake Memnet. But I think he’s alone, and I can’t have that.”
 Alyssa hurried off, and Nathaliey climbed up. Moments later, she was kneeling by Chantmer’s side, looking out over the wall.
 “I’m glad you sent off that silly girl,” Chantmer said. “She’s too young and excitable.”
 “She’s afraid. That’s understandable.”
 “I don’t expect her to amount to much. Eight months in the gardens and she has already been relegated to an acolyte—that indicates some limitations, don’t you think?”
 Nathaliey had now had a chance to take in the scene outside the gardens. “What’s this? There’s only one man. You woke me for that? Chantmer, please.”
 The intruder was a tall, strong fellow wearing a brown cloak, who staggered down the road from the direction of the bridge over Blossom Creek. He wore a sword, but it wasn’t drawn. His left hand held a shield, which dangled until it nearly dragged on the ground, and the right clenched a cord of leather wrapped around his fist. It was a clear afternoon, with the sun dropping in a blaze of orange and gold in the west, but the man squinted as if stumbling through the darkness.
 “Are those reins?” Nathaliey asked. “What happened to his horse?”
 “It threw him and chewed through the reins before it ran off. Watch. This is quite interesting.”
 The man approached until he was about twenty yards away, struggling more with every step. At last, he stopped, turned around with a look of confusion, and staggered back up the road.
 “Interesting,” Chantmer said.
 Nathaliey sighed. “I’m sure it is, but I was asleep, and I’m still groggy. It was my turn to rest, and I meant to use every minute of it.”
 “He gets closer every time. It’s definitely weakening—the protection that keeps us hidden, I mean. Next time, I imagine he’ll reach the gate.”
 “One man,” she repeated. “That doesn’t look so difficult. Surely you could dominate this one fellow. He looks like a common soldier.”
 Chantmer’s gaze sharpened. “This isn’t a game, Nathaliey. I wouldn’t have awakened you for one man. There’s an entire company of soldiers out there. Look, here comes another.”
 Two were approaching, actually. And a third, coming behind. They came trudging down the road with the look of men who’d marched all night and day. The last man led a horse, who struggled and tried to run back up the road toward the bridge. The three met the first man, but they pushed past in opposite directions without seeming to see each other.
 There was still plenty of magic keeping the gardens hidden. Yes, these men had breached the initial defenses at the bridge, but none showed Bronwyn’s ability to brush away incantations as if they were cobwebs.
 “Do you suppose Markal was right?” Nathaliey asked as the newcomers faltered at roughly the same spot as their companion. “If we hadn’t weakened our initial defenses, they’d have never got this far.”
 “As much as it pains me to admit it, yes. Markal was right. These are common soldiers. There is no magic hanging about them. When the sorcerer comes, he will no doubt batter down whatever is left and come straight at us. This is a probing attack, nothing more.” Chantmer glanced at her sideways, his eyes narrowed. “It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?”
 “What?”
 “You know what I mean. Markal. He’s no wizard.”
 “Are you still going on about that? He’s a wizard if the master proclaims him a wizard.”
 “Memnet the Great is the head of our order, and when he is healed, he will have more magic than the rest of us standing together. Entire libraries of knowledge reside within his head. But he is not so far above us as to possess the wisdom of the gods. And he cannot raise Markal to wizard-like power simply because he wishes it to be so.”
 “Supposing you’re right,” Nathaliey said, “does that change anything? Does it harm us in any way?”
 “What if it saps our will when we face the enemy?”
 She’d been watching the three soldiers falter on the road, stumbling into each other, before turning around again. Two more were coming up behind them, and several more beyond that. Now she turned away from the scene and laughed.
 “Your ego is so fragile that the mere suggestion that you’re less than Markal is enough to weaken you?” When Chantmer shrugged, she added, “Hardly. If anything, your arrogance will only grow.”
 “Confidence is the word you are searching for, not arrogance.”
 “Very well, confidence. You know you’re stronger than Markal, and you’ll set out to prove it. And so will I,” she admitted. “You and I are alike in that way.”
 “Then it will give Markal airs,” Chantmer insisted. “He’ll step forward at the wrong moment, thinking he’s more powerful than he is. That could prove disastrous.”
 “Markal won’t get airs, any more than you and I will lose our nerve. If anything, it’s likely to have the opposite effect. He’s no fool. He knows his magic hasn’t suddenly grown because Memnet said so. Markal will call up his power—and there’s plenty of it there, you know there is—only to have his doubts overwhelm him.”
 “There you go!” Chantmer said. “It was a terrible idea.”
 “You’re grasping for a reason because you don’t like it.”
 “And you do, I suppose?”
 “I’m confused,” she admitted. “Does this mean Narud and Markal will take their own apprentices? Will they leave the gardens and continue their studies on their own? And what does this mean for you and me? We can’t be far behind.”
 “That’s true,” Chantmer said, sounding more hopeful.
 She lightened her tone. “We’ll need titles, of course. How does Nathaliey the Clever sound? For you, let’s see. Chantmer the Tall and Relatively Snooty.”
 “Ha!”
 “Or how about Chantmer the Lofty? It implies tall and snooty—always speaking down at others from a great height.” She grinned at his scowl. “Oh, don’t look so sour. You’re not going to need a title anytime soon. The master is going to make you serve another decade as penance for playing around with his orb.” 
 “I don’t find that particularly amusing. A decade would be intolerable.” Suddenly, Chantmer stiffened and narrowed his eyes. “There, what do you think of that?”
 She didn’t see what he meant at first, but then came a cloud of dust rolling down the road from the direction of the bridge. The company seemed to have organized itself and was marching and riding toward them. 
 “It’s coming now,” Chantmer said. “Let’s win this first battle together.”
 Ah, so that was it. Chantmer apparently saw no need for Narud or Markal; the two apprentices could do it alone. Then they would return and calmly tell Memnet what had happened, let the master be impressed. It was a dangerous game.
 “There’s more than fifty soldiers,” she decided. A nervous tickle started low in her belly. “No, closer to a hundred. A dozen men on horse, plus footmen. Pikes, spears, swords. Some archers, too.”
 “Cast obliviscatur on the rear elements. That will turn them about again. Let, oh, about fifteen through from the front ranks. I’ll order the gate opened, and when they rush in, the acolytes can activate the defensive runes. That will settle matters.” 
 “Only fifteen? What about the rest of them?” Nathaliey asked. “They’ll find their way back soon enough.”
 “When they do, I’ll hit them with my own incantation.”
 Chantmer gestured to the acolytes on the opposite platform. One of them descended the ladder to stand behind the gate.
 “I don’t know about this, Chantmer. Let’s raise the general alarm.”
 “Too late for that.”
 “You knew this was going to happen, didn’t you?”
 “I suspected. The men were getting closer. It was only a question of when they would figure it out. Now they seem to have done so.”
 “I’d be stronger with more rest,” she said. “So would you. We’d be stronger still with Markal and Narud. With more keepers and acolytes. And Memnet should know.”
 “No time to argue. Ready yourself.”
 Chantmer was right about that much; men were already within ten yards of the gate. Soon, they’d penetrate the final curtain that made the gardens disappear into the landscape. When that happened, they’d spot the outer wall rising above them, and the gate would be revealed. Nathaliey rolled up her sleeves and placed her palms down. She focused her mind, and power came rising slowly from deep within. But she didn’t speak the words. Not yet.
 One of the men stumbled out in front of the others—perhaps the captain. A hood concealed his face. He lowered his shoulder and pushed against the open air in front of him. There was nothing there—the barrier was pure illusion—but such was the power of suggestion that even to Nathaliey it seemed as though an invisible membrane was shoving him backward. He groaned and strained, and at last the obstruction gave way. He staggered forward, nearly falling before he regained his balance.
 Chantmer signaled the acolyte on the ground, who grabbed the big wooden ring and pulled. The gate swung inward. The intruder stopped, turning his head this way and that, seeming to notice everything for the first time: the open gate, the wall, the lush gardens beyond.
 Nathaliey felt a twinge of sorrow for him. This man would be the first to die. The magic welled up within her, and she prepared to call up the incantation.
 The man threw back his hood. “Natty! Are you there?”
 Her hands fell. It was her father again. Blood of the Path, what was he doing?
 “I’m here,” she called down. “What are you doing?”
 “We’re not enemies! Tell the wizard not to attack. Where are you? I can’t see you.”
 “Stay right there, I’m coming down.”
 “Blasted vizier,” Chantmer grumbled. “What could he possibly be thinking? Where are you going? Tell the man to leave before he gets himself killed. He never should have returned.”
 Nathaliey was already on the ladder, scrambling down, and she called for Chantmer to hold and for the acolytes to leave the defensive runes dormant. 
 By the time she reached the open gate, Kandibar Liltige was turning from side to side, a look of confusion on his face, as if he were lost. He may have broken through the barrier keeping him from seeing the gardens, but there was enough magic still in play that a moment of distraction had left him baffled once more.
 “Over here,” she said. She took his arm and turned him to look at her.
 “Oh, there you are. I heard your voice, but . . .”
 “Father, what are you doing, and who are these men?”
 “Is this it? This is Memnet’s garden? It looks . . . it doesn’t seem real.”
 “You’ve been here before, remember? The archivist sent you.”
 “Oh, yes. Why, so I was. How did I forget it?”
 He reached out his hand as if trying to touch a tapestry. He was still caught up in the illusion. Chantmer called a warning down to Nathaliey, and she glanced over her father’s shoulder to see the other men struggling forward, the first of them now pressing against the same invisible barrier that her father had broken through.
 “Listen to me!” Nathaliey grabbed her father by the shoulders. “You led these men here, now tell me what you want. Quickly. If they keep coming, they’ll be destroyed, do you hear me? They’ll all be killed.”
 He stared at her, blinking. The sleep seemed to fall away from his eyes. “No, don’t harm them. They’re the palace guard, from Syrmarria.”
 “What do you mean? There must be a hundred men out there.”
 “Ninety-three. Every last man-at-arms who serves the khalif. We escaped the city. They’re here to defend the garden, not attack it.” Kandibar peered inward. “Where is Memnet the Great? I must speak with him.”
 “He is not here,” Chantmer said. He had descended, and now approached with eyebrows raised. “Tell your men to hold. They shall not enter. Indeed, let me suggest—”
 “You must let us in,” Kandibar said.
 “You are an army,” Chantmer said. “Uninvited and unwanted. To what purpose would we allow you to enter and destroy? To violate the sanctity of this place? Our defenses are made to keep people like you out, not let them in.”
 “Is that why you think we’ve come? I’m the khalif’s vizier. Do you think he would have sent me to attack you?”
 “I don’t know,” Chantmer said. “Your master bows to the high king.”
 Kandibar gave a bitter laugh. “When Pasha Malik learns what the khalif has done, he will have Omar tortured and murdered, his head on a pike.”
 “Pasha Malik is dead,” Chantmer said. “He was an enemy, and we had him killed.”
 Nathaliey gave him a sharp look. That was certainly an interesting take on events.
 Kandibar seemed taken aback by this, but only for a moment. “Then one of the other pashas. We are under King Toth’s boot now, and our rebellion will cost us dearly.”
 “Father, what is this all about?” Nathaliey asked. “Why are you here?”
 “Your wizard in the libraries sent me—sent us.” 
 “Jethro?” Chantmer asked. “The archivist?”
 “You need defenders. Jethro insisted on it. You think this is a threat, these palace guards of mine? Wait until you see the army of Veyrians marching down the road.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 By midmorning on the day following the arrival of the palace guard, a trio of advance Veyrian scouts reached the far side of Blossom Creek. Markal stood at the height of the gracefully curving stone bridge and watched as they wandered the riverbank while their horses grazed. The men walked past him several times, unable to find either the bridge or the road leading to it.
 It wouldn’t take much to turn them. A few whispered words and they’d be gone. Even Markal could manage, and he was tempted.
 Doubts swirled in him, and for once they weren’t about his magical abilities. It was his plan that left the gardens exposed to discovery, that would have the Veyrian army assaulting their sanctuary. Why not stay hidden instead, and hope the high king forgot about them? Let Toth build his great highway, let him have power and control over cities and kingdoms. If the order didn’t prove a threat, they’d be left alone, wouldn’t they?
 No, that wouldn’t do. There was no staying neutral and aloof. Not when sorcery burned through the heart of the Sacred Forest, when gray marauders murdered kings and wizards on both sides of the mountains. Bronwyn had given her life in the fight against King Toth, and Markal was ashamed of the cowardice that made him want to hide. 
 The Veyrian scouts were not so determined as Kandibar Liltige and his Syrmarrians, and they rounded up their horses a few minutes later and rode off. But the wall of secrecy had been weakened at the river—Markal could feel it shuddering—and the scouts seemed to know they had found something. They rode directly back up the road, before cutting left across fields and disappearing over the rolling hills.
 Markal returned to the gardens, where he found Memnet the Great leading several keepers and acolytes through the grounds. The master used the tip of his staff to scratch at the ground and reveal long-buried stone paths, or to gesture at old brick walls.
 “A strangling ward,” he told one of the keepers, pointing to the exposed roots of an oak tree. “It’s in the roots themselves. Here is how to activate it—”
 “Master,” Markal interrupted, approaching. “You were right. Three scouts east of the creek.”
 “Did they cross the bridge?”
 Markal shook his head. “They stopped just short. But they rode off in a hurry.”
 “It won’t be long now. Tonight, perhaps, or tomorrow.” Memnet sighed. “Come, we have something to discuss in private, one wizard to another. I need your counsel. The rest of you, carry on. I’ll return with more instructions.”
 Memnet led him out of the woods and toward the pavilion. “Where is the sword?”
 “Lowered into the well like you suggested. I hope it doesn’t rust.”
 “It would save us a lot of trouble,” Memnet said. “But such weapons do not decay.”
 “And you think it will stay hidden down there?”
 “Not if the garden falls. If that happens, get the sword before you flee. Take it far from here, keep it out of the enemy’s grasp.”
 The idea that the garden could fall shocked Markal. “Will it come to that?”
 “Quite possibly. I’d even say it is probable. As for the sword, if you can’t take it, at least make sure it is destroyed. Nathaliey or Chantmer can do it if you can’t manage.”
 Now that they were alone, there was no nonsense about Markal being a wizard, and Chantmer and Nathaliey being merely apprentices. Memnet must have seen the look of dismay on Markal’s face, because he put a comforting hand on the younger man’s shoulder.
 “You know your limitations, and that is not a terrible thing, my friend.”
 “Everybody knows my limitations,” Markal said. “All of them, even the stablehands, and what magic do they have except to calm a horse or make a cow give more milk? Master, it didn’t make me stronger to declare me a wizard, it only weakened Narud. Now people think his elevation was fraud as well.” 
 “It wasn’t a fraud, and neither was yours. Some day you’ll understand that. The truth is, you’ve been ready for some time. More so than the other three.”
 “I wasn’t ready before, and I’m not now.”
 Memnet stopped and leaned on his cane. They’d come into the open, and his face was even paler in the direct sunlight than in the dappled forest. “Tell me, Markal, am I a wizard?” 
 “You are Memnet the Great. If you’re not a wizard, who is?”
 “I don’t mean, am I a wizard in general terms. Am I one right now? Look at me. Am I a wizard? If I called up a spell right now, one of the hundreds of incantations I know, my bones would snap and blood would stream out of my ears and nose. I’d likely kill myself in the attempt. By what rights am I a wizard?” 
 “But that’s different. You’re temporarily weak. I’m permanently disabled.”
 Memnet made a dismissive gesture and set off hobbling again. The Golden Pavilion lay ahead of them, and they were crossing open meadow, where the dew dampened their feet and the hems of their robes.
 “Well?” Markal pressed. “Am I wrong? It isn’t knowledge that makes one a wizard—knowledge merely makes you an archivist. It isn’t authority. Any baron, khalif, or sultan possesses that.”
 “It isn’t magical power, either.”
 “No, Master?”
 “Otherwise, Bronwyn of Arvada was a wizard—the red sword contains as much magic as anything else in this garden. But she wasn’t—she was a paladin.”
 “So I am a wizard? You continue to insist, in spite of all evidence to the contrary? You’ve proclaimed it, and that makes it so?” 
 “Markal, you’re not a wizard because I proclaimed you one. You are a wizard because you are a wizard. I’ve met a fair number over the years, and I’ve grown adept at identifying them.” He grinned. “Congratulations! Use your powers wisely.”
#
 Markal took his place that night in the tent encampment near the north gate, among the palace guard. Half the guard was posted at the north gate, and the other half at the south. These two entry points had been intentionally weakened to lure the enemy to attack here. Of the two gates, Markal thought the attack was likely to come from the north, following the road over the bridge. The king’s army lay in that direction, together with the highway and the road to Syrmarria.
 Used to the quiet of the forest, where the only sounds at night came from owls and other creatures about their nighttime business, Markal had trouble falling asleep in his little tent. Every nearby snore, mumbled conversation, cough, and fart reached his ears. A man in a tent a few yards away whispered a prayer to the gods, begging that someone named Doriella would be protected from the Veyrians. A wife? A lover? A daughter or sister? Markal’s ears brought it all in. 
 He didn’t consciously remember falling asleep, but realized at some point that he was dreaming. He was walking through the steep, twisting streets of Syrmarria, on his way up the hillside toward the palace. His parents lived somewhere nearby, in a house tucked into a prosperous alley. It was almost dusk in the dream, and he hauled a handcart laden with small wicker cages, each one carrying a chirping cricket. Men, women, and children came out, and he gave them cages, but declined their money.
 “I won’t take your coin,” he told them. “The souls of the dead are abroad in the land, and you must be protected.”
 He handed out the last of the cages at the gates of the palace itself, handed it to a guard, then took up his cart and worked his way back down toward the souks and marketplaces. But as he retraced his steps, the street was quiet. Where were the crickets he’d handed out? Why weren’t they chirping behind every door and shuttered window? 
 Markal jerked awake from his dream and sat up straight on his bedroll, forgetting where he was until his head scraped the ceiling of the tent. He found his sandals, laced them up, and crawled outside. A cool breeze whistled over the top of the brick wall.
 The camp was strangely quiet. The warmth of sleeping bodies radiated out from the tents, and when Markal strained, he heard steady breathing. There must have been fifty men sleeping around him, plus a handful of acolytes and keepers helping Markal keep watch. Yet nobody rolled in his sleep or snored. Absolutely nobody. 
 Markal moved toward the wall and touched the brick with his fingertips. It was still warm from the heat of the day, having baked for hours beneath the sun. But that wasn’t all he felt. His fingertips tingled, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose. The wall was trying to warn him. 
 He wasn’t yet sure enough to raise the alarm, so he scaled the ladder on the right side of the gate and looked down at the mist-draped meadow beyond the garden walls. Overhead, clouds cloaked the half moon, and he peered into the darkness, looking for anything amiss. 
 The road leading out from the gate was quiet. No sound or movement. Certainly no army of Veyrians marching toward them. But his senses were even more heightened now, and the sense that something was wrong vibrated through him like the unsettled air before a storm. He caught a whiff from the air, too, something carried on the breeze that felt wrong. Not a real scent at all, or at least not a natural scent, but something masquerading as something else.
 There! To the right. A tiny flicker of light, a pinprick, really. Then another and another. They gathered against the wall a few yards distant, no larger than flickering fireflies.
 It was only when he stared, concentrating, that he realized that something had thrown off his perspective. They were farther away than he’d thought at first glance, and therefore, larger.
 Markal pulled his sleeve up and lowered his left hand palm down. He turned and faced the gardens as a simple spell came to his mind. 
 “Sumas ascendit. Periculum est super nos.” 
 He whispered the words and cast them over the tent encampment and beyond. He sensed, rather than saw, the acolytes and keepers waking, moving, as his spell jolted them from their slumber. He had sent it wide, but there was no way to tell how far it had traveled. In theory, such a spell could speak into the mind of someone a thousand miles away, standing on the blistering sands of the southern coast, but that depended on the strength of the caster. Markal hoped for a half mile. That would rouse Nathaliey in her cottage, who could in turn alert the others.
 When he was sure the acolytes and keepers wouldn’t slip back into their dreams, but were crawling from their tents, Markal climbed off the ladder and onto the wooden platform that had been affixed below the top of the wall. He crawled on his hands and knees toward the blue lights. The platform was new, and only partially completed, and he was soon forced to climb onto the wall itself and scramble along the top. Fortunately, the platform resumed before he reached the lights, and he was able to get onto it and peer up and over.
 They were wights, the thin, ethereal souls of men and women, their blank eyes the color of milk, their faces contorted into the grimaces they’d worn at death. They scratched at the brick wall with long, grasping fingers. There were only a handful at first, not like the hundreds who had pursued Nathaliey, Chantmer, and Narud down the road from Syrmarria, but more came slinking out of the mist, adding to their number.
 Markal’s heart was pounding so hard that he thought it must be audible, but none of them glanced up in his direction. The mindless things had only one goal it would seem, and that was to claw apart the wall. Little risk of that. Their spectral fingers might normally manage such a thing with ordinary brick or stone, but not here.
 An enemy who tried to climb the wall would find the bricks too slippery for purchase. One who tried to tunnel through would find the center as hard as a solid block of granite, the mortar like tempered steel. A ladder thrown up on the exterior would slide and fall. Even if the wights spotted him, there was nothing they could do from where they stood a dozen feet below. No, they’d eventually be forced to the gate, and there they would face the carefully laid traps and snares.
 Knowing that his companions would be roused from their sleep by now and rushing toward the gate to help him in its defense, Markal willed himself to remain calm. There were twenty wights, and they concentrated on three different spots. They clawed and scratched, but accomplished little more than roughening the bricks. At this rate, it would take months, years even. They’d have better luck burrowing through a mountain. 
 A new figure came out of the mist. He moved swiftly, purposefully, and as he drew near, the half moon glimmered through a gap in the clouds to illuminate his features. It was a man, his face gray, his eyes glinting. His gaze fell immediately on Markal atop the wall. He reached for his side and, in one smooth motion, drew a knife and flung it toward Markal. 
 It was no easy thing to throw a knife up into the darkness at a man peering over a wall, and at first the aim looked too high, as if it would sail far overhead and land harmlessly in the garden. But at its height, the flight of the blade bent, as if it were enchanted, and it came whistling down toward Markal’s head. He ducked away, but the weapon turned to meet him.
 And then the spinning dagger seemed to hit an invisible wall that extended up from the real one. It stopped dead and fell straight to the ground at the base of the wall. The enchanted garden had saved him. The marauder picked up his knife and sheathed it. He looked up at Markal, and a nasty grin split his face.
 “I know who you are.” His voice was ugly, like rusty nails scraping together at the bottom of a metal pail. “You’re a tinkerer, a man who has read a few books and thinks he is wise. Who thinks he controls the ancient words of power. But you’re no wizard, are you?”
 “I never claimed otherwise,” Markal said. “But one doesn’t need magic to know that you will surely die if you enter the gardens. Assuming you can manage. It seems doubtful, doesn’t it?”
 “Such false modesty. You’re as arrogant as the rest of them, and it will be a terrible shock for you when I thrust my blade through your heart.” He touched the hilt of his sword.
 “Then it’s a good thing for me that you’re down there and I’m up here. I don’t think your sword will reach that high, do you? Unless you want to throw it.”
 The wights moved aside for the man, falling back as he approached the wall. He put a palm on the brick, but immediately jerked his hand back with a hiss, as if burned. The next time, he approached more carefully, touching it quickly and pulling back again.
 “Not very pleasant, is it?” Markal said. “Imagine if you could get up where I am. Then you’d see something. It’s hard to say for sure, but I believe you’d find the sensation like stabbing knives.”
 “I’ll be up there soon, and then we’ll see, won’t we?” The man had both hands on the brick now, and without pain. Another unpleasant smile crossed his face. “I felt your little spell, you know, when you called for your friends. A weak, quavering thing. Like a trembling mouse in the talons of a hawk. You’ll be no match for me.”
 “Go ahead then. Make an attempt. This should be amusing to watch.”
 Markal didn’t feel like bandying words. He wanted to hurry back to the gate and rally their defenses. There seemed little risk here. The wights had been clawing away and yet had accomplished little more than making a little brick dust. The marauder had no way to enter or attack and could only hurl taunts or knives that struck an invisible barrier and fell harmlessly. Yet Markal wanted to keep an eye on the enemy until his companions arrived. What was taking so long?
 Then he realized something. If Nathaliey had received his message and passed it along, wouldn’t he have heard her warning in turn? His own words coming back to him, like an echo, but in Nathaliey’s voice? She’d apparently either not heard it or failed to send it again to wake the others. He had the sudden, terrible feeling that his warning hadn’t made it beyond the camp of guards and acolytes.
 The man groped at the wall until his fingers seemed to find purchase. Then he lifted one leg and dug the toe of his boot into a gap between two bricks. Markal shrank back. What was that? Why didn’t he fall?
 Horror blossomed as Markal came to a full understanding. The wights hadn’t been attempting to break through with all of that clawing. They were weakening the exterior defenses was all, scratching away the protective membrane that kept someone from getting a grip on what, beneath it all, was just brick and mortar.

Wake up! Danger is upon us! 
 It was Nathaliey’s voice in his head, entering with all of the urgency of a clanging bell. He stiffened, and a flood of energy lifted his spirits. It wasn’t merely a warning, but something more: the same spell Markal had cast, but with Nathaliey’s strength to back it. That message would be flooding the entire garden.
 But now? Now she was sending his message? Ten minutes had passed since he’d cast his spell. Maybe longer. And Nathaliey was only now passing his warning to the others? 
 The marauder let out a triumphant cry. He’d gained purchase and was off the ground. He climbed his way inch by inch up the wall toward Markal. Wights came up after him. 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 Nathaliey was already awake when Markal’s warning entered her head. She’d been turning over something her father had told her earlier that day. She’d been showing Kandibar the beauties of the gardens, and he was exclaiming over every vista, noting the smell that hung heavy in the air by the peach trees, which were flowering again, though it was out of season. He even marveled at the size of the honeybees.
 “I would die for this, Daughter,” he said, his voice solemn. 
 “You’ve never seen it before.”
 “This is Aristonia. It is the most fertile stretch of a small and fruitful land. The essence of our country.”
 “Centuries of magic and care have made this, Father. You couldn’t simply build a garden like this elsewhere in Aristonia. Otherwise, the palace gardens in Syrmarria would be as beautiful.”
 “The palace gardens are beautiful. Travelers come from distant lands to see them.” 
 “But not beautiful like this.”
 “No, not like this,” Kandibar said. “But my point is, you could only have gardens like these in Aristonia. It is a magical country, unlike any other. The land is fertile, but not indestructible. Its people are few, and they are sheltered and peaceful. The Tothian Way will change everything. The flood of merchants and slaves and armies will alter it forever. That is what I’d die to protect.” 
 She studied him, surprised. Viziers, as a rule, weren’t known as the most bold of individuals. Those who advised tyrants were craven, servile parasites, for the most part. They told their ruler what he wanted to hear. Even with the slightly more enlightened khalifs of Aristonia, rulers like Omar and his father before him, a vizier gave counsel within narrow parameters. Whether the khalif wanted a new aqueduct or a war with a neighbor, the vizier’s task was to advise the best way to successfully realize that task. 
 Nathaliey’s father had explained this to her when she was only a girl. A vizier who took bold risks was a vizier who found himself without his job, if not his head.
 Yet Kandibar Liltige was willing to take terrible risks to fight for Aristonia. She’d not thought him the type. Perhaps she was wrong in other assessments, as well.
 Later that evening, Nathaliey was turning over these things in the darkness of her cottage when Markal’s voice entered her head. It was an intimate whisper, yet so clear that she sat up, stiff and alarmed, thinking for a moment that he was in the room with her.

Wake up. Danger is upon us. 
 She was out of bed in an instant, her bare feet on the cold stone floor. She had her robe over her shoulders before a thought occurred to her. Markal was encamped at the north gate with half of the palace guard. If he’d sent his message from there, it might not have reached Narud and the remainder of the Syrmarrians at the south gate, two miles distant. Might not have even reached Chantmer or Memnet, sleeping in their cottages further south along the forest trail.
 She could resend the message to make sure the others got it. But if she did that, Markal would hear, too. He’d know that she didn’t trust him. There he was, fighting enemies at the gate, and he’d hear her doubts in his head. And perhaps she was wrong; Memnet had elevated Markal to wizard, and that might have strengthened her friend. It might be wasted effort on her part.
 Nathaliey came out of the woods and crossed a meadow path flanked by elm trees standing like shadowed sentinels. Here, a second thought struck her. Markal knew his weaknesses—he accepted them and had learned to live with them. What if he’d sent the warning in her direction with the explicit plan of her passing it along to finish ringing the alarm? Far from weakening him by resending the message, she might be harming him through her inaction. 
 This decided it. She stopped short, put one palm down, and raised the same spell that she’d received. She thought it might take some concentration to recall the words, even though it was a simple incantation, but there they were, as if summoned by her own private archivist. It was startling, but not unwelcome. 
 Even better, when she spoke the words, something else came across with the spell that was more than a mere warning. Strength, encouragement for the recipients. The effect of a stirring speech by one’s king or captain. Where had that come from? And the whole thing cost her very little, only a single drop of blood that rolled down her forearm. She wiped her hand on the cloth at her belt and straightened proudly as she set off again.

There, Master. Hear that and tell me that I’m not a wizard. 
 Yes, she was proud, even a bit arrogant like Chantmer. And why shouldn’t she be? She was ready. And what was the alternative to pride? Uncertainty, like Markal, or distraction, like Narud?
 Nathaliey strode toward the north gate, confident in her abilities, ready to add her power to repel the enemy, to destroy him. What incantations could she recollect? She passed through an ivy-covered archway and into a small walled garden, so lost in her thoughts that she didn’t see the figure standing in the middle of the courtyard until she was nearly on him.
 A man bent over a well, hauling something up with ropes from the depths. She could tell just by his posture that he wasn’t a resident of the gardens, a member of the order, and he wasn’t one of the palace guards, but someone else. He reached out his hand and brought up something that glinted red in the moonlight as water dripped off it. 
 It was Bronwyn’s sword.
#
 The marauder was nearly to the top of the wall, grinning at Markal, and wights scrambled up behind him. Other wights kept clawing at the brick, as if to open other avenues of attack. 
 Markal pulled back his sleeves and stared with a look of concentration.
 “Let’s see it,” the man said. He was only a few feet below now. “Your feeble magic, what is it?”
 Words came to Markal’s lips, a spell that would hurl the man off, but it would be costly, and there was something about this man, some magic hanging about him that seemed ready to repel attack. He remembered how the other marauder had resisted his sleep spell.
 So he didn’t cast it. Instead, he formed a look of intense concentration and mumbled some nonsense under his breath. The enemy flattened himself against the wall, fingers digging into the cracks. His cloak wrapped tighter about him, as if drawn in by a man sheltering himself against an icy wind.
 As the man tucked his face against the brick, Markal scrambled from the platform onto the wall itself. He swung one leg over the edge, struck the enemy’s head with his foot, and shoved. The man let out a startled grunt as he lost his grip. He fell backward, clawing at the air and passing through the wights as if they had no more substance than clouds. It wasn’t a huge drop, but a dozen feet was enough to break bones. Markal’s hopes were dashed when the cloak spread out, wing-like, and broke his fall.
 There it was. The magic was in the cloak. Someone, probably the sorcerer himself, had imbued it with protective powers. But could Markal attack the cloak itself?
 The wights fell out of the man’s way as he sprang to his feet with a snarl. He grabbed for the brick again, and began clawing his way back up, cursing and threatening. This time when Markal gathered his magic, it was a real incantation that came to his lips.
 Green globules of fire bubbled from his hands and fell toward the man. The cloak drew tight again. But Markal wasn’t aiming it at the marauder, but rather at the man’s garments. The fire hit the material and caught hold. Soon, its owner was engulfed in flames. 
 The marauder stripped off the cloak and threw himself to the ground. When he got up, his hair was smoking, and he retreated into the darkness, howling with rage, his burning cloak abandoned. The instant he was gone, the wights turned aimless. They fell back from the wall, milling about in confusion, and finally disappeared into the night.
 Markal stared, breathing heavily. His shoulders slumped in exhaustion, and his hands trembled when he wiped the blood from them. The spell had been costly, its cost all the greater knowing that if he’d been able to deliver its full effect, he’d have destroyed the marauder, as well. But never mind, he’d won. The enemy had fled.
 He was still turning over what he’d learned about the attack as he came around the platform on the inside of the wall. He traversed the gap and found his way to the ladder propped next to the gate. There were two acolytes up top when he arrived, and they greeted him with relief.
 A slower developing, but more concerted attack had fallen on the gate. Wights pressed against the door and clawed at the wood until it groaned on its hinges from the weight of them. There were probably thirty or forty in all, bunched up and heaving. Markal searched the darkness for their masters, but didn’t see anything. He felt them though, shadowed in malignant magic roughly a quarter mile up the road from the gardens. 
 The Syrmarrian palace guard gathered behind the door. While they didn’t appear as organized as the Veyrian troops Markal had spotted along the Tothian Way, neither were they armed rabble, civilians with spears and swords thrust into their hands. These were professional guards, and though they flinched every time the door rocked inward, every man held his position.
 “The Harvester take me, we’re going to die,” one of the acolytes said.
 “We’re not going to die if we stay calm,” Markal told the young woman. “We only need to hold them back until the others arrive. The master will come, too.”
 “But how? The palace guard can’t fight the undead. None of us can.”
 The young woman was named Alyssa, and her eyes were bugging until it looked like they’d pop right out of her pale face. The other acolyte was her brother Drevor, taken from his family at the same time Alyssa joined the order. Drevor was older, but looked equally frightened. His hands trembled where they gripped the stone wall, and he crouched on the platform, barely peering over. The two had grown up in the palace like Nathaliey, but had none of the confidence and mastery of magic she did.
 “Listen to me,” Markal told them. “It can be done. I scattered some wights only a few minutes ago. They can’t be killed—they are already dead—but they can be driven off, even temporarily broken apart.”
 “You fought them?” Drevor asked. His eyes fell to the bloody cloth at Markal’s waist. “You spent your magic already, didn’t you? So what do we do? We’re only acolytes, we can’t manage such a thing.”
 “Not outside the walls, you can’t. But once the wights gain the gardens, anything you do will be strengthened. This is our home and sanctuary—you are strong here, and they are weak.”
 “How do we defeat them?” Drevor asked.
 “Don’t attack them directly. Enchant the weapons of the Syrmarrians.”
 “That’s active magic,” Alyssa protested. “We’re only acolytes, we can’t hold the powerful incantations. They slip away.”
 “I know that,” Markal said calmly. “But I can hold the words, and if you listen carefully, I will feed them to you when the time comes.”
 The groaning, aching gate drew his attention. He peered into the darkened plain beyond, searching, hunting. Marauders were out there, dominating these wights and forcing them to attack. There was one, he thought, straight up the road toward the bridge. He sensed the man’s presence like a blight on the landscape. But where were the others? And what about the one Markal had driven off earlier? Was he removed from the battle completely now that his cloak had burned, or would he return?
 A shriek of metal marked the giving way of one of the hinges. The door leaned in precariously, and the wights behind screamed in mindless anger.
 “Master?” Alyssa asked, voice tense. “Now?”
 Markal looked at her, wondering. Master? And then he remembered. By the Brothers, he was a wizard now.
 “Wait,” he told her. “It’s too soon, yet. Let them come in.”
 “All right, if you’re sure.” There was doubt in her voice and on both of the acolytes’ faces.
 Markal suffered his own doubts. He wanted to order the door strengthened. The acolytes could manage that much, and there were others on the wall platform opposite who could lend additional magic. Buy a few minutes while Nathaliey and the rest joined the fight. But the gate was destined to give way regardless of what they did. He’d only waste magic shoring it up.
 The door bent inward at the missing hinge. The remaining supports holding it to the wall groaned and popped loose, and the door crashed to the ground, the Syrmarrian men-at-arms springing back to avoid getting flattened. A mob of wights massed in the gap in the wall, a tangle of limbs and bodies and haunted, mindless faces. Something pressed at their back like a foul wind, urging them forward, but they hesitated. The guards braced themselves. 
 “Now?” Drevor asked.
 “Let them enter,” Markal said.
 Slowly, driven forward, the wights pressed against the opening. The garden was still resisting, and for a long moment it seemed as though it would throw the wights back a final time. But then one wight fell through, followed by a second, and then the whole mass came streaming in. 
 The enemy had entered the gardens.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 The man turned from the well with the dripping sword clenched in his hands, and Nathaliey got a fresh shock. She’d doubted from his posture that he was one of the Syrmarrian guards, known at once that he wasn’t a wizard, apprentice, acolyte, or keeper, and so had assumed he was an intruder. One of the gray marauders infiltrating the gardens to steal the red sword.
 But it was her father.
 His mouth hung open, his face was slack. His eyes had the milky-white glaze of the dead, although he was still breathing. Some sort of enchantment was upon him.
 Nathaliey’s first thought was that he’d deceived her. His arrival with the defecting palace guards had been a feint, and his goal all along had been to find and steal the paladin’s magic sword. But she dismissed this thought as soon as it entered her mind.
 For one, the captain of the guard had seemed entirely too sincere. He’d divided his forces to fortify opposite ends of the gardens and had spent time drilling with them and consulting with the vizier. As for her father, Kandibar had shared what he knew about the high king’s armies. He’d produced a map and showed where Toth had placed several thousand men along the highway and how they might come to attack the gardens. 
 King Toth’s pashas were readying for war, both to subdue the restless Western Khalifates and to mount a campaign through the mountains and into Eriscoba on the other side. Finally, Toth meant to connect his highway with the Spice Road to cross the desert and bring the sultanates under his sway. The high king had declared his intention to unite the entire world. Kandibar thought this would end in disaster, but not before it brought about Aristonia’s destruction. Win or lose, the small country stood to be crushed by invading armies.
 And there had been no sorcery hanging about him then. Of that Nathaliey was sure. Memnet had been there too, and surely he would have detected it even if nobody else had. But something had changed; some dark magic had possessed her father and led him here. He stank of it. 
 The vizier didn’t look up as his daughter approached, but busied himself with the sword. They’d left it wrapped in linens tied off with cord, but these had swelled in the water at the bottom of the well, and his fingers struggled to get it untied.
 “Father!”
 Nathaliey grabbed his shoulder, but he threw her off with a snarl. “Don’t touch me!”
 She came at him with more determination. He fought back as she tried to knock the sword from his hand. He was taller, but approaching the age of sixty, and not the strong, middle-aged man of her youth. Nathaliey was strengthened by the gardens that surrounded her, giving her the advantage.
 She fought off his attempts to drive her back and got her hands on the hilt. Her father had the blade, and tore off some of the linens as she pulled. The blade dragged across his palms. He cried out in pain, but didn’t release the linens, coming up with a long strip in his bloody hand. The other end of the strip was still attached to the sword, and the two engaged in a tussle until she finally tore the weapon loose. Her hand touched the bare hilt.  

Worship us, girl. Take the sword and you shall be the mightiest warrior in the realm. 
 Nathaliey tried to cast it aside, but to her horror, it was glued to her palm. She grabbed the hilt with her second hand, thinking to pry it loose, and it stuck, too. Voices clamored in her head, and the sword yanked her this way and that. One moment, it seemed determined to hack off her foot, the next to charge at her father and thrust its tip into his chest.
 Kandibar cast aside the linen strip and came at her. The sword twisted to meet him. She turned her shoulder, and the sword slid harmlessly past his face. He threw his arms around her and wrestled with her for the sword.
 “Stand back!” she said. “It will kill you.”
 “By the Brothers, throw it down!” Whatever had possessed him was gone, and he seemed in his right mind. “Natty, listen to me!”
 “I’m trying!”
 Her muscles were rigid, every one straining as she fought for control of her limbs.
 “Put it on the ground,” he said.
 Nathaliey bent double, and the moment the blade hit the dirt, her father pinned it with one foot. She wrenched free with a cry. Her father dragged her back to the well, where the two stood panting. They stared at the thing lying flat on the ground, glinting in the moonlight.
 “It looks red in this light,” her father said.
 “What happened? What possessed you to do such a thing?”
 He shook his head. “I-I don’t know. One moment, I was climbing into bed, exhausted and ready for sleep, and the next I was awake here, wrestling with you for the sword.” A frown crossed his face. “No, that’s not quite right. I remember some things—like a dream, you know? I was walking here, and someone was whispering in my head. Many someones.” 
 Nathaliey studied her father, looking for deception. She saw none. So what had done it, the sorcerer, or the sword itself? The sword, she decided. Memnet had instructed them to hide Soultrup in the well, and she saw no way that King Toth could have found it on his own. But the sword, possessed of its own intelligence and magic, had made an attempt to find its way to the hands of the king by itself. 
 “Natty, what is this thing? Where did it come from, and what does it want?”
 “Nothing I can explain now. I’ve been called to the north gate, and I must go at once.” She unfastened her cloak. “That leaves you with the sword.” She thrust the cloak into his hands. “For picking it up.”
 He eyed her doubtfully, the cloak held in front of him as if he wanted to hand it back. “Shouldn’t we just put it back at the bottom of the well and I can go with you?” 
 “No, it can’t be left alone, or it might take control of someone else.”
 “But what if that someone is me? What if it . . . what if I . . .?”
 “You’re awake now, and that will make a difference. Keep your wits about you. Don’t let it touch your skin. Can you find the Golden Pavilion in the darkness?”
 “Yes, I think so. It will be easier when I get out of this courtyard.” He glanced about. “It’s too close in here, I can’t see anything. You’re sure about this?”
 “I’m sure,” she lied. But what choice did she have? “Let the garden guide you. You’re a friend, and it will lead your way. So long as you don’t do something stupid like touch the sword.”
 “I won’t if I can help it.”
 “Good. Get up to the shrine and put it under the big prayer bell. That’s the safest, most protected part of the gardens, even better than here. It will be our last refuge if things go badly, and the hardest place for the enemies to defeat us. I’ll send keepers. You’ll be safe for now.”

For now. There was an ominous tint to those last two words. 
 Nathaliey helped him get the cloak wrapped around the sword, then pointed him in the right direction before she hurried on toward the north gate. She didn’t leave her father without a good deal of trepidation. He’d almost run off with the sword, and would have no doubt made his way straight for the enemy. Pasha Malik was inside the weapon now, apparently in command, and it seemed that he still served the king. 
 Nathaliey soon came up the gravel lane that led to the north gate. She arrived to find that the wooden door had been knocked down, and the spirits of the dead were pouring into the gardens.
#
 As soon as the wights broke through the final barrier, Markal turned to the two acolytes. “Now!”
 “What is the spell?” Alyssa said, her voice tight. “Help us with the words.”
 He’d almost forgotten that they were incapable of remembering. It was a simple incantation, and they were repeating it from his lips even as the wights fell upon the first ranks of defenders. The guards formed a bristling row of spears, but they wavered as the undead threw themselves forward in a swirling, howling mass. The first handful of wights pressed through the weapons, unharmed. Two men fell, torn apart by the spectral hands and teeth, and there was a horrifying glimpse of men’s souls being ripped from their bodies, like smoke draining off a snuffed candle. These newly created wights came screaming out through open mouths and nostrils and joined the battle on the side of the enemy. 
 But then the spell took hold. A breath of warm air blew out of the gardens. Spear tips shimmered with gold fire in the darkness, reflecting off the faces of men suddenly brave and confident. The defenders thrust and stabbed, and wights bled away into the air and vanished.
 Markal hurried down the ladder. The guards had retreated several paces in an attempt to regroup against the suicidal ferocity of the enemy, and Markal pushed through them. Men and wights were falling all around him.
 Once through, he made for the ladder on the opposite side of the gate. He had to get up to the acolytes and help them cast more incantations. The fight could go either way, but with a bit more power, their side could win in a rout. But as he grabbed for the rungs, the acolytes came hurrying down the ladder toward him, crying out for help.
 A figure swung himself up over the wall and crouched on the platform abandoned by the acolytes. It was a man in a gray cloak, sword in hand. Wights flowed over the wall behind him, having successfully bypassed the bottleneck at the gate.
 Markal jumped back to let the acolytes down, then shouted across to Alyssa and Drevor above the opposite side of the gate. They were looking down beyond the walls, no doubt at another attempt to scale them. 
 “Get down from there!” he yelled.
 A hand grabbed him, and he turned, alarmed. It was Nathaliey. She was alone; no sign of Narud and Chantmer.
 “Tell me what to do,” she said. She looked up at the wall, and her eyes widened as she took in the figure standing on the wall and the wights pouring over the top. 
 “It’s a maurauder,” Markal said. “Burn off his cloak. It’s holding the magic.”
 She nodded and rolled back her sleeves as Markal grabbed the two acolytes the marauder had driven down and gave them a shake to get their attention. The guards were faltering again, their lines on the verge of collapse.
 “Listen to me. We need to throw them back now. Do you understand?”
 Markal was feeding the acolytes the words of an incantation when Nathaliey’s powerful incantation rose up beside him. The acolytes barely got the words off before her spell cleared the air. 
 Fire erupted from Nathaliey’s hands and floated up the wall. It was the same scorch spell Markal had cast earlier, but this one was a single large ball of green fire—slower moving, and more powerful; the heat from it rolled down in a blistering wave.
 The marauder tried to duck away, but Nathaliey moved her hands, and the fire followed, as if pushed from a distance. It engulfed the man in green flames, and he fell screaming. He hit hard and kept writhing as the fire devoured him. Unlike Markal’s enemy, this one did not escape.
 Unfortunately, the wights didn’t revert to their natural mindless state. They kept pressing forward instead of wandering off in confusion as one of their captains was killed. More wights streamed over the wall and leaped down to join the battling throngs.
 Markal found Nathaliey hunched over, gasping. She looked up at him. “Too much, more than I needed. I couldn’t hold it back, it all came out at once.”
 On the one hand, her awesome display of power left no doubt which of them was the more powerful, the so-called wizard, even as Nathaliey remained merely an apprentice in the master’s eyes. On the other, the enemy’s dead body was still burning with green fire. If she’d controlled her magic, she’d still have power left to call up.
 “You did what you needed to do.” Markal took his towel and wiped her hands clean of blood. “We can’t stay here. Come with me.”
 He threw her arm over his shoulder and led her back through the faltering mass of Syrmarrian guards. At first, it was all he could do to keep her upright, but Nathaliey’s staggering gait straightened as she walked. Chantmer and Narud came hurrying up the path.
 “Where is the master?” Nathaliey asked. She shrugged off Markal’s arm, as if embarrassed to be seen so weakened.
 “Coming up behind,” Narud said. “He’ll be here in moments.”
 Chantmer eyed Nathaliey. “What happened to you?”
 “Killing enemies, what do you think? Where have you been?”
 “I could hardly leave the south gate defenseless.” Chantmer waved his hand as Markal started to question him further. “No, there’s no attack from the south yet, but that won’t last. They’re out there, you can sense them. I saw to it that the Syrmarrians were awake and armed, the keepers and acolytes in place with instructions for throwing back any attempt to scale the walls. Ah, here is the master.”
 Memnet the Great labored up the path, leaning on his stick and wheezing. He still had the thick, curly hair and smooth face of a younger man, but there was something old and exhausted in his expression that went beyond physical weakness. It was a glimpse of the centuries that weighed on his mind and spirit, if not his body.
 Meanwhile, the fighting raged on in front of them. Markal’s acolytes had cast fresh spells on the men-at-arms, imbuing their weapons with the power to send the wights shrieking into the night. The enemy was a mindless mass, and fell in steady numbers, which further strengthened the resolve of the defenders. But the wights had not yet broken and fled from the battlefield. 
 Memnet studied this for several seconds without speaking. A cry had gone up from the keepers and acolytes at his appearance, and they turned to see what he would do or say. More than a few of them, including Markal, would be hoping to see the great wizard bare his palms and send out a fountain of magic to annihilate the enemy. It was impossible, of course. 
 “Chantmer and Narud,” Memnet said at last. “You will guide the retreat, make sure it doesn’t become a rout.”
 “Yes, Master,” the two said in near unison.
 “Retreat?” Markal said, stunned. “We’re on the verge of victory. The marauders are key—if we can destroy them, the wights will vanish. I don’t know how many remain, but—”
 “No, Markal. We are on the verge of defeat, not victory. We must pull back at once. Take Nathaliey—the two of you will organize a defense at the walled gardens. It will form a bulwark while we assemble at the Golden Pavilion.” Memnet gestured for keepers and acolytes to come to him.
 Markal and Nathaliey glanced at each other and shared a look of confusion. What was this? The wights hadn’t even broken fully through the north gate, and Memnet was talking about falling back to the walled gardens and the Golden Pavilion itself. Surely it wasn’t so dire as that.
 Markal was about to object again, when shouts and renewed fighting drew his attention to the gate. There, pressing through the souls of the dead, were six more figures cloaked in gray, swords in hand. The moment they joined the fight, the defenders faltered.
 And then, from the distance, a Veyrian war horn sounded. Another horn blared, this one closer, followed by a third, which must be no more than a hundred yards distant. Each horn represented a company of soldiers. There was a small army out there, approaching the gardens.
 Memnet pinned Markal and Nathaliey with his gaze. “Hold the walled garden, but do not die in its defense. By the Brothers, I expect to see both of you at the shrine. Now go!”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 Markal dragged Nathaliey deeper into the gardens. She was exhausted, wanted nothing more than to sink to the ground and gasp for breath, but he wouldn’t let her.
 The shouts of men fighting and dying mingled with the shriek of wights at their backs as they left the battle behind. Eight others briefly joined them—three armed Syrmarrians Chantmer had plucked from the battle, Alyssa, the acolyte, and four keepers. But these quickly left Markal and Nathaliey behind.
 “I don’t understand,” Nathaliey said when he finally let her stop and catch her breath. “You cast the same spell as I did, didn’t you? I can smell it on you.” 
 “More or less.”
 “But I can barely walk, and you’re practically carrying me.”
 “I’ve had more time to recover.”
 “Not that much longer.” 
 He flashed a smile. “What would you expect? I’m a wizard, and you’re a mere apprentice.”
 “Shut up, you. No, it’s because I called up too much magic. Why did I do that?”
 “You did what you needed to do.”
 But Nathaliey couldn’t let it go. So much wasted. “What good am I now? My magic is spent, and the battle has only just begun.”
 “You’ll recover. You are home—the gardens will sustain you. And they will weaken the enemy with every step he takes.”
 A brass horn sounded from the direction of the gate. Markal glanced back, then gave her an impatient look, but didn’t say anything. She forced herself to move.
 “What if they don’t keep pushing in?” he asked a moment later. 
 “How do you mean?”
 “Say we retreat, what is to stop them from tearing holes in the outer walls and encircling the gardens? The Veyrian army could bottle us in while King Toth himself leads the marauders and wights in a final attack.”
 “You didn’t think so before. This was your plan all along, to let them in.”
 “But what if I was wrong?”
 “You’re not,” she said firmly. “You proposed a plan, and the master agreed. Memnet knows the enemy’s mind. They were brothers in magic for many years.”
 “Yet Memnet missed the treachery to begin with. What if he’s wrong again?”
 She remembered her father, slack-faced, eyes glazed as he hefted the dripping sword from the well. It had called to him, tried to seize control of his body so he would carry it to the enemy. If it had called to the vizier, why couldn’t it have called farther, to King Toth himself?
 “There might be another reason for the enemy to attack,” she said reluctantly. “The red sword. It is crying out to be rescued.”
 They reached the walled garden as she said this. Inside, one of the older keepers gave commands to the three Syrmarrian guards, while the other keepers pulled stones from a small retaining wall and placed them across the path near one of the strongest runes. The acolyte, Alyssa, sat cross-legged, eyes closed, gathering her focus. 
 Nathaliey leaned against the arched entryway and told Markal what had happened with her father, the sword, and the well. He stiffened in alarm, then relaxed when she explained how they’d regained control of the weapon.
 “Kandibar is safe if he got Soultrup to the Golden Pavilion,” Markal said. He paused, chewing on his lower lip. “Of course, I would have thought it hidden and protected in the well.” 
 “But you agree with me?” she asked. “That it is calling to the sorcerer to be rescued?”
 “You might be right. The allegiance of the sword was already turning, even before Bronwyn killed Pasha Malik. It wants to fight for King Toth. Only, I wonder . . .”
 “What is it?”
 “Nathaliey, what if it was all a trick from the beginning?” 
 “How do you mean?”
 “The barbarian paladin got her hands on the weapon. It immediately set about trying to find the sorcerer again. It convinced her to go on a quest to kill him.”
 “You’re saying it was the sword’s plan all along?” Nathaliey asked. “But she only got her hands on it because it threw itself from the marauder’s hands. Bronwyn picked it up and killed the captain with it. And then she still had to wrestle for control after the captain joined the evil forces inside. Isn’t that how you explained it all?” 
 “More or less. I know it certainly seems that she was in command of Soultrup all the way to the point where she killed Pasha Malik. But maybe the control was an illusion.” 
 Nathaliey was still confused. “How do you mean?”
 “The sword is not a single entity, and never has been. It’s a dozen voices, a hundred, struggling for control. There’s a small war inside that never stops raging. Neither side can fully win. Sometimes, one side is stronger than the other, but that doesn’t mean the weaker side is helpless. Imagine if Bronwyn had a thought, to track down and kill the sorcerer. The good side agrees, the evil side sees an opportunity. It exerts just enough influence to be sure that she attacks at a certain time and in a certain way, knowing that she’ll face Pasha Malik. If she loses to Malik, the sorcerer gets his sword back. If she kills him, the sorcerer gets it back anyway.”
 “It isn’t just strength that matters in a fight, it’s cunning,” Nathaliey said.
 “Exactly. The evil in the sword was more cunning than the good. Now Pasha Malik is inside, and he might be the most cunning of all.”
 “There’s no way to be sure it was the sword,” Nathaliey said at last, but she was troubled by the implications.
 If Markal was right, how could they be sure of anything? Maybe it was part of the sword’s plan all along to get itself to the Golden Pavilion. Be there when the sorcerer attacked.
 They joined the others in preparing the defenses. The magic was strong in the walled garden, almost overwhelming, as they dug up old stones and exposed the roots on trees. The ones who’d expended magic in the fight at the north gate—Nathaliey, Markal, and Alyssa—plucked and ate plums from the vines as they worked. With every passing moment Nathaliey felt more alert, more alive.
 This garden was truly their fortress. How much faster could they recover here than beyond its walls? She’d drawn up blood in such quantities that her robes were stained with it, and her hands still sticky where it had dried. Outside, she might have needed a full day, maybe longer before she could draw from her magical well. Here, she might be ready to fight by the time the enemy arrived.
 A horn blared, and she realized suddenly that it was within the walls. Another sounded its answer, this one farther away. When the wind shifted, it brought with it the sound of clashing weapons, of men shouting, dying. The Syrmarrian guards murmured among themselves. A keeper had placed them at the near entrance, but Markal ordered one of the three back to guard the rear entrance in case an enemy came from that direction.
 Nathaliey made her way to Markal’s side and found herself standing on the mound of dirt where Memnet had spent several weeks buried.
 “They’re coming quickly now,” Markal murmured. “I can feel them. Soon . . . any moment.”
 One of the guards whirled toward Markal. “Wizard! Here they are!”
 And there he was, an invader, a marauder in a gray cloak. He almost burst into the gardens, but stopped at the archway and looked overhead, suddenly wary. It was almost dawn, and his face looked especially pale in the thin light. His gaze flickered over Nathaliey, then fell on Markal, and he smiled.
 Nathaliey was tensed, ready. They had a plan—let the walled garden defend them first, then follow up with some combination of magic and force of arms if the defenses failed. But now the man withdrew without attempting to force his way in. In a few seconds it became apparent that he’d disappeared.
 “I’ve faced this one before,” Markal said. “He is cloaked again, rearmed. That disturbs me.”
 She had more immediate concerns. “Where did he go? Are they bypassing us?”
 “They won’t bypass the walled garden. The path, the walls, and the hedges are a funnel, like an ant lion’s burrow. They can never reach the Golden Pavilion without overrunning us first. He’ll be back, and soon.” 
 Markal proved right. Shouts came from the other side of the wall, harsh orders and curses. Two armed men in the crimson and black of Veyre came through the archway. The first wore a gash on his forehead which bled copiously, and the second held his non-sword arm tucked against his body as if it were broken. They were young men, little more than boys, and were wounded and frightened. Two more came in after them, but one of them staggered and fell.
 Nathaliey didn’t have time to wonder what the attackers had already faced, or how many had made it through the gauntlet of defenses to reach this point. More men pressed through, the marauder among them, shouting at the soldiers to drive them forward. 
 “Now,” Markal said in a quiet voice.
 One of the keepers lifted his hands. “Estrangula vides.” 
 There were runes carved into the stone over the archway, and they poured out their magic as the keeper awoke them. Vines as thick as a man’s wrist dropped from the brick, twisting like snakes. One fell onto the shoulders of a Veyrian. The instant it touched, it flung itself around the man’s neck, wrapping again and again and tightening. The vine choked off the man’s scream, and he flailed, eyes bulging.
 Other vines snatched swords, yanked men from their feet, and dragged Veyrians against the wall, where they disappeared, writhing and struggling, into a mass of leaves and vines. One vine grabbed at the marauder, but when it touched his cloak, it withered, leaves curling and blackening.
 At least six enemies fell to the initial attack, but several others made it through unscathed, including the marauder. More Veyrians pressed forward, and it seemed there were dozens trying to get into the small courtyard. They swung swords and scimitars to hack at the vines before they could be engulfed.
 All three palace guards had come to face this threat, and now threw themselves at the enemy while they were distracted. A keeper raised a cloud of dirt, which drove itself at the eyes of the attackers. Alyssa stood to one side, repeating words fed to her by the keepers to keep the vines lunging and twisting. 
 Nathaliey stood over one of the heavy stones they’d unearthed from the soil. An ancient etching lay exposed on its surface. It was in the shape of a cartouche, like the symbols carved in the columns outside the Tombs of the Kings in Syrmarria, with birds and animals in the center. How long had this stone been buried in the soil, waiting patiently until the day it would be needed? Decades?
 She only needed a hint of magic to awaken it. “Leva et idola comminuite.” 
 The stone was massive, and had taken four keepers to heave it out of the soil. Now it lifted off the ground as if it were weightless and began to spin. Soon, it was moving so fast it was a blur. Nathaliey pushed it toward the struggling enemies. 
 Markal cried a warning to the others. “Stand aside!”
 A keeper threw himself out of the way. The guards leaped aside just in time. The stone hurled past them and plowed into the mass of Veyrian soldiers still jammed at the entrance. It sent one man flying, knocked over a second man, smashed into the face of a third, and disappeared through the archway. Men cried out in pain as the stone disappeared out of sight, continuing to exact a toll.
 The marauder wasn’t one of those hit. He hacked down one of the guards and broke free from the fighting. He spotted Markal and Nathaliey and sprang toward them. A keeper spoke incantations that made the flagstone path as smooth and slippery as ice, and enemies fell. The marauder almost lost his footing, but leaped from the path onto the grass and regained his balance.
 But as he did, he came beneath the limbs of a peach tree. Nathaliey awakened the ward carved into its trunk, and a limb lowered and caught the enemy under the chin. He fell on his back. Markal spoke a few words, and a root tip broke the ground. It pushed aside dirt and rocks as it emerged, wrapped around the man’s ankle, and pinned him to the ground. The man cursed and hacked at the root with his sword but to little effect.
 “There’s another one,” Markal warned.
 “I see him!” Nathaliey said. A second enemy in a gray cloak was entering the garden, forcing his way through the Veyrian soldiers. “Finish this one.”
 A vein throbbed on Markal’s forehead. “I’m trying.”
 He kept talking to the tree, coaxing it with incantations in the old tongue. The roots were loosening, and the marauder had nearly freed himself. Markal spoke again with more urgency, and this time the tree responded. The roots tightened, twisted, and there was a loud snap, like a branch breaking. The man’s foot and ankle twisted at a wrong angle and he screamed.
 Markal doubled over, gasping, and Nathaliey looked briefly from the second marauder, worried. It shouldn’t have been so hard. The tree was imbued with power already, had been waiting patiently all these years to have its magic called up. Was that Markal struggling, or the magic in the marauder’s cloak fighting back? 
 She hurled a second stone, this time trying to direct it at the marauder. It flew straight at him, then bent away at the last moment and smashed harmlessly into the wall. The enemy fought with one of the palace guards while keepers tried to trip him, snare him, and blind him. The two remaining guards were wounded, but still fighting, strengthened by the magic around them that simultaneously sapped the strength and concentration of the Veyrians.
 Nathaliey took in the scene. They’d killed or incapacitated at least fifteen enemies already, plus an untold number who’d disappeared into the mass of vegetation growing against the wall. Yet there were more than twenty Veyrians inside the walled garden, and dozens more pushed their way through the vines that continued to grab at them as they entered.
 And now a third marauder entered. He didn’t immediately press into the fray, but set about hacking at the vines. They struck him again and again, but slithered off his cloak, charred. Markal and Nathaliey hurled more stones, but while they killed enemy soldiers in the attempts, they couldn’t hit either of their primary targets. The stones simply refused to make contact, and the defenders had nearly exhausted the resources of the walled gardens.
 The screen of vines on the walls and over the archway were only twitching now, either severed and burned by the third marauder or losing the magic that had called them into action. More and more Veyrians poured through the archway. One speared a keeper, and another killed one of the remaining guards. The attack became more organized by the moment. 
 “Should I prepare the retreat?” Nathaliey asked Markal.
 The first rays of dawn came peeking over the wall, and his face was flushed and sweating, as if he’d been laboring beneath a baking sun instead of in the cool air of early morning. She threw out an arm to steady him, even though he’d been the one supporting her not so long ago.  
 “Not yet,” he said. “There is one thing left to do.”
 She bit her lip. Most of the defenses of the walled garden were already spent, but not all of them, not the final recourse.
 “You know what that means, don’t you?” she said.
 “I do.” A grim pall hung over his voice. “We have no choice. Make it happen.”
 Nathaliey placed her palms down and called up the words she’d been taught by the master himself. They were spoken in a form of the old tongue so ancient that it seemed almost a special dialect. Even Memnet struggled to read it, the master had admitted. Yet she knew the meaning, and the incantation, once learned, stayed fixed in the mind. The words tasted like death on her tongue.

The pure land sacrifices in its own defense. 
 Magic boiled from the ground as she called it forth. The most ancient of the walled garden’s defenses came to their aid, and it was both powerful and destructive.
 The marauder beneath the peach tree cried out again. The roots had taken hold of his legs now, his arms. They pulled him into the soil, as if it had become liquid. He flailed and clawed, trying to get his head and shoulders off the ground. The soil churned and frothed, and the man disappeared inch by inch. Moments later, he vanished, swallowed entirely.
 The ground had turned liquid all around the attackers, and they slowly sank, screaming and struggling. One of the remaining marauders leaped onto the flagstone path, but he slipped and fell, and when his hand touched the soil, it seized him and dragged him off the path. 
 The final marauder saw the ground softening all around him and leaped for the wall. He grabbed a handful of vines and hoisted himself up even as soldiers were trapped in the mire and pulled down all around him. His feet were off the ground, and he was scrambling to safety even as he shouted at the Veyrians on the opposite side of the archway to stop fighting their way in.
 But this final marauder was undone by his own actions of the past few minutes. The vines that might have sustained him before had been hacked and burned away. Weakened and dying, their clinging roots tore loose from the brick, and he fell. 
 When he hit, the ground swallowed him. Moments later, the only ones standing were the surviving defenders. One keeper and two of the three guards had fallen. The dead enemies were nowhere to be seen, but must have numbered well over a hundred by the time Nathaliey called forth the final defense.
 But the spell had not come without a cost. The grass was gone, replaced by dirt and stone. Flowers withered and died in front of her eyes. The vines turned yellow, and the leaves of the peach tree curled brown and dry. The bark sloughed off, and a branch cracked and fell. The tree was soon nothing but a skeleton. Mortar crumbled from the wall, and bricks fell. Even the honeybees fell from the sky as if burned. Nathaliey looked down to see a dead bird at her feet. An odor of decay and death hung in the air.
 This walled garden, only minutes before one of the most fertile, beautiful parts of this, the most fertile and magical corner of Aristonia, was a blasted waste from one side to the other. Thank the Brothers it was confined to these walls.
 Markal and Nathaliey looked at each other, and she thought the sick look on her friend’s face must be mirrored on her own.
 Markal nodded. “Now we call the retreat.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 At first, Markal didn’t know if he’d make it out of the ruins of the walled garden. The very ground seemed poisoned, and he’d used more strength than he’d hoped during the battle. Nathaliey had done her duty, as had the keepers and the young acolyte. Even the three palace guards had fought bravely.
 So what was wrong with him? Doubt had fixed him with its jeering gaze once again, and he’d struggled with every task.
 “Markal,” Nathaliey said. She stood at the archway on the opposite side, looking worried.
 “I’m coming,” he wheezed.
 His feet were as heavy as stones as he dragged them along. The devastation seemed to suck the breath from his lungs. He staggered and lost his balance.

This is it, he thought as he fell. My death comes here. 
 But Nathaliey caught him and held him up. “We’re close now, friend,” she whispered in his ear, and he managed a nod.
 Somehow, he gained the archway and stumbled out. And there he was transformed. Clean air filled his lungs. The nausea passed, and strength returned to his limbs. The other survivors of the attack were about a hundred feet ahead, hurrying down the path, and Markal and Nathaliey followed. They passed a raised bed of roses, reached the stone staircase that curled down toward the dragon fountain, and descended. 
 “What was that?” Nathaliey asked. “What happened to you?”
 “I don’t know. The destruction seemed to enter my bones. I would have died if I’d stayed, I know that much.”
 A man’s scream carried through the morning air from behind them. There were shouts, orders, swords clashing. More fighting, perhaps. Or maybe the invading army was facing more traps, more killing defenses.
 These defenses whispered all around Markal. Here was a rune carved into one of the flagstones, there a root that would send an invader sprawling. A ward would send men turning in the wrong direction on the staircase and pitch them over the edge. Men would fall on these stairs and break ankles, wrists, and necks. The entire garden was a lethal series of traps and pitfalls for the uninvited.
 Many defenses needed to be activated. Keepers had done some of this as they’d passed ahead, but Markal and Nathaliey found older, more subtle and challenging wards and runes when they reached the forest path, and they stopped long enough to bring them to life. Trees whispered awake, and strange sounds came from the boughs above. This work delayed their flight toward the meadow and the pavilion. Markal was bent over a moss-covered boulder, whispering an incantation, when Nathaliey hissed a warning. 
 Several Veyrian soldiers came limping through the forest, faces scratched, sniping at each other. One of the soldiers spotted them and shouted a warning. Markal and Nathaliey stood still, waiting to see what would happen next.
 One man didn’t see a branch, and it knocked him from his feet. A second man tripped over a stone that he seemed to deliberately walk into. Another stumbled into a bush, where he disappeared, thrashing and shouting for help. Suddenly, the remaining men screamed and turned as a dark shape came hurtling out of the forest with a roar. It was an enormous black bear, and it knocked one of the Veyrians from his feet with a massive paw and threw itself on the screaming man, jaws snapping.The others fled in the direction from which they’d come. The bear lifted its dripping muzzle, eyed Markal and Nathaliey for a moment, then disappeared.
 They stood gaping. “We have bears?” she asked.
 “Maybe it was Narud.”
 Nathaliey laughed, but soon turned serious. “Come on. We haven’t seen the last of the Veyrians.”
 They came out of the woods. The meadow was a fresh green beneath the morning sunlight, with the Golden Pavilion gleaming on the far side, mirrored against the lake behind it. The air hung heavy with the smell of clover and the buzz of honeybees. If not for the commotion by the shrine itself, it would have seemed another peaceful, glorious day in the gardens that had been his home for three decades. 
 But the action at the pavilion quickly caught his eye. The vizier was organizing palace guards into ranks. There were at least thirty men already, with more joining them from the meadow or running around the path from the far side of the small lake. Some of the guards limped or held arms in slings, but most appeared uninjured.
 Several keepers and acolytes worked in front of the Syrmarrians, tearing up the sod with spades to make what looked like a rudimentary moat. It was a few inches deep, no more than two feet wide, and just long enough to stretch in front of the pavilion. Other acolytes and keepers worked down by the lakefront, preparing additional defenses.
 “What is the point of that trench?” Nathaliey said. “A turtle could cross that thing.”
 “It’s more than it seems.”
 “I sure hope so, because it seems like nothing at all.”
 Three figures stood on the raised platform at the heart of the shrine with the prayer bell at their backs. Each was easily recognizable by his profile. One was the tall, straight figure of Chantmer, standing on the right side of the master, who leaned against his staff. On the left was the shorter, stockier figure of Narud. The trio stared out toward Markal and Nathaliey as they hurried down the path toward the pavilion. 
 Some spell lay heavy over the meadow, and suddenly the open grassy stretch seemed to grow. The pavilion was a distant pinprick of reflected light, and the lake a gleaming puddle on the horizon, all miles and miles away. Markal shook his head to clear it, and the illusion disappeared.
 Another deception awaited when they reached the shallow trench. As Markal went to step over it, the whole thing yawned into a chasm, twenty feet wide and fifty deep. He flinched back, afraid of falling to his death, though he knew it was another trick. Nathaliey hesitated, too. He grabbed her wrist and pulled her over. One of the keepers, panting and leaning on his spade, grinned as they crossed, obviously pleased with his work.
 “Well met,” Memnet said as Markal and Nathliey scaled the steps of the pavilion. “What happened at the walled garden?”
 A cold hollow burned in Markal’s breast. Had the survivors of that battle not informed him already? Why did it fall on Markal to tell it?
 “Destroyed, Master. I rendered it desolate.” 
 Pain flickered across Memnet’s face. “I thought you might. Yet I had hoped . . .”
 “I did it,” Nathaliey said, her voice leaden. “I called up the spell, not Markal. Perhaps I did it wrong. Maybe it was too much or too soon.”
 Markal couldn’t let her take the blame. “You did what you had to. Anyway, it was my decision.”
 The master nodded. “It was a final resort. You had little choice.” 
 “There were too many,” Markal said. “We raised every defense and still they kept coming. There were three of the gray ones who assassinated you and scores of Veyrians.”
 Chantmer straightened his robes and sniffed. “Let us hope you exacted a toll on the enemy for all of your trouble.”
 Markal fought his irritation at the implication. “That doesn’t deserve an answer, but if you must know, we killed the three marauders and at least a hundred other enemies as well.”
 “And delayed them so you could prepare here,” Nathaliey said.
 “Do you suppose that we’ve been waiting around idly chatting?” Chantmer waved his hand. “We have fought our own battles, suffered our own losses. Taken our own victories. And they have come at a lower cost than the destruction of the walled garden.”
 “Please tell us,” Nathaliey snapped. “Let’s hear about all of your heroic exploits.”
 “We have no time for this,” Memnet said in a quiet voice that nevertheless carried an edge. “Our nerves are tense, and we’ll say things we might regret later.” A half-smile. “Assuming any of us survive. If we don’t, we can carry on the argument later, while we wait for the Harvester to gather our souls. Narud has been seeing to our defenses. He will explain.”
 Narud had been quiet during all of this, his gaze distant, directed toward the forest on the far side of the meadow, but now he explained what Memnet, Narud, and Chantmer had done at the pavilion, and how they hoped to control the flow of the battle. Markal had either known or guessed most of this already, and he studied the master as Narud spoke.
 Memnet the Great was only a shell of his previous self, as weak and frail as an old man. He gripped his staff with both hands, his back bent. An occasional grimace crossed his face when he shifted posture. Was the pain and stooping and hobbling less than it had been yesterday? Hard to say, but to Markal’s eyes there was modest improvement at best. If the gardens fell and they managed to escape, would he ever heal outside the walls of the garden? Would he ever regain his power?
 No, Markal decided. Most surely, he would not.
 If only Memnet were better, if only he had a few more weeks to heal, then victory would be more certain. Without him, it seemed desperate. Their great hope was to tempt King Toth to press his attack before he was ready, but so quickly had the enemy overwhelmed the outer defenses that Markal was suffering great doubts on that score.
 “Where are they?” Nathaliey asked when Narud finished describing the preparations. She stared across the meadow. “Can we dare hope they’ve abandoned the attack?”
 “Don’t be a fool,” Chantmer said. “Why would they do that?”
 “They’ve taken losses,” she said. “Maybe one of their leaders fell. They might have left the gardens to regroup.”
 “We don’t want them to retreat,” Memnet said. “We need a complete victory.” 
 “It doesn’t have to be here on this spot,” Nathaliey said. “Most never reached the woodland trail, right, Markal? Could be the rest of them are wandering around in there, lost and dying. Maybe they’ll never make it out.” 
 “We can hope,” Chantmer said. He didn’t sound convinced in the slightest, but neither had Nathaliey.
 “The majority will reach the meadow,” the master said. “Every battle, every struggle to this point has weakened them. But it hasn’t stopped the inevitable.” His eyes narrowed, and he sniffed the wind. “Indeed, here they come.”
 One of the acolytes working below heard this, and news passed through the defenders in whispers and mutters. Soon, even the palace guards were tense and watching. The keepers at the trench tossed aside spades and took up position by the guards.
 For a long time Markal didn’t see anything, and he wondered if the master was wrong, but then movement caught his eye. Several soldiers staggered out of the woods opposite the meadow, followed by a handful more. Soon there were at least thirty men, and still they kept coming. From a few dozen, they soon had at least a hundred, and then there were two hundred, then three hundred. Still, they kept coming.
 “By the Brothers,” Nathaliey said. “How many are there?”
 “An army, it would seem,” Markal said.
 The Veyrians had come just far enough into the meadow to put space between themselves and the woods, and now they formed into rows, each under a banner: a red star, a yellow crescent, a red shield on a white background. One man was on a horse. He rode back and forth in front of the footmen, tightening their ranks, organizing fresh companies whenever enough newcomers had emerged from the forest.
 “Look around the lake,” Chantmer warned.
 All attention had been turned to the forest, and heads turned to see what he was pointing at. A solid line of men marched swiftly up the lake path that followed the water’s edge. They crossed a wooden bridge over a stream, passed beneath drooping willows, and traipsed onto a path of boards and stones that crossed a marshy stretch populated by cattails and reeds. A man at the lead shouted, and their pace quickened.
 Here, the lakeside Veyrians met their first opposition. They’d apparently been trying to cross the causeway and take up position on a grassy rise on the opposite side. From there, it would be a quick run downhill to the pavilion. But as they reached the middle part of the swampy stretch, they stumbled from the boardwalk and tripped on stones that were flat and meant for easy walking—easy for those who were welcome in the gardens, of course.
 The men who fell from the path sank to their knees in the mud. The more they flailed, the more it engulfed them. At the same time, clouds of black flies rose from the reeds and descended upon the soldiers in a giant, choking mass.
 “First bears, now flies,” Nathaliey said. “Where do these things live when they are not needed?”
 “They are not real flies,” Markal said. “Watch.”
 Men flailed at the biting, stinging creatures, and more stumbled into the mud, where they went down with the rest. Dozens were now fighting in the bog. The cloud of flies dissipated, and not in the way of insects flying off in all directions, but like a black fog evaporating in the sun. The whole thing was an illusion to drive men from the path and into the mud.
 “Was the bear an illusion, too?” Nathaliey asked.
 Narud turned his head. “Big black bear in the woods, brown muzzle? Oh, no, that’s Wilford. I’ve known him since he was a cub.”
 There were shortly so many men floundering in the bog that newcomers who stumbled off could step on the heads and shoulders of their drowning fellows and get back onto the path. A handful began to reach safety on the far side, with more joining them as the magical defenses exhausted themselves. There were hundreds more behind them, a long, continuing stream of Veyrian soldiers. The bulk of them would make it across, that much was clear.
 Meanwhile, the enemies emerging from the forest had not been idle. They’d been straightening their lines and forming companies of spearmen, men to form a shield wall, and others with swords, pikes, or maces. Several more horsemen had made it through, too, and these wore the now-familiar gray cloaks. Hard to tell how many other marauders were on foot, but it was safe to assume there were several.
 “Blood of the Path, there are a lot of soldiers,” Nathliey said. “There must be a thousand.”

No, Markal thought with dismay. Far more. Even as hundreds marched forward, their lines straightening, their commanders barking orders, more Veyrian troops kept pouring out of the woods. How many lay broken on the paths and woodland trails between them and the north gate? Many. Perhaps even most of the king’s army. Yet the force that remained was formidable enough. 
 “They are fools to attack us here and now,” Nathaliey said.
 “Perhaps,” Chantmer said. “But they are fools with an army, which makes them dangerous.”
 “Not as dangerous as they could be,” she said.
 Markal glanced at the master, but Memnet was staring fixedly at the approaching enemy, so he asked Nathaliey instead. “How do you mean?”
 “We won’t be facing wights—daylight scattered them. Reaching this point left the enemy weakened. If they’d waited, they could have pulled down walls, come in slowly while we were trapped. Or sent wights in when night falls.” 
 “That’s the entire point,” Chantmer said. “The enemy’s reach exceeds his grasp. This garden will break him once and for all.”
 “I wouldn’t be so confident,” Markal warned. “You didn’t see the fire that burned through the sacred forest. Those woods were old and powerful. And damp.”
 “We’ve got the lake at our back,” Chantmer said. “It will quench any fire, right Master?”
 “Here they come,” Narud warned.
 The lead forces across the meadow were only a couple of hundred yards distant now, and they broke into a trot. But before they could work up much speed, the front ranks staggered to a halt, and the ones behind crashed into them, creating a mass of confusion. The whole army was suddenly staggering about, going nowhere.
 One of the young acolytes at the base of the stairs looked up at the wizards and apprentices. “What’s happening, Masters?” 
 Markal had the answer to this. “The pavilion is no longer so close. They started running, thinking they were near, and now we look miles away.”
 “But that’s an illusion, right?” the acolyte asked. “You and Nathaliey crossed it easily enough.” He looked at Memnet. “I don’t understand, Master.”
 “If an illusion is powerful enough, it becomes reality,” Memnet said. “Watch and see. Narud, keep an eye on the men at the lake. An opportunity presents itself.”
 The enemy at the lake had continued pressing forward, until the bulk of them were across the causeway that led through the swamp. The survivors were panting and staggering, and several dozen broke from the army while waiting for the rest to cross the causeway. They went to the lake to splash water on their faces and drink. 
 Narud strode across the platform to face the lake. He exposed his hands, and his voice rose in a low chant. Memnet called up a pair of keepers to join him. Their three voices became a rhythmic, harmonious chant.
 The magic awakened ancient protective wards submerged offshore. A spout of water erupted in the middle of the lake and formed a wave that rolled outward. Small at first, a foot or two high, it gathered strength as it rushed toward shore. A crest formed.
 The Veyrians noticed too late. They scrambled back from the shore, but couldn’t avoid the reach of the giant wave, which swept them from their feet and carried them inland. The water rolled over the causeway and threw dozens more into the mud. When the wave retreated, it dragged men into the lake. The survivors were thrown into chaos. 
 Shouts from the palace guard in front of the pavilion alerted Markal to their faltering defenses in the meadow. The illusion should have kept the enemy army struggling indefinitely, but it was already dissolving. A dozen or more marauders had broken clear, and they shouted and encouraged the regular soldiers, who were slogging forward one sluggish step after another, reforming ranks as they marched. 
 “It’s the cloaks,” Markal said to Memnet, who watched this with a frown. “They deflect our spells. There’s magic in them that helped the marauders over the walls and through the gate.” 
 “It isn’t the cloaks,” Memnet said. “Or rather, not solely the cloaks. Something else is strengthening them. Or someone.” 
 Markal’s mouth felt dry. Was that so? Was it possible?
 The Veyrian army in the meadow parted to allow a mounted figure through. He was small at this distance, but the man drew Markal’s attention like none of the thousands of others whose feet were tramping toward the pavilion. The light seemed to bend around him. A wind caught his cloak from behind and sent it swirling around his shoulders. When the wind reached the pavilion moments later, it was warm and foul smelling.
 “Markal,” the master said. His voice was tight and stiff. “Ring the bell. Thus begins the final defense.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 Markal grabbed the rope on the stout wooden beam and swung it hard. The beam hit the bell with a heavy, booming gong. A deep, sonorous ring penetrated to Markal’s bones as it rolled out from the shrine. A dark, evil magic had saturated the air, emanating from the dark wizard riding across the meadow toward them, but the ringing bell drove it out. Markal rang the bell a second time, then a third. 
 By the time he turned away, its effects were taking hold of the defenders. The palace guards lifted their weapons and shouted, defiant though their numbers were tiny compared to their enemy’s. Keepers and acolytes stiffened, eyes bright and alert. 
 Even on top of the platform, the wizards and apprentices seemed stronger, more resolute. Memnet himself straightened and looked ready to cast aside his staff, as if it were no longer needed. Hope rose momentarily in Markal’s breast, but the master seemed to think better of it, and clutched the stick close to him.
 Meanwhile, the two armies closing against the shrine faltered. The one on the lakeshore came to an abrupt halt, while the larger force across the meadow slowed noticeably. The marauders rode back and forth, shouting at the men to get moving, and the king raised his hand and said something that didn’t reach Markal’s ears. Discipline once more reigned in the Veyrian army, and the entire army was soon moving at a steady pace across the meadow. A battle chant rose into the air. As it carried to the forces on the lakeshore, they resumed their own march. 
 Markal’s eyes fell on the sword, which lay on the wooden planks directly beneath the bell. He’d nearly forgotten about it. They’d brought Soultrup here, where it could no longer work its mischief, and there it sat, immobile, looking entirely harmless wrapped in linens, its lethal shape concealed. Certainly, it did not look or feel magical at the moment, but he was not fooled. If this sanctuary fell, there would be nothing to stop King Toth. Memnet and his order would be destroyed, and Soultrup would fall into the enemy’s hands. 
 Markal turned around to find Memnet the Great studying him. “Markal, you will lead our defense from here.”
 “Are you sure, Master?” he asked. Uncertainty flickered on the others’ faces, even Nathaliey’s. 
 “You must. My thoughts are muddy, my vision still cloudy. I will advise where I can, but you are the one who will direct our efforts.” Memnet laid a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “You are ready. Find your power and wisdom.”
 “Yes, Master.”
 Markal considered his options. The force on the meadow was the bigger threat. It was led by the king himself, and several times larger than the one struggling along the lakeshore. But that didn’t mean he could ignore the smaller force.
 “Vizier!” he called down to Nathaliey’s father. Kandibar turned toward him. “Leave a dozen men here. Get them ready for knife work. Direct the rest toward the lake.” When the vizier passed along the orders, Markal turned to his companions. “I’m going to ring the bell again. Nathaliey, shield the lead Veyrians. Let’s say the two companies under the banner of the red star, and the pikemen to their right. I don’t want them hearing the bell.”
 She frowned. “You don’t want them to hear it?” 
 “No, I don’t. Do you know the incantation?”
 “Tueri a nocentibus? But why?” 
 “You’ll see. Chantmer, if the rest of them break through, you’ll have to use obliviscatur. Turn them around. You know that one?” 
 A grim nod from the tall apprentice. “Yes, I can see. Of course I can manage.” He was serious and grim-faced, no arguing now, and Markal thought he’d already grasped the essence of the plan.
 “Narud, prepare the wards in the meadow,” Markal said. He glanced at the approaching enemy. Almost here, another minute, perhaps. “Here we go. Nathaliey, shield them now.”
 She placed her palms down and closed her eyes. Markal made his way back to the bell. He whispered one of the master’s sayings, calming his mind with the mantra as he took up the beam. He swung the rope hard, and the bell boomed. 
 A weird echo returned, bounced back from where it struck the men that Nathaliey had shielded. Behind them, the bulk of the army faltered once more, hesitating even as the marauders shouted and cursed for them to keep going. The lead formations, shielded from the effects of the bell, came running forward, swiftly outpacing the bulk of the army behind them. There were three or four hundred in this advance group.
 They were only yards away now. And here they ran into the trench dug by the keepers.
 It was only a few feet wide and a couple of feet deep. Had the army been fresh, the men could have leaped it. Had they seen it for what it was, they could have stomped through without so much as turning an ankle. But to their eyes it suddenly loomed like a vast chasm.
 They stumbled into the trench, flailing and screaming. When they landed in the bottom, they writhed as if broken by a great fall. Men cried out, begging for help. There was no injury any more than there was a chasm; it was all illusion. Soon enough, they would recover if given a chance.
 Palace guards leaped upon them, thrusting with daggers and swords. Again and again as hundreds of Veyrians died, defenseless.
 Markal rushed down from the platform. “Get the bodies out of the trench! We need it clear.”
 Keepers and acolytes dragged the dead out, and Markal hurried to help. He had a body by the leg and was pulling it out of the trench when the Veyrian war cry started up again. The rest of the army was pushing forward once more.
 “Markal!” Chantmer shouted down to him. “I am ready. Tell me what to do.”
 The bell had done its job without requiring obliviscatur, which meant that Chantmer still had his strength. And Nathaliey’s shielding spell hadn’t been very costly, either. It might be worth trying a second time. Two or three more slaughters in the trench and King Toth would have nothing left with which to overrun the shrine. 
 Unfortunately, the first of the lakeside enemies had fought their way clear of the bogs, the crashing wave, and the confusion cast by the path, and they surged at Kandibar’s defenders. The Veyrians looked tired and uncertain, having witnessed the slaughter of several hundred of their fellows. But they also outnumbered the small group of Syrmarrians by at least ten to one. The first swords and spears clashed. 
 Markal pointed at the developing battle on their flank. “Throw them back,” he told Chantmer.
 “Master,” Chantmer said, turning to Memnet, “I need an overwhelm spell. Do you know the one I mean? I can’t remember the words.” 
 Memnet nodded and began to feed his apprentice the spell. Markal turned his attention back to the main fight, where he joined his efforts with the keepers in raising more wards. They slowed the pace of the attackers long enough for the defenders to finish clearing the trench. These bodies they heaped in a grisly pile to one side.
 Two acolytes cast a spell to dry the grass, and Narud set it on fire. It swept back across the meadow, a fierce, quick-burning conflagration that scattered men and made horses rear in terror. King Toth stood apart, watching, and now he cast a spell. It killed the flames.
 Facing the smaller, lakeside force, Chantmer let out a cry of triumph. Blood streamed from his palms and his face was drawn. But the attackers from the lakeside were bent double, vomiting. Some sank to their knees, and others dropped their weapons and staggered away. Kandibar’s palace guards sprang at them, slaughtering at will. The guards would have chased the fleeing enemy right back to the lake path if Kandibar hadn’t called them back. He left a handful in place, then brought the rest around to join the main defenses. 
 Markal didn’t have a chance to savor this small victory. More magic was brewing in the meadow, a malignant energy gathering around the king, so powerful that even the Syrmarrians could sense it, as evidenced by their drawn faces and wide eyes.
 The air smelled of blood, and the shouts, screams, and clashing weapons mingled with the chant of wizards, keepers, apprentices, and acolytes. Above it all, the king’s power continued to swell.
 Markal raised his voice to be heard over the din of battle. “Beware the sorcerer. Raise our defenses!”
 Nathaliey ran to the bell to ring it. Narud flattened his palms. Memnet stared out, hands buried in his sleeves, expression grim.
 The meadow heaved, the ground splitting open. The soil spit stones into the air, everything from fist-size rocks to small boulders. They climbed high in the sky and swirled about overhead, hundreds in all. The stones came flying toward the Golden Pavilion.
 They rained down from the sky, striking the roof and the ground all around. Falling rocks crashed into defenders and attackers alike. One enormous boulder struck a formation of Veyrians trying to force their way across the trench by running atop the bodies of their fallen companions. It left a dozen men dead or maimed in its path. But another stone, even larger, smashed through the roof of the pavilion. It hit the bell, which gave a terrible screeching gong.
 Defenders and attackers alike were flinching, crying out, throwing themselves clear of the bombardment. A marauder leaped the trench on his horse, heedless of the destruction raining from the sky. He swung his scimitar and cut down a keeper with a brutal slash across the throat, then charged for the stairs to the pavilion. A stone struck his horse, and he went down, pinned beneath the animal.
 King Toth had dismounted in the meadow. While his army hurled themselves against the defenses, he lifted his hands overhead. Power gathered in him a second time, a swirling vortex of it.
 More stones uprooted themselves from the meadow. The ones that had already fallen joined them, lifting into the air once more. King Toth lifted his hands higher. More stones raised themselves. The air hummed with power. A massive boulder half the size of the Golden Pavilion itself came loose with a tremendous boom that made the ground shudder, as if it had been torn from the very heart of the world.
 The whole mass of stones swirled overhead, directly above the shrine of the Golden Pavilion, over the vizier and his palace guard, over the heads of the members of the Order of the Crimson Path. When the rocks fell, all would be destroyed.
 “The pure land sacrifices in its own defense,” Memnet said.
 It was said in a low voice, barely a whisper, but Markal heard it clearly. When he looked up, the wizard fixed him with his gaze.

No! 
 He couldn’t. He remembered the desolation Nathaliey had called up, destroying the invaders but consuming the walled garden in the process. And now Memnet wanted Markal to do the same thing here. It would be the end of the gardens if he did. Only a wasteland would remain.
 “No, Master. No.”
 “Then you must stop it, Markal. You must find your power, must eliminate your doubts. Quickly, now. It is our last chance. You know what to do?” 
 “Yes.”

Markal closed his eyes and placed his hands palm down. He didn’t need much. Only a flicker, power he could summon easily if he had the presence of mind. This was a place of strength, the heart of their defenses. If not here, then where? 
 “Sumas ascendit. Periculum est super nos.” 
 He raised all his power and sent it flooding out, or at least as much as he could direct, which was enough, he thought. Wake up! It was the same spell he’d cast earlier that night to rouse Nathaliey and warn her of the attack on the north gate. But instead of sending it to the minds of his companions, he directed it to the bell. It had taken a blow, but was not broken. 
 The bell boomed hard enough to shake his bones and make his ears ache. The stones were falling from the sky at the same moment. They came straight down at the shrine and its defenders, but this time they bent away as if there were a shield over the top of the shrine. Some bounced off and splashed into the lake with tremendous geysers of water. Others struck the attacking army. The largest boulder, the one that could have demolished the pavilion by itself, slammed into the Veyrians and rolled across the meadow, leaving a trail of destruction.
 When the hail of rock had ceased, all was silent except for the groans of the dying and the last, reverberating sound of the bell. The Golden Pavilion was battered, but still standing. There were still hundreds of Veyrians, perhaps as many as two thousand on the battlefield, but hundreds lay dead or crippled. They lay in great heaps, in front of, behind, and within the trenches. Slaughtered at the feet of the Syrmarrian guards.
 Meanwhile, King Toth had fallen to the ground, and now rose shakily to his feet and leaned against two of his men for support. He’d called up his strongest magic, an awesome display of power, only to see it cripple his own army. As the Veyrians seemed to notice the same thing, they turned and fled. Nathaliey and Narud had the presence of mind to call up incantations to speed their flight. Soon, the enemy was in complete disarray, fleeing toward the woods or running back around the lakeside path.
 Only the marauders remained. They gathered in a knot of about fifteen gray-cloaked enemies around their king, half of them mounted, half on foot. One of them threw his cloak around Toth’s shoulders, and this seemed to strengthen the king. He found a horse and climbed into the saddle.
 Markal hurried up to the platform to get a better view. His companions stood, tense and ready for what came next.
 “He’s finished,” Chantmer said. His voice was tight. “Look at him, he’s drained his magic. That spell with the stones took everything.”
 “That was more than a spell,” Nathaliey said. “Who could manage such a thing?”
 “It wasn’t as powerful as all that,” Chantmer said. “Markal turned it aside with a simple trick.”
 It could have been taken as a dismissal of Markal’s role in the battle, but it was simply fact. A deflection, nothing more. It was the sorcerer’s own hubris that led him to this point, and Markal had taken advantage of it. 
 “What now, Master?” Markal asked.
 Memnet had dropped his staff, and he leaned against one of the support beams holding up the roof of the shrine. The scars remained in the wood from when Bronwyn had hacked off the runes. The beams themselves were split and battered from the attack with the stones. Splinters lay about their feet. 
 “He is finished,” Chantmer insisted.
 “So are we,” Nathaliey said.
 She was right. Their magic users were spent, hands bloodied from the youngest acolyte to the oldest keeper. The enemy had survived their runes and wards. Only the bell and the trench remained, and these wouldn’t stop the king and his marauders. The vizier was doing his best to rouse the palace guard, but no more than twenty uninjured men remained. These were exhausted, leaning on spears or bending over and tugging at tunics while they gasped for air.
 The marauders chanted and shouted. King Toth stood tall in the saddle in the center of them. He let his men carry on for several moments, growing louder and louder, then lifted a gloved hand and pointed to the shrine. The company moved forward. The horses broke into a trot, and the men on foot into a run.
 By now the last of the regular soldiers had disappeared into the forest or fled back around the lake into the woods on the far side. An entire army, destroyed. But King Toth had other armies, rich cities, and kingdoms at his command. There was no other garden, and no other order of wizards to oppose him should this one fall. Once again Markal thought of the pure land spell that would leave all in ruins. Was now the time? 
 “Master?” Nathaliey asked, her voice thin with worry.
 “Let them come,” Memnet said. “We have one last trick to play.”
 He reached into the sleeve of his cloak and removed a smooth sphere of glass. Nathaliey gasped. Hope sprang forth in Markal’s breast. The orb!
 “Hold them!” Markal cried down to the defenders. “Our master has awakened!”
 “The wizard!” someone shouted, and then the cry went up through all of the defenders gathered around the Golden Pavilion.
 Narud went to the bell and rang it. There was a discordant note in its song—it had taken damage in the stone attack—but it wasn’t entirely without power. The song did nothing to halt the enemy gathering speed in their charge, but the shouting palace guard cried out with renewed vigor, until they sounded like a hundred men.
 Light flared on the platform. It was the orb, glowing in Memnet’s fist. Soon it was too bright to look at directly, and if Markal had been standing any farther away, the master’s face would have been washed out in that light. But alone of the ones on the platform and the battlefield, he was within the cone of light, not squinting into it. And what he saw destroyed hope.
 Memnet the Great was not speaking an incantation. His lips were not moving. Indeed, it was all he could do to hold the orb without dropping it. He’d called up a very bright light, but that was all. If there was magic in the orb that Chantmer hadn’t squeezed out in his aborted attempt, Memnet was not drawing on it. Apparently, he couldn’t. This was a flash of light, and nothing more.
 The marauders reached the trench. Everything depended on that last defense, but it didn’t hold. A few stumbled, and one man fell, but the rest came across. They struck the wall of defenders waiting for them, and there was a terrific clash of weapons. Men screaming, dying, falling back, thrusting forward. Strengthened by Narud, who kept banging at the bell, the Syrmarrians fought bravely, but were no match for their enemies. 
 King Toth reached the trench, and there he stopped. He gathered himself as if to send the horse leaping across, but either horse or rider balked at the last moment. Light flared out from the pavilion, brighter than ever. Brighter than the sun.
 The king seemed to lose his nerve. He turned his horse, and as he did, he cried out, “To me! Defend me!” 
 His marauders fell back from the battle, fighting free of the remaining palace guards, who moments earlier had been on the verge of annihilation, but now let out a great shout of victory. Marauders on horses hoisted their companions into the saddle when possible. The group of them fled across the meadow.
 There was little question of giving pursuit, and the vizier called back those who made as if to chase their enemy out of the gardens. The light died in Memnet’s hand, and the orb disappeared into his cloak.
 Nathaliey hugged Markal and then Chantmer, and Narud stood to one side, looking both puzzled and pleased, as if he could hardly believe that they’d won. Markal knew how right he was. A moment longer, a little more nerve by the enemy, and total defeat would have been the result. 
 As his companions rushed to help with the wounded, Markal looked at the master, who was bending shakily to retrieve his stick. When he stood, he caught Markal staring and winked. 
 “You had nothing?” Markal asked in a low voice.
 “Nothing whatsoever.”
 Markal chuckled. “You had me fooled.”
 “But not entirely. Not at the end.”
 Markal glanced at the others, but they were caught up in the general celebration, even Chantmer, who descended the stairs to clap Kandibar on the shoulder and pump his hand. Markal turned back to Memnet.
 “No, not at the end,” Markal told the wizard. “I was terrified when I realized. I suppose I thought all along that you’d summon some great magic when things were darkest.” He thought about it for a moment. “And I suppose you did. Because the sorcerer was expecting the same, and that was nearly the same as being real.”
 “Now you see, my friend,” Memnet said. “Now you understand. There is more to this than brute power. And that is why you are now a wizard.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 The wights made a final attack that night, when the sky was dark and the gardens quiet. Nathaliey thought that if the king hadn’t been so grasping, had made his attack after sunset, the souls of the dead might have turned the tide. As it was, they nearly overwhelmed the demolished north gate, and the members of the order and the remaining defenders only barely turned them away.
 Nathaliey was only sure the fight was won when she heard the distant horn of the Harvester. It carried like a ghostly wail through the misty night air. Following in its wake was the faint baying of hounds. The Harvester had come to gather souls, and the necromancy that controlled the wights was faltering, their protection from the dark gatherer weak. They fled in terror, and that was the final, inglorious end of King Toth’s assault on the gardens of Memnet the Great.
 But that didn’t mean that the king himself had fallen from power. Nor was Aristonia out from underneath the Veyrians occupying Syrmarria and building the king’s highway through the heart of the khalifate. When the wind blew in the right direction, Nathaliey could smell smoke from the Sacred Forest.
 Memnet returned to his cottage in the woods and promptly slipped into a deep, nearly unwakeable sleep. The others started to rebuild their defenses, starting with the bridge over Blossom Creek. The first layer of protection was concealment, and that meant hiding once more. Within the gardens themselves, ancient wards had been spent, and these would take months, even years to restore, but if they could keep from being found, they could buy time to see it accomplished. 
 And then there was the walled garden. The soil had been so rich that it brought Memnet the Great back to life, but now this most fertile corner was desolate. Markal ordered the soil cleared away, the dead trees cut down, the stone path uprooted, and all of it buried in a pit on the far side of Blossom Creek. He brought in fresh soil and had it laid down, but no plant would take root. The land was poisoned, dead.
 It was a terrible blight in the heart of the gardens, and they worried it would spread. Markal ordered the entrances bricked in and placed runes on the surrounding walls to keep the dead spot contained.
 When that was done, Markal took Nathaliey aside and told her to take her father away. Kandibar and the palace guards were traitors against the high king and could not return to Syrmarria. But neither could they stay. The Syrmarrians had depleted the food stores, and outside trade to secure more was difficult.
 On the fourth day after the attack, Nathaliey and the surviving Syrmarrians left through the south gate. She used her magic to hide them as they passed through farming villages and grassy vales filled with shepherds and their flocks. They picked up the pace as the land dried. The drought had touched the southern border of Aristonia, and here they came across a pair of abandoned villages, where the crops sat unharvested and blighted. The bones of cattle lay where they’d been scattered by scavengers.
 The next morning, they reached the Spice Road, and the day after that encountered a caravan of Kratian salt traders who’d sold their cargo in Syrmarria and were returning south laden with silk, indigo, and khat. Kandibar paid eighty dinarii and Nathaliey gave sixteen jars of honey from the gardens to pay the Kratians to transport the Syrmarrians across the desert to safety. The great Sultanate of Marrabat awaited on the other side, with its sultan in his palace of red stone. Nathaliey would not be joining them on the road.
 Her father embraced her and spoke in her ear against the din of bellowing camels and shouting Kratians. “Come with me, Natty. I’ve never been south, I don’t know their ways. You can show me around Marrabat, introduce me to the sultan.”
 She smiled. “I’m not fooled. I know what you’re trying to do.”
 “Well, why not? It’s a father’s duty to protect his daughter.” He held up a hand. “I know you’re not a child, but it’s not safe for you here.”
 “The Brothers have granted me a gift, Father. I have worked and studied to develop that gift further, and I’m too important to this struggle to step aside.”
 “You’re important to your father, too.”
 “Don’t worry about me, just get yourself safely across the desert. Do what you can to raise allies—I have a feeling we’ll need them.”
 He nodded. “Take care, don’t do anything foolish. I expect to see you again.”
 “I will, and thank you.” She kissed his cheek. “I expect to see you again, too.” 
 Nathaliey had thought about traveling with them for a few days to make sure that they escaped completely. Veyrian scouts might spot them, or bandits might attack when they reached the dry hill country to the south. Or the Kratians might abandon the Syrmarrians in the desert at the first opportunity. But these were minor worries compared to what awaited Nathaliey at the gardens, and she was anxious to return and do her share. 
 She couldn’t help a bit of spectacle as she left. The Kratian chieftain was shouting for the caravan to get moving. When her father glanced that direction, she cast a spell to hide herself. When he turned around, he looked past her, blinking in confusion. Nathaliey smiled to herself as she walked up the road.
 “First we hide,” she said to herself. “And then we ride out to battle.”
#
 Markal was working at the north gate when a figure approached. He didn’t look up at first, thinking it was one of the acolytes, and kept giving instructions to the archivists who’d traveled from Syrmarria to chisel runes. Jethro himself had come, and he had copied three new symbols that Markal had not known before. Two were for the forest, but one seemed to have something to do with stone, if only Markal could be sure.
 He stared down at the scrap of parchment, trying to work out the symbols and the writing that scrawled down the side to explain them. He might have been able to read them had he encountered them in the library, but here they were gibberish. And if he couldn’t understand them, then neither Chantmer nor Narud would be able to, either.
 “I’m almost certain we should put it in the brick,” Markal told the acolyte. “We can bind it to the wall, if nothing else. When the master wakes—”
 “When he wakes, he’ll say you should have put it on the underside of a flagstone,” the newcomer interrupted.
 Markal turned, surprised. It was Memnet. He was still pale, but not so skeletal in appearance, and he’d set aside his staff and stood without support. He smiled when he saw Markal’s expression. 
 “Well met, wizard,” Memnet said.
 “Well met, Master.”
 Seven days had passed since the battle, and three since Nathaliey set out. During that week, he’d only seen the master twice, and one of those times the elder wizard had been stumbling along the path under the starlight, sleepwalking. The rest of the time, Memnet had remained in a deep slumber. 
 “Have you eaten?” Markal asked.
 “Indeed. Two loaves of bread, a whole chicken, several pounds of cheese, figs, grapes, and a half-bushel of assorted greens and vegetables. But I’m hungry again. I suspect I will be for some time.”
 “Can you . . . ? I mean, has it returned?”
 “My power?” Memnet said. “A little. Enough to know that I’ll have full control eventually.” He smiled, and a glimpse of his boyish look returned. “No more need for back-alley tricks—I should be able to do the real thing next time.”
 “I was hoping there wouldn’t be a next time.”
 “You’ve bought us several months, I would think. Perhaps longer. There’s little we can do about the Tothian Way—the highway will continue toward the mountains—but we can hide our garden, build our strength, look for allies. All thanks to you.”
 Markal blinked. “Me? You mean that spell to deflect the stones? That was nothing. Any of the others could have done the same, and better.”
 “No, they couldn’t—we were about to be killed, and only you had the presence of mind to cast it—but that’s not what I mean. You led the gardens in my absence, dealt with threats, and saw that we were in a position to defend ourselves when the enemy came.”
 That was hardly true. If anything, Markal had put them at greater risk. He’d allowed the barbarian paladin to enter the gardens, and then, when she set off to kill the sorcerer, had failed to stop her.
 “Look at these people,” Memnet continued, gesturing at the keepers working on the wall and in the courtyard. “They trust you.”
 “They trust you, Master. If you hadn’t still been alive, I don’t know what we’d have done. We were all waiting for your return, trying not to get killed until that happened. By the Brothers, you know I don’t have the magic to defend the gardens against a sorcerer, and neither do any of the others.” 
 “Oh, nonsense. Anyway, I know your limitations, and they don’t trouble me. Your time will come. Might take a century or two, but it will happen.”
 “That soon? How comforting.”
 “Let me ask you a question, Markal. If you were going to overthrow the king, how would you do it? Armies? Magic? An invasion of nomads from the desert, an assassin in the night?”
 “Is this hypothetical?”
 “We can’t do it from here, that’s for certain.”
 “I have the curious sensation that you’re about to send me off on some business or other. Where to, Marrabat? You want to enlist the sultan in our fight?”
 “That would certainly help.” Memnet rested a hand on his shoulder. “But there is a small matter of a magical sword to settle first. Nathaliey is back—this is a task for the two of you.”
#
 The next morning, Markal and Nathaliey led two horses laden with supplies and passed through the north gate. The red sword had been wrapped in a leather apron and tucked into its own saddlebag. Layered spells kept it hidden from prying eyes, both physical and magical.
 Markal was still aware of its presence, sleeping, waiting. Would those incantations keep it from reaching out for the enemy? He didn’t know.
 Memnet the Great accompanied them as far as the bridge. He whistled and hummed to himself, sometimes strolling into the clover-filled meadow before returning to the road. Markal had presumed that the master had something to say to the two travelers or he wouldn’t have left the gardens, but apparently he just wanted a walk. Nathaliey caught Markal’s eye and raised a questioning eyebrow, to which he could only shrug.
 The horses hesitated at the bridge, confused, and Markal and Nathaliey had to coax them onto the stone path and up to the height of the arch as it curved over the gurgling waters of Blossom Creek. The water level was lower than Markal had ever seen, but it was still flowing for now.
 Memnet stopped them at the top of the bridge. “Stay south of the Tothian Way. Avoid Veyrian scouts, and most of all, don’t let the marauders spot you. I don’t know what they are, or the extent of their powers, but they have magic about them, perhaps equal to your own.”
 “Understood,” Markal said.
 “Jethro has been digging in the library for information. If he finds anything, I’ll seek a way to get it into your hands.”
 “How will you do that?” Nathaliey asked. “We’ll be hidden, and we’re leaving Aristonia behind.”
 “There’s nothing west of here but army camps and bandits,” Markal added. “And in the mountains, griffins, giants, and other dangers. You can hardly send word by mounted courier.”
 “If it’s necessary, I’ll find a way,” Memnet said. “Now,” he added, clapping them each on the shoulder, “I bid you best wishes. Find the order of paladins. Get the sword into their hands and make sure they know its lore.”
 He left them. As he came down off the bridge on his way back to the gardens, something glittered in his hand with reflected light. The orb. Was he playing with it, or had he started to rebuild his magic?
 “Well then, here we go,” Nathaliey said when she and Markal had led their horses down the other side and off the bridge. “Say goodbye to soft beds and hot meals. To feet that don’t ache and to uninterrupted sleep.”
 “It could be worse,” Markal said. “Last time you crossed the bridge you were running for your life.”
 “And I’m with you—that’s an improvement over my former company.” She grinned. “And by that, I mean, thank the Brothers that I’m not traveling with Chantmer.”
 “Imagine a journey of three hundred miles with Chantmer as your only company.”
 “Imagine it? I’ve done it!” Nathaliey said. “Well, maybe not alone, but close enough. We went to Veyre three years ago, just the two of us and a pair of acolytes who were well cowed and stayed out of his way as much as they could. That left me to suffer Chantmer’s attention, such as he granted me.”
 “Narud isn’t such great company, either,” Markal said. “Not unless he spots a bird with unusual plumage or some unknown insect, and then he won’t shut up.”
 She grinned at this, and he felt a flood of affection for her. So much had changed between them, from Nathaliey’s growing power to Markal’s supposed elevation to the rank of wizard, but their easy familiarity had not dimmed.
 “All right then,” Nathaliey said. “On we go. Griffins and marauders and who knows what else await us. Should be delightful.”
 And with that, Markal and Nathaliey continued up the road, on their way to the barbarian kingdoms of the west. The gardens of Memnet the Great receded in the distance behind them.
-end-
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